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Your strength at age 6 or 60, helped me
believe in miracles and hope.  

















 


 


Prologue


 


Arcadia, Earth – Year 3010


 


 


My life had fallen into a whirlpool of turmoil,
and I felt helpless to change any of it.  My destiny was out of my hands.  It
seemed like just yesterday I could stroll away from the modest home I shared
with my mother in the Amethyst District as I headed to school.  The sidewalks
were pristine, the lawns immaculate, the streets clean, and the sky clear and
bright.


Every
house I passed was in good repair, painted a cheerful color and trimmed with
colorful flowers and charming shutters.  The air was fragrant with apple
blossoms, the sun was warm on my face and my life was as perfect as could be.


So
was the Life Plan I’d come up for myself.  Life with Liam, life in the
Governor’s Mansion, life in Arcadia.  I had my future all plotted out, and
nothing could take that away from me.  But the unimaginable happened.


My
Life’s Plan… that’s what happened.  A Life’s Plan that didn’t make sense.  A
Life’s Plan that prevented me from being with Liam.  A Life’s Plan I couldn’t
possibly agree with and abide by.


Had
all this… this ugliness, this blood, this death… been brought on because I
disagreed with my Life’s Plan?


I
looked out at the crowd that filled the Coliseum, thousands of Magical Ones who
salivated at the prospect of my death.  Their eyes wide in anticipation as
hungry dogs rushed to me.


This
is what my life had become – running through the dungeons of the Coliseum;
Arcadia’s ugly little secret.  My heart filled with pain and heartache for the
men and women I’d seen imprisoned in the dark and dank cells, waiting in
miserable and inhuman conditions for an end that promised to be bloody, gory
and excruciatingly slow.


And
now, as I stood with my eminent death just moments away, I saw all that my life
should have been, all the dreams I’d grown up with, all the fantasies,
daydreams and fanciful imaginings.


 


I
also saw the dogs that were relentless in their approach.


Then
why did they stop so suddenly?  Their snarls were replaced by whimpers; their
dark eyes with clear happy eyes. 


Just
as the dogs came to me, gentle, peaceful and loving, the sadistic eyes of anger
and blood lust of the Magical Ones opened wide with disbelief.


They
would not see blood – not mine.


Their
shouts of fury and frustration echoed up to the roof which trembled, but as
dust, crumbs of mortal and finally chunks of the roof began to fall onto the
Coliseum floor, I realized it was falling apart.  Enormous shards of glass
accompanied the first chunks of cement, crashing to the dirt floor of the arena
and spraying glass fragments in every direction.


Had
I just been saved from feral dogs only to be crushed by a shattering roof?  I
looked up to see cracks and increasingly larger pieces of the heavy roof
falling around me, yet other than a sprinkling of dust and crumbs I was spared
the painful blows of concrete and glass.


Shouts
and angry calls sounded over the crashing rumble and shattering glass; shouts
from Magical Ones who’d been cheated out of a spectacle.  They raised their fists
and demanded blood, demanded satisfaction, but it was to be their own blood
they would see first as many were injured by glass; others knocked unconscious
by cement.


The
calm and peaceful dogs at my feet began to snarl again.  I wanted to believe it
was aimed at the Magical Ones – at the angry shouts, but the dogs rose and
slowly circled me.


The
shouts of anger were replaced with shouts of glee.


“Blood! 
Blood!  Tear her guts out!” one enthusiastic spectator called out.


His
demand was echoed by those closest to him and soon the chant circled the
Coliseum.  Despite the crumbling structure around them, their bloodlust won
over.


I
prayed the hungry dogs would resume their calm stance, but feared this could be
the end for me.


The
crumbling roof opened a small hole and made the violet sky outside visible. 
Was the sun coming up or going down?  Would I ever see the sun again?  The hole
quickly grew and violet, lavender and crimson took the place of the old grey
stones that fell around me.


Outside
of the Coliseum the sky promised a beautiful day, a beautiful life, but the
dogs crouched in preparation of pouncing on me.  Drool dripped from their
tongues, their fangs were prominent as they snarled and the tips of their paws
dug lightly into the dirt in anticipation.


