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    Winter Wonderland


    A heavy blanket of newly fallen snow clung to the grounds of the Easton Falls University campus. Signs of Christmas decorated more than half of the dorm room windows, and several maintenance crews were busy stringing lights on the enormous trees that lined the main walkway leading to the campus center, a typical occurrence just after the Thanksgiving holiday.


    Dante’s roommate, Tesla, had just returned from the holiday break and he was already busy studying for one of his engineering courses before classes had even begun.


    “Hey, Tesla. Studying already?” Dante said as he walked through the entrance and saw Tesla’s face buried in one of his textbooks.


    “Yep. The second half of the course is the toughest, so I want to make the most of the free time while I have it,” Tesla replied without any hesitation.


    “That’s smart. I wish I had the luxury. I still have to make up the work I missed when I was in a coma. My professors gave me until the thirtieth to finish, and I’ve got most of it done, but I still have a couple of papers that I need to finish,” Dante replied.


    “I admire you for jumping back into things so quickly. Most people would have just taken the semester off, and no one would have though any less of them, but you… you just dove right back in without giving it a second thought. I’m not sure I could have done that. You’ve definitely got my respect, and I’m sure your friends feel the same. Speaking of friends, are Owen and Anika back yet?” Tesla asked.


    “Not yet,” Dante responded, cutting himself off before he said too much.


    “Anika should be back soon, but Owen said he was going to stay home for a couple more days. He wanted to spend a little more time with his mom,” Dante continued after a brief deliberate pause.


    Dante reflected on what Owen might be doing and how he might be handling the events that had transpired over the past few months.


     


    Owen had taken The Keeper’s advice to take a break, but it wasn’t easy. He had to force himself to relax after his victory in The City of Worms. The events that occurred there were a constant source of mental distraction, but spending time with his mom and the change in scenery helped keep him from thinking about what happened. The holiday, however, was almost over, and Owen found it increasingly difficult to prevent his mind from drifting back to The Second Pillar of Truth and the destruction that he had initiated. Despite the challenge, it was his last weekend home, and he was determined to do absolutely nothing of consequence.


    Owen reclined on his comfortable couch wearing an old white t-shirt and a pair of well broken in blue jeans. He flipped through the television channels until he found the movie he was looking for, A Christmas Carol. It was his favorite Christmas movie, and it was just getting to the good part.


    “I’ve always loved this movie,” said Owen’s mom, Amelia, as she walked in from the kitchen after hearing the familiar dialogue.


    “Yeah, me too,” Owen responded.


    Amelia sat down next to Owen and started watching the movie with him, but not before she purposely messed up his light brown hair with her hand after sitting down.


    “Hey! Quit that,” Owen said with an irritated expression on his face.


    Owen then reached over and did the same thing to her. She chuckled, turning her attention to the television screen.


    ‘You may be an undigested bit of beef, a blot of mustard, a crumb of cheese, a fragment of underdone potato. There’s more gravy than of grave about you, whatever you are!’


    Owen lost himself in the screen, as he often did when watching something he was interested in. He imagined himself as Ebenezer Scrooge looking upon Marley’s ghostly face. Marley’s face morphed into the image of Owen’s father, the same image that was the face of The Second Pillar.


    Owen shook it off and got up to go grab some leftover turkey from the refrigerator. He reached in and pulled out a leg and some moist dark meat with a bit of gravy and stuffing. He popped the plate of food into the microwave for a minute and then returned to the comfort of the couch.


    Marley’s ghost had returned to normal, and Owen continued to watch the movie with his mom for the next forty-five minutes.


    After the movie finished, Amelia turned to Owen and said, “I’m really going to miss you. It’s been lonely here without you. It was nice to have you back, even if it was just for a short time.”


    “I’m going to miss you too, but there’s no need to worry. The university isn’t that far away, and I can always come home for the weekend if you’re feeling really lonely. All you need to do is ask.”


    “I know, I know, but I need to be strong. You’re a grown man now, and I need to let you live your own life. I want you to know that you’ve always been a great son and I’m really proud of you.”


    “Thanks, Mom. You’ve always been proud, even when I didn’t always deserve it.”


    Owen and his mom reminisced a while longer as they continued nibbling on the Thanksgiving leftovers.


    “I better stop before I get too stuffed,” Owen said as he patted his stomach. “I’ll be right back,” he continued.


    Owen closed the bathroom door and proceeded to wash his face and brush his teeth. Just before he finished, the heated water fogged up the mirror. Owen wiped the mirror with a washcloth, and as he did, his father’s face replaced his own reflection and then it started to speak.


    “Owen, you will soon be called upon once again. The traitor, Mallory, succeeded in acquiring one of the juvenile dragons just before the destruction of the city, and time continues to march forward in Everville and The Other In Between.”


    Owen paused for a moment, distracted by the physical features of the image staring back at him, and then he asked, “Are you my father? If you are, how did you get to be The Second Pillar? I don’t understand.”


    “What’s important for you to know is that you are inextricably linked to both worlds—and so am I. So are all The Pillars of Truth. Mallory’s decision to rescue the dragon from its destruction has set in motion a chain of events that cannot be stopped, but what can be changed is what happens in response. It has taken time to see how those affected would respond to those events. Soon, it will be time to take action.


    “Jacob is now working with Mallory, and together they hope to concentrate as much power as possible by forging alliances and creating conduits across the vast expanse, which will allow them to channel the element. His possession of the dragon is of grave concern, both because of its innate power as well as its fierce unpredictability. If Mallory can pull off gaining the dragon’s cooperation, he will succeed in gaining both the power of creation and the power of destruction in varying amounts, so long as that cooperation exists.”


    “My god! How we can we fight against that?” Owen asked.


    “The situation is dire, but it’s not hopeless. Mallory and Jacob’s arrogance is their greatest weakness. You must use it against them. You must discover the Third Pillar of Truth if you are to be victorious in exploiting that weakness. The Keeper will guide you along the way. As one of The Pillars of Truth, I cannot assist you further. You must discover that on your own.”


    Before Owen could ask any more questions, the image vanished. He had been wise to take The Keeper’s advice to rest. With the grave warning from The Second Pillar, Owen would need to be at his best in order to fight against the growing menace he was about to face.


     


    The traitor and former Fron, Mallory, stood on one of the border worlds in the vast expanse between Everville and The Other In Between. It was an ice planet with a never-ending Winter. Grey clouds covered the sky, and the blanket of white, snow-covered surface was interrupted only by the black and brown from the occasional exposed rock or cave.


    The planet provided Mallory the opportunity to raise the dragon in solitude. It was now taller than Mallory and quite capable of destroying him with a single fiery breath, but Mallory was deliberate in his treatment of the beast in the hopes of preventing such an unfortunate occurrence.


    Possession of the juvenile dragon along with the element inside of it gave Mallory the power to travel between worlds, and very soon, the ability to shape the environment around him. As the dragon grew larger, the element within it increased as well. That meant that Mallory would soon possess the power to transform the ground beneath his feet and eventually, the entire multiverse.


    Mallory looked at the dragon pensively as he fed small strips of roasted animal flesh to the creature. He picked off a few pieces for himself and leaned against the growing belly of the beast as they ate together sitting on the ground next to the inside of the cave wall. He stroked its scaly, impenetrable skin as he peered deep into its eyes.


    It peered back. Puffs of smoke escaped its nostrils, and Mallory was content with its apparent loyalty. It was impossible, though, to tell what it was thinking. The blank stare in its glassy eyes gave no hints as to what was on its mind.


    After the dragon fell asleep, Mallory walked outside the cave and looked up at the sky. A break in the clouds lasted just long enough to reveal the three large moons that orbited the planet. One of them was significantly larger than the other two and reflected a dim, blue light from its distant binary star, around which the planet orbited.


    After only a few seconds, the bone-chilling air began to burn Mallory’s lungs, forcing him back into the shelter of the cave to get warm. A few moments later, he walked towards a large flat section of the cave wall and starting digging into it with his sharp fingernails, drawing symbols that were burned into his mind during the battle at The City of Worms. The slime that dripped from his fingers froze quickly as he continued to dig into the cave wall.


    When he finished, the symbols revealed a map of his location within the multiverse. He was far from Everville and The Other in Between. He was deep in the heart of the border realms within the current home of the race of creatures that seeded the dragons.


    Mallory stood there shivering. The slime that oozed out of his skin was constantly freezing, forcing him to periodically break it off. He had done it so frequently that it had accumulated into a small pile where he was standing, but he didn’t care. After he finished carving the map, he just grinned, revealing his rotting teeth along with the mental plotting of his next deed.
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    The Meeting


    Back at Easton Falls, the dean of the university was patiently waiting in his office, ready to have a meeting with Jacob and his adoptive father.


    “Please. Come in Mr. Hughes,” said Dean Swifthouse.


    The dean was pale, slim, and stood just over six feet tall. He wore an expensive grey suit and blue silk tie. The wrinkles in his face revealed his age, but the dean was insecure and did his best to conceal it with black hair coloring and expensive face creams, though that did more to stink up the room than to slow the signs of aging.


    “How can I help you?” the dean continued, motioning with his hand for Mr. Hughes to come closer and sit in front of his large black work desk.


    “I wanted to bring to your attention to something that happened at my home while I was away. It involved two students here, Owen and Drusilla, both of which I understand were recently involved in another disturbance on campus,” said Carmine Hughes, Jacob’s adoptive father.


    “Yes, I believe I’m familiar with those students,” the dean said.


    “My son Jacob said that Owen and Drusilla had come to my home under false pretenses and then searched Jacob’s room looking for something expensive to steal. Jacob said that they damaged some of his property and stole an antique artifact. My butler confirmed what Jacob told me, and Jacob thinks some other people at the school may be involved as well,” Mr. Hughes continued.


    “That sounds terrible, Mr. Hughes,” Dean Swifthouse replied. “I can assure you that we will look into this matter immediately, and we’ll take any and all appropriate action necessary. We have a zero tolerance policy against criminal activity at this university. While I am limited in what I can do regarding occurrences outside of the campus, if there is any connection with a disturbance on campus or other illegal activity that occurs related to the crime, then I will have more discretion with the punishment. If Owen or Drusilla are found to have engaged in what you have discussed, rest assured that there will be swift consequences,” the dean exclaimed.


    “That’s good to hear,” Mr. Hughes replied.


    “I’ll start an investigation right away, and I will get back with you as soon as I’ve find out anything,” the dean said.


    “Thank you. I’ve been a generous contributor to this school over the years, and I wouldn’t want Easton Falls University to get a bad name from a few rotten apples like Drusilla or Owen Sage,” Mr. Hughes said with derision.


    “I can assure you that we don’t take these kinds of issues lightly. Your contributions to this school are very much appreciated. We’ll do everything that we can,” the dean finished.


    “Thank you,” Mr. Hughes said as he shook the dean’s hand.


    As soon as Mr. Hughes left the office, the dean spoke to his assistant and asked him to contact several staff members who handled such matters. For the time being, he put everything else on hold while he followed up on the leads provided by Mr. Hughes.


     


    Meanwhile, at the bus station near Owen’s home, Owen and his mom were waiting patiently for the bus to arrive.


    “I’m going to miss you,” Amelia said lovingly, while squeezing him uncomfortably hard.


    “I’m going to miss you too, Mom,” Owen said with some difficulty, while being suffocated by her over-affection.


    A few moments later the bus finally arrived, and they began putting Owen’s luggage in the cabin underneath the bus. When they finished with the last suitcase, Amelia gave Owen one last hug.


    “I love you, Owen. Please be safe.”


    “I love you too, Mom,” Owen replied as he boarded the bus and took a seat.


    Owen didn’t care much for bus rides. Most of the buses that he rode were usually bumpy and inadequately heated, especially for late November. It was the perfect time for Owen to check out, transport himself to Everville, and visit The Keeper. Time would be frozen in place in the earthly realm anyway, giving Owen some time to discuss with The Keeper what The Second Pillar had warned him about regarding Mallory.


     


    Owen transported himself to The Keeper’s Workshop in Everville. He wasn’t looking forward to preparing for another battle or finding a way to defeat Mallory, but the massive interior of The Keeper’s Workshop was starting to grow on him. He gave himself a moment to take it all in, looking at all of the endless antique books and objects in the room.


    The moment was stolen as Owen’s attention was quickly pulled away by the ceaseless movement of the creatures who were busy scurrying in and out of the doorway, with what appeared to be purposeful intent. To what end, though, Owen was not sure.


    “Ah, Owen. It’s good to see you again. I figured you’d be back soon. Activity is starting to pick up around the border realms. What have you uncovered?” The Keeper asked.


    The Keeper stood towering over Owen with his long grey beard and the usual attire of The Keepers—a long dark robe—and resting his staff on the side of the table while reading from a dusty, antique book.


    Owen looked up at The Keeper and replied, “The Second Pillar appeared to me when I was at home. He said that Mallory took a baby dragon from The City of Worms and is going to use it to concentrate and channel his power. He also said something about Mallory setting in motion a chain of events that can’t be stopped and that the only thing we can change is how we respond to those events.”


    Owen’s voice gave away his concern.


    “That is indeed very troubling, and we must act quickly, but we must also employ careful deliberation. I will assemble a meeting of The Keepers later today. In the meantime, why don’t you go have some lunch with the Fron. I know they will be very pleased to see you,” The Keeper replied.


    A few small, round creatures stood by Owen’s feet. One of them, a purple and yellow marmook named Grenmar, reached up and grabbed Owen’s finger with his hand. Once Grenmar had heard the words of The Keeper, he eagerly tried to pull Owen out of The Keeper’s Workshop in order to head above ground and get some tasty treats. Grenmar, who had journeyed to The City of Worms before its destruction, was also very interested in spending time with the growing legend that was Owen Sage.


    The Keeper smiled and watched as the friendly marmooks, along with a few other creatures and a couple of muscle-bound miniature Ubaloo, escorted Owen out the door.


    Once they left, The Keeper’s facial expression took on an air of urgency.


    “We must assemble the others,” The Keeper said to Sako, the Fron leader.


    “I’ll get right on it,” said Sako’s assistant, Toe.


    “How bad is it?” Sako asked.


    The Keeper put his hand on Sako’s shoulder and replied, “There is a great challenge that lies ahead, perhaps the greatest challenge that Everville has ever faced, but I am confident we can be victorious. We mustn’t be hasty. As you know, anything worth doing is worth doing slowly. It requires us to have patience and reflection.”


    Sako thought to himself for a moment, nodding his head in agreement.


    “Now Sako, join your fellow Fron in some feasting. Our deliberation will come soon enough,” The Keeper said in a lighter tone.


     


    On the surface, above the underground catacombs of Everville, the Fron were busy preparing for the lunchtime feast. Owen breathed in the pleasant smells of the vegetation that bled into the complex aromas of various Fron dishes. He listened to the happy squeaking of Grenmar and the other marmooks that bounced along by his side as they headed towards the direction of the food.


    Dozens of short, thick, hairless Fron made their way from the fields towards the Great Fron Hall. Most were carrying multiple dishes of food. The few that weren’t were carrying large wooden crates of wine and ale.


    The Fron exuded an upbeat energy of carefree happiness. Owen knew underneath, though, that most Fron were more than capable of holding their own in a time of crisis.


    “There you are,” Kearney said to Owen as he walked towards the Great Fron Hall with several of the Fron Owen had previously met.


    “Hey, Kearney. It’s great to see you again,” Owen replied.


    “Come on over here. Don’t be shy,” Kearny said, reaching around Owen’s waist and pulling him into the center of the crowd.


    Owen nearly tripped, but he managed to get his balance.


    “Guys, wait up,” shouted Toe, running towards them as they approached the entrance to the Great Fron Hall.


    “And here we all are again,” Kearney said.


    Toe proceeded to grab two sets of plates and stack them high with almost every food available before setting them down on a large center table in the middle of the hall.


    It was no secret why the Fron were thick; they ate quite a lot.


    “I don’t think I could survive if I ate that much,” Owen said looking at Toe.


    “Well luckily for me I’m not a human,” Toe responded honestly.


    “No need to insult the man,” Sako replied.


    “No offense taken. I imagine it’s great living as a Fron, but I enjoy my life as a human just as well, even with all the extra work I have to do and the food I can’t eat.”


    Kearney brought several bottles of wine to the table. Toe had already started digging into the food and barely lifted up his head to take a breath. He ate the food with remarkable swiftness, but once the wine arrived, he took a few seconds to fill his glass.


    Toe drank a few gulps to wash down the food.


    “Ah. Delicious,” Toe continued, with his mouth open and still partially full.


    Owen raised his eyebrows in amazement and chuckled. He didn’t take offense, as he knew it was the custom of the Fron. He even found it a little bit charming.


    Owen, however, ate slowly. His attention began to wander off as he started thinking about the upcoming meeting of The Keepers. It was difficult to take The Keepers’ advice and fully embrace the feast when he knew a great battle was likely in the near future.


    “Well if you’re not going to eat it, I will,” Kearney said, reaching over Owen and grabbing some moist chunks of savory looking meat that rested on Owen’s plate.


    “Cheer up, old friend,” Kearney said intently as he patted Owen on his back.


    For the next half hour or so, the Fron continued to eat and drink, smile and laugh. The time had come, though, for Owen and a few others to return below for the meeting of The Keepers.


     


    A while later, Owen and a few of the Fron returned below and gathered inside The Workshop of The Keepers. The room was filled with several different races of species from the different lands that surrounded Everville. Owen recognized many of them from the armies he fought alongside with in The City of Worms.


    The Keeper, formerly known as Carwyn, stood tall in the center of The Workshop of The Keepers and began to speak.


    “As most of you are aware, Owen proved pivotal in the destruction of the worms, but we have a new problem. We have recently learned that Mallory, whom you all know and used to love, was able to capture one of the juvenile worms before its destruction.


    “The situation is even graver than it seems. We all know the power of the element with the worms, but when the worms gained sentience and became dragons that power was no longer contained. Now that only one dragon remains, all of the element within the universe will be channeled to the one remaining dragon, and Mallory has tamed it—at least for the time being.


    “Despite the seriousness of the situation, Mallory’s arrogance will work to our advantage. Our quest will be twofold. We must first stop the element from being channeled into the dragon and find a new method to store the energy. That will be the easy part. The real challenge will be in removing the element from within the dragon that already exists. That can only be done willingly or through its destruction.


    “We can discuss later how and where to channel the element. That will be our challenge, but Owen will need to find The Third Pillar of Truth. Before he can do that, he will need to find the only Keeper that knows three of The Pillars of Truth. His name is Varstock. All of the other Keepers are here with us today.”


    “How come Varstock isn’t here with the rest of The Keepers?” Toe asked.


    “Understanding three of The Pillars of Truth represents a significant concentration of power, more power than any other Keeper. He made the choice to sequester himself away from others and keep his location secret in the hopes of preventing self-corruption or temptation to use the power,” The Keeper responded.


    Owen’s forehead wrinkled. He turned to The Keeper and asked, “Assuming I am able to find Varstock, what makes you think he would be willing to help? I mean, by requesting his help, aren’t we going to be asking him to do the very thing he set out not to do in the first place? Won’t he think helping us would lead to him using too much power?”


    “Well, Owen, I didn’t say it would be easy. You will have to convince him, and before that you will need to find him, but like all Keepers he is very wise. The knowledge of an even greater evil and concentration of power should convince him that it will need to be stopped, which will require his cooperation in helping you find The Third Pillar of Truth.


    “Be warned, though, Owen,” The Keeper continued, “you will not be able to find him with just the help of our friends in the surrounding lands of Everville. He has seen to that. You will have to discover some clues from creatures that have no loyalty in the border realms. I think the Mountain Dwellers in The Valley of Darkness would be a good place to start. I suggest you take Grenmar. He, like his father Dagda, will be a loyal and invaluable friend, as with most marmooks. Take one of the Ubaloo as well, but you will need to keep your contingent small as not to cause unnecessary trepidation for Varstock once you find him.”


    “Take me! Take me!” shouted Felix, one of the miniature Ubaloo.


    “Wait. On second thought, never mind,” Felix said after thinking about it for a few moments longer.


    “I’ll go,” said Asher, another Ubaloo who was a little more courageous.


    “And you’ll go too, Felix,” The Keeper interjected. “To help to keep Owen focused on the task at hand, Grenmar will need someone to keep him occupied and out of trouble when he gets bored.” The Keeper continued.


    Felix whimpered.


    “Why did I have to say anything?” Felix said aloud mournfully while hitting himself on the forehead with the palm of his hand.


    “I’ll send you through the portal to one of the monoliths in the land of the giants. From there, you will need to travel through the land of the giants to the underground river that leads to The Valley of Darkness.


    “Use the wisdom you have gained to help guide you. Don’t be afraid to rely on the help of your friends, and above all, be patient and reflective,” The Keeper said to Owen.


    “I’ll get some supplies,” said Toe.


    A few moments later, Toe returned with a few small bags and a larger one for Owen.


    “Asher will show you what to do with these when you need them,” Toe said to Owen.


    “Thanks, Toe,” Owen replied.


    The Keeper escorted the four of them to the portal by the staircase. The portal rippled like a vertical pond bound by an ancient wooden frame. It reflected back the images in front of it but was also partially transparent, allowing them to see what was on the other side. The Keeper touched the frame with his staff, each time changing the location on the other end. The Keeper stopped once the monolith appeared across the portal, and then one by one, they walked through. Felix was the last to cross. Asher had to reach through the portal from the other side in order to pull Felix through.


    After they all arrived at the monolith, the portal closed behind them, and they inspected their surroundings.
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    Connections


    Back at Jacob’s home, Mr. Hughes readied himself for work and was about to leave.


    The butler opened the door for Mr. Hughes, who was wearing a thick, grey-woolen trench coat over an expensive black suit. Before he left, Mr. Hughes turned towards Jacob.


    “Don’t worry,” he said.


    “Those two will be taken care of. Rest assured, they won’t cause you any more trouble, not after the university deals with them,” Mr. Hughes continued, referring to Owen and Drusilla.


    “I’ll take care of them if the university doesn’t,” Jacob retorted in a shrill tone.


    Jacob squinted his grey eyes and bushy black eyebrows as he spoke. The recent lack of sunlight made his skin paler than usual. That, combined with his slim build, made him look sickly.


    “Don’t do anything rash. I’ll make sure the lawyers handle it,” Mr. Hughes said as he walked out the door.


     


    A few hours later at the campus café, Jacob had just arrived. It was quieter than usual. More than half of the seats were available, all of which normally would be taken during mid-morning on a Monday.


    Jacob ordered the house special and then sat down at a table in the back corner, which was hidden from view.


    “Did you get what I asked for?” whispered a young man who was already seated.


    Jacob didn’t say a word. He simply pushed a large envelope across the table, which then quickly disappeared into the man’s briefcase.


    Trying not to look too suspicious, both of them just sat there a few moments and sipped their coffee. After the man left, Jacob stayed a while longer until he had finished his coffee.


    Just as Jacob was leaving, Anika walked through the door. Jacob had his head down and wasn’t paying attention. He bumped into her, nearly knocking her over. Anika stared at him, waiting for him to apologize, but it was too much to ask. They both turned away from each other angrily. The animosity between them was palpable.


    Anika continued walking towards the counter.


    “What can I get for you?” the young female barista asked, having watched the confrontation moments earlier.


    “I’ll have the house special,” Anika replied.


    It was the most popular drink by far in the café, thanks to the secret ingredient, which was a closely guarded formula.


    Anika handed over the cash.


    “That guy’s a real jerk,” the barista said to Anika.


    “Sure is,” Anika responded, while waiting on the coffee.


    “Here you go,” the barista said with a smile once she had finished making the drink.


    “Thanks.”


    Anika sat down at one of the tables and waited for Dante and Owen to arrive.


    She looked around, paying close attention to the antiques and art that decorated the tables and walls. She learned earlier that bo staves were made in the back of the cafe, but there was something else magical about the place, something that drew her along with all the other patrons to the campus café.


    Dante sat down next to her.


    “Hey, Anika. What’s up?” he asked.


    “Jacob was just here. That guy’s got some nerve. He walked right into me and almost knocked me over,” she replied.


    “That doesn’t surprise me at all. Not after what he did to Cleophas. I heard he tried to kill him. That guy’s a real problem. If he didn’t have his new parents covering up after him he’d be in real trouble,” Dante responded.


    “Well, at least he got his butt kicked by Drusilla and Owen. Now that the container he used to channel element is destroyed, I don’t think he’ll be able to cause us too much problems,” Anika said with a sense of satisfaction.


    “I’m not sure I’d count on that. He’s an arrogant little prick with a sense of entitlement that’s not going away anytime soon,” Dante quipped back.


    “Ain’t that the truth,” she replied.


     


    A world away, Mallory waited in the cave with the dragon. The dragon had finally grown large enough and channeled enough of the element to allow them to communicate directly to each other mentally. It was what Mallory had been waiting for and what he needed to set his plan into motion.


    The dragon was now tuned into Mallory’s thoughts, at least the thoughts Mallory allowed the dragon to see, and it was providing Mallory with what power it had available.


    Mallory touched the cave wall, and Jacob’s image appeared.


    Jacob had returned home and was alone. As Mallory made the connection, his image stood before Jacob in mid-air. Jacob could see the cave and the dragon behind him.


    “Mallory! I see you’ve succeeded,” Jacob said with glee.


    “Yes. It won’t be long now. Make sure you take care of your end so we can do what needs to be done,” Mallory said with a stern voice.


    “Count on it!”


    Jacob’s image vanished from the cave wall.


    Mallory would now have to deal with the creatures that seeded the worms in the first place, and with possession of the dragon, he was in a good position to gain their trust.


    The creatures, known as the Alarians, resided on the large moon that orbited the ice planet. They were not themselves dragons. They simply chose that as the initial form for their progeny in this universe.


    The Alarians held a special place within the multiverse, and like the worms they seeded, their form had the capacity to hold tremendous power.
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    Return of the Giants


    In the vast wasteland surrounding The Other In Between, Borak and the other surviving giants from the battle in The City of Worms had grown weary. Their massive stature was now their enemy, having weighed them down by the force of gravity. They had gone without food and water for days and their bodies were nearing collapse.


    The wasteland was especially harsh on the living. One of its properties was that it drained energy while magnifying the harshness of life to all those that occupied it. It took more strength and more energy than normal to live in that realm, but it also had the effect of prolonging death. The giants would have to continue on close to death for several millennia before they would eventually give up the ghost, and should that time come, the barren wasteland would consume their bodies and The Other In Between would steal their souls.


    The destruction of the worms had landed the giants in the barren wasteland, but there were border realms surrounding The Other In Between beyond the wasteland, lands which were farther from The Other In Between and less harsh. Those border realms also contained the portals that could be used to travel to the monoliths in the land of the giants, which is where they were headed.


    “Borak, we have to keep moving,” one of the soldiers muttered as they crept along, but Borak was too far gone to hear him.


    Borak was by far the strongest and tallest of the giants, but it was precisely his size as strength that made him the weakest at that moment. He was near death and being held up by two soldiers on each arm.


    The sweat had long drained from the giants’ bodies, and there was nothing left to cool them down. Borak used every bit of strength he had to put one foot in front of the other. He took one last step and then he collapsed.


    The remaining giants decided to discard all clothing and accessories except the bare essentials. They removed all their weapons and armor. They threw down their helmets and chainmail, tossing their swords aside. They took off their shirts, and ripped off most of their pants, leaving only a small remnant to keep covered. It was their last hope to get rid of as much dead weight as possible. They would need to lighten the load if they were going to carry Borak.


    They waited several hours in the hopes of regaining some of their strength, but the land was brutal, and they had to move on if they were going to make it back home.


    Four of the giants now carried Borak. They moved slowly, making almost no progress. The giants, about twenty in all, muddled forward for several more days. The journey was maddening. An uncomfortable heat tortured their skin, and the hot sand burned their feet. There was no vegetation of any kind and no signs of life. It was an endless desert that never changed, making the days feel more like weeks.


    Eventually, the giants could no longer carry Borak. Two of them stayed by his side, the others continued on in the hopes of making it to the portal and returning with help. The remaining giants continued for another day’s journey, but soon, even they could no longer continue. One by one, they collapsed onto the desert sand until all but one of them lay scattered on the ground, their massive bodies the only thing visible in the entire region.