I
gazed to the sky, hoping to find an answer, hoping to find a way out of what
seemed the end.  In the violet sky, high above, a speck of gold caught my eye
and my heart responded with a strong and powerful pounding of anticipation. 


A
speck of hope lit the dusty gloom of the Coliseum.

















Chapter 1


 


 


Far and almost imperceptible at first, it
quickly grew, becoming clear and distinguishable.


Armor,
shining with promise, covered broad shoulders and protected the breadth of a
warrior’s chest.  As it came closer dismay rang out from the crowd.


“Adon,”
one shouted.  “It’s General Adon.”


I
stared at the ever growing speck of gold and smiled at the incoming djinn.  Of
course… it made perfect sense.  It explained the pounding of my heart and the
great sense of hope I’d felt on seeing the faraway speck of gold.


He
swept down closer and closer, his face now clear, his determination even more
so.  Larger than I’d imagined, he dwarfed the average man.  Sword in hand he
swooped over the best seats in the Coliseum and sent several spectators into
the arena where they scrambled in an attempt to resume their seats.


But
their awkward and futile attempts caught the attention of several dogs who
quickly left me and ran toward the new meat.


The
remaining dogs around me cowered and backed away as General Adon approached,
but one took the opportunity to pounce at me.  I dodged him, but he turned and
snapped his teeth at my calf, grazing the skin and getting a good grip on my pants.


The
tenacious dog pulled me one way while General Adon swooped down and swept me
into the air.  The dog held its grip, snarling with anger as we rose higher and
higher.  It snapped its jaw for a better grip and managed to get a painful hold
of my ankle.


“It’s
not letting go,” I said to General Adon.


I
felt the bitter sting of my skin being torn open and tried to keep from crying
out.  Despite the pain I kicked as hard as I could, trying to get free.  After
holding on a few more moments, the dog’s teeth slid down to my heel, where it
got a hold of my shoe which easily slipped off my foot.  With my shoe held
tightly in its jaw, the dog fell to the dirt floor several hundred feet below.


It
landed with a sickly thud and die upon impact.  


“I
have to say, this is not quite the first encounter I’d anticipated,” said
General Adon.


 I
smiled and wrapped my arms around his neck.  “I think this is the perfect
encounter,” I said.  “Your timing is impeccable.”


His
golden hair fell to his shoulders, and despite the warrior helmet that lay low
over his forehead, it was easy to see he was a handsome man, though in a
rugged, almost intimidating way.  He exuded strength and power, not only in his
physical size, but also in his person.  Intelligence flickered in his warm eyes
and despite the circumstances that surrounded us his lips were curved into a
loving and amused grin.


“You
certainly are my daughter all right.”


“And
I can see why my mother fell in love with you.”


Landing
as gently as a feather, General Adon settled in a high and vacant balcony, and
set me down.


“You're
my father,” I said, feeling silly and sentimental as the words came off my
tongue.


“That
I am,” he said with pride.


Below
us, the growls of hungry dogs, angry Magical Ones and the fearful cries of the
few who were left to face the painful death they’d so anticipated watching,
reached up to the high balcony.


“They
can’t take what they dish out,” General Adon said with a disapproving shake of
his head.


Two
dogs set their jaws on each ankle of a smaller Magical One and prepared to tear
him apart.  Disgusted by the spectacle I turned away and grimaced.


“Not
as pretty as the perfect Arcadia you imagined, is it?” General Adon said.


“Far
from it.  Turning eighteen has certainly been an eye opener.”  I looked into
his eyes, my head filled with questions and my heart filled with longing to get
to know him, to catch up on lost time.


“There’ll
be time to get better acquainted later,” he said with a wink.  “For now we need
to find a way to help your friends.”


“Yes. 
You're right.  But there are also so many people down there, below the arena;
innocent citizens of Arcadia who’ve been imprisoned for nothing – for the blood
joy of these maniacs who get their kicks off others’ pain.  There are dozens of
tiny and filthy cells hidden below the Coliseum.”


He
set a patient and paternal hand to my shoulder.  “I’ve long suspected the
activities of this Coliseum.  Sanz did a good job of covering it up, of keeping
this torture den well hidden, but I knew he was up to no good.  I’ve come
prepared.”  He gazed at the clear sky above the Coliseum.


Hundreds
of gold specks filled the sky, some large and recognizable as warriors, others
still tiny dots in the distance.


“I
brought reinforcement.  We should be able to find and free every last one of
the wrongly imprisoned citizens of Arcadia.”


Mesmerized
and awed, I gazed at the sky as the hundreds of golden djinns descended over
the Coliseum.  One of them, brighter and larger than the others, drifted toward
the balcony.


Just
before he landed at General Adon’s side I recognized him, and my heart began
pounding faster.


“Prince
Rodin,” I said as I nodded as noble a greeting as I could conjure for Torrid’s handsome
older brother.


“Lady
Kama.”  Rodin glanced at General Adon and back at me.  For a brief moment, his
eyes hinted at the desire and growing love he had for me. He took my hand and
kissed it with reverence.  “What a pleasure.  Seeing the two of you side by
side is quite an amazing sight.  You share the same golden coloring and the
identical intelligent eyes.”


Though
I’d often received flattering comments about my hair, complexion and eyes, I
couldn’t remember ever feeling so privileged and proud of a compliment.  To be
compared to my father… 


Rodin,
himself, embodied the height, strength, and bearing of a future general.
Definitely the future King of the Djinns. In his full armor, he was gloriously
splendid and beautiful, a man ready for battle.


With
combat in his eyes, Rodin turned to his general.  “We’ve seized the entrance
and several men are already on their way to the prison cells.  Others have
begun rounding up the Rogue Magical Ones.”  He turned his eyes to me, soft yet
proud.  “We didn’t find Torrid in any cell.  We believe he may never have been
captured or he managed to escape.”


My
heart skipped a beat at the sound of Torrid’s name.  Through the past moments
of panic, relief, resumed fear and meeting my father I’d had forgotten about
Torrid.  My heart sank as my mind began thinking of what could have happened to
him.


Now,
my fear for him gripped me, choking my breath in my throat.  “We lost sight of
one another.  We wanted to stay together, but…”


“Don’t
worry,” General Adon said.  “Torrid is a capable warrior and a smart young
man.  I would not have sent him to you were he not one of my best.  He’s not
apt to get caught and if he does, I have every faith in his ability to get
free.”


“There
were Magical Ones everywhere.  It was impossible to avoid them,” I went on, too
distraught to take comfort in his words of reassurance.


“I’ve
seen Torrid fight his way out of some pretty tight spots,” Rodin said.  


I
looked at him, wanting to feel as confident as he sounded.  “If he isn’t
captured somewhere, why didn’t he come help me?  Why didn’t he get me out of
the arena?”


General
Adon and Prince Rodin looked at each other. They had no answer.


The
roar of the crumbling Coliseum took over, accented with the cheers of delight
from newly freed prisoners.


On
the field below a new battle was taking place.  General Adon’s soldiers fought
valiantly against Rogue Magical Ones.  Shattering glass fell over them all,
drowning out the cries of death and pain.


Rodin
gazed at me, his eyes filled with empathy and kindness.  Turning to his
general, he said, “I’ll see what I can do and return with an update.”


General
Adon nodded.  Once alone he turned to me.  “Remove that fretful frown from your
brow, daughter.  Worry never served a purpose.”  He paused and contemplated me
a moment.  “Though Rodin may see in you a resemblance to me, I look at you and
see only your mother.  It amazes me how much you look like her; beautiful,
fragile and yet so strong.”


I
bit my lip, not wanting to blurt out the questions that still filled my head. 
Why had he never come around?  Why hadn’t he been a part of my life?


“Despite
the laws meant to keep me, a djinn, from loving a human, I fell deeply in love
with your mother and still love her to this day.”


I
could hold back on my questions no longer.  “Then where have you been all this
time?  You're a djinn.  I know you have the power to do what you want.  Why did
you never come around?  Why did you not come see me?”


A
pained expression made General Adon suddenly look older.  “My powers allowed me
to get close enough to watch you grow up, but not so close to put you in
danger. I can only communicate afar with your mother. She has not seen me in
all these years in my natural form, as I am now.”


“What
do you mean?  Like a crystal ball or something?”


“No,
I was right there, on the periphery of your life, though sometimes I found
myself right there in front of you.”


“I
don’t follow.”