    It would be left up to the only giant left standing, Consilium, to reach the portal. Otherwise, all of them would become tortured victims of the wasteland. With that burden squarely on his shoulders, Consilium plodded along. Step-by-step, breath-by-breath, he continued. The muscles in his legs began to revolt. The fatigue that had defeated the others was creeping up on him, ever so quickly.


    “No! No! No!” Consilium shouted.


    “I will continue. I will not quit. I will move forward. I will not quit.”


    He marched on for several more hours, denying the harsh desert its victory over him. In a moment of weakness, he collapsed. He fell forward, and when he did, he could finally see what he had been looking for. It was a color, purple to be precise. He couldn’t make out any of the features, but that was irrelevant. He knew by the purple hue that it had to be Lillymore, one of the surrounding realms.


    The discovery propelled him forward. His used his last bit of strength to stand up and continue walking. His mind took control of his body, forcing the pain and fatigue to obey his will. Less than an hour later, he reached his destination and then he collapsed.


    Consilium succumbed to a deep sleep. His body was drained close to death, but the border realm was cool. He slept for several days, and when he awoke, he was weak and robbed of all strength.


    Finally, Consilium stood up and continued walking until eventually he came upon a stream. It was a small stream, barely large enough for him to fit his cupped hands.


    The water in the stream, like the ground and the vegetation in that realm, was purple, just a slightly bluer shade compared to the vegetation, which had a few reddish hues. There wasn’t much variety, but it was something, and it was much better than the lifeless desert sand.


    Consilium dipped his finger in the stream, and then he dabbed his tongue with the water. It was sweet and had a fruity aroma. Excited by the fact that he finally had something to drink and restore his strength, he cupped his hands in the stream and drank as much as he could until his belly felt like it was going to burst.


    Consilium stretched out his body on the purple grass, allowing the water to do its job. He rested a short while longer until he felt the strength return to his muscles and the energy return to his body.


    The vegetation was short, so he could see a great distance. He wasn’t sure where the portal was located, but he felt confident he would eventually find it. He continued walking until he felt strong enough to leap above the ground and cover more distance.


    Consilium felt empowered. The water had returned almost all of his strength, and one leap at a time, he ventured high above the ground. He looked in every direction as he soared, noting the absence of anything other than purple streams and short vegetation. It didn’t take long, though, for him to spot the portal.


    Moments later, he shot up into the air, making a few more leaps. Finally, he had reached the portal. Consilium walked through and arrived in the land of the giants within one of the recently constructed monoliths.


    Immediately, the soldier sent word to their leader, General Varrick, that Consilium had arrived. Upon hearing the news, the General left the confines of his bunker and arrived at the monolith to greet Consilium.


    “It’s great to see you alive, soldier. Are there any others?”


    “Likewise, General. There are twenty of us including myself, but I was the only one that made it out of the wasteland to Lillymore. The wasteland is unusually harsh, especially to the largest among us. Borak was the first to collapse. They are alive, but just barely. I fear if I return, I will not be able to rescue them.”


    “Well then, I’ll notify The Keeper. I’ll have him send out a contingent of Ubaloo soldiers from Brackenbone to the monolith. We’ll save our men, thanks to your courage and determination.”


     


    After returning to his bunker, General Varrick used his hand to activate the table used to communicate with The Keeper.


    “Keeper, only one soldier from the army of giants has returned. Nearly twenty remain strewn across the vast wasteland beyond Lillymore.


    “I will send some soldiers to the edge of Lillymore, but the wasteland steals the strength and magnifies the weight of the giants. We should send a contingent of Ubaloo as quickly as possible through the monolith and across Lillymore to rescue the giants from the wasteland,” the General said.


    “I agree. I will send a few dozen marmooks as well. They will be able to fetch some nourishment from Lillymore to give the Giants ahead of the Ubaloo,” The Keeper said.


     


    Word spread quickly in Everville. In the land of the Fron and in Brackenbone, many rushed to help prepare the Ubaloo and the marmooks in the hopes of rescuing the brave giants who had succumbed to the elements of the wasteland.


    One thousand Ubaloo soldiers approached the portal in Brackenbone. Their attire was streamlined and light, to minimize the effect of the wasteland. Likewise, in the land of the Fron, several dozen marmooks hopped along with containers strapped to their furry round bodies ready to cross through the portal and arrive at the monolith in the land of the giants.


    The Ubaloo soldiers marched across the portal, one wave at a time. When the final wave of Ubaloo had crossed and the last of the marmooks arrived, General Varrick and a small contingent of giants escorted them through the portal in the monolith across to Lillymore.


    The giants brought large crates. Each giant carried two of the large crates that held dozens of miniature muscle-bound Ubaloo solders. Once the giants reached the edge of the Lillymore, they would release the Ubaloo and marmooks.


    “Now!” signaled General Varrick.


    The giants made a running start, and then each of them leapt hundreds of yards into the air. Leap after leap, the giants came closer to the edge of Lillymore near the vast wasteland.


    A few marmooks peeked over the side of the crates once the giants took flight. They whimpered and shrunk back down as close to the bottom as possible until the giants arrived.


    “Get moving. Let’s fill up the containers by the stream and get the water to the giants,” General Varrick said to the marmooks.


    The three dozen marmooks filled up their containers, and the Ubaloo kneeled beside them while taking a few sips of the purple water before venturing into the wasteland.


    “It’s now or never,” said one of the Ubaloo.


    The marmooks hopped across the border into the wasteland. The Ubaloo followed behind, running as fast as they could. A few of marmooks stayed with the Ubaloo holding the containers of the purple water in case they got thirsty.


    The Ubaloo and marmooks followed in the general direction they were told by Consilium. The marmooks hopped along for several hours, only stopping every so often for a minute or two to rest and take small sips of the purple water.


    At last, the marmooks had arrived to the first giant. The Ubaloo were still a day’s journey behind, but closing fast. Two marmooks stayed with each giant until the last of the marmooks arrived at Borak’s location.


    One of the marmooks gently tapped on Borak’s head trying to get a response, but there was no movement. The giant’s face was chapped and dusty. The marmook brushed off the sand from Borak’s face and pried apart his lips, pouring in a small amount of the water. He waiting a few seconds, and repeated the process.


    Over the course of the next several hours, the marmooks continued to pour small amounts of the water into each of the giants’ mouths until they finally responded. Borak was the last to open his eyes. The giants remained weak, but their strength slowly returned.


    The Ubaloo themselves felt the drain of the wasteland, but not to the degree that it had affected the giants because they were so much smaller. Eventually, they too arrived. It took twelve hours between the time the first of the Ubaloo reached the first giant and the last of them reached Borak. By that time, the first few giants were able to walk on their own. The giants that were farther behind, including Borak, were still not able to get up.


    Soon only Borak remained in the wasteland, accompanied by a hundred Ubaloo and a few marmooks. The Ubaloo carefully lifted the giant up and carried him up above their heads with their tiny muscular arms. They could only make it half way before fatigue prevented them from carrying him any farther. They were then relieved by a second contingent of Ubaloo and several marmooks who had escorted the first of the giants to Lillymore.


    “Please. Leave me here. Save yourselves,” murmured Borak.


    “It’s okay. The other giants are safe. We came back for you. You’re saved,” one of the Ubaloo soldiers replied.


    Borak blacked out. When he awoke, he was lying on the ground in Lillymore next to a purple stream alongside the Ubaloo, the giants, and the marmooks who had come to rescue him. He was very weak, but by that time he had gained enough strength to dip his hand in the stream and take a few sips.


    They rested there for another day. Escaping the vast wasteland allowed them to regain their strength relatively quickly.


    The next morning, they were all eager to leave. The purple land of Lillymore reminded them too much of the monotony of the vast wasteland, and the armies began preparing for their return


    “Borak, your exploits in The City of Worms will not be forgotten. You are a hero to our people and a true force of good,” the General said to Borak once he had regained sufficient strength.


    “Your words are very kind, General, but it’s I who should be thanking you. I failed you. It’s you who had to rescue me.”


    “Nonsense. That’s the wasteland speaking. You are the most courageous person I know. It’s not just your strength, but it’s your courage and your honor that distinguish you from the masses. All our soldiers are valiant, but you have led them. You have nurtured them. You have sacrificed your life and your soul for every single soldier we have. You wouldn’t hesitate to die even if it meant saving the lowliest of our soldiers,” the General responded as he fought back tears.


    “And neither would you, General, because it’s you who are our leader.”


    “Yes, but you are our hero and if I had a son, I could only hope that he would possess but the tiniest amount of valor and character that you have demonstrated since you joined my army. You are the closest thing I have ever had to a son, and you have made all of us proud.”


    The General could no longer hold back his tears. They streamed down his face, but the purple sky and dim light hid the General’s loss of control over his emotion.


    The first of the giants leapt into the air. Everyone was relieved, but the marmooks were especially grateful; they didn’t even seem bothered once they left the safety of the ground. Shortly thereafter, they all arrived back in the land of the giants.


     


    It’s true that the Fron’s feasting and celebration was legendary, but the giants were not constrained by the watchful eyes of The Keepers. Today, though, the celebration would be muted out of respect for those who had died in The City of Worms. Borak’s return was a great victory, but the loss of half the army of giants weighed down their spirits too much to indulge in more than a modest meal and a glass of wine. It was a good meal, nonetheless.
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    The Search for Varstock


    Owen, along with Felix, Asher, and Grenmar had arrived in land of the giants shortly after the rescue of Borak. Most of the giants had left the table, but Borak and General Varrick still remained when they had arrived.


    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, General,” Owen said respectfully.


    “It’s a pleasure to meet you. A pleasure to meet you,” Felix copied.


    “Hey, quit that, Felix,” Asher snapped.


    “Sorry,” Felix whimpered.


    “It’s quite alright, gentlemen. Take your fill of food and drink. Our men have had enough for the evening. Now, please excuse me,” the General said before leaving.


    Borak stayed a while longer. The loss of his men in The City of Worms was something he wished to discuss with Owen.


    Borak towered over them. Owen and the others had to sit on large crates just to reach the top of the table. The enormity of the room was not lost on Owen, for Grenmar and the Ubaloo even more so.


    “I want to thank you for what you did, Owen. I know it wasn’t an easy decision to initiate the destruction of the city with our armies still there.”


    “I’m at a loss for words. I am truly sorry about all those who died,” Owen said with deep sorrow visible on his face.


    “I know others may disagree, but you did what you believed was best. Say what you will, but if you had not initiated the city’s destruction, the dragons would have destroyed us all just the same. If you didn’t destroy the city, concentrations of power would have been even greater and our destruction total. Your actions, however, allowed some of us to survive, and more importantly, your courage and humility have prevented the destruction of our world by the element,” Borak said with reassurance.


    “Thank you, but there is something you may not be aware of.”


    Before Owen had a chance to finish, Borak interrupted.


    “If you are referring to Mallory and the juvenile dragon, I am very much aware. The General told us moments ago. It is indeed very troubling, Owen, but I have every confidence that you will once again be victorious. You have proven to be a man of great character and wisdom, and that wisdom will guide your path to the best course of action.


    “There will always be something. There will always be some evil. Whether it is apparent or not to some, there is darkness within all of our hearts, just as there is good. Even the best among us are capable of despicable acts, and the worst among us are capable of redemption. Mallory is the perfect example. Arrogance and humility are always in a constant struggle inside of us. That’s why we must always remain on guard, not just for those that would see us destroyed, but also for the darkness within,” Borak explained.


    “Darkness. Darkness,” whispered Felix.


    Asher gave Felix a stern look.


    Borak continued, “I must admit that at times I have also been a slave to my emotions. As soldiers we are bred for battle. We are honorable men, but anger sometimes does get the better of us.”


    “That’s completely understandable, but you’re not just honorable, you’re also brave and wise,” Owen replied.


    “Brave perhaps, but wise is another matter entirely.”


    The fatigue had caught up to him, and Borak’s body needed rest. He could go on no further.


    “I’m sorry but I must rest,” Borak said as he stood up from his seat at the table


    He walked towards the exit, his large size shaking the room and the table along with it. Grenmar almost fell off, but Owen was quick to grab his arm and hoist him back up on the crate.


    For a moment it was quiet. Owen sat there, thinking about what the giant had said.


    “This is delicious,” Felix said, breaking the silence.


    He stuffed his face with roasted morsels of meat that remained on the table. The others joined in.


    “It is quite tasty,” Asher replied.


    Owen and the others finished their dinner before making their way down the crates onto the floor. The ground was made of hard packed dirt and was not very comfortable, but they were able to find several discarded rags that made adequate coverings for the night. Soon they were all sound asleep.


     


    The next morning they awoke to the trembling ground and the sound of the giants moving about.


    “Ahhhhhh….” Felix yawned as he stretched his arms.


    The giants had already prepared breakfast, and both Felix and Grenmar were assisting each other in getting back to the table.


    “Good morning, Owen. I trust you slept well,” Borak said at a distance as he approached from the outside.


    “Yes. Thank you.”


    “The General tells me that you’re off to see the Mountain Dwellers in The Valley of Darkness a short time from now,” Borak continued.


    “Yes. We need to find clues that will lead us to Varstock, The Keeper who knows The Third Pillar of Truth,” Owen responded.


    “Well, before you go, I think you should meet the healer. I think she may be able to provide you with some protection for your journey,” Borak said.


    “That sounds great. We’d be grateful for any help you can provide us,” Owen replied.


    A short time later, Borak had escorted them to the healer. She was beautiful, with long hair and tan skin. She was taller than Owen, but much closer to his size than that of the giants.


    “So, I hear you have a great journey ahead of you in The Valley of Darkness,” the healer said to Owen.


    “Yes. I’m not sure where to start looking for clues other than to first find the Mountain Dwellers,” he replied.


    “From what I hear, the Mountain Dwellers can be ruthless, but I would watch more closely for the Fwaylan. I’ve had the opportunity to heal some of the soldiers after their attack. I have a few things that should help you on your way.”


    There were two medium-sized shelves in the room and a wooden chest. Owen and the others looked around the room and were drawn to the larger of the two shelves that contained dozens of glass jars filled with different substances.


    Felix reached over to pick up one of the jars.


    “I wouldn’t touch that if I were you,” the healer said as she saw Felix from the corner of her eye.


    Felix snapped his arm back and drew another angry look from Asher.


    The healer took a few items from the shelf, including the jar that Felix was so interested in.


    “This here comes from beyond the walls of Vermogen, deep in the heart of Brackenbone.”


    “That’s not the element is it?” Asher asked, interrupting the healer before she could finish.


    “No, but it does come from a very special place within the cave walls that were once used to contain the element, a place which I’m sure you are aware of,” she said.


    “Yes indeed,” Asher replied.


    “This elixir will let you see into the minds of anyone who is near. Just put a couple of drops on your tongue and that should do the trick. It will last only a few moments, and be careful not to take another dose before the first one wears off. If you do, others will be able to see into your mind as well for the same amount of time.”


    “That should be really helpful. Actually, I think that’s exactly what we needed,” Owen replied with renewed confidence.


    “I agree. That should be very helpful,” Asher joined in.


    “Very helpful. Very helpful. Helpful. Helpful,” Felix repeated.


    Grenmar jumped up in the air and started bouncing around the room. Owen walked over and grabbed him in mid-jump before he inadvertently knocked something over.


    “Careful, before you break something,” Owen said while placing Grenmar back down on the ground.


    The healer lifted up another jar and said, “This ointment will heal any wound. It may take a while, but it can save you as long as you apply it before the moment of death.”


    “Thank you so much, healer. This is more than we had hoped for,” Owen said in gratitude.


    “I’m glad I could be of assistance,” she replied.


    Owen and the others left the healer and said their goodbyes to the giants. A short time later, just after mid-morning, they were on their way to The Valley of Darkness.


    “Do you think the Mountain Dwellers will help us?” Asher asked Owen.


    “I don’t think it’s a matter of getting their help now. I think we just need to have them stay out of our way. With the elixir, we can read their thoughts. We just need to stay safe from the Fwaylan until we can get some more clues about Varstock,” Owen replied.


    They continued to walk until they reached one of the mechanical conveyer belts, which were used to transport rock and debris within the land of the giants. Owen lifted Grenmar and the Ubaloo onto the top of the belt.


    “You better hold on,” Felix said to Owen and Grenmar.


    They all grabbed the edges of the belt as tightly as they could. Two of the giants manned the conveyer belt, and when Owen and the others were secure, one of the giants turned it on.


    They were jolted high above the ground parallel to the walls of the giant underground structures. Within a few seconds, they could see the gargantuan monoliths that the giants constructed and the enormity of the entire underground land.


    “Duck,” shouted Asher.


    Owen and the others ducked their heads as they came to several hollowed out tunnels. With each tunnel, they journeyed farther away from the giants and closer to the underground river that led out of the land and into The Valley of Darkness. Before long, they had arrived at the underground river and would need to go the rest of the way on foot.


    As the river widened and the tunnel deepened, they came across several wooden boats and smaller transport containers. Most of them were damaged, some partially sunken, but there was one that looked intact and usable. It was small but just large enough to hold all of them.


    “Let’s grab that boat over there,” Owen said to the Ubaloo.


    They walked a little closer, and Asher carefully descended the wall of the tunnel to the edge of the water and pulled the boat closer to the edge.


    “Careful on your way down,” Asher said to Owen and the others.


    Once there were all safely inside, Owen pushed off and let the current carry them downstream.


    Grenmar and Felix peered over the edge of the boat, taking notice of several long dark objects that were swimming beneath the surface of the water, beasts that would swallow them whole if they weren’t too careful. There were also hundreds of winged creatures above them that flew in swarms near the top of the cave wall, frightening but harmless.


    Eventually, they had reached entrance of the valley and exited the cave. All of them were happy to be out of it.


    They had arrived at the perfect time, just as sunlight reached the surface of the valley floor, but it would only remain for a short time. Owen and the others would have to hurry.


    Owen stepped out of the boat onto the ground then helped Felix and Asher out. Grenmar jumped up, but the movement of the boat landed him back into the water, making a large splash that soaked the Ubaloo.


    Grenmar easily made it back to the water’s edge and climbed out on his own, but Felix and Asher had angry expressions on their faces from being splashed by Grenmar. Owen handed Grenmar a cloth from his bag so he could dry off.


    “Let’s hurry. The sunlight won’t last long,” Owen said to the others as they planted their feet firmly on The Valley of Darkness.


    They continued walking at a brisk pace while remaining on guard for any unexpected visitors. It did take long for them to spot some.


    A group of several Mountain Dwellers were descending the concave walls above the valley.


    “Felix, grab the jar of elixir. Let’s see what these Mountain Dwellers are up to,” Owen said.


    Felix handed over the jar and Owen put a couple of drops on his tongue.


    The elixir made him light-headed and his tongue tingle, but the moment quickly passed. He was now able to see into the minds of those that were descending.


    Owen could sense that the Mountain Dwellers had not spotted them and that they were on their way to get some food and supplies. He couldn’t gather any other information and knew he would have to confront them directly with the questions if they were going to get the Mountain Dwellers to think about finding any clues to Varstock’s whereabouts.


    “Let’s keep moving. They haven’t spotted us yet, but we’re going to need to speak to them regardless.”


    “Is that really necessary?” Felix asked Owen.


    “They’re not going to think of Varstock on their own. We’re going to have to give them a little help,” Owen replied.


    “That’s all fine and well, but I just hope we don’t see any Fwaylan in the meantime.”


    The Mountain Dwellers had recently teamed up with the evil armies of Them, but the battle at The City of Worms and the destruction of the dragons had changed things. They were reassessing their alliances, as they frequently did, and Owen was hopeful he could do more than just steal the information about Varstock from their minds.


    As they continued up the valley, the Mountain Dwellers finally noticed them. Around the same time, Asher spotted several large animals that were at a greater distance. It was the Fwaylan.


    “Looks like we have company,” Asher said.


    Grenmar whimpered and Felix grimaced.


    “This is not good,” whispered Felix.


    “I don’t think they can hear you from this distance, but let’s find out what they’re thinking,” Owen replied.


    The substance only lasted a few moments, so Owen had to take another couple of drops. This time he knew what to expect from the elixir and how long its effects would last.


    Once he made contact with the Mountain Dwellers, he could see that they had been spotted. Fortunately for them though, the Mountain Dwellers were not interested. More importantly, the Fwaylan usually took their lead from the Mountain Dwellers so for now Owen and the others were safe.


    “We’re in luck,” Owen said.


    “Let’s continue on. They aren’t planning to attack, but we need to speak with them.”


    It took them another half hour to plod through the rough terrain and get close enough for them to speak, and by that time, the light from the sun was already half gone.


    Owen made eye contact with one of the Mountain Dwellers, Krinjmar, who he had seen was their leader with the help of the elixir.


    “Excuse me, but can we speak? My name is Owen.”


    “I know who you are,” he said. “I’m not interested in speaking right now. We have things that we need to do, and we don’t have time to chat with the likes of you. Why don’t you go back your realm and leave use Mountain Dwellers alone.”


    It was clear they were not about to help them, so Owen was going to have to use other methods. He took out the elixir and was about to take another dose when Asher stopped him.


    “Wait, Owen,” Asher interjected. “Let’s try a little harder first. As you said, it may be good to have them fully with us first,” he said


    Owen took his advice.


    “Perhaps we can help each other,” Owen suggested. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.”


    “That’s because I didn’t give it, but it’s Krinjmar. How do you think you can help us?” he asked.


    Owen paused.


    “I didn’t think so.”


    “Listen, we’re going to have to work together if we are going to defeat Mallory,” Owen said.


    “Mallory? Why should I care about the Fron Mallory?”


    “You haven’t heard?” Owen questioned in disbelief. “Mallory escaped The City of Worms with one of the juvenile dragons and has befriended it. He now possesses tremendous power and seeks to control the entire multiverse,” he said.


    “In that case, don’t you think it’s Mallory that I should be working with?” Krinjmar asked.


    “I know you are very deliberate in those with whom you make alliances, even if I don’t support them, but Mallory is not interested in taking sides. He is power-mad and seeks only the ability to strengthen his power. He is not even in this realm any longer, but there is a way that I can stop him, if I hurry,” Owen said with urgency.


    “And how is that?” Krinjmar asked.


    “There is a Keeper called Varstock who knows three of The Pillars of Truth. He can point me to the location of The Third Pillar of Truth, where I may be able to prevent further damage from what Mallory has done,” Owen replied.


    “Ha Ha Ha!” Krinjmar said laughing. “You want an alliance with us in order to help you find Varstock? Varstock does not wish to be found. Even if we did help you and you were able to find him, Varstock would not help you. He is a ghost, barely whispered about.”


    “Let us worry about that. What’s important here is that old battle between the armies of Them and Everville has changed. Mallory hopes to make his own alliances with the creatures that seeded the dragons and the races beyond either of our realms. He sees us as tiny ants and will step on us the first chance he gets. Our only hope is to stop him now before the dragon grows too large, and with it, Mallory’s power, which is linked to the element within it.”


    “Tell me exactly how finding The Third Pillar of Truth will help with that?” Krinjmar asked.


    “He’s going help me find a way to defeat the dragon and take away the element in it,” Owen replied with confidence.


    Krinjmar saw what great concentrations of power did to his predecessor and the armies that followed him. Hoping to prevent the same fate, he took a few moments to confer with his men and then he responded.


    “Don’t consider this an alliance. If we find you useful in the future we may consider it, but I will tell you what I do know about Varstock.”


    “Thank you. I greatly appreciate your assistance,” Owen replied.


    “The last time I heard the whispers about The Keeper you speak of was on the mountains beyond the concave valley walls. Good luck finding him,” Krinjmar said sarcastically.


    “We’ll do our best,” Owen replied.


    Asher looked up above them and noticed that the Fwaylan had left. The Mountain Dwellers receded into their camps, and Owen signaled for the ascent into the mountains.


    Asher and Felix got the climbing equipment from their bags. Asher fastened the harness around each of them in the event that one of them should fall.


    “We better get started before darkness sets in the valley,” Owen said with a sense of urgency.


    Owen led the way, being the largest and heaviest of the four. Grenmar was larger than the Ubaloo but was much lighter, so he trailed in the back behind Felix.


    Owen was nearing the top of the concave wall, but the light was fading fast. Grenmar had already fallen twice, but Owen hadn’t even noticed. Each time Felix easily pulled Grenmar back into position with no injury.


    A few more moments passed and then they reached the top of the wall. Felix made a big sigh of relief, and Grenmar started jumping up and down. They sat there and rested, taking the time to drink some water and eat a small amount of food before forging ahead.


    “How do you think we’re going to find him?” Asher asked.


    “Quite simple,” Owen said. “I’ll just take a dose of the elixir every couple hundred feet once we get a little farther. I should then be able to see thoughts that lead me to the mind of Varstock once we get close enough to his position.”


    “That is a reasonable plan. Let’s just hope you don’t run out of the elixir before we find him,” Asher responded.


    Owen lifted up the small jar to see how much elixir remained. The jar wasn’t that large, less than half a cup in size, but since he only needed to take two drops for each dose, it should last quite a while. The only real question was how frequently he would need to take it. He didn’t want to miss Varstock, but he also didn’t want whatever creatures were in the vicinity to see into his mind if he accidently overlapped the doses.


    Owen pushed ahead. They had finally reached the summit of the first mountain pass, and he took his first dose.


    Owen trembled, and his knees buckled. Felix and Asher provided support, preventing him from collapsing. He hadn’t realized so many creatures were in the area. There were so many of them, but they were all hidden. Most of them were within the mountain itself. There were numerous caves, some natural and some not. More importantly, some of the tunnels that were constructed beneath the mountain went deep. They were too far down for Owen to sense the thoughts of everyone that resided in them. He would have to hope that the creatures closest to him would have sufficient knowledge of those deeper in the tunnels


    Owen regained his footing and his mind quickly conditioned itself to the numerous minds in the area.


    “We may have a problem. From the creatures nearby, I can sense that some of the tunnels and caves go very deep. We may miss Varstock if he’s at a distance too far down within the tunnels,” Owen said with some concern.


    “Well, Owen, I guess we are just going to have to hope that wherever he is, there will be someone close by that you can sense who knows his whereabouts,” Asher replied.


    Grenmar look worried, and so did Felix.


    Owen took a moment to think back on the words of The Keeper. He could hear them in his mind: “Don’t be afraid to rely on the help of your friends, and above all, be patient and reflective,” he remembered The Keeper saying.


    That was the answer.


    “We’re just going to have to go slow, but we should also split up. There are several trails on each side of the mountain. They’re close enough where we can stay in mental contact if we each take the elixir, but it will provide us with twice as much range beneath the mountain,” Owen said excitedly.


    “That’s brilliant, Owen,” Asher replied with equal excitement.


    They took a moment to rummage through their supplies to find three additional containers so that they could divide the elixir equally between the four of them.


    “Okay, here’s the plan. I’ll take the trail on the top of the mountain. Grenmar and Felix, you two take the two trails on the left side, and Asher you take the single trail on the right. We need to time it carefully so lets measure out our steps based on our stride and then we calculate how often to take drops based on the number of steps,” Owen explained.


    They took a few moments to figure out how many steps and how long they had to count in their head, and then they went on their separate trails.


    After practicing for a few trial runs, they each were able to tune into each other’s minds and better focus on the living creatures that surrounded them. It took some effort to focus properly, but they were able to continue with their plan.


    They continued ahead and were about ready to stop and take a break, but on the last try they picked up something from the thoughts of one of the creatures within a mountain cave. Owen signaled for them to meet up on the top of the mountain and take shelter in one of the empty caves close by. They would camp there for the night and then continue their quest for Varstock at dawn.


    The next morning, Owen woke the Ubaloo and Grenmar. After eating a meager breakfast, Owen was ready to take another dose of the elixir and prepare to find the exact location of Varstock. After Owen took the dose, he could sense the creature was still in the vicinity. It was preoccupied by mundane thoughts of assisting Varstock. From what he could gather, it was a servant of some kind that was beholden to Varstock.


    Owen found the path to the cave dwelling, and the others followed closely behind. The trail led deep into the mountain, and they found that it was substantially warmer than the outside. A short journey later, they arrived at the creature’s dwelling.


    The creature was close to the same size as Owen, but much slimmer. It had grey skin, large ears that flopped over, and long dark hair and bushy eyebrows. From being inside of its mind, Owen knew that it was a eunuch who, with the help of Varstock, had escaped the control of a cruel owner. The eunuch willingly gave his service to Varstock as gratitude for his rescue. It was the least he could do since most eunuchs spent their lives as slaves to brutal and hideous creatures.


    The eunuch jumped back when it noticed Owen and the others. It started to retreat back into its dwelling.


    “No. Please wait. We’re not here to hurt you. We’re here looking for Varstock. We think he can help us. It’s extremely important,” Owen said quickly before the eunuch had a chance to leave.


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know any Varstock, and I don’t know any other friendly people in this area. Why should I trust you?”


    “Please listen. This is Grenmar, a marmook. This is Felix and Asher, Ubaloo from Brackenbone. They come from the surrounding lands of Everville. I have come from a distant land known as Earth. There was a great battle in The City of Worms, and one of our former allies, Mallory, has turned against us and has become friends with the sole remaining dragon that survived the battle.


    “We believe he is about to use the power of the dragon to take control of all realms. If we don’t find a way to stop him soon, it will be too late. The only way is if I can reach The Third Pillar of Truth. Varstock is the only Keeper that knows where it is. We need his help,” Owen said with urgency.


    “He’s not going to help you,” the eunuch slipped.


    “So you do know where he is,” Asher replied.


    “Now I’ve said too much. Please leave me. My master will be disappointed if he finds out I’ve told you,” the eunuch continued.


    “Listen. I understand your concern, but the situation is very grave. We must speak with him. Your life, Varstock’s life, our lives, and everyone else’s in this realm are at risk if we don’t stop Mallory soon. Please, help us,” Owen pleaded.


    Owen was about to take another dose, but the eunuch capitulated.


    “Fine, but he’s not going to be happy.”


    They were guided through a complex series of passageways. Even with the elixir, it was likely they wouldn’t have been able to find it on their own. Deeper and deeper into the mountain they went until they arrived at an inconspicuous depression on the side of a dirt wall. The eunuch pushed through, and an expertly camouflaged door opened.


    “What’s this?” Varstock said angrily.


    “Please don’t be upset. They made me do it.”


    “Get out of here right this instant. Get out! Get out!”


    “Wait, Varstock. A great evil has taken root, an evil far greater than Them and the armies in The Other In Between. If we don’t stop it soon, it will be too late,” Owen pleaded.


    The Keeper Varstock had done away with all forms of power and connection. He no longer possessed access to a portal or any objects with unique properties; only the power of his presence remained. He had isolated himself in order to prevent others from finding him and to prevent the temptation of intervening in world affairs on the behalf of others.


    “Listen, I have no way to help you. I have no portal. I have nothing. I live a simple life,” Varstock replied.


    “But there is a way. I was told by The Second Pillar of Truth that I must find The Third Pillar in order to stop Mallory. The Keeper Carwyn has sent us here to find you. Mallory represents a far greater evil than Everville has ever known. All we need is for you to tell us the location of The Third Pillar of Truth,” Owen begged.


    Varstock sat down on his stool. He had gotten rid of his staff and the garb that is worn by other Keepers. He wore an old tattered cloth covering that made him resemble a beggar. He stroked his chin and was deep in reflection.


    Varstock sighed.


    “Let me get you some stew,” he said.


    Owen looked at Asher and the others somewhat perplexed at his off topic statement, but he thought it was at least progress that Varstock was willing to sit with them.


    “Sure. That would be great,” Owen replied.


    Varstock signaled to the eunuch to get some stew from the small kitchen in the back. A few moments later, the eunuch brought a tray holding four bowls of stew, which he then placed in front of each of them.


    Grenmar and Felix were the first to start eating.


    “Mmmm,” said Felix.


    “I’m glad you like it. It’s made from quidring droppings and mountain lizard tongue,” Varstock said.


    Owen paused for a second after hearing the contents, but Asher dug in.


    “It’s delicious,” replied Felix.


    Asher’s facial expressions confirmed the sentiment, so Owen reluctantly took a small sip.


    Soon, all four of them were eating the soup, failing to notice Varstock had stepped out of the room.


    Owen looked up.


    “Oh no! He left,” Owen said.


    Moments later, Varstock returned with a small parchment.


    “You didn’t think I had left, did you?” he asked.


    Varstock laid the parchment on the table, and Owen and the others saw that it contained a map of the surrounding region. He took out a piece of black chalk made from the soil of the mountain and marked two x’s on the map.


    “We are here, and way over here lies The Third Pillar of Truth. You will have to travel to the mountain pass, down the abyss, and take the Black River to the edge of the Black River Valley. At the entrance to the valley will be a forest marked by two large trees. You will know them when you get there. Walk a thousand paces past the tree on the left, and you’ll find a small bluff. The bluff is just an illusion. Walk into the bluff, and you will find the entrance to The Third Pillar.”


    “I don’t know how to thank you,” Owen said with gratitude.


    “You can thank me by saving the universe. If Mallory is as powerful as you say, it may not matter. I sense that you have the power to transport between worlds. Return to The Keeper, Carwyn, in Everville, and then return to your home. Say your goodbyes and kiss your loved ones. Now be on your way, and do what needs to be done,” Varstock said sincerely.


    Owen took heed to those words, but he didn’t fully grasp the magnitude of them or what they would soon mean for him.


    Owen was indeed able to transport between worlds, but his companions were not. They would have to wait for his return.


    Owen transported himself into The Keeper’s Workshop.


    “Keeper, I have great news. I’ve discovered the location of The Third Pillar of Truth.”


    “That’s excellent, Owen, but I have something that I need you to do as well. Before you journey to The Third Pillar of Truth, go back to your home and then bring Zee to Everville when you return. There is a matter that I wish to discuss with him. It concerns his father Samil.”


    “I’ll do that,” Owen replied.


    “Now good luck. I have faith in you, Owen. If you trust your instincts, victory will be your reward.”
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    The Return.


    Owen willed himself back to earth. He was transported to the exact time and place as when he left; the bus on the way back to Easton Falls University. At this moment, the bus ride felt like a luxury. The chilly atmosphere was balmy compared to the mountains beyond The Valley of Darkness, and he was beginning to miss his New England environs. The bus ride would take a while, but Owen almost immediately fell asleep.


    Owen had missed the entire ride and woke to the voice of the bus driver. After grabbing his luggage, he started walking to his dorm, which was only a short distance from the bus stop.


    There were only a few weeks left in the Fall term before Winter break, but it felt so much closer. Owen was happy to see the white, snow-covered campus and Christmas decorations as he walked along the path to his room. It reminded him of home.


    When Owen arrived, he was pleased to see that his friends Dante and Anika were waiting patiently in his dorm room hanging out with his roommate, Adamo.


    “Hey guys. How was your vacation?” Owen asked.


    “Mine was uneventful, which was a nice change of pace,” Anika replied.


    “Same here.”


    “Yeah, me too,” Dante and Adamo said in succession.


    “I did, however, have quite a bit of make-up work I had to do, but not before getting my fill of turkey and stuffing,” Dante continued.


    “What about you, Adamo? Did you have a big thanksgiving dinner,” Owen asked.


    “My family’s Italian. What do you think?” Adamo quickly replied.


    Adamo and Anika helped Owen with his bags, and when they finished, they prepared to head back to their respective dorms.


    “I’ll catch you later, Owen. I’ve got a ton of make-up work to finish.”


    “I’ll walk back with you,” Anika responded. “Catch you later,” she said as they shut the door.


    After settling in, Owen opened the mail that he’d received at the dorm over the Thanksgiving break. One letter, from the dean, caught his attention.


    Owen read the first few sentences and realized it was in regards to his visit to Jacob’s house when they had taken the beetles that contained the element. After reading the letter, he felt a knot forming in his stomach. He called Drusilla on his phone.


    “Drusilla, I just got a letter from the dean.”


    “Yeah, I got one, too. Our meeting is in a few hours.”


    “I don’t have a good feeling about this, Drusilla.”


    “Yeah, well. What are you going to do? It is what it is. I have no regrets, and I assume neither do you. We did what had to be done,” Drusilla said.


    “Well, let’s do our best to deal with the fallout,” Owen responded.


    Owen sat there for the next couple of hours thinking about his mom and what he was going to tell her if the situation went sideways. More importantly, he had wanted to talk to her about his experiences in Everville and find out more about what the situation was with his father and The Second Pillar of Truth. Dante and Anika had taken the whole thing well, but he was concerned how his mom would take it.


    After thinking it over, he decided that he would make a decision after the meeting with the dean. It made sense, anyway. If there were any major consequences, he would have to come clean with her or else risk looking like a hoodlum who likes to steal things from rich people’s homes.


    Half an hour later, Drusilla and Owen had both arrived and were waiting in the lobby by the dean’s office.


    “Have you thought about what you’re going to say if he asks what we were doing there?” Owen asked Drusilla.


    “At this point, I don’t think it matters. I’m pretty sure they’ve already done an investigation and he’s probably already been greased by the deep pockets of Mr. Hughes,” Drusilla replied.


    “Please, come in,” Dean Swifthouse said in a stern tone shortly after they had arrived.


    “We’ve been made aware of the situation at Jacob’s and Mr. Hughes’ home, and we’ve done an investigation. After careful deliberation, we have come to a decision, but if there is anything you would like to say before we make it official, please go right ahead,” the dean said politely.


    “Jacob is a jerk. He is a thug, and he attacked both Owen and Cleophas. Jacob had something that didn’t belong to him, so we took it back. It’s that simple. He should be investigated for assault for what he did to Cleophas,” Drusilla quipped vociferously.


    “I’m aware of your allegations regarding Cleophas, but we haven’t found any evidence of that. Though, we have uncovered some other troubling facts. As far as the confrontation with Owen, my understanding is that Jacob was trying to get back what was taken from him.”


    “Like I said, it wasn’t Jacob’s to begin with,” Drusilla snapped back.


    “And what was that exactly? What our investigation found was that an antique hand crafted metallic beetle was placed inside Jacob’s specially designed bo staff used for the Roundabout games. You guys came in and attacked Jacob, breaking his staff, and stole the antique beetle inside of it. Does that sound about right? Or am I missing something here? Are you saying that the staff wasn’t Jacob’s? Because I can tell you right now, I know who created the darned thing and he works right here at the university.”


    “Dean Swifthouse,” Owen interjected. “I can assure you that it’s not what it seems. I think you should talk to Avery and Cleophas about Jacob’s confrontation with us and with Cleophas.”


    “Owen, I am not amused. I am well aware of the fact that Cleophas has dementia. I am also aware that you have tried to plant in his mind this bizarre scenario to cover your tracks and somehow shift the blame to Jacob. We have spoken with Cleophas, and how should I say this? Let’s just say, the man isn’t thinking clearly.


    “What is clear, however, is that you both were in Jacob’s room without permission. Fortunately for you, the local prosecutor has chosen not to pursue this case, for reasons I’m not completely aware of. Due to the fact that there will not be a criminal prosecution, and due to the fact that this crime occurred off campus, the administration has agreed not to expel you.


    “What we have decided is to place you on academic probation this semester and bar you from attending classes in the Spring. You are more than welcome to attend summer session to make up your lost classes and return for next Fall. You can finish up this semester as usual, but if your grades falter below the required minimum or if there is any more behavioral misconduct, you’ll both be expelled.”


    Owen was speechless and Drusilla was indignant, but there wasn’t anything they could do. Owen was grateful they weren’t expelled, but he was still crushed by prospect of not attending classes in the Spring. It was clear to him now that he had to tell his mom everything.


    Owen already had a lot on his mind. He had to talk with Zee and bring him along back to Everville, and then he would still have to journey to The Third Pillar of Truth. Before that though, he decided to take Varstock’s advice. He needed to talk with his friends, his mom, as well as Avery and Cleophas regarding both the situation in Everville and the situation on campus.


    After giving himself some time for his nerves to settle, Owen called his mom and told her the situation. He also hinted about his father and Everville without being too specific. She didn’t sound upset or surprised, to his amazement, but she did decide to pay him a visit and would be on her way the next day. In the meantime, Owen had called Dante, Anika, and the new leader of the Echo Club, Dante’s uncle Avery, to discuss the situation at the Echo Club in a couple of hours.


     


    An hour later, Owen and the rest of the crew had arrived at the Echo Club.


    “Listen guys, I’ve got some pretty sucky news about two different situations. The first issue is that Drusilla and I have both been put on academic probation and we won’t be allowed to attend next semester. The dean did an investigation about the issue with Jacob and said that we stole the antique beetle from his home and attacked him. He even said that we fabricated the story about Jacob attacking Cleophas.”


    “I’m really sorry to hear that, Owen,” Avery said.


    “Yeah, man. That really sucks. Are you sure there isn’t anything you can do about it?” asked Dante.


    “It sure didn’t seem like it. From what I gather, he already spoke to Cleophas and I think Cleophas may have told him about the whole artifact and element thing. He must think that Cleophas is even in a worse shape than he actually is. We certainly can’t tell him the truth, and that fact that Mr. Hughes is a huge contributor to the school isn’t helping much either. I think we’re just going to have to take our lumps and make up the classes over the summer,” Owen replied.


    “I wish I could do something, Owen. That really is lame. Jacob definitely needs to be taught a lesson. There’s gotta be something that can be done about it,” Anika said.


    “I really appreciate the support, but for now, it is what it is. I’ve already called my mom and she’s on her way tomorrow. I’m not sure if she wants to talk with the dean, but I have decided that we need to tell her everything we know about Everville, and that brings me to the next thing,” Owen finished.


    “What’s that, Owen?” Avery asked.


    “Just before I returned, I was contacted by The Second Pillar of Truth. He had the image of my father.”


    “Oh my god! Really?” Dante interrupted.


    “I know, right! I have no idea what that means yet and that’s definitely something I want to talk with my mom about, but that’s not the thing.


    “The Second Pillar told me that Mallory escaped with one of the juvenile dragons and was going to raise the dragon and use its power to gain absolute power over the entire multiverse,” Owen said


    “Can he do that?” Dante asked.


    “Apparently, there was a reason why destroying the worms was a last result. The element is free to float anywhere in the universe if it’s not properly contained. Mallory, Jacob, or anyone else who has a makeshift container with the right properties can collect the element if they can find it, but it’s worse than that,” Owen said with concern.


    “How can it be any worse?” Anika asked.


    “Well, since The Keepers made modifications within Brackenbone to allow the worms to automatically channel all the element from the multiverse, the fact that only one worm remains—”


    Avery interrupted before Owen could finish.


    “The juvenile dragon that Mallory took will channel all of the element in the entire multiverse,” Avery said, finishing Owen’s thought.


    “You got it. Since the element is continuously created as a byproduct of the expansion of the universe, every moment that goes by the dragon grows more powerful. If Mallory has the dragon’s allegiance, then he will possess the power to control the entire multiverse,” Owen added.


    “So what’s the plan? Did The Second Pillar of Truth say anything else?”


    “Yes. He said that in order to stop Mallory and defeat the dragon I would have to find The Third Pillar of Truth. While I was on the bus ride home, I transported back to Everville. Time was standing still in the earthly realm as usual, and while I was there, I met with The Keeper.


    “I went to the location of another Keeper named Varstock, who knows where The Third Pillar of Truth is located. I’m going to go there tomorrow after I meet with my mom.


    “Another interesting thing was that The Keeper wants me to take Zee along when I return to Everville and discuss something regarding his father Samil. I’m not exactly sure what that’s about, but I assume it has something to do with his role in the first battle against the armies of Them in The Other In Between.


    “I do have some good news, though. While I was on my way to find Varstock, I met with Borak. He, along with about twenty of his men, survived the battle. I just wish he hadn’t lost the other men in The City of Worms,” Owen finished.


    “Wow, that sure is a lot to take in. How does that time thing work anyway, and why doesn’t everyone in Everville get really old when you return?” asked Dante.


    “I don’t know, to be honest, but when I first met with The Keeper he said that Everville was a place between here and there, sometime between yesterday and another day. I think maybe since we have connections there, time is affected differently somehow,” Owen replied.


    “So how exactly do we fit into all of this?” Anika asked.


    “I’m not sure yet, but The Keeper said that Jacob is working with Mallory and that Jacob is also working with someone here. We need to find out who that is and what he’s up to. That’s where we can start,” Owen replied.


    “I’ll see what I can find out,” Avery said.


    “How is Cleophas doing, by the way? Can we meet with him sometime soon? Maybe we can get the other members of the Echo Club together and meet with him,” Owen said.


    “He’s been better, but I’ll see him later this evening and we can talk it over later,” Avery replied.


    “I did have something that I wanted to talk with you guys about, as well,” Avery continued.


    “What’s that?” Anika asked.


    “It’s about the campus café. You already know about the bo staff making in the back, but there’s something else. The barista, Adaline, as well as the owner, have a long held connection to the Echo Club. After talking with Cleophas, I have learned that the café serves as a way to keep tabs on those who have connections to the various realms in the multiverse, including Everville and The Other In Between. The café also uses different methods of suppressing those who aren’t connected to Everville and the other realms from the unusual things that go on from time to time,” Avery finished.


    “That explains a lot,” Anika replied.


    “It sounds like we should pay Adaline a visit at the café. The other day, Jacob almost knocked over Anika on the way out. If Adaline is an agent for the Echo Club, then maybe she can give us the goods on what Jacob has been up to,” Dante added.


    “I think that sounds like a great idea,” Owen said.


    “I agree, but you go on without me. I’m meeting Cleophas at his home tonight, but it’s already getting late. Why don’t you find out what you can and then we can talk again tomorrow,” Avery replied.


    “Sounds like a plan to me,” Anika chimed in.


     


    An hour later, they had arrived at the campus café and were in the back talking with Adaline.


    “So do you know what Jacob was up to?” Anika asked Adaline.


    “I know he met with a young guy and gave him an envelope. They were definitely up to something,” she continued.


    “Avery said that you have different ways you can suppress people’s awareness of the strange events related to those connected to different realms in the multiverse, but he also said something about you having different methods of keeping tabs on people,” Owen continued.


    “Yes, that’s true. The secret ingredient in the coffee allows us to suppress people’s awareness related to the strange events, and the artifacts on the wall and in the back can pick up strange things and strong energy from different people.


    “Unfortunately, those who have a special connection are immune to the effect of the secret ingredient in the coffee, but we can still pick up certain things from the artifacts.


    “There is also the issue of the bo staves. The staves themselves help channel a small amount of power, not nearly as much power as there is in the element, but enough that can tip the balance when it is needed. We have devices in the back that use different artifacts to mold the staves, and those same devices monitor the energy from all known artifacts and bo staves in the area.”


    “So you must have know about Jacob and the beetle that held the element within it,” Owen replied back.


    “Well, that was a unique situation. The element contains so much power that it blocks our ability to see it. That, I suspect, is also the reason why I was not able to see what was in the envelope. There is something that is blocking the other artifacts’ ability to monitor Jacob and the young man he met with. Whatever it is, it can’t be good. You’re more than welcome to stop by anytime and use our equipment in the back. I’m not sure if it’s going to be able to help with the current situation surrounding Jacob, but you never know,” Adaline replied.


    “Thanks, Adaline. I’m sure we’ll be back again soon. It’s nice to know we have more allies on our side,” Owen said in response. “Alright. I’m going to head back home. I feel like I’ve used up a lifetime’s worth of energy in one day,” Owen then said wearily.


    “Well, Owen, I hope things work out with the dean and all. I myself still have a lot of makeup work to do, so I better get back to my dorm and start working on it. Unlike you guys, I don’t think I can sleep anytime soon,” Dante responded.


    “Good luck to both of you. I’m going to grab a slice before I head back to the dorm,” Anika said.


    With that they went their separate ways and mentally prepared themselves for the next morning. Avery, however, had just arrived at the home of Cleophas.


    “Avery, it’s good to see you.”


    “It’s good to see you too, Cleophas. Did you take your medicine?”


    “Yes, Avery. I took my medicine.”


    “I heard the dean came by and paid you a visit.”


    “Yes. That’s right, Avery, and I told him everything that bastard Jacob did to me and all that he’s been up to.”


    “I think that’s the problem, Cleophas,” Avery responded.


    “Oh dear. I see what you mean. I didn’t mean to… I mean I didn’t,” Cleophas muttered.


    “Yes. I know what you meant, Cleophas. It’s not your fault. Listen, I spoke with Owen, Anika, and Dante earlier today and they wondered if it was a good idea to meet together, not just them but the other members as well. What do you think? Do you feel up to it?” Avery asked.


    “I don’t see why not. I mean, I’m not as sharp as I used to be, and I go off the rails sometimes, but I think there’s a few things I can teach them before I go completely senile,” Cleophas replied.


    “It’s settled then. I’ll take you in the morning.”
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    Growing Pains


    Back on the ice-planet, deep in the border worlds of the multiverse, Mallory was ready to start making his move. The element within the dragon was now substantially larger and Mallory’s power was increasing right along with it.


    The juvenile dragon continued to grow in size, as well. It was now more than three times Mallory’s height. The dragon’s ridges on the front and sides of its head were now fully developed. Impenetrable, grayish-brown scales covered the entire length of its body. It still only had one set of razor-sharp teeth, but the second set was starting to push its way through. Its claws were fully formed and capable of slicing open any living thing it chose, but the dragon was still small in comparison to the size it would eventually become. When it was fully mature, it would reach a length of around five hundred feet. For now, it was still less than twenty feet, and Mallory felt fully in control.


    Mallory’s key to power relied exclusively in his mental connection to the beast, but he had a plan that he hoped would soon ease that limitation. The element had increased sufficiently for Mallory to start making some changes to his immediate environment.


    “Let’s see,” Mallory said aloud to himself. “I’m going to start with the temperature. It’s way too cold on this planet. Let’s make it a comfortable 72 degrees.”


    Mallory gave the dragon its mental cue. Seconds later, the planet’s temperature increased by a hundred degrees above what it was before. The snow and ice started to melt quickly, so much so that water started to rise above Mallory’s feet.


    “Okay. Let’s put this water where it belongs, in the rivers, the lakes, and the ocean,” Mallory said aloud while sharing his thoughts with the dragon.


    “Now, what else do I want to do? Let’s add some vegetation,” Mallory continued.


    Lush green vegetation appeared, but it was too much. The temperature started to drop quickly. The dragon’s powers were currently limited to no more than one big action at a time. Since the binary sun was distant and Mallory didn’t yet want to anger the Alarians by moving their sun out of position, he would have to keep the dragon’s focus on maintaining the temperature at a comfortable level until its power grew sufficiently to focus on more than one thing at a time. Mallory would have to pick his actions wisely and be prepared for a blast of cold during the time the dragon was occupied.


    Mallory paused for a moment to think about what he needed next. He knew that he would need Jacob’s help in constructing several devices, one for himself and the others for the Alarians. He would also need to transport one of the devices to his location once it was constructed. Jacob was already working on that.


    Mallory decided that he would have the dragon create spacious living quarters for himself along with an annex to the outside where the dragon could stay to accommodate its growing size.


    “Alright, dragon, let’s do this thing right,” he said while picturing it mentally for the dragon’s benefit.


    A chill swept the air as the dragon’s control shifted to making the luxury residence for Mallory. The cave was quickly transformed into a spacious and beautiful wood and brick house that blended seamlessly into the cave.


    The outside of the cave entrance enlarged substantially to allow for the eventual growth of a fully mature dragon, including space for it to move around. It was a massive enclosure that would allow the dragon room to do whatever is was that dragons needed to do.


    A much smaller arch connected Mallory’s new residence to the dragon’s lair so Mallory could access the dragon as needed. It had a separate entrance farther along the side of the cave.


    The residence was replete with a large dining area, a study room, and sleeping quarters. The wood and brick were made of subtle grey, tan, and brown tones. The structure was also designed to harness the natural warmth from below the surface.


    Now that Mallory’s residence was built, he figured it was time to finally give the dragon a name. He would call it Rathlar.


    “From now on, your name is Rathlar,” Mallory said aloud. He communicated it telepathically to the dragon at the same time so that it would recognize the sound.


    Rathlar took a deep breath and then exhaled out its large nostrils. It was the first time Mallory could see any emotion in the face of the dragon. From what Mallory saw, Rathlar was very pleased. Rathlar opened is mouth, revealing its large pink tongue. The scaly skin on its mouth lifted up in what could only be described as a happy grin.


    Rathlar was exceedingly happy, but Mallory was the one who felt empowered. He was certain Rathlar had given himself over completely to Mallory’s every whim. Still, Mallory’s lust for power would not be satisfied until he had actual possession of the element, and he would have to deceive the dragon and keep those motives hidden while he prepared for the eventual fruition of his plan.


     


    Back in Easton Falls, the young man, Eli, who met with Jacob earlier at the campus café, took the envelope from his briefcase. The envelope itself was lined with a material taken from different artifacts specifically designed to hide the contents from nosy spies like Adaline and members of the Echo Club.


    Eli opened the envelope, revealing a single piece of white paper and a list written in black ink. It contained about a dozen different things that would be needed to construct several devices that would harness the power of the element from the multiverse.


    Unlike the beetles, which had been used to contain the element, these newly constructed artifacts would also need to be able to draw the element from the vast expanse as it was created. This required much more powerful artifacts, many of which would be difficult to find, while others would be equally difficult to steal.


    Eli had his own spies, both in the school administration and embedded within the clubs at school. He was going to have to use those connections to get access the artifacts. The list, though, was only a partial list. Mallory was going to need his own artifact to both channel and contain the element. The list that Eli had was for the creation of the artifacts that would be used by the Alarians.


     


    At Jacob’s home, he was busy constructing the solitary artifact that would be used by Mallory; the others he left to Eli. He had most of what he needed, including pieces of the broken staff that had contained the beetle. There was one key piece missing; however, it was the glass jar that contained a small amount of the element. Zee had possession of it in the crates that were brought over by Odious, the handler of Samil’s estate. Jacob would have to find a way to get to it.


    “Hey, Jacob,” Mr. Hughes said as he walked into the room. “Looks like Drusilla and Owen won’t be around for next semester. I told you we would take care of it,” Mr. Hughes commented.


    “It’s not good enough. They weren’t expelled,” Jacob snapped back.


    “Well, losing a semester will teach them a lesson, but I’ll see what else I can do,” Mr. Hughes replied.


    “Until then, I need you to get something for me. There was something else that was stolen from me,” Jacob said, lying.


    “What was that?” asked Mr. Hughes.


    “It was another antique container, a small jar filled with liquid, that was given to me a while back by a friend at the university. Owen and Drusilla stole it from me, and they gave it to Zee. I’m pretty sure I know where it is. I sent out some investigators to keep an eye on Zee’s place, and they took pictures of it. It should be in one of the crates here,” Jacob said as he showed Mr. Hughes the picture.


    “Do you think you can get it for me?” Jacob asked.


    “Well, I can’t very well just walk into Zee’s home and take it, like Drusilla and Owen did to us,” he replied.


    “No, but you can get someone from the estate who has a key to get it when Zee is gone. I don’t think the handler of the estate, Mr. Odious, will do it for you, but I think you know several people in his office who can get a spare set of keys to go and take a look, and since the jar is not Zee’s to begin with, he won’t miss it,” Jacob finished.


    “I’ll talk to some of my connections and see what I can do,” Mr. Hughes added.


    After he left, Jacob continued assembling the artifact. All he needed now was the jar so he could add some of the element.


    Several hours later, Mr. Hughes returned home.


    “Well, Jacob, I’ve found someone who is willing to do it. Mr. Odious will be out on business matters tomorrow before lunch, and they’ll take the key then. I’ll have them watch the house until Zee leaves and they’ll look for it then.”


    “Thanks. Now I can get back what’s mine,” Jacob said, knowing it wasn’t his in the first place.


     


    Back on the former ice planet, Mallory was growing impatient. It was time, he decided, to check on Jacob’s progress with the new artifacts.


    Mallory once again entered Rathlar’s mind and initiated a connection to Jacob in the earthly realm. This time, Jacob’s image appeared on the shapely bricks on the inside of Mallory’s new residence.