“When
I could, I slipped into Arcadia from the Nethers.  Over the years I’ve assumed
the identity of a school janitor, a neighbor’s gardener and even a stock boy at
the drug store.  You probably don’t remember, but when you were seven years old
your mother trusted you to get her medicine when she fell ill.  For a few weeks
you were a regular and I started working there.”


The
vague memory came alive in my mind.  Mom had caught a virus that’d left her
throat constantly parched and painful.  She constantly sought relief, trying
various cough drops, cough syrups, even suppositories.


“You
were the tall man with the white over coat who’d suggested I buy her the lemon
herbal tea,” I said with dreamy recollection.


He
beamed.


The
memory unlocked another and another.  “You're also the one, who went up to get
my ball in fifth grade, aren’t you?  A friend had kicked it too high and it had
landed on the school roof.  We couldn’t get it down.  You came out of nowhere,
found out what the problem was then disappeared around the corner for barely a
minute and returned seconds later with the ball in your hands.  We all marveled
at how quickly you’d gotten the ball, but you had a quick answer and we didn’t
question it.  We were all too eager to get back to playing.”


Chuckling,
he gazed at me.  “I told you there was a secret service elevator for school
employees only.”


I
laughed and felt closer to him already.  “Yeah, that’s right.  We didn’t even
go look to see what elevator you meant.”  In my heart I knew there was still
something missing.  He’d been there, in my life, but he’d not really been
there.


“I
also learned a lot about you, your accomplishments, your goals… your loves…
from your mother.”


“You
spoke to her?”


“Often.”


Though
I knew I should be mature and grown up about it all, I couldn’t help but feel
cheated.  He’d been there, so close, within reach… He’d been in contact with my
mother, yet I’d always been clueless about him all my childhood.


“Don’t
pout, Kama. I only spoke to her through her dreams, but I wished it was in
person. There were too many barriers between us, especially with Pim Seer
always around her, and the situation in Arcadia. I had to tread carefully or
rouse suspicion to what we were and what the djinns were planning. If anyone
knew I had set foot in Arcadia, Pim Seer would have sent all of his Catchers
out to comb the city in full force. I couldn’t risk jeopardizing our mission
and my duty as General. I know this is all a lot to take in, but, believe me,
everything I did was with your best interest at heart.”


“How
can you say that?  I grew up without a father.  I needed you and you played
some silly game of hide and seek with me.  Mom knew I wanted to know more about
my father, but she said nothing.”


“Kama,
what would you have her say?  Yes, your father is alive and well, and working
at the school you go to?  That he’s a djinn and can only see you from afar?  We
were in an impossible situation and we dealt with it the best way we knew how. 
Had your mother told you anything it would have shattered the innocent and
perfect childhood you had.  You can’t blame your mother for wanting to keep you
as happy as she could.”


I
nodded, knowing he was right, but still clinging to the hurt child who’d wanted
her daddy.


“We
both wanted to make sure you had fond memories of your childhood.  To expose
who we really were – who I was – would have meant exposing you to the truth
about Arcadia.  It would have meant exposing you to war, poverty and the
ugliness outside Arcadia.”


“Yet
here you all are destroying Arcadia.  If you were so intent on ensuring I had a
good life, a promising future, why ruin it now?”


“A
promising future?  Did you not receive an unpleasant surprise when you read
your Life’s Plan?  Your mother said you were distraught beyond consoling.”


“All
right,” I said with a conceding nod.  “Maybe my promising future was bruised by
the Committee, but it would still have been better than the impossible living
conditions outside Arcadia.  I know the hardships and suffering that greet
those who leave here.  Friends of mine have lived it firsthand.  They returned
to Arcadia – snuck back in – and were barely recognizable.  They were
skeletons.”


“I’m
sorry to hear that.”


“And
what about all the other young adult Arcadians who are now ready to set out on
their lives; those who received the Life’s Plan they expected?  Arcadia is
being destroyed beyond repair and so are their lives.”