    “Mallory,” Jacob said, “I see you’ve got new digs. Nice.”


    “How are the artifacts coming along?” Mallory asked.


    “I should have your artifact ready by tomorrow. I’m missing just one more key ingredient. I’m going to have that taken care of in the morning. The others may take a while longer. I’ve sent Eli to get the materials needed, but we’ll get them soon enough,” Jacob finished.


    “Good. I’ll contact you again tomorrow,” Mallory replied as he severed the connection.


    Mallory’s slimy body had already grown accustomed to the warmer temperatures that Rathlar was making for him. By the time the conversation was over, the temperature had dropped enough to make him shiver. He squinted his eyes and wrinkled his slimy forehead displaying his anger and impatience.


    Rathlar reheated the planet once his focus left making the connection to Jacob. After allowing his body to warm a few moments, Mallory spoke aloud to the dragon.


    “This minor inconvenience will soon be over. Once I have the artifact, we can grow our power equally between us, and then we’ll no longer be limited to just one major action at a time.”


    Mallory had now perfected his plan regarding how he was going to gain unlimited power. The first part was nearly complete, but he would have to enlist the cooperation of the Alarians for the next phase. Once he had all the artifacts he could begin.


    First though, Mallory would need to ensure that he had enough power for himself before he gave the Alarians their artifacts. The problem, though, was that The Keepers used their mastery of the cave within Vermogen to limit the containment and dispersion of the element to only the worms.


    Mallory would need both the cooperation of Rathlar and a specially designed artifact to channel the element to the new artifact. Once that device was made, Mallory would no longer be restricted to relying solely on the dragon to channel the power. He could be free to make his own restrictions, and that is exactly what he planned to do.


     


    The next morning in Easton Falls, Mr. Hughes’ connection waited ten minutes until after Zee left to use the key to the front door that was left for the handlers of the estate. He was told he was taking something that shouldn’t be there, and he did have the key, but he wore gloves so as not to leave any fingerprints—just in case. He took a second look at the picture of the jar and the boxes where the jar would most likely be located, and then entered Samil’s former home.


    He looked around several of the rooms, first going into Zee’s bedroom and then looking in some of the closets. He walked through one of former Professor Samil’s art galleries and took a moment to look at the paintings, which drew his eye. He had to force himself to look away from some of the exquisite artwork and then continued on into the next room.


    Finally, he located several boxes. He rummaged through the boxes one at time, looking at each object with care, taking longer than he needed. He found it difficult not to spend too much attention inspecting them because of the unique, antique qualities.


    After a while, he made it through a second box and began sorting through a third. Halfway through, he found what he was looking for. It was exactly the same as the one in the picture, just more detailed. He lifted up the jar and noticed the shimmering liquid inside. He didn’t know what it was, but it certainly looked important.


    He quickly returned the contents back to both boxes and then put them back where he found them, being careful not to make it look as if someone has rummaged through them. Once things were back in order, he left, and less than an hour later, he paid Jacob a visit.


    “I believe this is what you were looking for?” he asked Jacob.


    “Yes. Yes it is. I know I don’t have to tell you this, but even though you haven’t done anything wrong, make sure you don’t tell anyone about this. We don’t want to cause any unnecessary trouble,” Jacob replied.


    “You don’t have to tell me. This isn’t the first time I’ve done something like this, and I doubt it will be the last.” With that said, he handed over the jar to Jacob.


    Once Jacob was alone, he opened up the jar and poured roughly twenty drops onto the artifact. The artifact began to change shape. A thick transparent metallic casing in the shape of a pendant grew around the center. Mallory would be able to place it around his neck, and the small size of it would make it convenient for him to wield.


    After he created the artifact, Jacob dabbed a couple of drops of the element on his tongue, creating a connection with Mallory across the expanse.


    “Mallory, I have the first artifact,” Jacob said with triumph.


    “Yes! Finally!” Mallory said with great satisfaction.


    With the influence of the element, Jacob was able to will the artifact to Mallory’s location. Mallory caressed the artifact that now adorned his neck. His excitement could not be contained.


    “Yes! Yes!” he shouted. “When will the others be ready?” Mallory then asked.


    “It shouldn’t be long now. This small amount of element will aid Eli and me in getting the rest of the materials. I’ll contact you again when I have made the remaining artifacts,” Jacob finished.


    “Excellent!” exclaimed Mallory as Jacob severed the connection.


    Mallory could not stop touching the pendant. He could already feel its power. Once the dragon was fully mature, his power would be limitless. Until then he would have to settle for sharing his power with the Rathlar.
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    Chapter 8
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    Consequences


    At the university, Owen’s mom, Amelia, had just arrived and knocked on his door.


    “Hey, Mom,” Owen said after he opened the door. “This is my roommate Adamo.”


    “Hello, Adamo,” Amelia said.


    “Hi, Mrs. Sage. I’ll leave you two alone. I’m going to go grab some breakfast. It was nice meeting you.”


    “You too, Adamo,” Amelia replied as he walked out the door.


    She stepped closer to Owen and gave him a big hug.


    “I’m really sorry about all this, mom.”


    “Don’t be sorry, Owen. I know you did what you believed was best. You’ll get through this, just like you get through all your challenges. I know it must be disappointing not to be able to attend classes next semester, but you’ll be able to make it up in the summer. Think of it as an opportunity to do something that you wouldn’t have done in he first place. You can use the semester to travel, or learn a new skill, but there’s no need to let it defeat you.


    “Now you said you had something to say about your father and something else that was really important. What is it?” Amelia asked.


    “Mom, what really happened to Dad?” Owen asked.


    “Why do you ask?” she replied.


    “What I am going to say is going to make me sound absolutely nuts, but please hear me out, and I’m not the only one. My friends can back me up on this,” Owen continued.


    “Alright then. Go ahead. Tell me what this big news is that you have to tell,” Owen’s mom replied.


    For the next hour, Owen went into detail regarding his adventures in Everville. He explained his first few encounters and the big battle with the armies of Them. He explained how he told Anika and Dante, and he went on about the Art Club and Echo Club. He detailed every journey, every Pillar, every major victory and defeat, all the way up until the present moment and the current situation with Mallory.


    He explained why they had taken the beetle from Jacob’s room, the situation with Dante and Cleophas, and finally what he was about to do in Everville in order to find The Third Pillar of Truth. That brought him back to his father and how the Second Pillar of Truth looked just like him.


    Amelia paused, and Owen wasn’t exactly sure what to expect. He waited for her to speak until she finally did.


    “I’m sorry, Owen. You’re not crazy. Just like Cleophas told you, the reason you have a connection to Everville, the reason that you, in particular, are so strong is that both your father and I come from a long lineage that has had the same connection,” she said looking genuinely concerned.


    “Yes, Owen. Everything you have said is true. Your father is The Second Pillar of Truth. Of course, he wasn’t always The Second Pillar. Like I’m sure you know, some things are bigger than us. He did what he had to do, just like you did what you had to do in The City of Worms,” she continued.


    “I’m not sure exactly how to respond, but I guess that’s one of the two possibilities that I assumed were most likely,” Owen replied.


    “I just hope you don’t hate me or your father for it. I would have liked to tell you sooner, but it just wasn’t something that we could do. We figured that you would be pulled into this eventually, but we thought it was more important for you to live a normal life as long as you could. We believed it was most important to help develop your character, wisdom, and integrity. We weren’t sure how letting you know about the tremendous power and influence you have would have impacted your life and your perspective on things. I hope you understand,” Amelia finished.


    “I get it. I do, and I’m not upset. I guess I probably would have done the same thing,” Owen replied.


    “I’m glad to hear that, but there is also something you should know. Jacob found out about his connection at a much younger age. Both of his parents were lost to the other side. His search for answers and power led him down the wrong path. Unless something changes, I think Jacob will continue to pursue power, just like he’s doing now. I want you to be careful, but I have faith in you, and I’m proud of you,” Owen’s mom said as she fought back tears.


    “So as you can see, there is really no point in talking with the dean. Just be careful, but if it comes down to doing what you have to do or dealing with some negative blow back on this side, you do what you have to do,” Amelia said.


    “Thanks, Mom.”


    “Now I understand that you’re meeting this morning at the Echo Club,” she said.


    “Yes, that’s right,” Owen replied.


    “Well, while you’re there, I’ll just go give myself a tour of the campus. I wish I could go visit the dean and give him a piece of my mind, but I’ll resist the temptation. I’ll be back here around lunchtime, so go do what you need to do. I’ll see you then,” Amelia said as she gave Owen another hug and walked out the door.


    Half an hour later, Owen and his friends Anika and Dante arrived at the Echo Club. The nine members with special connections were all supposed to be there, but it appeared it would just be the three of them along with Avery and Cleophas. After waiting another ten minutes or so Avery spoke up.


    “I guess it’s just us then. Let’s go ahead and move into the back,” he said as they opened up the large ornate door that led into the back chambers of the Echo Club.


    “Why don’t you tell everyone how you’re doing, Cleophas,” Avery said looking at Cleophas.


    Cleophas stood tall, towering over them. His current mental condition did not detract from his muscular body, and the wrinkles in his face only made his height and physique stand out even more, especially for someone as advanced in age.


    “Before all of you get too concerned, let me say that I’m holding up just fine. I’m still in possession of my faculties; I just get foggy sometimes, especially when I forget to take my medicine. I have a system down now to help with that, and I’m otherwise okay. There are a few things that I did need to explain to you regarding my current condition.”


    “You’re not going to die soon are you?” Dante asked.


    “I certainly hope not, but that’s not it. The reason that my dementia is so irregular and so unpredictable is because it was not completely naturally caused.”


    “What do you mean, Cleophas?” Owen asked.


    “Well, just like Dante was put in a coma along with the others before him, and just like Samil was killed by channeling too much energy through the paintings and artifacts, I too have been impacted by all of these events. I was involved in stopping an earlier breach in Everville and I have been instrumental in so many different things that used the artifacts. Unlike you, Owen, I am not immune to the affects of using artifacts to channel energy or the element. That is why I am in my current condition.


    “I can’t say with certainty whether or not my natural disposition made me more susceptible to this type of thing or not, but I can say that it has definitely hastened its progress and made the symptoms much more unpredictable. My faculties can quickly improve at times, while at others they take a quick turn for the worse.


    “I didn’t want to meet here just to give you an update on my condition, although I do appreciate your concern and support. The reason that I wanted to call you here is because you need to be aware of the danger. The training I put you through earlier when handling the different objects and artifacts will be instrumental in limiting its potential damage, and for most of you, Owen not withstanding, you will have to give it up at a certain point or risk the same fate.


    “What this means for you is that you must limit your exposure to the artifacts as much as possible. Your connection to other realms in the multiverse is what attracts the element to you, but only a few can withstand constant exposure, so limit your use to only what is necessary and understand that you will have to walk away from your gifts at some point in the future.


    “I really wish the others were here. Do you know where the rest of the nine are Avery?” Cleophas asked.


    “I’m not sure. They said they would be here. I guess I’ll just have to explain things to them later,” Avery replied.


    “Well it was really good to see you again, Cleophas. I have several things I have to take care of right now, and I have to say goodbye to my mom before I take Zee with me back to Everville,” Owen said.


    “What did you tell your mom?” Anika asked.


    “I told her everything, but she knew all along. It also turns out that The Second Pillar is my father. I’m not sure what that means for me, but it sure makes things more interesting,” Owen replied.


    Shortly after the meeting, Owen went back to his dorm and said goodbye to his mom. He then called Zee and asked him to come over.


    “The Keeper asked me to take you with me back to Everville. He said there is something important you need to know about your father,” Owen said to Zee.


    “It has to be good. I still don’t believe my father was an evil man,” Zee replied.


    “I hope so, too,” Owen said in agreement.


    “Here goes nothing,” Owen said as he touched Zee’s shoulder.


    In an instant, they were both standing in the presence of The Keeper.


    “Owen, you’re back and I see you have your friend Zee with you. It’s good to meet you, Zee. We have a lot to discuss.


    “You, Owen, should get back to Varstock and meet up with Grenmar and the Ubaloo before you embark on your journey to The Third Pillar of Truth. Thank you for bringing Zee,” The Keeper said.


    Moments later, Zee watched as Owen vanished, willing himself to the dwelling of Varstock in the distant mountains beyond The Valley of Darkness.


    “Keeper, what is it about my father Samil that you wanted to discuss?” said Zee.


    “I wanted to tell you that I don’t believe your father is as evil as his actions may have implied. It’s true that he facilitated the armies of Them and appeared to take great pleasure in those injured on the battlefield who fought against him with Owen, but I believe it may have been all for show to trick the armies of Them as part of a ploy,” The Keeper said in a serious tone.


    “What kind of ploy?” Zee asked.


    “The Other In Between is a place where millions of people in Everville have been taken against their will by those we call Them. It’s a place where people go when they die too close to the borderlands surrounding The Other In Between.


    “Former residents of that land, who gave up their body in exchange for a collective mind, possess it. It was their hope they could save our lands from distant races of beings, like those that seeded the worms. In order to gain more power, Them sacrificed the individual mind and flesh for a collective mind. That is where the name comes from, to set Them apart from the individual. Them hoped this would provide more power and clarity in order to defeat the potential enemies who were once whispered about among in our world.


    “With the help of a few willing traitors, Them can gain a foothold in Everville and its eight surrounding lands by creating a breach. This is done in the hopes of maximizing power in order to prevent being over taken by the threats beyond.


    “Your father was one of the few people who might have been able to retain individual thought within The Other In Between. If that was his hope, there may have been a purpose behind that. He had his flaws, and he paid the price for those flaws, but I think the end of your father’s book has yet to be written. There is a great battle that lies ahead. I am unclear how Them will fit into this battle, but I thought you should know nonetheless.


    “There are forces of evil and forces of good in your world. Be careful, and know which side you are on,” The Keeper said to Zee as he transported him back to his home.


    Zee was relieved to know that there was some good that may yet come from the death of his father. More importantly, he was happy that his father wouldn’t have so easily given himself over to such evil. Zee, like his father Samil, was no saint, but he did have boundaries.


    A short time later, Zee called Drusilla to come over and discuss what happened.


    “I still can’t believe the dean’s not going to let you finish up next semester and graduate with your class. I mean, for Owen it’s not so bad. He can just make up the classes over the summer, but for you it really sucks,” Zee said with regret.


    “Yeah, I know. It definitely sucks, but at least I’ll still graduate, even if it’s a few months late. Now tell me what happened with The Keeper?” she asked.


    “You know, I knew my father couldn’t be that evil. That liquid only gave us part of the picture. The Keeper told me that my father had some kind of plan. He wasn’t exactly sure what it was yet, but it may have something to do with a new battle that’s going to be fought soon.” Zee replied.


    “I’m glad to hear that about your father. He was definitely a really cool professor. I know you must be relieved. It’s just too bad he’s no longer here with you,” Drusilla responded.


    “You know, let’s take another look at the boxes that Odious gave us. Maybe there was something we missed,” Zee said with some excitement.


    They grabbed the boxes and brought them into the living room and began sorting through the different objects.


    “It’s missing!” Zee exclaimed.


    “What’s missing?” Drusilla asked.


    “The jar with the liquid. It’s gone!” Zee said in frustration.


    They searched the boxes several more times just to be sure.


    “You’re right. It’s gone. It’s gotta be Jacob. He must have taken it somehow!” Drusilla suggested.


    “Yep, and we’re going to have to do something about that,” Zee said seriously.
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    Chapter 9
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    The Journey


    Owen transported himself from The Keeper’s Workshop back to the residence of Varstock and his companions.


    “You’re back,” Varstock said as Owen appeared.


    Grenmar started hopping up and in down with glee, and then he hopped over to Owen, barely able to wrap his arms around him due to the marmook’s spherical shaped torso.


    Owen picked up the parchment that contained the map to The Third Pillar.


    “Can Owen transport to The Third Pillar of Truth?” Felix asked.


    “It’s not that easy. Owen and others like Owen are only able to transport themselves into certain locations, like in the presence of a Keeper, for instance. The Pillars of Truth must found the old fashioned way, on foot,” Varstock responded.


    “We better get to it then,” Owen replied.


    Before they left, Felix ran over slurping up the last of his stew.


    “Please escort them back above to the surface,” Varstock said to the eunuch.


    Owen let the eunuch take the lead, and the Ubaloo and Grenmar following closely behind Owen until they reached the surface of the mountaintop.


    “It was good to meet you. I never get the chance to meet people anymore,” the eunuch said before they departed.


    “It was good to meet you, too,” Owen replied.


    “Yes, it was good. It was good,” Felix copied.


    Owen then began walking along the trail towards the pass that led to Black River.


    “Guys, let’s see how much of the elixir we have left,” Owen said before they made any more real progress.


    They poured the elixir back into the small container and handed it over to Owen.


    “This may come in handy,” Owen said as they continued forward.


    “How much longer ‘til we get there, Owen?” Felix asked.


    “I’m not sure exactly, but looking at this map, I think we’ve got at least another day’s journey ahead of us. We’ll probably have to make camp someplace before we get to Black River,” Owen said.


    “How much food do we have left?” Felix asked.


    “Is that all you think about, Felix? We have enough,” Asher replied with emphasis.


    The mountain was beautiful. Steep spires of rock covered in ice and snow extended as far as they could see. The precipice by the mountain pass was not yet visible beyond the steep peaks ahead. The Valley of Darkness had already receded behind them in the distance, but they could see chains of mountains on both sides of them and in between there were valleys. The valleys below closest to them were lush and green, but off in the distance, the shades of green gave way to more muted browns, grays, and black. The changing color of the valley hinted at the darkness that infected the region off in the distance.


    To pass the time, Felix started throwing Grenmar into the air and then catching him as he fell back down. Asher tried to ignore them and started up a conversation with Owen.


    “What do you think you’ll find when you get to The Third Pillar of Truth?” Asher asked.


    “I’m not sure, Asher, but if it’s anything like that last Two Pillars of Truth, I’ll be given a choice of some kind or be asked to complete some kind of task,” Owen replied.


    “Do you think you’ll pass?” Asher asked.


    “I certainly hope so. If not, we might not be able to stop Mallory,” Owen said in response.


    Something in the distance caught Felix’s eye.


    “Hey, do you see that?” Asher asked.


    “Up ahead. I see something moving. It looks like it’s coming toward us!” Felix shouted in horror.


    Asher looked closer.


    “Yeah. I think I see it, too,” Asher said with concern.


    Owen reached for the jar and took a dose of the elixir. Immediately he could sense this was a race of grotesque creatures from the inhabitants of the Dark Forest, one of the lands that surrounded The Other In Between. Owen couldn’t tell exactly what they were thinking; all he could sense was rage.


    “We need to hide. Now!” Owen said with urgency.


    Owen had picked up the thoughts of a few creatures on the trail below them. They weren’t exactly benevolent, but they were better than the alternative.


    “Here! Now! Get down! This way!” Owen shouted pointing in the direction of a small cave.


    They followed Owen and escaped into the cave just before the creatures that were barreling towards them could notice them.


    Grenmar was especially frightened. The ground above them trembled as the large hideous creatures shook it with their passing.


    The moment was fleeting. They were shaken but ready to continue on their journey.


    “We better get moving,” said Owen.


    “Can we stay a while longer?” Felix asked.


    Just then, Felix saw several pairs of eyes peering at him from the dark.


    “Never mind!” Felix shouted as he ran out of the cave as quickly as he could. Grenmar hopped along behind him; Asher and Owen followed suit.


    Owen and the others continued along the mountain trail, walking at a brisk pace. With each step they were gaining altitude and losing warmth. Owen took out some additional coverings from their supplies to try and stay warm.


    Owen and his companions were shivering, but they needed to press forward. Owen increased the pace, but the Ubaloo struggled to keep up, falling behind Grenmar who didn’t have any difficulty hopping along.


    After several more hours, Owen decided it was time to take a break. They were cold, exhausted, and hungry; it was the perfect time to make camp.


    Owen took another dose of the elixir from the jar, but he didn’t pick up on any creatures in the area.


    “I don’t sense anyone or anything. We need to look around and see if there is a cave close by. Felix and Asher, see if you can find something on the trail on either side,” Owen said.


    They continued looking for shelter for another twenty minutes, getting colder and weaker with each passing minute. The sun had set some time ago, and the darkness was becoming unsettling. Finally, Grenmar spotted a cave a few hundred feet ahead of the others, signaling them by jumping up and down as high as he could until they saw him.


    They ran to his location, fumbling around in the dark.


    The cave was just large enough for them to escape exposure from the weather. Felix and Asher collected some small boulders and brush near the area to partially close off the entrance from the outside in order to retain some heat and concealment from potential unwanted guests.


    Owen lifted out some of the food from their supplies and equally divided it among the four of them. They huddled as close together as possible to stay warm while nibbling slowly on their rations, but it wasn’t having much of an effect. By the time the last of them, Grenmar, stopped shivering, fatigue had won out over the cold and they were all taken in by a deep sleep.


    Just before dawn the next morning they awoke to the sound of galloping above them. Asher took a peek outside and watched as slimy, green troll-like creatures riding on the backs of small black horses galloped past their position.


    This was the second time in less than half a day that soldiers from The Dark Forest marched past them. Owen began to suspect that there was something afoot among the remaining armies of Them that survived the battle in The City of Worms, but his first priority remained reaching The Third Pillar of Truth.


    Owen took another dose of the elixir after they had finished eating their meager breakfast in order to see who or what was ahead of them.


    “We need to hurry. I don’t sense any soldiers coming our way, but I don’t know how long that will last. Let’s get moving,” Owen said with urgency.


    After gathering their supplies, they moved the debris covering their exit and started out on the trail.


    The next several hours were uneventful. The temperature was still chilly, but they were adequately covered and the morning sun provided some additional warmth as its rays shone down on their skin. They continued at the same brisk pace, and before long, they had reached the mountain pass next to the abyss.


    The abyss was vast; the distance between the mountain pass where they stood and the Black River below was easily several thousand feet. Owen’s bravery had grown through the battles that he had fought, but the fear of falling down the steep abyss was very real. The Ubaloo and Grenmar also shared that fear.


    Asher retrieved the climbing equipment and fastened the harnesses to each of them. The concave valley wall was equally as steep, but the sheer terrain they would have to descend was made of very unstable rocks and soil, which made it difficult to get a firm footing.


    They descended in the same order as they had previously climbed; Owen remained on top, Asher, Felix, and then Grenmar climbed below, in that order. As always, Grenmar was unwieldy and clumsy. The Ubaloo above were able to quickly stabilize him, but it made the process of descent slow and tedious.


    “My arms are really getting tired, guys. I need to take a break when we get to that small footpath below,” Owen said in exhaustion.


    It was the only relief on the entire vertical face, and the distance below the footpath was twice the distance of what they just covered. The spot where they rested was narrow with no room to spare, so they were cautious not to move too abruptly for fear of falling over. Despite the small space, they took their time to recoup some strength and eat a few snacks.


    “Alright, let’s get moving,” Owen said, signaling them to restart the descent.


    With each step down, loose bits of rock and soil fell from the side of the mountain. As they continued below the snow line, it became more difficult to find a firm footing due to the increased amount of loose soil and increased moisture. They were forced to slow their pace.


    By the time they had covered half the distance between the footpath above and the Black River below, they noticed a sound.


    “Hey, guys. I think we have some company!” Felix shouted in fear.


    Owen could see movement in the limited brush that was there, and he heard a distinct hissing sound.


    “Snakes! Snakes!” Felix shouted.


    Several large snakes, larger in width than the Ubaloo and over twenty feet in length, wound their way around the rocks and meager vegetation, popping in and out of small holes within the mountain. The snakes sensed their presence and quickly chased after them. Fortunately, the snakes were slowed down by the same threat of falling down the abyss as Owen and his men.


    Grenmar quickened his descent, and so did the others. Several times they nearly stumbled, but with their increased speed, they managed to cover a substantial distance. Just before they reached the river’s surface at the bottom of the abyss, Owen lost his footing. Both Ubaloo grabbed the harness that connected them and used all their strength to keep Owen from dropping into the river. It didn’t, however, prevent him from banging into the side of the mountain and losing consciousness.


    The Ubaloo rushed into action and once they had securely fastened Owen, Asher removed the ointment that the healer gave them when they were in the land of the giants. He applied a small amount to the gash on Owen’s head, and after a few moments, Owen opened his eyes. Once he regained his bearings, Owen thanked the Ubaloo.


    “Alright, how exactly are we going to do this?” Owen said, looking at the Black River rapids directly below them.


    Grenmar was lighter than water and could easily float on his own, but with three other bodies, they would need something to hold onto.


    Owen and the Ubaloo spent the next half an hour building a small makeshift raft from some nearby branches, using some cloth, some string, and their bags to tie them together. It wasn’t very large, but it would provide just enough surface area for them to hold on to once they attached it to Grenmar.


    Owen positioned himself in the back of the raft, directly in the center, with the Ubaloo on either side of him. Grenmar was in the front, and the small raft was tied around his arms.


    “Here goes nothing,” Owen shouted as he pushed off from the wall of the mountain and jumped into the freezing white water rapids of Black River.


    The cold water bit their skin upon impact. The force of the river was tremendous, and the rapids constantly banged the four of them into rocks and sticks that were embedded in the riverbed. The rapids carried them half a mile downstream before the current gradually calmed and the river widened.


    “I’m freeee… freee… freeezing,” Felix mumbled.


    “Mmmm… mmm… meee, too,” Owen replied, as the chattering of their teeth drowned out the sound of the flowing river.


    “I see the valley up ahead. Swim that way, Grenmar,” Asher said.


    Grenmar was very buoyant, but his hands and feet were small, making it difficult for him to gather much speed. Owen picked up most of the slack by kicking his feet from behind. Eventually, they gathered enough speed to propel them in the direction of the valley, which lay ahead of them on the left. Before too long, they were dragging battered and bruised bodies out of the river and up onto the shore.


    “We need to make a fire to get warm,” Owen said.


    After healing themselves with the ointment, Asher and Felix gathered sticks and Owen looked for suitable dry rocks to make a spark. Owen then piled the sticks together, intermingling with them whatever dry brush and dead grass he could find, and succeeded in making a small campfire.


    Grenmar grinned from ear to ear and rubbed his hands together in front of the fire. They sat there quietly, warming themselves, and rested for several minutes.


    Asher spoke up. “I can see the large tree that Varstock told us about. The bluff must not be to far from there.”


    “Yeah, I see it, too,” Owen replied.


    “Can we come with you?” Felix asked.


    “Well, we can continue together until we reach the bluff, but I don’t think The Third Pillar will allow you beyond that point,” Owen responded.


    They rested a while longer and then began putting out the fire. Shortly thereafter, they continued on their way.


    The valley on the left of the river was green and lush, but the valley on the right was brown and lifeless. Owen assumed it was an artifact of The Third Pillar. Animal life was conspicuously absent from both sides of the valley, and there was an eerie calm. Even the wind was absent.


    They passed the large tree and traveled a thousand paces forward, just as instructed by Varstock. Before them, they saw the bluff. It was about five hundred feet high and three hundred feet across and absent any vegetation. They came closer until finally stopping directly in front of it.


    “Here we are,” Asher said.


    Grenmar and Felix started touching the rock in front of them, trying to see if they could find a hidden entrance.


    “It feels real to me,” Felix said as he continued to touch the rock.


    Owen approached the bluff preparing to step through.


    “Well, if I don’t see you again, it’s been a pleasure,” Owen said.


    “You’re not going to leave us here are you?” Felix replied.


    “I don’t know, Felix. I’m not sure what’s going to happen once I step into the bluff. I’m sure you can find your way back with the help of Asher and Grenmar if you need to. Here. Take the last of the elixir and ointment,” Owen said as he handed over the supplies.


    Grenmar gave Owen one last hug.


    “I’ll see you again. I promise,” Owen said.


    Then he stepped forward and vanished into the bluff.
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    The Alarians


    Back at Easton Falls, Zee and Drusilla had been discussing what do about the jar of liquid element stolen from Zee’s home. They decided to discuss the situation with Dante and Anika over some coffee in the back of the campus café along with the barista Adaline, who had the day off.


    “Owen said that Jacob was working with Mallory to help channel more of the element from the multiverse. I can only assume he stole the small jar of element to make another one of those beetle things,” Dante said.


    “I think it’s more complicated than that. First of all, Mallory already possesses the dragon, the sole remaining worm. That’s why Owen is searching for The Third Pillar of Truth, so he can destroy the dragon and prevent Mallory from having unlimited power. The newly created element is already being channeled into the dragon. I’m not sure why Mallory would need another collector,” Zee replied.


    “Maybe it’s not for him, or maybe it is for him but to channel the element away from the dragon for some reason,” Drusilla speculated.


    “I think you may be on to something,” Anika replied.


    “He also said something about the race of creatures that seeded the worms. Maybe he wants to channel some of the element to them in order to give them more power, maybe so they would be willing to fight with him,” Anika said.


    “But why would he need their help if he already has the dragon and the element?” Dante asked.


    “Think about it. The worms were seeded by the race of creatures. If the dragon is the only surviving offspring and has the element being channeled directly into it, then Mallory has to rely solely on the dragon for his power. Maybe he needs them in order to keep the dragon in line or to keep himself in the dragon’s good graces. Maybe he needs collectors for him to ensure he maintains the power he wants, and he needs collectors for the others until his is powerful enough,” Zee replied.


    “I guess that makes sense, but what are we going to do about that now? If Jacob already has the element, he’s probably already made another device to channel the element. What can we do?” Dante asked.


    “Well, at the very least we should let Owen and The Keeper know once they contact us again—if they don’t know already. We should try to find out if Jacob has actually made the devices and who he’s working for. Once we do that, we can try to stop him if he hasn’t or steal it if he has,” Zee replied.


    “Letting Owen and The Keeper know about it goes without saying, but we need to be very careful if Jacob’s already made another collector. Stealing it didn’t work out so well for Owen and Drusilla last time,” Dante said.


    Adaline interjected, “We may be jumping the gun here. We don’t know if Jacob’s finished doing whatever it is that he’s doing or finished making that device thing, but we can easily have him watched. We can see what he does, and then we can look for that guy he was talking with, and if we have the chance to tell Owen or The Keeper, then let’s do that. I think the first thing we should do, though, is tell Avery.”


    “I agree, Adaline, and we haven’t heard back yet from the other members of the Echo Club. Maybe they know something, or maybe they’re in trouble. We can start there,” Anika said.


    “Sounds like a plan. I’ll have my people see what they can dig up. Zee and Drusilla, maybe you can have someone watch Jacob. Dante and Anika, you should let Avery know about the situation and then have him find out what he knows of the whereabouts of the other Echo Club members,” Adaline said.


    Zee and the others now had their plan and would have to wait to see what they could dig up. Beyond that, the situation was out of their hands; they would just have to be patient.


     


    Back on the distant planet in the border realms, things were going according to plan. Mallory had finally gathered enough of the element within the artifact that adorned his neck in order to do certain small tasks, like contacting Jacob across the vast expanse. The dragon, Rathlar, was also growing more powerful, and its power would soon attract the attention of the Alarians.


    Mallory needed the additional artifacts soon to gain their trust and to encourage them to fight against the armies of Everville. The Alarians were useless without the element, and Mallory needed the Alarians to finish his plan. The Keeper and The Pillars of Truth possessed the ability to limit concentration of the element through various tricks. Before Mallory could eliminate The Keepers and The Seven Pillars of Truth, he needed to make sure that all methods used to stop the concentration and flow of the element across the multiverse were destroyed. He would not do be able to do that alone and would need the assistance of the Alarians, who be able to help him destroy the mineral rocks and the portals used to contain the element.


    His artifact would possess the sole power to steal the element from all the others, which would render the Alarians powerless at the moment of his choosing. He would need to wait, though, until the combination of his power and the Alarians was greater than the dragon’s. That’s when he could steal the dragon’s power once and for all.


    He would then be the sole possessor of the element and no one would be able to stop him. He would have total power in the multiverse. So long as time marched forward and the universe expanded, the element would be created in response to entropy. Since entropy was chaos, the opposite was order. More precisely, it was the power to create order out of chaos through mere thought, allowing his power to grow limitless according to the simple laws of physics.


     


    Mallory had instructed Rathlar to leave its lair, and they were busy honing their skills. Mallory created different objects for the dragon to burn in order to test its physical strength and the power of its fire.


    “Now, Rathlar,” Mallory told the dragon through its mind.


    Rathlar spread its wings, which now had grown to more than fifty feet across, and ascended into the air. The dragon belted out a loud roar and blew out a fiery breath towards a large block of ice Mallory suspended into air using his mind. The ice was vaporized instantly.


    “Good. Good,” Mallory said aloud.


    Mallory continued with different things, testing the dragon’s fire, strength, and mental control. Both Mallory and the dragon were increasing the amount of element and power they held. Mallory was eagerly awaiting the additional artifacts from Jacob, so he could move on to the next phase of his plan.


    Above the planet, on its largest moon, the Alarians continued their existence, oblivious to Mallory’s plans.


    The Alarians were a race of shape-shifters from outside the universe of men. They came from a parallel world within the multiverse that was dying. The energy within that universe was spent eons ago, so they left their dying world in search of a new one where they could continue their existence. As they entered the universe, occupied by Everville and The Other In Between, they seeded their progeny in The City of Worms with their last bit strength, attracted to its power and negative energy.


    It was the arrival of the Alarians that set in motion the current divide between those loyal to Everville and The Keepers, and those loyal to Them in The Other in Between. Speculation and whispers about distant races and the dangers they might represent created a wedge between those who wanted to concentrate power and those who wanted to divest it.


    The substance that composes their bodies operates outside the known laws of physics. This is why the worms made the perfect collector, capable of holding large amounts of the element and dissipating it slowly over time. Their bodies did not age or die in the usual sense. Instead, they could proliferate so long as they had access to energy. At one time, their species spanned their universe and numbered in the trillions, but as the universe expanded and died, their number dwindled. Without energy, their bodies simply shrank until each body reached a certain minimal threshold, dissipating into its component elements.


    The Alarians now numbered only in the millions. The size of their body depended on the form they took, but they were limited by the amount of energy they had available. At the moment, the Alarians each possessed about the same mass as an average human.


    While they were capable of shifting into any form or state, they preferred a shape possessed by their own ancestors. It was a black, solid form. They had seven appendages on their lower body, which could be best described as legs. This allowed them great mobility and speed, even when in solid form. They had three additional appendages, which were more like arms that divided their upper body into three sections. Each of the three sections had a hole and a protrusion, the hole for eating or consuming energy, and the protrusion for seeing and thinking.


    While the Alarians were able to shift and take non-corporeal form, the process of shifting consumed tremendous amounts of energy, so they limited such actions to only what was necessary for survival. As such, they constructed homes and cities on the moon where they now resided.


    There were two cities on the moon above the planet. Each was built half underground and half above ground to take advantage of the heat generated from the center of the moon while still having access to the surface. They needed no transport system, as they either walked or galloped on foot or shifted when necessary.


    The Alarians had lived in isolation on the planet since they left their universe, but with Mallory’s plan, that would soon change.


     


    The time had arrived. In the earthly realm at Easton Falls, Jacob placed a few drops of the element on his tongue, allowing him to make a connection with Mallory.


    “Jacob! I assume you are contacting me because you have finished making the remaining artifacts,” Mallory exclaimed to the image that appeared before him.


    “You assume correctly, Mallory,” Jacob replied


    Mallory let out an uncontrollably evil laugh. He had already been transformed by his evil into a skinny, slimy, and ugly creature. As he laughed, though, his face contorted even more. He laughed so long, Jacob had to call Mallory’s name.


    “Mallory,” Jacob said.


    “Well then, Jacob,” Mallory said as he refocused his attention. “As a reward, I am letting you keep one of the artifacts for yourself. Once I give the others over to the Alarians and activate them, your power will be linked to theirs. As their power grows with more of the element, so will yours. Eventually, you will be a god on Earth, able to do whatever you wish. So long as you hold the artifact in your possession, no one on Earth or at that putrid, infantile school of yours will be able to stop you. Now send over all but one of the artifacts,” Mallory said.


    Seconds later, Jacob used the power of the element and his connection with the other realms to transport the artifacts excluding the one he was keeping for himself. It was time now for Mallory to pay a visit to the Alarians.
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    Construction


    In the underground land of the giants, General Varrick had just been contacted by The Keeper.


    “General, it’s good to see you again,” The Keeper said.


    “Yes, Keeper. How can we be of service?” General Varrick replied.


    “As you know, since the worms were given sentience and all but one destroyed, the element is being concentrated and sent into that sole surviving dragon. I have called together a meeting of The Keepers where we will discuss the matter of how to stop the flow of the element.


    “As preparation for what may come, we need to mine the mineral rocks present in both the land of the giants and in Brackenbone. Regardless of what will be done with the element, we’ll need something to hold it temporarily. We may also need to divert the water within Brackenbone behind the walls. Whatever is decided, we need your men to begin excavating and collecting as much as the mineral rock.


    “We will need to place the rock in large piles by the monoliths and prepare for immediate construction once I have the specific plans. I also need the other half of your men to prepare for war. I fear that Mallory will attack with his dragon and perhaps armies from The Other In Between or maybe even with soldiers from other realms. With control of the element and its power growing, I fear an attack is imminent,” The Keeper said with regret.


    “I will ready my men, Keeper,” General Varrick replied.


    “I’m sorry a likely attack comes on the heels of the battle we just fought, especially with the loss of so many of your men. If I knew of any other way, I would not bother you,” The Keeper said in a mournful tone.


    “I know you would, Keeper, but my giants are bred for war. We have been with you from the beginning, and we will be with you until the end. My men are honorable, and we will do the honorable thing by defending our land and our liberty from the evils that exist and from those who seek our destruction,” General Varrick said with sincerity.


    “Your men are indeed honorable as are you. Your soldiers have learned from your example and your loyalty is invaluable to our cause. You have our gratitude; Everville is in your debt,” The Keeper said.


    General Varrick immediately left his study and called on Borak.


    “I trust you have recovered, Borak.”


    “Yes, General. How can I be of service?”


    “We once again need to split our armies in two,” General Varrick replied.


    “First we need half our men mining the mineral rocks both here and behind the walls of Vermogen in Brackenbone. I would like you to lead that half of our men. You will travel through the monoliths and take with you one of the monstrums that we have constructed. The rest of the men under your command will mine the rock from within our land, and together you will pile the rock by the monoliths.


    “The other half of our men will need to ready themselves for battle. They will need to gather all the necessary equipment and be prepared to move to any location at a moment’s notice. No one will be spared. All of our men will be called upon. We cannot lose this battle, but our enemy is still uncertain,” the General said.


    “I’ll gather the men, General, and we will do what needs to be done,” Borak replied.


    After being given his orders, Borak divided the men. He sent a large contingent to retrieve one of the monstrums and ready its transport through the monolith. He ordered several contingents to begin excavating the mineral rocks and piling it by the monoliths. Borak would escort the men transporting the monstrum to Brackenbone, since he was the largest of the giants and would be the greatest help in bringing the mineral rock from behind the wall of Vermogen.


    Borak ordered Colonel Consilium, the smallest of the giants, to ready the other half of the men for battle. Everyone would be needed. No one would be spared.


    In less than an hour, the entire land of the giants was filled with activity. The ground was in a constant motion as the movement of the giants shook it with each step and each leap.


    Borak, along with a hundred of the largest giants, lifted one of the monstrums from its resting position. Because of it’s size, the monstrum was not intended to be moved more than a small distance at one time, which is why so many soldiers were required. It was made of solid metal, with the exception of the massive wooden arms that were only plated with metal shielding.


    When Borak gave the order, all one hundred of the giants leapt into the air. Normally, the giants were able to cross a distance of hundreds, even thousands of feet at a time with a single leap. Even with a hundred giants, though, the best they could do was to move it a couple dozen feet. At this rate it would take half the day to make it to the monolith and another day’s journey to the walls of Vermogen in Brackenbone.


    The rest of Borak’s soldiers went ahead through the monolith and started mining the mineral rock with their fists and small tools. By the time Borak reached his destination and the monstrum was in place, large piles of the minerals were already growing by each of the monoliths.


    Borak helped position the monstrum. His was assisted by the Ubaloo. The Ubaloo made a large chain that helped carry the pulverized rock from the distant walls of Vermogen to the portal’s entrance. The Ubaloo were small, but their muscles were very strong sturdy.


    Faine, one of the Ubaloo that fought alongside Borak in The City of Worms, stood at his feet assisting the rest of them. The word had gone out to all the Ubaloo in Brackenbone about the needed mineral rock and the looming battle. Every single Ubaloo came to the aid of Borak and his soldiers. For miles and miles, a long chain of bodies, Ubaloo and giants, stretched as far as the eye could see.


    The same thing could be seen in the land of the giants. Word had also gone out to the Fron, the marmooks, and all the friendly races in Everville and all of its surrounding lands. The Keepers who guarded the portals to each realm allowed the races to pass through to the land of the giants in order to assist in the transport of the mineral rock.


    In addition, volunteer soldiers from Everville, the land of the Fron, and the eight other realms that surrounded it came to join in the inevitable fight. Armies gathered, half in each realm, and the other half in the land of the giants. This would be the largest battle ever fought in either Everville or The Other In Between. If their world was going to be defeated by Mallory and his dragon, the people of Everville would not go down without a fight.


     


    The Keepers were pleased, as they always were, with the willingness of all the races to support one another and come to each other’s aid. There was deep concern, however, that this war would not be won by flesh and bone. Once enough of it was collected, the power within the element was limitless to whoever wielded it. If they were unable to stop Mallory or the dragon from gaining more element soon, the armies of a hundred multiverses would not be able to stop them. Mallory or the dragon could simply will them out of existence.


    The key then for The Keepers was to break the flow of the element to the dragon. The problem was that only special minerals like those found in the underground catacombs could contain the element without damaging those who used it. Like all artifacts, there were repercussions to its use if it was not properly contained.


    The Keeper Carwyn spoke up.


    “It seems to me that we have a temporary solution. It’s true that the mineral rock in Brackenbone and the land of the giants may not be able to prevent the effects of the element from harming those who come in contact with it. It’s also true that we may not have time to collect enough of the special mineral beneath the catacombs of Everville to prevent that harm. We can, however, use all the portals and all the monoliths to collect the power once we have crushed the rock and extracted the mineral needed to initiate storage. That will break the flow of the element to the dragon.


    “Once the flow is broken, the element will be stored in the portals and no one will be able to go through the portals until we’ve found another place to store or dissipate the element. The armies will be cut off and transport will be limited to the eight realms on foot. The land of the giants will also be cut off. The only method of transport between other realms will be through The Seven Pillars of Truth or by the few who can transport on their own.


    “In the meantime, we should also collect enough of the special minerals in Everville capable of permanently containing the element safely. The armies and people may be cut off for a while, but those remaining in Brackenbone should be able to build a temporary container within a matter of weeks using the minerals from Everville. The portals can then redirect the element to the location in Brackenbone. We will still have the problem of hiding or dispersing the element, but that is a problem for another day,” The Keeper said.


    “I agree,” said one of the other Keepers.


    “I am very troubled that once again we will have a great concentration of the element in one location, but our present situation demands that we put a stop to the dragon’s increase in power immediately. Owen Sage will still need to find a way to defeat the dragon even then, but at least the increase in its power will be stopped. We need to be on guard, however, immediately upon reconnecting the portals. If the armies of Them or even some other race make a move against Brackenbone, then we will need to have a permanent solution for safely dissipating the element,” the same Keeper continued.


    The Keepers were in agreement. Hooded heads nodded across the room, and those that guarded the portals returned to their places, and The Keepers who guarded Everville returned to their workshops. The decision had been made. The order was given and word went out to General Varrick in the land of the giants and to Borak in Brackenbone. They would continue the construction of added minerals to the monoliths, and when they were complete, the flow of the element to the dragon would be halted.


     


    [image: 233182.png]

  


  
    Chapter 12


    [image: Title]


    The Agreement


    Back on the former ice planet, Mallory decided it was now time to communicate with Rathlar about his intentions to create an alliance with the Alarians.


    “Rathlar, I have something I want to tell you,” Mallory said aloud as well as mentally to the mind of the dragon.


    “It’s time you understand where you came from and why you are here with me now. You already know that I rescued you from the evil hand of Owen Sage and the armies of Everville and the giants, but there is more you should know.


    “Ages ago, a distant race known as the Alarians, your ancestors, came from a distant place not known to those in our realm. They laid their eggs in The Land of the Worms, and then they made their new home on the large moon that orbits this planet,” Mallory said.


    Just then, the eyes of the dragon softened. He did not comprehend everything that Mallory was saying, but he knew that his parents were high above him, and that he was no longer alone.


    Rathlar launched himself off the ground and flew as high as he could in the hopes of reaching the moon. Mallory let the dragon fly, hoping it would endear Rathlar to him even more and create hatred for Everville, The Keepers, and Owen Sage. The dragon flew higher and higher until the air was too thin to breathe or generate lift beneath its wings. Mallory could sense that Rathlar was about to use the element to transport itself to the moon, so he continued to communicate his earlier thought.


    “Rathlar,” Mallory said, “your ancestors left their world because it was dying. They laid their eggs in The City of Worms because it contained negative energy. Their hope was that their race would continue on after they died. The lands surrounding The Other In Between contained the only type of energy they knew that could sustain them, but they had lived long lives and did not want to use up all of the negative energy before their eggs could hatch. That’s why they resigned themselves to living out the rest of their existence on the moon above until its primitive energy is depleted.


    “There is, however, another type of power that could give them more life. That’s the element. They would be able to split apart the element, use what they needed, and discard the rest. I can give them that power. I can give them that energy,” Mallory communicated to the dragon.


    “With the help of a great human, Jacob, from a distant realm, I have created artifacts like the one you see around my neck. These artifacts can collect the element for the Alarians, allowing them to live on until the death of this universe. Once they have the element, they will also be able to fight against the armies of Everville, The Keepers, and others that sought to destroy you.


    “I’m going to visit the Alarians. I am going to give them the artifacts so they can live on, and then I am going to ask them to join us in the destruction of all the secrets and tricks used by The Keepers that prevent the flow of the element. Once they do that, we will destroy the armies of Everville and those that support the armies, and no one will ever be able to stop us again!” Mallory proclaimed.


    The dragon grew excited. It flapped its wings, which now spanned over a hundred feet, and let out the loudest roar Mallory had heard from the beast to date. It breathed out giant flames that reached an even greater distance.


    Rathlar was gaining in size and power quickly, and it was mad. Mallory had the dragon completely convinced, and it was ready and willing to do his bidding. Of course, Mallory did not tell the dragon that the element was tied to the very existence of the universe or that the element was the counterpart to entropy. He did not tell him that if the balance between the two was disrupted it would be disastrous and have negative repercussions for the entire multiverse. More importantly, Mallory still had to convince the Alarians to go along with his plan, but to Mallory, those were just petty, minor details.


    Mallory turned his attention and growing mental powers to the Alarians. He read the minds of as many of the leaders in the land as possible. He discovered that the two cities had two separate governors, and the politics within each of the cities varied greatly.


    The Alarians who lived in one city were resigned to live out the rest of their existence naturally and die off once the energy that sustained them was depleted. The other city continued to search for a way to live on. They were the half of their species that convinced their society to leave their dying universe and bring their species to a new one. They were also the ones that laid their eggs in The City of Worms.


    Even within the city that contained a stronger sentiment for survival, the thoughts and beliefs varied greatly among them. Some of the Alarians wanted to extract whatever energy they could to live on regardless of the destruction of other species. Others wanted to find new ways of creating or accessing energy from other areas or universes without harming others.


    It was obvious to Mallory that he would have to go to the city responsible for the seeding of the worms and discuss with those likely to be more sympathetic to his ideas about fighting against the armies of Everville. That’s what he did, but before he willed himself to the moon above, he asked Rathlar to stay below on the planet. He convinced the dragon it would be better for negotiations and it would get to see them soon enough once they left together for the battle against Everville. Rathlar was disappointed but obedient.


     


    Mallory arrived on the large moon orbiting the planet and had already found a group of sympathetic Alarians that were willing to listen to what he had to say.


    The Alarian’s speech was not like anything Mallory had heard before. Their language was a series of clicks and musical tones that came from the protrusions on the three sides of their upper body, so his understanding of their speech was strictly mental.


    His growing power, though, allowed him the ability to transform his own speech into a form that the Alarians could understand and he explained that to them.


    “I have a way for you to get all the energy that you need. There exists a substance in this universe know as the element. It provides unlimited power, giving whoever wields enough of it the power to control time and space with mere thought. The more of it is collected, the greater the power will be, but it must be channeled through artifacts composed of special materials that extract the element from the universe as it is being created.


    “There is a place called Brackenbone in a land that surrounds the realm known as Everville. The element, for whatever reason, is channeled to a cave deep in the land of Brackenbone in a region called Vermogen. If you possess the artifacts, like the one I am wearing around my neck, then you can extract the element from the cave and channel it directly into the artifact regardless of your location in the multiverse. The element builds up quickly and provides almost unlimited power. You will be able to provide your race with enough energy for lifetimes to come,” Mallory explained.


    “What do you want for these artifacts,” one of the Alarians in the crowd asked.


    Mallory chuckled and responded to the question from the crowd. “What I need from you is no small task. There is a group of elders known as The Keepers that have appointed themselves as rulers over their realm. They control access to the element and prevent others, excluding themselves, from using it.


    “I think you will also want to hear what I have to say next. The Keepers, along with the help of self-appointed oracles known as The Seven Pillars of Truth, began channeling the element into your offspring to prevent others from accessing it. Your unique composition was the perfect container for the energy. Since the eggs were not yet fully mature, they simply dissipated the energy across the expanse preventing others from accessing it in any real quantity.


    “A great hero, Jacob, from a realm known as Earth, believed that it was wrong to use your offspring in such a way. He decided to use the element to trigger the development of the worms into sentient creatures.


    “The Keepers enlisted armies of the surrounding lands to destroy your offspring. With the help of human, Owen Sage, as well as one of the oracles, they murdered all of your babies. I was, however, able to save one of them. Rathlar is on the planet below. I have raised him during this time and he is very eager to meet you.


    “What I need from you is to help me destroy the mineral rocks and the portals capable of preventing the flow of the element. I also need your help in destroying The Keepers as well as the armies that follow them,” Mallory finished.


    The crowd of Alarians was shocked. Individual Alarians started shouting different things in outrage against The Keepers in their own language of clicks and notes.


    “Murderers!” “Killers!” “Let’s kill them!” shouted different members of the crowd.


    The highest-ranking member of the crowd, who held a ranking similar to that of a city councilman, spoke up.


    “We must bring this to the Governor, both Governors. I strongly believe that once our Governor has heard what you just said that you will likely get our support, at least from our city. If you don’t get the official support from the Governor, I promise you will still have many who will fight for your cause and give you the army you seek,” the councilman stated.


    The councilman decided to let Mallory stay at his residence for the night while he took the issue to the Governor. Mallory graciously accepted, happy that it looked as if he would soon get their support.


    The councilman’s home, as with the homes of all the Alarians, was very plain. Mallory felt irritated at staying in a place with such banality, so he took the time to exercise his ever-increasing power to temporarily transform the home into the greatest display of opulence anyone in his realm had ever seen.


    After seeing how Mallory had used the power of the element to transform the home of the councilman, he gained even more support. What he had done spread quickly through the city. Many Alarians felt that the power of the element was exactly what their species needed, and others were simply aghast at the notion that their offspring were destroyed for the sole purpose of preventing others from obtaining power.


    The following morning, the councilman had convinced the Governor to pay a visit to Mallory. He, too, was impressed with what Mallory had done to the home.


    “Mallory is it? My name is Governor Jahal. I have spoken it over with the council and we have decided that we will support you in the battle against Everville and The Keepers. I am also in talks with the Governor of our other city and I’ll hear back from her tomorrow. In the meantime, I’ve set up a meeting with the council and I would like you to attend,” the Governor said to Mallory.


    “It would be an honor,” Mallory replied.


    Governor Jahal introduced Mallory to some influential people in the city, a few councilmen and some powerful businessmen. For the rest of the day, they took the time to take Mallory to the most exclusive and expensive places in the city. Though for Mallory, it was all quite unimaginative and plain.


    Mallory felt that the Alarians were a boring species and the luxuries that they had to offer paled in comparison to even the basic natural existence that he had lived when he used to be a Fron, namely, the quality of the food. For a race of species that had outlived its own universe, he found the Alarians wanting and pathetic. He did not believe that they deserved the power of the element, and that it would no doubt be wasted on them.


    He was very happy with the idea that once the Alarians had done what he needed them to do, he would take back the element, not just from them, but from Rathlar as well. He wasn’t going to stop at just the element. He planned to take all their energy and snuff out their species for good simply because they irritated him. After all, they had lived long lives. It was time for them to die and make way for a younger, more powerful leader in the universe, namely, himself.


    The following day, Governor Jahal introduced Mallory to the council at the meeting.


    “Everyone, this is Mallory,” the Governor said, introducing him.


    After receiving loud applause, Mallory began to speak. “I wanted to present


    these artifacts to the Governor. These artifacts will sustain your race for numerous lifetimes,” Mallory said to the members at the meeting.


    Mallory placed one of the artifacts around the arm of Governor Jahal and then handed him the rest. The Governor handed the remaining artifacts to the highest-ranking members of the council. Once in possession of the artifacts, they immediately began to feel its power.


    “It’s working already,” one of the councilmen said with excitement.


    Mallory explained how the element, once sufficiently strong, could be used by sheer will and thought to create or do whatever its owners desired. Governor Jahal then spoke up and said, “We are in your debt. Now that we have the element, we will be able to provide the energy needed for our society.


    “As I have stated before, we have agreed to provide you an army that will support you in your battle against The Keepers. I do regret, however, that you will only have half of our armies. The Governor of the other city has declined to help, in spite of what was done to our progeny. Nevertheless, they will be the beneficiaries of the energy and the power of the element, thanks to your generosity.


    “We will ready our soldiers. As you already know, we are a race of shape shifters and have no need for weapons or transport. When you command, we will transport those willing to Everville using the power of the element. We will aid you in the complete annihilation of The Keepers and their armies in retaliation for the destruction of our children and in gratitude for the near limitless supply of power and energy that you have gifted us,” the Governor said.


    All of the members of the council stood up and clapped, though the ones who were not handed an artifact immediately began to envy those that did.


    Word spread quickly of the impending battle and over a million Alarians volunteered to fight. Even those who chose not to volunteer or didn’t approve of the battle felt there was little risk or potential loss to the Alarians. From what they were told of The Keepers, it was unlikely they would face retaliation if they lost. More importantly, both cities would benefit from the energy provided by the element. For now, those that volunteered readied themselves for battle and waited for Mallory to give the order to attack.
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    The Arrival


    While a battle was about to unfold in Everville, disappointment and concern had begun to set in with the members of the Echo Club at Easton Falls University. Avery had called in Anika and Dante to discuss the situation.


    “I’ve spoken with Zee and Adaline. It looks like Jacob already completed the construction of the artifacts. Eli was able to acquire all the materials needed for Jacob, who has been very quiet since his meeting with Eli. It appears that whatever Jacob’s plans were, he has succeeded,” Avery said with disappointment.


    Anika shook her head, and Dante wrinkled his face and looked withdrawn.


    Cleophas walked in from the other room and saw the expressions on their faces.


    “Listen, this doesn’t mean that Jacob or Mallory will ultimately be successful in the destruction of Everville or concentration of power there or here. It’s a setback, yes, but let’s not forget that Owen’s already embarked on a journey to The Third Pillar of Truth. He was successful the first two times, and I have to believe that he will be successful again.


    “You may be tempted to go after Jacob and look for the small container of the liquid element, but I would caution against it. Assuming he hasn’t already depleted it, Jacob may have already transported it to The Other In Between or to Mallory. I think more importantly, though, it’s unclear how much power Jacob possesses with the newly created artifacts. At this point, I think the prudent thing to do would be to watch and to wait,” Cleophas said with certainty.