“Would
you prefer the illusion of Arcadia’s perfection continue?  And at what cost? 
There are Magical Ones who are being kept here against their will.  Their lives
aren’t much better than what your friends met outside Arcadia.  It may all look
neat and clean and pleasant, but they’re empty.  They’re living shells.  Yes,
there are some Rogue Magical Ones who’ve abused their roles in Arcadia, but
most are prisoners of their own powers.  Most live sad and hopeless lives as
they try to keep up with the constant demands of their enslavers.  Is that what
you want?”


“No,”
I said softly, casting my gaze to the floor.  “Of course not.”


“You
have to trust, Kama, that we have no desire to destroy Arcadia nor the citizens
who’ve been led to believe in the illusion that was created for them.  We
understand they are innocent in all this.  Our only desire is to free all the
enslaved djinns and to let Arcadia go on in a more sane, healthy and viable
way.  Is that unreasonable?”


“No. 
It makes perfect sense.  I’m sorry if I sounded ungrateful or lacking in
compassion for the plight of the djinns.”


“I
know your only intention is to save your friends; I know you care very much for
Liam, Pim’s son, and I know you want to save the many innocent citizens of
Arcadia.  That is our mission in addition to freeing djinns, and we believe it
can all be done.  We believe we can make Arcadia a truly ideal place… for
everyone… equally.”


“You
know about Liam?”


“He
may be the son of my rival, my nemesis, if you will, but I know Liam to be a
fine young man; a young man who loves you very much.”


“He
is, he does and I want to do what I can to help him, and the others.”  I
glanced up at him, feeling like a small child in light of his wisdom and
power.  “What can I do to help?”


Before
General Adon could answer, a new wave of shouting began from another group. 


I
turned to see Rodin arrive with Matthew and Jocelyn.  Having been imprisoned in
one of the cells in the Coliseum for a while, they were emaciated, their eyes
sunk in and the skin on their cheekbones pulled taunt.  Thrilled to see them
again, I ran to them and pulled their thin and fragile bodies into my arms,
kissing their cheeks.  “I can’t believe they were able to find you.”


“And
just in time, too,” Rodin said.


I
heard the dread in his voice and knew that not all was well.  He’d found these
two friends, but…


“What
about Torrid?” I said, my eyes boring through his, daring him to tell me he’d
found him safe and sound.


Rodin
shifted his gaze to General Adon with momentary uncertainty then turned his
resigned glance to me.  “The Catchers got him,” he said in a blunt, matter of
fact and official tone.  “You haven’t heard from him because they caught him
just as he was attempting to come save you.”


I
wanted to scream at him and slap the formal military stance out of him, but I
just stared in disbelief.  “What do we do now?” I mumbled, the urge to cry
forcing its way up my throat and making it painful to talk.


“We
get him out,” Rodin said with the same military stance and firm conviction. 
“We simply go in and get him out.”
















 


Chapter 2 


 


 


General Adon straightened his shoulders, put on
his best commanding face, and gave one final sweeping glance at the Coliseum. 
“We’ll have to start bringing the freed prisoners to our camp.  Make sure they
have plenty of food and water.  See what you can do about getting them some
warm clothing as well.”


“Yes,
General,” Rodin said.


“And
take good care of Kama’s friends.  They’ve been through enough hardship for
ones so young.”


“Yes,
Sir.  I’ll get on it right away.”  Rodin turned away and instantly started
giving out orders to the soldiers around him.  Without question and without
hesitation the soldiers moved quickly to carry out every order.


Rodin
came to my side and put a gentle hand to my shoulder.  “I’ve put my best men on
the task of caring for your friends and giving them the best treatment.”


 “Thanks. 
That’s one less thing to worry about.”  I turned to Matthew and Jocelyn. 
“Everything will be fine from now on.  I’ll find you guys again once things
calm down.”


“Good
luck, Kama,” Jocelyn said.  “I hope you find both Torrid and Liam, and I hope
you find them well.”


“Thank
you.”


Nodding
as they were escorted away, they both smiled, though weakly.


In
quick order the Coliseum was emptied of its innocent prisoners, leaving only
the Rogue Magical Ones to battle with djinn soldiers.  Around them the Coliseum
walls began to give way.


The
balcony beneath our feet shook, promising its eminent crash to the arena floor


“You’d
better hurry, Rodin,” General Adon said as he inspected the thickening cracks
in the walls around them.  “We may have underestimated Kama’s magic.  The
Coliseum isn’t merely breaking open from the roof to let us in.  It’s
completely falling apart.”