    Dante sighed. “Maybe you’re right. As much as I would like to help, I’m not sure there is anything we can do beyond that. If Jacob possesses even a small amount of the element, he’s going to be difficult to stop”


    “Whatever happened to the other members of the Echo Club? I haven’t seen or heard from them,” Anika said in bewilderment.


    “Unfortunately, neither have we, Anika. We’ve called around, talked to their roommates, but no one has seen or heard from them recently. It’s very troubling, very troubling indeed,” Avery replied in frustration.


    “What about their parents? Has anyone tried contacting their parents?” Anika said in response.


    “Yes, I even notified the school. If they don’t show up within the next twenty-four hours, there will be a missing persons report filed on all of them,” Avery continued.


    “This is just crazy. Do you think Jacob had anything to do with this?” Dante asked.


    “To be honest, I don’t know what to think. I’m not sure what’s going on, but we will get to the bottom of this. I know all of this is frustrating, but we will figure this out one way or another. At this point, we’re just going to have to wait and see,” Avery said.


     


    Dante and Anika may have had to wait, but back in the surrounding lands of Everville, the armies of the giants and the Ubaloo were fast at work getting as much of the mineral rock moved into place and ready for extraction as possible.


    “Is that the last of it?” Borak asked Faine.


    “Yep. That’s it,” Faine replied.


    The giants had just transported the last of the piles of mineral rock mined behind the walls of Vermogen using the monstrum. Borak and a hundred giants now had to transport the monstrum back through the portal. At the same time, the Fron had just finished getting enough of the special minerals from beneath the catacombs of Everville for transport to Brackenbone, which they needed to begin the construction of the final collector, the collector that would be used to restore access to the portals once the transfer of the element had been cut off.


    “Let’s go!” shouted Borak to the one hundred soldiers holding the monstrum. They had begun their journey back to the portal one jump at a time. By the time Borak and the giants made it a few hundred feet towards the portal, the Fron were already arriving with the special minerals from Everville.


    During his return, Borak and his giants could see the remaining Ubaloo soldiers preparing for battle. As in each of the eight surrounding lands of Everville, half the army would stay behind to protect the land while the other half departed to the land of the giants to join up with the army of giants to prepare for the battle that loomed ahead.


     


    “This is the last of it. Bring it over here,” shouted General Varrick.


    The mineral rocks that had been piled up by the monoliths were now being smashed and stripped down as quickly as possible. The General hoped that by the time Borak returned, the modifications to all of the portals would be complete and they would be able to stop the flow of the element to the dragon once and for all.


    The initial pile of rocks by the first monolith was already stripped down, and the giants were attaching the mineral elements to the outside of the portal within the monolith. They would need to repeat the process on each monolith until the final portal in the last monolith had been prepared. Once that was complete, they would have to wait for the order to activate the portals simultaneously at the direction of The Keeper.


    “Line your men up over here,” Colonel Consilium said to a contingent of his soldiers.


    He had placed the giants in three separate rows because it was unclear whether the attacking army would come from the portals within the monoliths or if they would come from someplace else. Consilium had also placed a column of soldiers from all of the armies by each of the monoliths. By having a row of giants in the front, in the back, and in the middle, the giants would be best positioned to defend the armies of the other realms while simultaneously being able to take an offensive position against an invading force.


    The soldiers were now in position, and the focus shifted to assisting with the modifications to the portals. A few hours later, the second portal was completed. While the remaining soldiers waited for the completion to the modifications, they were making large pits in the ground for roasting meat. The soldiers had gotten hungry from the bustle of preparing for battle as well as transporting all of the boulders.


    Once the pits had been made, the Fron were among the first to start eating. The food in the land of the giants was not as good as the wonderful delights the Fron were used to back in Everville, but the giants were really good at making charred meats that they smoked over the pits.


    “This is really not bad,” Toe said to Sako while stuffing his face with roasted flesh.


    “Yeah, this is pretty good. There’s plenty of it, too,” Sako replied as he turned to stacks of smoked meats off in the distance.


    Toe looked over at the pits and saw what must have been tens of thousands pig-like creatures that had been killed and were waiting to be roasted. The armies were massive, and it was going to take an equally massive amount of food to feed them all.


    A few more hours passed. The armies of giants and other creatures were sharing in the meat that was prepared. By that time, half of the portals were complete with the modifications, but it would be another twelve hours until the remaining monoliths were finished and would be ready to cut off the element.


    General Varrick was under the impression that the invading armies would come either right before they stopped the transfer of the element or right after the process was complete. In any case, they were getting close, and the general was inspecting each contingent of soldiers to make sure they had all the supplies they needed for the battle.


    More hours passed, and only a couple of the portals needed to be modified. The General could see in the distance that Borak had just arrived back with the monstrum. Borak and his soldiers didn’t have time to take it all the way back to its prior position, so they just placed the monstrum down next to the monolith where the arrived.


    Borak and his hundred soldiers got into position, and as they did, the final portal was complete. The time had arrived.


     


    The Keeper remained in his workshop and monitored the portal to Everville. General Varrick gave him word that the last portal inside the monolith was ready.


    After The Keeper notified the Ubaloo in Brackenbone, making sure they were ready to continue working on the final collector, he notified the other realms that they would soon be cut off from all the portals. They would need to be ready for the next couple of weeks until the Ubaloo were able to construct the final collector behind the walls of Vermogen and restore access to the portals.


    General Varrick was now waiting in his study for the order to come down, and then it did.


    “General, the time has come. Activate the portals,” The Keeper said.


    The General lit a torch and raised it high on a pole above his study for all the soldiers and the armies to see. Immediately upon seeing the lit torch, those stationed at the monoliths activated the newly modified portals. The mineral rock that was now attached to the monoliths began absorbing the element from the universe. Instantly, the flow of the element to Mallory and the dragon ended.


     


    Back on the planet in the distant realm, Mallory had returned from meeting with the Alarians. Rathlar was pleased that the Alarians pledged Mallory their support, but was disappointed that only one of the cities would join them in battle.


    In the few short days that Mallory was gone, Rathlar had grown another fifty feet. His wingspan now stretched more than a hundred and fifty feet across, and his flames were capable of inflicting serious damage. In addition, both Mallory and Rathlar had gathered a sizeable amount of element, but The Keepers still possessed the ability to mute Mallory’s mental powers through the use of their own artifacts, including their staves.


    At that moment, they had been cut off. Mallory sensed that the element was no longer flowing. They were now limited to the sole amount of element in their possession, but once Mallory destroyed Everville, he would betray the Alarians and take the element that they possessed in the artifacts he had given them. The combination of element in both sets of artifacts would be enough to forcibly take the remaining element from Rathlar’s body.


    With Mallory’s plan in place, he transported to the moon with Rathlar and gave the order for the Alarians to attack the armies in the land of the giants and informed them he would join them on the battlefield later.


     


    By the time the Alarians were ready to make their move, anger had remade the hearts of those who had volunteered for battle. Their belief that The Keepers were responsible for the genocide of their seed instilled within them a burning desire for revenge, a hatred that went well beyond a desire to help a friend or gain the element. It was an infection, and one that was spreading alarmingly fast. That infection was greatest among Governor Jahal and the councilmen who possessed the artifacts. It was compounded by a growing lust for power created by direct possession of the element.


    The sentiment could not be more different in the second city of the Alarians. There was growing concern within the city that the other Alarians would attract unneeded attention, and that the renewed lust for power and energy would result in the accelerated demise of their people.


    Governor Laveda, of the second city of the Alarians, called a meeting of the council.


    “We must seek a solution to end this new war. Governor Jahal has once again led our people into harm’s way in his continued pursuit of power,” Governor Laveda said in distress as she looked at the other council members.


    “If Governor Jahal is unwilling, we must find a way to reason with his people and put pressure on him to stop this madness before it’s too late,” she continued.


    One of the councilmen spoke up. “I agree, Governor, but I fear it’s already too late. The knowledge of the destruction of the worms has united the people in his city, and now he has almost unlimited power with the possession of the element. So long as he has the artifacts that contain the element, I don’t see what we can do,” he said as several of the other members nodded in agreement.


    “Look!” said one of the councilmen as he pointed in the sky above the second city.


    “It’s too late. They’re already on their way!” he shouted.


    A sense of dread and helplessness gripped the members of the meeting. For the longest time, the Alarians in the second city had come to terms with the fact that they would live out the remaining years of their existence in peace, waiting for the last bit of energy sustaining them to dissipate. They had lived eons, outliving their own universe. They had done everything they needed or wanted to do. They simply wanted to be left alone until the moment when they embrace their final end. That hope for peace was now shattered.


    “I can only hope that the race of beings in Everville are a noble one and do not attack here in retaliation,” Governor Laveda said with a great uncertainty.


     


    Governor Jahal and the volunteers of the first city hovered above the moon, ready to make their move. The element made them strong. No longer constrained by the lack of power or energy, the Alarians would appear to the armies of Everville and the giants in the same form as their seed in The City of Worms, but they would wait to transform until they all arrived. The Alarians would display to the murderers of their progeny their true ancestral form just before the moment of attack. After that, they would take the shape of vicious dragons capable of pulverizing their enemies.


    What Governor Jahal and the other Alarians did not know was that they themselves were responsible for a genocide of their own, as well as for the division between The Other In Between and Everville.


    In the distant past, the negative energy in The Other In Between attracted the Alarians as the perfect place to nourish their offspring, but the cries of now Governor Laveda and those that would come to populate the second city were ignored.


    At the time, Governor Jahal did not bother to check what might be underground in the land where they were about to seed their eggs. Being shape shifters, they simply transported their offspring directly into the ground. When they did, they nearly eradicated an entire species. Those who remained did not see the culprits; all they knew was that those responsible were not from this world.


    The bulk of those that survived the seeding of the worms decided that the race of species responsible, and other as of yet unknown species, represented the greatest possible threat. A great debate ensued between The Keepers and other races that surrounded The Other In Between.


    The survivors of the seeding wanted to use the element to find and destroy those responsible. They also wanted to use the element as protection from other possible invaders. The Keepers believed that the pursuit of power would corrupt those that sought it. They believed possession of unlimited power would turn them into the same evil they sought to fight.


    The Keepers refused to allow them unlimited access to the element. A great division grew between them, and the survivors made a decision. The survivors, and any others that chose to join them, would concentrate power by using one of the special properties of the same seeds that destroyed their people. The creatures in the region soon discovered that those who tasted the flesh of the eggs that were seeded in the ground could transform into shapeless energy, a byproduct of the shape shifters. Those that gave up the corporeal form could unite into one mind; the more that joined, the more powerful they became. Once enough had joined, it was no longer necessary to eat the flesh of the eggs. Others could join by free will and through their actions. A few detractors remained in both camps, but the bulk of the survivors made the decision together. From that point on they gave up their physical form and became known as Them.


    Once the Alarians were all in position above their moon, they began transporting to the underground land of the giants. They arrived slowly at first. They were so high above the armies that initially they went unnoticed. Soon, however, they increased in number and in speed. The size of their increasing numbers blocked the glow of light that permeated from the underground walls of the giants. The light was stolen by the darkness, and the armies of Everville braced for war.


    The Alarians did not limit their arrival to just the land of the giants. In order for them to succeed in eliminating the mineral rock and other artifacts used to contain the element, they would need to destroy the catacombs in Everville and the walls of Vermogen in Brackenbone. They divided their numbers in three, a third going to the land of the giants and the remaining being divided equally above the land of the Fron and Brackenbone.


    “Sako?”


    “Yes, Toe?”


    “I’m afraid,” Toe said trembling.


    The Alarians slowly descended from above, still out of reach of the armies’ weapons below. The shape of their bodies gradually came into focus, and soldiers could see the bizarre ancestral form of the Alarians. The pitch-black color made them difficult to discern at first, but slowly the seven legs at the base of the creatures and the three arms on their sides became visible. The holes and protrusions in the three different sections of their bodies were the last to become visible.


    “I’m a little worried myself,” Sako replied to Toe. “But I believe we will be victorious, just as we always have.”


    “Yes, but at a great cost,” Toe said.


    “The cost of freedom,” Sako finished.


    The Alarians were now in range of the weapons, but General Varrick and the leaders in charge in both Everville and Brackenbone waited. Mallory and the dragon were still nowhere to be seen, and the Alarians hadn’t yet attacked.


    Mallory, being the coward that he was, decided to send the Alarians ahead of them in the hopes they would weaken the armies sufficiently to ensure Mallory’s safety. Rathlar, however, was eager to fight and getting anxious.


    The Alarians came closer and closer. Their approach was tepid and slow, so as not to startle the armies into premature action. Governor Jahal wanted the armies to get a long and clear look at whom they were up against.


    The Governor communicated the order for the Alarians to transform into dragons. In Everville, in Brackenbone, and in the land of the giants, the bodies of the Alarians enlarged. They grew at a rapid rate, transforming into giant dragons, larger than those the armies had fought in The City of Worms.


    Governor Jahal led the charge from the air in the land of the giants. His massive dragon body flew rapidly towards the line of soldiers protecting the center monolith.


    The bodies of the dragons were beautiful. The skin was composed of shimmering greens, opal, and translucent white. It was blinding. Governor Jahal spread his wings back preparing to lunge towards the monolith. His wings spanned over a thousand feet. He opened his jaws and cried a deafening roar.


    Toe stared into the mouth of the dragon and saw the first spark of the flames that escaped the dragon’s throat.


    The Alarians had attacked and the war had begun. For better or worse, now was the time to make a stand.
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    The Third Pillar of Truth


    In the Black River Valley, Owen Sage had just passed through the mountain bluff. Grenmar’s eyes filled with tears, not knowing when he would see his friend again. Felix and Asher wondered how long they would need to wait and see if Owen would return back through the bluff. They looked at each other, not sure what to do.


    Once Owen passed through, a total darkness surrounded him. He turned around, but the entrance behind him vanished once he crossed the threshold. It was the blackest he had ever experienced, blacker than any dream he had ever known.


    He walked straight ahead.


    “Hello,” Owen said, waiting to see if there would be a response.


    “Hello. Is anyone there?” Owen asked after a few more moments had passed.


    Only silence and blackness greeted him. He continued to walk forward, turning his head every once in a while to see if he could catch a glimpse of what was there, but there was nothing.


    Owen continued to walk, unable to tell which direction he was going or how far he had traveled.


    “Hello. Are you here? Pillar?” Owen asked.


    There was no response. He continued calling out into the darkness every few minutes; eventually he called out less and less, waiting longer between each call.


    “Hello. Is anyone out there? Is there something that you need me to do?” Owen asked one last time.


    Again, silence was the only reply. He continued walking, alone. Even his footsteps made no sound, but he kept walking.


    The absence of any sensory feedback made it difficult for him to gauge the passage of time or the distance he was traveling. He had no way of knowing other than counting in his head, so that’s what he did.


    “One one-thousand, two one-thousand, three one-thousand,” he began.


    He tried to estimate each step and each second to see if he could at least make a rough estimate. If he were not already within The Third Pillar of Truth, then he must arrive at a boundary of some sort eventually. If that was the case, he could estimate the diameter of distance between the entrance and the first boundary he came across. He thought it was unlikely, but at least it gave him something to do to stay occupied and to stay sane.


    Owen followed through with his plan. For an unknown period of time, he continued pacing, continued counting, and continued waiting for The Third Pillar.


    “Three hundred fifty thousand one-thousand,” Owen continued. By his estimate, he had walked for at least four days and must have covered a distance of at least three hundred miles, give or take. Oddly enough, he wasn’t tired or hungry. He grew increasingly convinced that it must be a test, and if it was, he would not fail.


    He continued on. “Three hundred fifty thousand two-thousand, three hundred fifty thousand three-thousand.”


    A tiny light appeared in front of him, the tiniest of tiny in what looked like a far off distance, perhaps the light at the end of a very, very long tunnel.


    Owen stopped to try and inspect the light. It grew larger. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, it got brighter. Owen did not move, but the light, a soft glow, grew larger over time. After what must have been several minutes, the light was finally bright enough to illuminate where he was, only there was still nothing, nothing but a slowly growing light.


    Finally, a figure appeared. The image was featureless, other than a basic humanoid form, the embodiment of light.


    “Owen,” the figure spoke in a soothing, deep male voice.


    “You have demonstrated yourself worthy of the test.”


    Owen thought to himself that this was the test.


    “As you know, all but one of the worms were destroyed. That solitary dragon, Rathlar, possesses a large amount of element that must be given up or destroyed if your world is to survive. There are only two possible choices here, Owen. Like before, one of the choices is to simply destroy the dragon,” The Third Pillar of Truth stated.


    “What’s the other choice?” Owen asked.


    “You will have to convince Rathlar to freely give up the element. I have seen all possible outcomes, and there is only one way that you will be able to convince Rathlar to do that,” The Pillar continued.


    “Which is what?” Owen asked.


    “I must send you back to the race who seeded the worms, shape shifters known as the Alarians, who come from a universe outside your own, on a planet called Alaria. You will have to go to the beginning of the first Alarians, eons and eons ago. You will have to live as one of them.


    “From the time of their inception, the Alarians do not die as you know it. They live on. They will go on to outlive their universe and escape its death to the safety of ours. They can live forever until the energy within their form falls below what is needed to hold itself together, and then they simply dissipate into nothingness.


    “You must accept their form as a child and live on as an adult Alarian through tens of billions of years until they pass into your universe. All the while, you cannot tell anyone about your life on Earth or any knowledge that you have outside what is known by the Alarians, with the exception of your understanding of what is good and what is just.


    “At this very moment, the Alarians are above Everville and the land of the giants. They are on the precipice of a great war, the eve of destruction among both their people and the races in Everville and The Other In Between. Like the battle that ensued in The City of Worms, half the armies of your allies will be destroyed.


    “If you are successful, if you live out your life in a time long ago and hold true to what is good and what is just, your knowledge and wisdom of the Alarian people will be sufficient to convince the dragon, Rathlar, that he should willingly give up the element. Once Rathlar gives up the element, Mallory’s strength, along with the Alarians, will not be enough to harm Everville. The Alarians will return to their moon and Mallory will be defeated,” The Third Pillar said.


    “What will happen to me?” Owen asked.


    “Just before the moment of Mallory and Rathlar’s departure to the land of the giants, I will transport you in your Alarian form to Rathlar. It is then that you will have to convince him to give up the element. If you succeed, you will be transformed back to your human form and will exit the mountain bluff from whence you came. The knowledge of your life as an Alarian will be erased, but you will possess the knowledge that you succeeded, though, you won’t know why. You will also retain the character and understanding of honor that you experience as an Alarian. It won’t be a literal knowledge, but rather an implicit wisdom that adds to your own inner self. You will be a greater man, but you will not be aware of the change.


    “So which will it be? Will you destroy the dragon or will you make the latter choice?” The Third Pillar of Truth asked.


    By that time, Owen had forgotten there was even a choice. Instinctively, it was clear that the latter choice must be the right thing to do. He did think about it for a second, though. If he destroyed the dragon, the dragon would be dead and nothing else would have changed. Of course, that’s assuming that The Third Pillar of Truth would let him go through with it if it was the wrong choice.


    The second choice also had potential pitfalls. Owen would not only have to keep the knowledge of Earth and his world a secret, he would also have to stay true to what he believed was right and just. Still yet, he would have to convince the dragon using that knowledge he gained through his experience as an Alarian. More importantly he would have to have the patience to see it though. Tens of billions of years was a long time.


    “I’ve decided to pick the second choice,” Owen said.


    “The second choice it is then,” The Pillar said.


     


    Owen was transformed into an Alarian child, freshly hatched on a distant planet in an unknown universe billions of years in the past.


    Owen opened his eyes with a form that was unknown to him, yet strangely, it felt familiar. He possessed all the instincts that an Alarian child would while retaining every last bit of knowledge of his human life and his experiences in Everville.


    Owen tried to communicate, and he felt that he could speak and even take human form. He quickly caught himself, though, as there is no way that an Alarian that had just hatched would have knowledge of humans, their shape, or their speech. As such, he acted like a newborn Alarian, oblivious to what was expected or how to speak, but possessing the instincts that would lead him in the right direction over time.


    For a species that was from another universe, the Alarians had customs and social conventions that were oddly similar to those of Earth. There were families, most of them nuclear, but some not. The children went to school; some excelled, others didn’t. Most of the adults had jobs, but some were destitute and a few were lazy and chose not to work.


    What Owen found most striking was that the Alarians rarely shape shifted, but instead, held their ancestral form for most of the time. There were times, though, in moments of extreme emotion, celebration, or exploration that the Alarians did shape shift.


    There was one thing, though, that was vastly different from the human culture. The fact that Alarians could shape shift and the nature of their physical composition meant that they usually did not feel pain and they rarely died. They did not have disease, and it was almost impossible to die from what would be a conventional attack. Most other forms of war generally required energy, which would only make the Alarians stronger.


    The Alarians’ difficulty at engaging in self-inflicted physical harm drove introspection and built character among the species. That did not, though, prevent evil. Emotional harm was still quite possible. Theft still existed in the form of stolen energy and power. The greatest capacity for evil, though, came from the Alarians’ ability to inflict harm on others.


    There was a constant internal struggle within the social and political structure between those who had developed a great character through introspection and those who sought to maximize their power through theft of resources from other species, even intelligent ones. There were also many shades of grey, and then there were also those who lived outside the struggle and chose their own pursuits—some who cared and others who didn’t.


    Early on Owen developed great friendships. One friendship in particular would transform his life as an Alarian while deepening his understanding of what it meant to be human. In Alaria Owen was called Alvaro.


     


    “Hi. My name’s Chesna,” a girl said to Alvaro in the Alarian language of clicks and musical sounds that Alvaro now understood.


    “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Alvaro,” he replied.


    “You know, I don’t really know anyone here and I don’t want to study alone. Would you like to go study at the library?” Chesna asked.


    “Sure. That would be great!” he replied.


    It was Alvaro’s third year in what closely approximated a university. Alvaro had lived his childhood learning what it meant to be Alarian with the memory of humanity etched into his shape shifting brain. Now, though, he had exceeded his experiences as a human. He had lived longer as Alvaro than Owen Sage. The first two years at the university were uneventful. He held deep platonic friendships with longstanding friends. This year was different, though. Alvaro knew that he had tens of billions of years in front of him, and it was time for him to truly live as one of them.


    Several months had passed into Alvaro’s third year and his feelings for Chesna had deepened.


    “Chesna, would you like to go to park this afternoon?” Alvaro asked.


    “Sure, I’d love to!” she responded with enthusiasm.


    They arrived there a few hours later. He gave her his hand and helped her get comfortable after finding the perfect spot.


    It was a beautiful day. The twin suns shone down with the perfect amount of illumination on the colorful, temperate vegetation of the region. They sat there together facing the families that walked by.


    Chesna watched as the small children played with their siblings and parents. She imagined having a family herself one day.


    “Alvaro, what do you think it all means?” she asked.


    “What does all what mean?” he replied, knowing exactly what she meant.


    “You know, everything, our place in the universe, life, family, the future?” she asked.


    It had been a while since Alvaro had to parse what he said for fear of violating The Third Pillar of Truth’s warning not to tell others what he knew about Earth or his understanding of things outside of Alarian society. During this time in their development, the Alarians were at a similar cultural and technological development as Earth was during the early twenty first century, with substantial differences in certain things.


    Alvaro continued. “I don’t know. I guess that’s the big question, but I think there is an absolute truth. I believe in family, friendship, and honor. I think it’s important to live a good life and do what you think is best for yourself while helping others find what’s best for them. I think happiness is the ideal, and perhaps you need to be true to yourself and have good character in order to find that happiness.”


    Chesna’s heart fluttered.


    “You are the wisest man I know,” Chesna said to Alvaro while leaning over and giving him what would be considered a gentle kiss by human standards.


    Alvaro blushed. It was a very rare occurrence of shape shifting that he let slip, allowing color to appear on his otherwise black body. It did not go unnoticed by Chesna.


     


    Two years had passed since Chesna and Alvaro met, and it was the year after their graduation from the university. Their love and deep affection for each other was stronger than it had ever been.


    Both of them had settled into their careers and had their own hobbies. Alvaro loved stargazing. Chesna liked to paint. They both attempted to try each other’s hobbies, though Alvaro was less successful at painting than Chesna was at stargazing.


    One evening after work, they were together in an open field where they frequented. Alvaro was gazing at the stars and Chesna was gazing at Alvaro.


    “Chesna?” Alvaro said after he turned away from the sky and towards her.


    “Yes, Alvaro?”


    “Will you marry me?”


    “Yes, Alvaro! Yes! I will marry you!” she replied without hesitation.


    A feeling of joy rushed through them, more joy than either of them had ever experienced. It was a moment Chesna had been anticipating for a long time, and a decision that Alvaro knew he was going to make for quite some time.


     


    Several more years passed, and their relationship continued to deepen.


    “Alvaro?” Chesna said.


    “Yes, Chesna?”


    “We’re going to have a child!” she said with excitement.


    “Really? That’s wonderful!” Alvaro exclaimed.


    They had wanted a child for a while now, and once her egg hatched they would finally have one.


     


    Several more years passed, and their son was already in school. They had a wonderful life. Their family was strong, and they had jobs they loved. Both Alvaro and Chesna shared friends, most of which were equally happy. They lived a fulfilled life. Up until this point, the only regret that Alvaro had was that he was unable to tell his family about his life as a human and his experiences on Earth and in Everville. Years more passed, and then decades more.


     


    “Dad?”


    “Yes, son?” Alvaro replied.


    “I’m getting married!”


    “That’s wonderful!” Alvaro exclaimed.


    “Honey! Come over here! Our son’s getting married!” he shouted.


    The passing decades turned into centuries, and then several millennia moved with the unimpeded march of time. Alvaro’s memory of his life as Owen Sage continued to fade, but never completely.


     


    Alvaro found that having a strong foundation of good character was what was most important. He lived his life. He raised his children and his children’s children to be honorable, trustworthy, and to live their life doing what they loved to do most. He encouraged them not to be afraid to dream impossible dreams or to do impossible things.


    Time continued to march. A billion years passed, two billion, five billion, and then ten billion years had come and gone. Alvaro and Chesna have lived together for an unimaginable amount of time, but eventually, their universe was coming to an end and so was their time together.


    Like the universe where Alvaro lived as Owen Sage, the Alarians’ universe was expanding. In a few short years, the expansion would rip apart all matter in their world, including the Alarians themselves. The trillions of Alarians that were scattered across the galaxies were nearing the end of their existence.


    Most Alarians had lived for tens of billions of years and were content to let nature take its course, but several million decided to push on. Chesna was not one of those people. Despite her love for Alvaro, she felt content to die, and he wanted so much to stay with her until the very end.


    “Chesna?” Alvaro said


    “Yes, Alvaro?” she replied.


    “Will you reconsider? Won’t you come with me? I can’t image my life without you. If you stay, I will miss you so much and it will be difficult to live on,” he pleaded.


    “Then why don’t you stay with me? You don’t have to go. Let’s stay here together and meet our end naturally, and then it will be all over, but it will be over on our terms, together,” Chesna replied, not understanding why Alvaro wanted to escape to another universe.


    Alvaro could not stay. The promise that he’d made to The Third Pillar of Truth prevented him from expressing what he really felt. He was hurt that he could not share that with her.


    “I can’t, Chesna. I just can’t. It’s not time for me to die,” he said, barely able to contain his emotion.


    Alvaro had never completely let the memory of Earth or Everville fade away. He had been patient all this time. Alvaro had enjoyed his life as an Alarian, but he had been so meticulous, so careful to do the right thing. The moment had come after all these years, and he was going to go with the Alarians to cross over to the other universe, the universe where he had originated in what now was a distant memory.


    “Chesna,” Alvaro said, holding her hand for one last time.


    “Yes, Alvaro?” she replied.


    “I love you. I love you with all my heart,” he said as his entire body changed colors.


    They held each other’s hands for as long as they could, not wanting to let go.


    Alvaro and the other Alarians could wait no longer. The molecules of everything within the universe were about to be ripped apart. In that instant, they departed.


    Seconds later, the Alarians’ universe died. All the particles that existed in it were ripped apart by the force that was making their universe expand. Their memories, society, and culture would live on, though.


     


    Alvaro, as did many other Alarians, felt a great loss. He felt the greatest pain that he had ever felt. His love of tens of billions of years was gone. There was now a great void within his heart.


    It was not the tens of billions of years that tested Alvaro, it was the tens of thousands of years to come that would be the greatest test. It was not lost on Alvaro that he was forced to live out the tens of billions of years as an Alarian after having initiated the destruction of The City of Worms, even though it was not his actions that gave the worms sentience, requiring their destruction.


    Now, though, with the loss of his wife and most of his progeny, Alvaro shared in what he imagined the Alarians in the future might feel with the destruction of their offspring, and it was unfathomable.


    Thousands of more years passed in the new universe. The Alarians lived out their lives on the large moon that orbited an ice planet.


    Alvaro did the only thing he knew to ease the pain of his loss; he spent time with the descendants of his offspring. Though the pain never completely faded, the passage of time slowly made it better. He wondered what the moment would be like when the time came for the memory of his life to be taken. He was torn as to whether the burden that would be lifted would be greater than losing the memory of his life and his love. Only time would tell.


    The day that Alvaro waited for had finally come. Rathlar and Mallory were about to transport to the land of the giants and destroy Everville and the entire realm once and for all, but The Third Pillar of Truth pulled Alvaro from the second city on the large moon. He brought Rathlar and Alvaro together. Alvaro would now have to convince the dragon to freely give up the element or else Everville would be destroyed.
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    Chapter 15
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    Alliances


    The remnant armies of Them that surrounded The Other In Between possessed a connection to the Alarians. Them were alerted to the Alarians the instant the worms were given sentience. That connection brought awareness of the Alarians’ impending attack.


    From the time Mallory stole the juvenile worm, they knew exactly who had murdered the vast majority of their species. It was no longer a question of what race was responsible. They knew exactly who they were, where the came from, and what they were about to do.


    While Them thought as once cohesive unit, they were able to divest themselves partially from the whole when possessing the body of another, the body of a willing host, like those creatures who were generally loyal in the surrounding lands of The Other In Between, lands like The Dark Forest and The Valley of Darkness. It was most often done for the sole purpose of creating physical armies, as non-corporeal forms could not kill. It was also necessary, though quite rare, to take possession of another body when Them could not come to a decision on the best possible course of action.


    Them took the bodies of three creatures from the same species. Them called each other by the names from which they originated before the merging: Milrod, Lax, and Samil. Each of the three represented the current main competing thoughts of Them, which were the source of indecision.


    Samil spoke first. The creature whose body he possessed was the most wretched thing he had ever encountered. It was a dull grey covered in snot and mucous. It had boils and scabs all over its skin with long pointy ears and a long thick nose that rounded on the tip.


    Strangely, Samil was happy to take his current physical form. After his death at Easton Falls and new existence in The Other In Between, he had forgotten what it felt like to be solid.


    “Listen,” Samil said while clearing his throat and coughing up the mucous that blocked it.


    “We must form a temporary alliance with The Keepers. If the Alarians succeed in defeating the armies of giants and of Everville, we may lose our chance forever to defeat them. Now that they are in possession of the element, thanks to the artifacts provided by Mallory, their strength will soon grow beyond what we can defeat. They must be stopped now. If we hesitate, we will lose that chance,” Samil said firmly.


    “Oh. No. No. No. We will not join or align ourselves with The Keepers. We should let Mallory betray them first. That way, we can kill two birds with one stone. The Alarians will destroy the giants and the armies of Everville, and then Mallory will destroy the Alarians,” Milrod said.


    “Listen you idiot! First of all, we want the pleasure of killing the Alarians ourselves. They murdered our people and nearly made us extinct. More importantly, if Mallory succeeds in killing the Alarians, his power will be unstoppable,” Samil added.


    Lax jumped in. “Why don’t we team up with Mallory?”


    “Don’t be stupid. Mallory has no reason to join forces with us. If he did, he would have already done it. It’s clear he has no purpose in the collection of power other than to collect it. A plan with no purpose is no plan at all.


    “It will not benefit our end to join with Mallory. He is as much the enemy as the Alarians. He may not be responsible for the genocide of our people, but it was precisely to stop those who would seek our eventual destruction that we decided to slough off the physical in the first place,” Samil replied.


    A consensus was beginning to form. Ahead of the Alarians’ arrival, the armies of Them had already begun to take offensive positions in the border realms. Them had amassed large contingents of soldiers near the entrance to the portals. The possessed soldiers, however, would not be able to pass through the portals without creating a breach through Everville or being allowed to pass by The Keepers.


    Once the element had been cut off, the portals would not be useable until the final collector was constructed in Brackenbone behind the walls of Vermogen. If the armies of Them were to pass through the portals, they would have to strike an alliance.


    However, Them would be able to travel in non-corporeal form to the land of the giants by way of The Valley of Darkness. Them decided it was time to seek an alliance with The Keepers. Before the portals had been cut off and before the arrival of the Alarians, the possessed creature Samil appeared to The Keeper, Carwyn.


    “Keeper,” Samil spoke.


    “Who are you, and what do you want? We are busy here,” The Keeper replied.


    “I am Them. I am Samil,” he replied.


    “Samil. I thought it might be you. Now tell me what you want,” The Keeper added skeptically.


    “We have decided that we want to form a temporary alliance with the armies of the giants and of Everville. It serves our interest to defeat the Alarians since they are responsible for the genocide of our people,” Samil stated.


    “And what would you want from us in this temporary alliance?” The Keeper asked.


    “We need a passage through the portals in the surrounding realms of Everville and in the monoliths. We also need unimpeded access to the land of the giants by way of The Valley of Darkness. In return, we will pledge you our armies as well as those unaligned, including the Mountain Dwellers and the Fwaylan. We will lay in wait until after they attack. When they are lulled into a false sense of security then we will strike,” Samil replied.


    “There is one more thing,” Samil said.


    “What’s that,” The Keeper asked.


    “Being connected to the Alarians allows us not only the ability to read their thoughts, but we also possess the ability to prevent them from shape shifting once they choose their form. We will need to be in close proximity in order to be able to force them to hold their form, and we will wait until the moment of our choosing,” Samil replied.


    “I will present your proposal to the other Keepers. If we agree, there may be some modification that we will need to make if you go along with your alliance,” The Keeper responded.


    “Understood,” Samil replied.


     


    After Them had contacted The Keeper by way of Samil and before the portal had been cut off, The Keeper called another meeting with the other Keepers. Time was running out, and The Keeper would need to make a decision soon.


    “Them have approached me through a creature possessed by Samil. Them have proposed a temporary alliance in order to defeat the Alarians. Them have asked for an access to our portals and to the monoliths in the land of the giants. Them would also need free access to the land of the giants by way of passage through The Valley of Darkness,” The Keeper said.


    One of the other Keepers spoke up. “How can we trust that Them and the armies of Them will leave once we have defeated the Alarians? The portals are the only thing that prevents the evil in Them’s heart from invading our lands. Once Them have a foothold, what motive do Them have to leave? Have we not forgotten that Them became evil through a noble end? It was not their end but rather their means by which there were transformed”


    A few other Keepers spoke up in agreement.


    “Yes, I agree,” said one.


    “Me, too,” said yet another.


    The Keeper, formerly known as Carwyn, interjected. “Listen, our means are not evil. Forming an alliance with an enemy is not evil so long as you hold true to what is right and just. More importantly, if we reject the notion that working with someone that has done evil in the past is itself evil, then what about redemption? Any evil deed can be forgiven. While it may not be forgotten, the deed is not the doer, and we must be willing to forgive, else we risk exposing ourselves to the same evil.


    “We must be willing to accept the possibility that Them may still change in the future. Even though darkness permeates Them’s essence, there is still a remote possibility that the light will eventually break through the darkness.


    “Let us not forget that Them were once much more amenable to good. I am not suggesting that we move forward with a blind eye. Them have certainly not earned our trust, but if we ensure that measures are taken for every eventuality, then this alliance may yet prove fruitful,” The Keeper said.


    “I have a suggestion,” a third Keeper added. “If we allow Them access only to Brackenbone and the land of the giants we can limit the potential spread of their evil should Them betray us. We will not grant Them access to Everville and the land of the Fron or any of the other surrounding realms except for Brackenbone. We can protect Everville and The Land of The Fron, but we cannot protect the land of the giants,” the third Keeper stated.


    “If we are to defeat the Alarians, a limited and temporary alliance with Them is the only possible solution. Further, Them possess the ability to prevent the Alarians from shape shifting when Them are in close proximity. That is the only way they can be held off. As it stands, we have no choice if we are to be victorious. Even then, the Alarians can only be defeated if Owen Sage is successful in finding The Third Pillar of Truth, thereby eliminating the element that exists inside the dragon. Until then, we must hold the line and prevent them from destroying us,” said The Keeper.


    Several of them began nodding in agreement.


    “We should find agreement with both the Ubaloo and General Varrick. If we are to allow the armies of Them to enter their land, we all should be in agreement,” The Keeper continued.


    “Agreed,” said several Keepers simultaneously.


     


    A short time later, The Keeper made contact with General Varrick to discuss the meeting and the alliance.


    “General, I have a matter of deep importance that we need to discuss, and you may not like what I have to say.”


    “What is it Keeper?” General Varrick asked with trepidation.


    “The Keepers have been approached by Them with the possibility of a limited and temporary alliance. I know that Them are very much responsible for scores of your dead soldiers, but I fear that if we fail to reach this temporary alliance, the Alarians will wipe out our realm in its entirety,” The Keeper said.


    General Varrick fell into his seat, shaken by the magnitude of what The Keeper was asking.


    “Keeper, I have never known you to utter something that was unwise, but this comes as close as I can remember. What possible reason could Them have to form an alliance other than to betray us at the last moment and join with the Alarians in our destruction?” the General asked.


    “General, the Alarians are responsible for the eradication of those who became Them. The Alarians nearly wiped out Them’s entire race in the seeding of the worms. It was the actions of the Alarians that led to the great chasm that now separates all our kind.


    “Them have very much a vested interest in aligning with us to stop the Alarians, if only for their revenge. More than that, though, it is my hope that this alliance and defeating the Alarians will lead to a change in the heart of Them. While I understand your emotion and I agree that the loss of your men can never be forgotten, we must search for the best course of action for our people and we must not let our anger keep us from doing what is best,” The Keeper replied.


    After thinking quietly for many moments, the General spoke.


    “Alright, Keeper. I see the logic in what you speak, but this will be the most difficult choice I have ever had to make, and I think my soldiers will feel the same. Nevertheless, if what you say is true, then let’s move forward with this alliance and destroy the invading army of the Alarians,” General Varrick finished.


    The Keeper then discussed the situation with the Ubaloo, who were also reluctant but willing to move forward with the alliance.


    Both the Ubaloo and the giants started working on plans to allow entry by the armies of Them. Them’s armies would be held back until the first few waves of attack. General Varrick hoped that it would be better if the armies of Them could be sacrificed before his soldiers, but to ensure maximum destruction of the Alarians, they would need to be drawn in by a false sense of security.


    The Ubaloo would hide the soldiers of Them from behind the walls of Vermogen. The giants would have the armies of Them fight on two fronts. The first would be hidden within the monoliths. The second would be from behind by way of The Valley of Darkness. The Mountain Dwellers and the Fwaylan would then join the armies of Them on the front coming from The Valley of Darkness.


     


    Back at Easton Falls University, the time had run out for the other six of the nine members of the Echo Club to show up. Avery had just filed police reports on all of them.


    “Avery, do you really think it’s best to continue waiting now that the other members are officially missing? Maybe it’s time we take a closer look at Jacob’s place,” Anika said.


    “Yeah. Maybe we should pay Jacob a visit, or what about the artifacts?” Dante replied


    “Yeah, what about the artifacts? We’ve used them before, why don’t we use them again. If they might give use a clue as to the whereabouts of the other members, I think it would be worth it,” Anika added.


    “Before we start using any of the artifacts or objects, I want to talk it over with Cleophas. You heard what he said regarding the eventual impact of the objects and artifacts on those that use them. If he agrees, then we can give it a try. In the meantime, let’s just continue what we’ve been doing,” Avery finished.


     


    At Zee’s estate, Zee and Drusilla discussed the best course of action regarding Jacob and their belief that he had stolen the jar with the liquid element.


    “Drusilla. I’m done with this crap. I’m done with Jacob. I’m taking my bo staff, and I’m going over his house to find the jar the of the element. I also suspect that he somehow has a hand in the missing members of the Echo Club. Since you’re already on probation, I suggest you stay here. Jacob is going to regret the day that he messed with us.”


    “Are you sure that’s such a good idea, Zee?” Drusilla asked.


    “If I’m not going to stop him, who will?” Zee asked.


    A short time later, Zee arrived at Jacob’s home. The butler answered the door.


    “Listen, if you don’t leave now, I’m going to call the cops,” the butler said refusing to let Zee pass.


    Zee started walking away, pretending he was getting ready to leave, but when the butler had turned back around and was preparing to go back inside the house, Zee quickly did an about face and pushed himself through the door.


    “Hey, I’m calling the cops now. You going to regret that you did that!” the butler shouted.


    Zee ignored the butler and ran up the stairs to Jacob’s room. He thrust the door open and saw Jacob standing in the center of the room, stroking the artifact that was around his neck.


    “I know you stole my jar, the jar of the element that my father left me,” Zee said angrily.


    “Why, I haven’t the slightest idea about what you’re talking about,” Jacob said in a sarcastic and taunting tone.


    “Give it back to me now. If you don’t, I swear, you’ll regret it,” Zee shot back.


    “What you are going to do? Kill me? You don’t have the stones!” Jacob said as he started laughing, taunting Zee even more.


    “You know, Zee, you really shouldn’t have come here. I used to kind of like you. I used to think we were kind of alike. Now though, I see that you’re pathetic and weak. You’ve been hanging around those losers Dante, Anika, and Owen. Now you’re just as stupid and just as lame.” Zee approached Jacob with his bo staff as was about to hit Jacob in the head with it.


    “Nice try,” Jacob said, just before the bo staff made contact.


    Jacob rubbed the artifact. The artifact that contained the element had given Jacob a lot of power. Now Jacob was going to use it.


    “Now you are going to join the rest of them,” Jacob added.


    Before Zee had a chance to respond or the bo staff had time to make contact, Jacob extended his arm towards Zee, making a fist. Instantly Zee vanished.


    Zee had gone to the same place as the other members of the Echo Club, and it wasn’t entirely clear if any of them were ever coming back.
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    The Attack


    Back in the land of the giants, the Alarians made their move. Near the central monolith, Governor Jahal expelled a torrent of fire from the massive jaws that protruded out of his monstrous dragonhead. The soldiers directly in the line of fire lifted their shields in an attempt to cover their bodies and prevent incineration. The fire scorched the metal, forcing the soldiers to drop their shields. Their hands were scorched and so were portions of their bodies that were not covered behind their shields. Several soldiers lay dead, already having succumb to the intense heat.


    “Attack!” shouted Borak.


    The archers stepped forward and pulled back their bows, releasing spears tipped with tar and fire. Volley after volley, the spears launched into the air.


    Once the fire tipped spears reached the Alarians’ position, they passed right through them. The Alarians simply shape shifted, and Them were not yet close enough to force the Alarians to maintain a solid form.


    Eventually the archers retreated and the giants stepped forward. The giants propelled large boulders toward the dragons, but like the spears before them, the boulders simply passed right through them without making contact.


    The Alarians flew by for a second pass, breathing flames that torched all the soldiers in their path. Hundreds more soldiers died. At the current pace, the armies of Everville and the armies of the giants would be decimated within only a few hours.


    “Retreat!” shouted Borak.


    The armies fell back to a defensive position closing in on the monoliths. The monoliths were solidly constructed and would provide shelter against some of the fire from the dragons. Until then, the largest of the giants grabbed more large shields, hoping to stop most of the fire from torching more of the soldiers.


    “Here they come again! Duck!” Borak shouted.


    When all the soldiers squatted down near the ground and covered themselves with the shields, the posturing was effective.


    After watching Borak’s contingent of soldiers successfully defend against the fire of the dragons, the rest of the soldiers followed suit.


    Eventually, the fire from the Alarians was no longer effective. It was time for a different strategy.


    Governor Jahal communicated with his old soldiers that with each successive approach, they would change their form to include an appendage shaped like a razor sharp spear. They made their first pass with the new form and then continuously repeated it.


    The giants continued to take the brunt of the casualties. The smaller Fron, tiny marmooks, and miniature Ubaloo were spared from the stabbing of the appendages.


    Once again, the Alarians decided to adapt their form, seeing that many of the smaller creatures were going unscathed. The next time they passed, they would make thousands of smaller protrusions that were equally as sharp but small enough to maximize causalities.


    The next pass was brutal and effective. Hundreds of Fron, Marmooks, Ubaloo, along with the giants were strewn across the battlefield. In the land of the giants, the casualties were quickly piling up. General Varrick was about ready to release the first wave of the armies of Them that were hidden in the monoliths and have them prevent the Alarians from being able to shift.


     


    In the land of the Fron, above the catacombs of Everville, The Keepers were holding the line. Their staves and other artifacts had prevented the Alarians from making any real progress.


    Hundreds of thousands of Alarians transformed into dragons. The first wave dove towards The Keepers, the Fron, and the marmooks who stayed back to protect their land from the onslaught. Collectively, The Keepers united their staves and created a shield that covered most of the land surrounding them.


    On the outside of the shield, fire from the dragons’ flames torched the ground and vegetation, but it was only the outskirts of the land of the Fron. The underground catacombs, The Workshop of The Keepers, and everything else below remained unscathed. The villages and homes of the Fron were also safe.


    The Alarian councilman that was in charge of the battle in Everville instructed his people to shift, this time into the form of wind. It was his hope The Keepers would release the shield, but The Keepers remained on guard.


    The Alarians then tried to burrow underground, but the shield created by The Keepers went below ground as well. For now, any attempt to harm those in Everville or the minerals, portals, and artifacts was thwarted.


    The Alarians continued to try different forms to pierce the shield. Everything they tried failed. The Keepers, and those who stood with them, did not have to lift a finger to protect their land; they merely stood guard and watched as the Alarians continued to expend their precious energy. It was a bright spot in the three front war against the Alarians.


    While the Alarians were making great progress in the land of the giants, there was a real concern that if The Keepers could not be destroyed, then they would continue to prevent the flow of the element, which would eventually result in the demise of the Alarians. Worse yet, there was a concern that such an expenditure of the element in the futile battle would deplete the Alarian’s energy before they had a chance to succeed.


     


    In Brackenbone, the walls of Vermogen provided an initial protection from the Alarians. Soon though, just as in the land of the giants, they quickly changed shape to create large spikes that protruded from their dragon bodies. The spikes extended from the claws of the dragons, which changed shape to match the size of soldiers they were attacking. The charge killed countless Ubaloo soldiers along with others.


    There had been enough bloodshed of Ubaloo, and the order finally went out to Them to send out the first wave of the armies of Them and freeze the shape that the Alarians currently held. Immediately after the order, the Alarians lost the ability to protect themselves from the weapons of the Ubaloo and others who fought along side them. Their claws also became less effective at stabbing, since they were now stuck with whichever size they were when the order had been given to prevent their shifting.


    Brackenbone was especially important because it was the location of the eventual collector that would restore access to the portals, and the Ubaloo were determined to hold the line.


    “Now!” shouted one of the leaders of the Ubaloo army.


    The archers that had fallen back in retreat reformed. They readied their bows, placing the spears in them.


    “Shoot!” the Ubaloo general said as he gave the order.


    The Archers spears bounced off the scales of the dragons, but the Alarians’ eyes, snouts, and mouths were vulnerable. With each round of spears, several of the dragons were injured. It was the first time the Alarians had felt physical pain since long before they left their universe.


    Then it happened!


    “Fire!” the general shouted.


    “Again! Fire!” he repeated.


    The Ubaloo army concentrated all of their firepower on the eyes of the dragon. One of the large dragons, which they believed was one of the leaders, was struggling to stay in the air. The soldiers focused their aim on that one solitary dragon. Volley after volley, attack after attack, the dragon grew weaker. The dragon was eventually blinded, but the attack did not cease. The spears and boulders laced with tar and fire burned and hollowed out the eyes of the dragon, eventually penetrating the inside of the dragonhead.


    Soldiers from both sides fixated on the dragon. A rare moment of silence and a break in the battle seized the region. The wings of the dragon slowed and then came to a complete stop. The shimmering scales and opulent color that the Alarians took on in their dragon form faded from its skin.


    The dragon began its lifeless descent. Everyone watched as the dragon fell below, coming closer and closer to the ground. Moments later it made impact with a dull, unimpressive thud. By the time it hit he ground, the Alarian had shifted into its ancestral form. Then suddenly, the beast that was once an impressive behemoth of a dragon separated into smoke and vanished into the air.


    Brackenbone represented the first death for the Alarians. It was only one dragon, but it was a crushing defeat. They were now subject to mortal laws. They still had a massive advantage, though. The dragons numbered in the hundreds of thousands, but their sheer size and number got in their own way, limiting the maximum number of casualties they were able to inflict. The Ubaloo, on the other hand, were small and nimble. They were able to use the shields and terrain to hide from the dragons’ approach.


    The battle in Brackenbone continued. The archers came out and launched endless volleys of fire tipped spears. Hundreds of the Alarians were shot down from the sky in the same fashion as the first. Each time a dragon was defeated, it fell from the sky landing with a dull thud and evaporated.


    Eventually, hundreds turned into thousands, and the battle raged on with both sides losing soldiers in great number.


     


    Back on the battlefield in the land of the giants, Borak gave the same order to the armies of Them. The Alarians were frozen in whatever form they last possessed the moment the order was given.


    “Fire,” shouted Borak. The archers took their positions, and just as in Brackenbone, thousands of Alarians were shot out of the sky. Those thousands turned into tens of thousands.


    The giants, though, did not fair as well as the Ubaloo. Neither did many of the larger creatures that fought alongside them. Their large size made them a much easier target, and their losses were much more severe. Nevertheless, the deaths of the Alarians continued to increase, and many of them believed it was time to regroup and reassess the battle plan. Governor Jahal, however, was persistent and stubborn. He felt assured of an eventual victory and he did not want to give up until the deed was done.


     


    Word spread quickly to the second city, and Governor Laveda discussed options with the council.


    “Let’s send a peace convoy to try and call a truce,” she suggested.


    “I don’t think that’s going to work. Unless our people stop attacking first, the armies of Everville will continue to do what must be done to protect their kind. Also, the loss of tens of thousands of soldiers is a lot to us, but there are millions of soldiers fighting with Governor Jahal. I don’t think he’s going to let the death of that small a percentage stop him from engaging in battle,” one of the councilmen suggested.


    They continued to discuss among themselves about possible solutions, but none of them were workable. The Governor left the meeting in frustration and returned to her residence.


    In The Valley of Darkness, the Mountain Dwellers and Fwaylan neared the entrance to the land of the giants. Once they arrived, the armies would be able to make additional progress.


    The Alarians continued to lose tens of thousands of soldiers. Even among those most supportive of Governor started to question the losses. This kind of death was simply unheard of to the Alarians. They didn’t understand why their form had been frozen, but it had.


    “Governor Jahal,” one of the councilmen said.


    “What is it?” he asked.


    “How is it that they have been able to prevent us from shape shifting?” he asked.


    “I do not know,” Governor Jahal replied.


    “Maybe we should fall back until we better understand what the cause is. The loss of so many of our people is unheard of. I don’t think it would hurt to take a step back while we recover from our losses and decide on the best method of attack,” the councilmen said.


    “No! We can’t capitulate now. We have the armies of the giants on their knees. It will only be a matter of time before we succeed!” the Governor shouted.


    “But at what price? How many of our men do we have to lose? We have survived the death of our universe and tens of billions of years, but at this moment you have led to more death than any other single event in our entire existence. We didn’t even lose this many of our progeny in The City of Worms. I beg you. I am begging you, pleading with you. Please, please stop this madness! Let’s pull back and regroup. We must find out what is preventing us from being able to shift. If not, I fear that we would have been better off staying with our families and descendants at the moment of our universe’s destruction,” one of the councilmen said begging.


    Facing the very real possibility of a revolt, Governor Jahal reluctantly agreed. He instructed the Alarians to transport just outside the realm. Once they were outside the influence of Them, the Alarians regained their ability to shape shift.


    Governor Laveda also got word that the Alarians were in retreat and arranged a meeting between the two.


    “Governor Jahal!” she exclaimed. “There hasn’t been a murder or death of our people since the destruction of our universe, and yet your lust for power has resulted in the death of tens of thousands of our citizens. Why can’t you stop this madness?” Governor Laveda asked.


    “I don’t care how many of our men die. These people, The Keepers and the others, are responsible for the murders of our children and they are going to pay!” he exclaimed.


    “Hasn’t there been enough death, Governor Jahal?” she asked.


    “What to do you think the trillions that were left behind in our dying universe would say? Do you think they would be pleased with your actions today? Do you think they would approve of you attacking those armies? Do you think they would believe that the pursuit of additional power as well as revenge is a good enough reason to allow for the death of people?” Governor Laveda said.


    “I don’t really care. The Keepers have stopped the flow of my power and I’m going to get it back,” he said.


    “Your power? I thought it was for all the Alarians. Do you hear yourself? This is about you, not our people,” she replied.


    “No! You’re wrong. This is not just about increasing our access to the element. This is also about avenging the death of our children.” Governor Jahal said emphatically.


    “And what about that, Governor?” she asked. “Did you ever ask them about where you would put your children? You buried them on their world. How do you know you didn’t kill any of their children?”


    “It makes no difference. All that matters is that our children are dead, and those responsible for their deaths will pay. Our access to the element has also been stopped, so now they will be stopped. We will eradicate them just like they eradicated our children. If a few tens of thousands of our people have to die, then so be it!” Governor Jahal said with righteous indignation.


    “Do you hear yourself? You want to fight genocide with genocide, and you don’t even know the circumstances as to why they did what they did?” she said.


    He would have no more of the conversation. They would try and figure out what was causing them not to be able to shape shift, and then they would attack once again.


     


    While the Alarians were waiting just outside the giants’ realm, a few of them got to thinking. Several of those not in power began to question the absence of Rathlar and Mallory.


    “Why haven’t Rathlar and Mallory joined us? I can understand why Rathlar would be reluctant to fight, but what about Mallory? He has more power than we do. Is he simply waiting for us to do his job for him and then leave us there to die?” one of the Alarians asked.


    “Yes, and what about our inability to shape shift. Perhaps he has something to do with that, as well. I think would should pay Mallory a visit and find out what the cause of his reluctance is,” another Alarian said in response.


    They decided to bring the matter to one of the councilmen who agreed to listen to what they had to say. After he listened to their concerns, the councilman promised them to discuss the matter with Governor Jahal, which he did.


    “Governor, I think the men are right. Why has Mallory acted so cowardly? His unwillingness to assist our people has led to so many deaths,” he said in anger.


    “Mallory stated from the beginning that he would arrive later and join us in battle,” Governor Jahal replied.


    “Yes, Governor, but why? What reason did he give? He has more power than us and it seems that we should be fighting together. I think it’s time we pay Mallory a visit and find out exactly why that’s the case.”


    The Governor thought about it for a while and concluded it was a reasonable request. Perhaps he knew what the source was that prevented them from shape shifting. If he did, it would not only abate the concerns of the Alarians, but it would ensure their victory.


    The Governor told the councilman he would meet with Mallory and return when they were ready to attack. For the moment, he had prevented the revolt.


    “Mallory,” Governor Jahal said after he had transported back to the ice planet.


    “What brings you back from the battlefield? Have you defeated The Keepers already?” Mallory inquired.


    “No. There’s a problem. Something has prevented us from being able to shift. In our solid state, we are susceptible to death. Tens of thousands of Alarians have already succumbed to the armies of Everville and the giants, and I fear a revolt. Why haven’t you joined us yet on the battlefield. What is preventing us from being able to change our form?” he asked in a forceful tone.


    Mallory was concerned. He did not care about the deaths of the Alarians, since he was planning on killing them anyway, but their inability to shift in the presence of the armies presented a distinct snag in his plan, including possible defeat. He needed to not just placate the Governor, but he needed the answer. As to the second question, any lie would do.


    “Governor, give me a little time to think about and try to discover the reason behind your problem. As far as your second question is concerned, Rathlar was scared. I had to assure him that he would be safe. Much of the element lies within Rathlar, and we need to have him fully involved to ensure victory against The Keepers and Everville,” Mallory replied.


    The Governor was satisfied with Mallory’s answer and gave him some additional time to find a solution or cause to the issue of the shifting. Half a day later, Mallory had an answer.


    “I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me sooner, but I have the answer you seek,” Mallory said to Governor Jahal.


    “Well, what is it?” he replied.


    “The armies of Them are possessed by the non-corporeal shape of creatures that are collectively known as Them. A long time ago, when your people seeded the worms in their land, you eradicated most of their species. Shortly after the seeding, the anger among the living made some of them eat the flesh of the eggs that were laid. What they found was those who tasted the flesh could remain in non-corporeal form.


    “There was a disagreement between The Keepers and the survivors of the seeding that led to the current rift between The Keepers and Them. Them became a collective mind in order to gain more power in the hopes of one day finding your race and destroying you. Unlike the Alarians, when Them took non-corporeal form, they could not take a physical shape. They could only possess the bodies of others. I think that your inability to shift must mean that you are in the presence of Them.


    “It can only mean that an alliance has formed between The Keepers and the remnant armies of Them. If that’s the case, I suggest you take a different approach in the battle. You will need to distance your position from Them and the armies and instead focus your attack on destroying the mineral rocks, portals, and artifacts used to stop the flow of the element. Find the location of the portals and draw the armies away from them. Once you have the armies at a sufficient distance, attack the portals and infrastructure. Once the portals have been destroyed, the flow of element to your artifacts will be restored, and your energy and strength will grow. You can leave the rest of the destruction of the armies to me.


    “Once I have eased Rathlar’s fears, I will join you on the battlefield,” Mallory replied.


    Governor Jahal was pleased with the solution, but he was also stunned at the revelation that Governor Laveda had been correct all along. He alone was responsible for the genocide of another race. However, the knowledge that Them had tasted the flesh of his race sickened him. It would provide the motivation for him to continue fighting until they had destroyed the portals and regained the access to the flow of the element.


     


    After meeting with Mallory and satisfying their concerns, the Alarians returned, invading the three different regions in Everville.
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    The Return


    When the Alarians found out that Them had eaten some of their progeny, the anger exploded within their ranks. They, along with Governor Jahal, were satisfied with the solution to lure the armies from the portals, allowing them a chance to destroy the portals and regain the access to the element.


    Governor Jahal reminded them that so long as they were near the collective known as Them, they would not be able to change their form. As such, it was important to consider which form would be most advantageous for them. They needed a form that would be the most effective at destroying the portals, while defending themselves from the onslaught of fire, stone, and metal. They would also need to keep up the appearances with the armies and not reveal their intent to target the portals and mineral rocks.


    After a careful deliberation, Governor Jahal decided on a form. The Alarians would take the shape of a translucent armored creature. There would be no soft flesh exposed on the outside of the armor. Their ability to see through the armor would allow a visibility without the weakness of exposed eyes. Finally, they would have a single armored limb that extended from rest of the body. It would have the shape of a hammer. The hammer would be effective at both flattening the soldiers and destroying portals. Once the last of the portals was destroyed, they would regain access to the flow of the element.


     


    In the land of the giants, the army was grateful for the retreat of the Alarians, but they did not let down their guard. The giants fully expected the Alarians to return soon. The only question was when and in what form.


    The soldiers were cautious not to remain too exposed, but they took the time to replenish their strength with food, attend to the sick, and bury the dead. The armies refortified as many positions they could and refashioned and made as much armors, bows, and weapons as time would allow. That time had just run out.


    The Alarians began their return. This time, their appearance was swift and uniform. The translucent shape allowed light to remain, but it was an eerie green glow. The armies of Everville and the giants looked at the shape the Alarians had taken. They were concerned.


    “Councilmen, we will attack the line of solders at the end farthest from the monoliths. We will smash them into smithereens, and then we will move outward, luring them as far as possible until the monoliths lay fully exposed. Ready? Attack!” shouted Governor Jahal.


    They descended with a tremendous speed. Once they reached the surface, whichever creature was in their path would be instantly flattened.


    “Scatter! Scatter!” shouted Borak.


    As fast as they could, the soldiers scattered across the vast lands of the giants. From above, they more closely resembled ants that had just been shaken from the hive.


    The first of the Alarians made contact with the ground, smashing one or two of the soldiers. It took a tremendous amount of energy, but at least they had stemmed the losses of their own dead.


    The Alarians gradually pulled back and spread out farther and farther from the monoliths in an attempt to draw the armies away.


     


    In the land of the Fron, The Keepers were also prepared for the Alarians’ return. This contingent of Alarians also arrived in unison. Immediately the Alarians began hammering away at the shield created by The Keepers. There was no visible progress, but the Alarians did not relent. They were patient and indifferent, banging away one hammer blow at time.


    “Will it hold?” one of the Fron asked The Keeper.


    “It will hold,” he said with assurance.


    The pounding, though, did not stop. One after the other, the Alarians wielded their hammers, thrusting it upon the shield. The ceaseless trembling of the ground troubled a few, but there was no sign of fatigue or weakness in the shield.


     


    The battle in Brackenbone had completely reversed after the return of the Alarians in their new form. The presence of Them and the inability to shift was irrelevant to the attack. The new shape rendered the Alarians impervious to the weapons of the Ubaloo, and the Ubaloo’s smaller size meant that each attack of the hammer killed more soldiers.


    The Alarians soon focused their attack in Brackenbone on the walls of Vermogen. They began pummeling the walls, smashing each section into little bits. The Ubaloo were glad that the Alarians were no longer attacking them, but they soon realized that the Alarians were trying to destroy the ability to control the flow of the element.


    The Ubaloo took solace in the fact that the construction of the final collector took place underground. The materials were already collected, and soon the work would be complete. The walls could be rebuilt, but the Ubaloo could not.


    The Ubaloo were concerned, however, with the monoliths in the land of the giants. They would need to finish the construction of the collector before the portals within the monoliths were all destroyed. With the portals temporarily cut off, they were unable to communicate to Everville or The Keepers.


     


    In the land of the giants, the Alarians had successfully drawn the armies away from the monoliths. They were about to begin pummeling the monoliths when the Mountain Dwellers, Fwaylan, and additional armies of Them arrived from their rear.


    Governor Jahal was surprised at the additional armies, but he was not concerned. The Mountain Dwellers and Fwaylan were as ineffectual as the other soldiers.


    The Alarians refocused their attack. In a mere moment, they had commenced their destruction of the monoliths. The structures proved surprisingly resilient, no doubt a result of the properties from which they were made. They were not indestructible, though. It took some doing and some time, but the Alarians were eventually successful in the destruction of the first monolith and the portal within it.


    Instantly, the element that was stored within that solitary portal was released and shared equally between Rathlar, Mallory, and the holders of the other artifacts including the Alarians and Jacob. It did not return the flow of the element, however, only released the portion that was stored in the solitary portal.


     


    In Everville, the Alarians continued their assault on the shield created by The Keepers. The next strike was much stronger. The shield was now being punished with a greater force, and The Keepers knew one of the portals was destroyed. The Fron and others knew it, as well.


    The pounding kept going until once again there was an increase in the force being brought to bear on the shield.


    “Will it hold? Is it going to hold?” many of the Fron asked.


    “It will hold. So long as one portal within one monolith remains, it will hold,” The Keeper replied.


    That was a troubling thought to the Fron. If two of the portals had already been destroyed, it could only be a matter of time before the final portal was destroyed and the shield failed.


    An increase in the strength of the attacks was occurring at regular intervals. It was taking a quarter of a day for each portal to fail. By The Keeper’s estimate they had a day and a half remaining before the final portal failed and the element was no longer contained.


     


    In the land of the giants, the armies were now aware that the portals were the Alarians’ sole focus. They were powerless to do anything. The Alarians were impervious to the attack of the soldiers and no longer bothered to attack them. Like the Alarians, the giants and the soldiers in the armies of Everville stopped their attack as well.


    “General, is there anything that can be done? Do we have nothing that can prevent the destruction of the monoliths and the portals?” Borak asked.


    “I’m afraid I know of nothing that is that powerful,” he replied with regret.


    Another monolith failed and with it another portal. One by one, the monoliths were obliterated. Half of the armies of Everville, and all but one of the portals were destroyed. Only one portal remained, but that was all that was needed.
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    The Rise of Mallory


    Alvaro, the Alarian who was once Owen Sage, reached his final destination. The Third Pillar of Truth kept his promise. With half of the armies of Everville destroyed, and the departure of Mallory and Rathlar imminent, Owen Sage would have the opportunity to ask Rathlar, as an Alarian, to freely give up the element in order to save Everville and stop the rise of Mallory. He now he had his opportunity.


    The Third Pillar of Truth transported Alvaro to Rathlar’s position, just as he had promised he would once the moment was right.


    “Rathlar, I need to speak to you about something,” Alvaro said.


    Initially, Alvaro tried to speak with Rathlar in the native tongue of the Alarians, but it soon became apparent that Rathlar could not speak the native tongue. Fortunately, the shape shifting abilities allowed the Alarians to communicate mentally.


    “Rathlar, it’s time to go,” Mallory said in frustration, not wanting to be held up at the moment of victory.


    Mallory needed to be able to steal the element from the artifacts the moment the final portal was destroyed. If not, Mallory worried he would not be able to kill Rathlar and take all the element for himself.


    Rathlar, however, was going to finish his conversation with Alvaro. Alvaro was one of his people, and he wanted to communicate with him.


    “Rathlar, there is something you need to be aware of and something that I must ask of you.”


    Rathlar focused all of his attention on Alvaro. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do or what he was about to ask, but Mallory and their departure to the land of the giants was no longer in his mind. There was something about how Alvaro communicated his thoughts to Rathlar that made him understand it was deeply important.


    “Rathlar! Rathlar!” Mallory exclaimed in sound and thought.


    It was no use. Mallory tried a few more times, but he could wait no longer. He would have to leave for the land of the giants and return later after the assimilation of the element and the destruction of the Alarians.


    Mallory departed, leaving Rathlar and Alvaro alone to each other’s thoughts.


    “Listen carefully. I have lived as an Alarian for tens of billions of years, but I was not always an Alarian. Before I became an Alarian, I was given two choices to save my world and what I know to be true and good.


    “The element that flows inside you is the most powerful thing within the known multiverse. It is a byproduct of a natural process. The energy within the universe itself slowly becomes unusable over time. This is what is known as entropy. It is an increase in chaos and random disorder within everything we know. As with everything within the universe, nature seeks a balance. The element is anti-chaos or anti-entropy, capable of restoring anything and doing anything. It is pure, unadulterated power. The more of it someone has, the more power they possess.


    “There is a certain threshold where a person gains unlimited power, but there is always a cost. If too much of the element is concentrated in one place or if too much of it is used to perform certain actions, it will have negative consequences that can be unpredictable and potentially destroy everything we know. It also has the unscrupulous effect of corrupting those who possess too much of it.


    “Before becoming an Alarian, I lived as a human. My name was Owen Sage. In an attempt to stop Mallory from gaining control of the element and taking control of the entire multiverse, I was given a choice. The choice was that I could either destroy you or convince you to freely give up the element. I was told that the only way I could convince you was if I lived my life as an Alarian from the beginning of their existence until the present day.


    “I was also told that I must remain true to myself and my character and not tell anyone of my existence as a human until I had the opportunity to meet with you billions of years in the future from the time I made that choice.


    “During that time I had a family, lived a wonderful life, had children, and raised my children’s children. I deepened my understanding of friendship and honor and trust. I learned that what was most important was to be true to one’s self and to have a strong foundation of good character. I understood the true value of friendship and family, of love and of loss, of happiness and of pain.


    “Above all, I learned that one of the most important virtues necessary in all this was patience. The lack of patience is one of the reasons some pursue absolute power. Instead of hard work, endurance, and learning slowly over time, some desire a shortcut to happiness. Like many shortcuts, however, there are consequences.


    “When our universe was dying, most chose to stay behind and welcome the end, but a few wished to live on. Because of my need to convince you to give up the element, I chose to leave our dying universe, and with it, the love of my life and most of my progeny that I had spent a near eternity with.


    “I had to wait tens of thousands of years, patiently, for the chance to meet with you. In the beginning, the pain was almost unbearable. If I’d had the choice with no consequence, I would have died with my wife, Chesna. As with everything in life, though, all actions have consequences. In the end, our life is simply the sum of all our consequences resulting from the sum of all our choices.


    “I did my best to patiently await the chance to meet you, and I did the best I could to make the most of my remaining years, spending it with the few offspring of mine that remained. Regardless of how I felt, the right thing to do was to be honorable and patiently wait for this moment.


    “I do not expect the knowledge of my life to sway you, but I do want you to understand that the being you know as Mallory is not what you believe him to be. Mallory has decided that his sole purpose will be the collection of power for the sake of its collection alone. He intends to destroy both you and all the Alarians after the destruction of the portals. Once the flow of the element is restored and The Keepers have been killed, there will be nothing to stop him from attaining absolute power.


    “At this moment, only you have the power to stop him. Only you have the power to do what is right. By giving up the element within you, balance will be restored and he will be defeated. The Alarians in the second city who chose not to fight against the armies of Everville and the giants will be spared and they will welcome you in their land. Those that fought against those in Everville will have to live with the consequences of their actions.


    “So I ask you, will you freely give up the element?” Alvaro asked.


    Rathlar was still very young, and it was difficult to understand the complexity of the ideas that Alvaro had spoken of. He did, however, recognize certain basic truths.


    Tears flowed from the dragon’s eyes. He felt tremendous sorrow for the loss of Alvaro’s family and the pain that he’d had to endure. He also recognized that having the patience to wait for a near eternity in the hopes of convincing Rathlar to freely give up the element required unfathomable discipline and pain. Rathlar was ready to speak.


    “Yes, Alvaro, I will give up the element. It seems that all I have known in my short existence has been a lie, but you, Alvaro, you have been the solitary truth.”


    Rathlar released the element that was in his body and Alvaro was transported back to The Third Pillar of Truth.


     


    “Well done, Owen, or should I say Alvaro. You have discovered The Third Pillar of Truth, patience. As with the Two Pillars before, courage and humility, patience is a virtue that will continue to be required of you in the future,” The Third Pillar began.


    In that moment Owen felt an unimaginable combination of joy and pain. The pain he felt was for the knowledge that he would soon forget the love and joy and experiences of an infinite number of human lifetimes. The joy he felt was that the intense pain that he’d had to endure for the thousands of years after the loss of his wife and family would now be over.


    The Third Pillar continued. “I made several promises to you in the event that you succeeded in your quest for the true understanding of The Third Pillar. I promised that you would forget your life as an Alarian, but that the wisdom you gained from those experiences would make you a better man and would be retained in your inner self. I also promised that you would have the awareness that you succeeded in your quest and the knowledge of what that truth was, namely, patience.


    “When you walk back through the bluff those promises will be fulfilled, but there is more. Now that the element has been freely released, the element within the Mallory, Jacob, and the Alarians’ artifacts will also be returned to their rightful place in the universe. The battle that ensued in response to Mallory and the Alarians’ quest for power will be ended.


    “Further, the element that was released from the dragon goes back to the battle within The City of Worms. The power of the element is unique in that it is the opposite of entropy. It has the power to undue what has been done. As such, all events that transpired since the beginning of the transfer of the element that gave the worms sentience can be undone, and those that should, will.


    “Your success in finding The Third Pillar of Truth was something that only you could do, Owen. The results of that fulfillment are many. The first consequence is that the death and destruction that occurred at the battle in The City of Worms and the battles that have since commenced in Everville, Brackenbone, and the land of the giants will all be undone. The lives of all those lost will be returned, both in this realm and on Earth.


    “This includes both the worms as well as Samil. Those who have been taken by Jacob will be returned, and the physical damage that was done as a result of the improper use of the element will also be reversed, including Cleophas’ mental state and the years of living in a coma for those who had their lives robbed. This also means the return of Dala, who Cleophas loved a long time ago.


    “In addition, those who fought in these battles will remember the battles that they fought and the lives that were lost. This includes Zee and Samil. Those on Earth, however, who have no connection to our realm will not remember, and their memories of those events will be replaced with an alternate history. Those who had their lives or mental states restored will retain the old memories in parallel with the new ones that will have been created upon that restoration,” The Third Pillar of Truth stated.


    Owen experienced a rush of joy that he had not felt since he was an Alarian who’d feasted upon a myriad of wonderful emotions when he started his family billions of year ago.


    “Be warned, though, Owen. Your quest for the truth is just beginning. Your friends are not safe, and there are battles in Everville that are still to come. Don’t be complacent. Be on your guard, stay true to yourself, and continue to surround yourself with people who are honorable and just. You will retain the memory of what I’ve just spoken, but your memories of your life as an Alarian will be no more upon your exit. Now turn around and walk through the bluff,” The Third Pillar of Truth commanded.


    Owen paused, pondering the consequences of losing his Alarian self. He knew, though, that it must be done in order to stop Mallory. After taking a few moments to reflect on what he was about to lose, he passed through the mountain bluff in the Black River Valley. Just as The Third Pillar promised, his memory of his life as an Alarian was gone, but he retained an instinctual wisdom that deepened who he was. He felt no different. It was as if that wisdom had been present in him all along.


    Owen also remembered the fulfillment of promises and the warnings that The Third Pillar of Truth gave. He held the words close to his heart and promised himself not to forget.


    Owen had exited the bluff seconds after he’d gone into it. It was so quick, his companions wondered if he had just immediately turned back around after he entered.


    “Owen, is it there? Is it the entrance to The Third Pillar of Truth?” Asher asked.


    “Yes. It’s done. I passed the test. The dragon freely gave up the element. Mallory is defeated. The battle is no more, and we can return home!” Owen said triumphantly.


    “What was the test? What was the test?” Felix asked repeatedly.


    “You know, all I did was walk around the dark for what felt like a really long time. After a while, The Third Pillar of Truth appeared and gave me a warning and then told me the rewards of succeeding in the quest,” Owen replied to Felix.


    “What are the rewards? What are the rewards?” Felix asked.


    “Oh, come off it, Felix!” Asher said. Then he asked, “What are the rewards?”


    “You’ll find out soon enough,” Owen replied.


    “I want to know now! I want to know now!” Felix exclaimed.


    “Come on, Felix. Have a little patience,” Owen said smiling.


    Grenmar jumped up high into the air, giving Owen a few squeezes. Owen rubbed Grenmar’s furry head as they walked along the valley and started back the way they came.


    Owen and his companions journeyed the long way back, taking a couple extra days to return. Eventually, they arrived near Keeper Varstock’s location.


    “Are you going to visit Varstock and transport back to Everville?” Asher asked Owen.


    “No. Varstock wants to be left alone, and I think I would enjoy spending a couple of extra days with you guys traveling back to the land of the giants,” Owen said with joy.


    “Yeah!” Felix exclaimed.


    Asher nodded his head in agreement, grateful that Owen chose to spend some extra time with them. He felt as if he had a new friendship with Owen, and in fact, he did.
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    Chapter 19
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    Undone


    It took over a week to return from the Black River Valley to the land of the giants, and the giants had been anxiously waiting for Owen’s return the entire time. The entire army of giants was completely restored.


    Owen could see Borak in the distance, smiling. General Varrick stood beside him. Between Borak and Owen stood an entire army; an army of the formerly dead soldiers who now owed their lives to Owen.


    “Owen, I wanted to thank you,” one of the giants spoke as he knelt down, getting as close to Owen’s eye level as he possibly could.


    “This is my son,” the giant said as the small child squirmed out of his father’s arms and started slobbering over Owen’s entire body.


    Owen was grateful, but a little grossed out at the same time.


    “I named him Owen, after you,” the father said.


    “I don’t know what to say,” Owen replied.


    “You don’t have to say anything. He didn’t exist before. I died in The City of Worms, but after your success in discovering The Third Pillar of Truth, my life was restored. I remember living it, and I remember him being born,” the father said with deep gratitude.


    Borak and General Varrick made their way through the crowd of those who were formerly deceased until they reached Owen.


    “Borak! It’s great to see you, and you too, General!” Owen said with a great pleasure.


    “It’s great to see you too, Owen,” they both said in unison in a deep tone. Then they began laughing in response to their agreement.


    “I think you’ll find many stories like the one you just heard, Owen. Our people and our army owe you a debt that can never be repaid,” General Varrick said with sincerity.


    “The General’s right, Owen. We owe you a tremendous debt. Now let us start by gracing us with your presence at a great feast and performance we have prepared in your honor,” Borak said.


    Borak picked Owen up high over his head, carrying him to a series of tents, tables, and seats. When he arrived at the large gathering, they sat Owen down in the most comfortable seat in all the land. They had specially made it for Owen, and it was just right for his size. It wasn’t like the hard wooden, dirt, or brick chairs that were typical in the land of the giants. The cloth was made of satin, with a comfortable cushion built in on all sides. It was red and purple, the small threads plated in gold. It was a chair made for a King, and Owen was their King for the day.


    Music started playing and jesters arrived in front of a large stage. The giants all sat, laughed, ate, drank, and watched as a great festival commenced in a massive outdoor arena they had constructed specifically for this purpose.


    After the jesters finished, the giants put on an elaborate play. It was the best acting that Owen had ever seen, rivaling the most critically acclaimed Shakespearean live action plays he had seen on Earth.


    Owen was touched by the gratitude the giants displayed towards him, and he hated to have to leave, but he knew there were others waiting for him, as well. The following day, a large group of giants escorted Owen to one of the portals, but not before almost squeezing the life out of him in what he was sure was their gentlest of hugs.


    Owen passed through the portal, arriving in The Keeper’s Workshop.


    Owen had never seen so many creatures stuffed into The Keeper’s Workshop. It was usually much more subdued. Even The Keepers were unexpectedly jovial. He even saw them laughing.


    “Come, Owen, I have a surprise for you,” The Keeper said as intense happiness beamed off his face.


    The Keeper escorted Owen, with a massive crowd following closely behind, above ground to the land of the Fron. They continued walking to the Great Fron Hall. The Keeper turned in Toe’s direction until Owen saw who it was.


    “Toe! It’s great to see you again!” Owen said in excitement.


    “It’s great to see you too, Owen,” Toe said holding a small child and standing next to another who was being held by an attractive Fron maiden.


    “Owen,” The Keeper said, barely able to subdue his excitement. “After the losses of both armies were restored in Everville, the land of the giants, and The City of Worms, an agreement was forged. As with the armies of Everville and the armies of the giants, the armies of Them also had lives returned that were previously lost.


    “The alliance that was forged by Samil and the lives that were returned to Them convinced Them to return those Them had stolen and placed in The Other In Between. As you can see, Toe’s wife Nissa and his children were returned to him,” The Keeper said with great pleasure.


    Owen continued walking through the Great Fron Hall and saw many of his old Fron friends as well as Ubaloo and marmooks.


    “Owen,” Kearney said, patting him on the back.


    “Kearney, it’s great to see you again,” Owen replied.


    “It’s great to see you, too,” Kearny replied. “There’s someone else here who wants to see you,” Kearney said as he pulled Owen outside the hall.


    It was Rathlar. The dragon had arrived in the land of the Fron and he was not alone. Governor Laveda, from the second city of the Alarians, was there with Rathlar. As soon as they saw Owen, both of them changed their form to that of a human. Governor Laveda held out her hand, and then pulled Owen towards her in an embrace.


    “You probably do not know me or remember me, but I know you very well. What you have done for our people is the most that anyone has ever done for our kind in the tens of billions of years that we have existed. As we speak, monuments are being constructed in your honor as a symbol for the great character that prevented a great war. Like the other species here in Everville and he surrounding lands, I’m sure I am not alone when I say that our kind will forever be in your debt. You have our sincerest gratitude,” Governor Laveda said to Owen graciously.


    “Thank you, too, Owen,” Rathlar said in a voice of a young teenage child. “I don’t really know what to say. You did so much for me and for our people.”


    “I’m just grateful I had the opportunity to help,” Owen replied.


    Kearney pulled Owen back to the Great Fron Hall. Like all Fron celebrations, there were plenty of foods, wines, and ales. This one, though, was special. The Fron, Ubaloo, and other species brought in dishes of foods that Owen had never seen, even in the land of the Fron. In fact, every dish was different. They must have made every single type of food that had ever been made in Everville from all the lands, and not just a single dish, but the best possible dish of each type of food. The same could be said for the wines and ales.


    The celebration was excessive, but Owen wondered how excessive it could be given the circumstances. Their friends had returned from the dead, their loved ones restored, a great battle had been won, a truce had been made, and for the time being darkness appeared to have been vanquished in the land of the Fron and the surrounding lands of Everville.


    Owen stayed the night, but alas, he had his own family and friends that he had to return to. The following day, after much fanfare and celebration, Owen prepared to transport himself back to Easton Falls University. The Keeper shook Owen’s hand.


    “I’m sure I’ll see you again, Keeper,” Owen said.


    “I’ll be sure to keep an eye out for your, Owen,” The Keeper said as Owen transported himself back to his dorm at Easton Falls University.


     


    When Owen returned to school, many things had changed. Samil was no longer dead and retained his post as an art history professor. Dante had never been in a coma, though he remembered it and was grateful that he didn’t have any make up homework. The missing members of the Echo Club, along with Zee, had returned from wherever it was that Jacob had apparently vanquished them to while he was briefly an all-powerful evil student. Drusilla and Owen were no longer on academic probation and were more than welcome to attend the upcoming Spring semester.


    The next couple of weeks went by with unprecedented swiftness. Owen was grateful to be back at Easton Falls and spend time with his friends Dante, Anika, Zee, Drusilla, as well as his new roommate, Adamo. Classes went by quickly, and Owen was enjoying life as a university student. For the first time since he had started classes at Easton Falls, Owen felt like a normal student. He did things that normal students did and went places where normal students went.


    The blanket of snow that fell during the Thanksgiving break never left. It stayed through the remaining weeks of Fall semester. Winter break had finally arrived and Owen Sage had just made it home after the most eventful semester of his entire life.


    Oh, and there was one more thing.


    A few days passed into the Winter break. It was Christmas Eve. Owen’s mom opened the curtains to the outside to watch the snow that had just started to fall.


    “I love the snow,” Owen said, looking out the window.


    The night had fallen, and Owen could see the blue, green, and red Christmas lights that decorated the entire neighborhood. Owen loved those, too.


    Owen could smell a nice Christmas ham that his mom always made on Christmas Eve and she stood next to him and looked outside the window, both enjoying the snow and lights.


    The smell of the brown-sugar, honey-glazed ham drifted into the living room. Owen sat down on the center of the couch, flipping through the channels until he found something that he really wanted to see: A Christmas Carol. It was his favorite Christmas movie, and it was just getting to the good part.


    Owen’s mom sat down beside him and gave him a great big hug. She turned her attention to the television screen.


    ‘You may be an undigested bit of beef, a blot of mustard, a crumb of cheese, a fragment of underdone potato. There’s more gravy than of grave about you, whatever you are!’


    That was Owen’s favorite part. He didn’t know why, but he loved it, those few sentences, every time it came on.


    Owen turned to the other side of the couch. It was his dad.


    “I love you, Owen,” his dad said as he gave him a great big man hug.


    “I love you too, Dad,” Owen replied.


    Owen’s actions in helping the dragon willingly give up the element, for whatever reason, had restored his father’s place in the family. Owen wondered, though, who had replaced his father as The Second Pillar of Truth.


    Owen carefully thought back to the warning that The Third Pillar of Truth had given him before he walked through the bluff. He remembered that much, and he took it to heart. “Your quest for the truth is just beginning. Your friends are not safe, and there are battles in Everville that are still to come. Don’t be complacent. Be on your guard, stay true to yourself, and continue to surround yourself with people who are honorable and just.”


     


    The End.
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