“What
do you mean, my magic?  I didn’t do this,” I argued.


“But
you did, dear daughter.  Your desire to stop this insanity, to destroy the
Coliseum made it happen.  I can see you underestimate your capabilities, but
your magical powers are much stronger than you think.  I hope you’ll realize
that now.”


I
looked around me through new eyes, seeing the destruction I’d brought on this
arena of blood and death.  “I didn’t even really consciously think of…”


“Destroying
it?  It just as well that you did.  By opening the roof you gave us access to
something we never could have entered otherwise.  And by going so far as to
destroy the entire Coliseum, well, I don’t think anyone will miss it.”


I
let out a small snort of amusement.  “I never would have thought…”


“Well,
you better think now,” General Adon said with pride.  “I always imagined my
daughter would have a degree of power, a certain capacity to do a little magic,
and when I set out to have you shatter the field, I knew you’d succeed, but
you’ve surpassed all my expectations, and I’m ecstatic.”


“Does
that mean that by merely desiring something, I can make it happen?”  It seemed
like a dangerous power to have.


General
Adon pointed to the large cement blocks that were falling from all around the
Coliseum.  Columns collapsed and the floors over the underbelly broke apart. 
“That is the result of your desire, Kama. It’s also the level of passion you
felt for your desire. The more you have, the more power you give it.”


“Then
can I desire to have Torrid by my side, safe and sound, and he’ll appear.”


Rodin
and General Adon both looked at me, the answer clear in their regretful gazes.


“I
wish the power you have was that consistent and that predictable.  Sometimes
things are beyond our control, like my inability to enter the Coliseum despite
my great powers.  Evil can often be a formidable foe, and our greatest wishes
simply can’t overcome it.”


“Does
that mean Torrid is doomed?”


“No,”
Rodin was quick to say.  “It simply means that our magic has been curtailed.
Catchers have the ability to paralyze our magic for a moment to capture us.
There are limits to our magic, and unfortunately, Pim Seer and his Catchers and
Magical Ones know how to block it, defend against it.” He looked at me fondly, “You,
Kama, are different. It may be because you are half human that you may be able
to resist their magic that limits djinns. That was why we believe you have the
strength to shatter the dome. And we’ve yet discovered what your full strength
would be.” I could see his eyes devouring me, wanting to hold and kiss me but
holding back in front of my father. But his thoughts floated to me, full of
yearning and desire.


You
would make a great queen, Kama. A fine ruler…one I would cherish and hold dear
by my side, my beautiful and strong one.


“Our
reunion must come to an end, daughter,” General Adon said with sudden urgency. 
“The structure is about to yield under our feet.”


Indeed
it felt like the world itself was crumbling.


“Rodin,
I put my daughter’s life and wellbeing in your hands.  Take her away from
here.  Bring her to the encampment and make sure her every need is tended to.”


“Absolutely,
sir.”


General
Adon turned to me.  “My daughter, Kama, it’s unfortunate that our first
encounter had to be surrounded by ugliness and destruction.  With much
afterthought, perhaps it would have been preferable to introduce myself when I
was your drugstore clerk or school janitor, but, alas, I am just a man; a man
with the quest to make the woman he loves happy, and my secrecy was what your
mother wanted.”


“I
understand that now.  I understand her need to protect me.”


Pleased,
he nodded.  “I can only hope our next meeting will be under more pleasant
circumstances.”


“Somehow,
I feel certain it will,” I said with assurance.


He
chuckled and cupped my cheek.  “Good.  I must leave you now.  I’m needed south
of here.  Sanz is already gathering more Rogue djinns.  He’s also trying to
persuade honest Magical Ones to go Rogue and follow him.  While I detest the
man immensely, I have to give credit where credit is due.  He is a very
powerful and influential, if not manipulating little man.  His tongue is his
most powerful tool, always with a promise of better things to come for those
who follow his lead.”


“So
I’ve noticed.”


“I
must stop him before too many good Magical Ones are turned.”  He gave Rodin a
final nod and warning.  “Take good care of her.” He added. “I know you already
care deeply for her as a man for a woman, and it was your destiny as the
crowned prince to find my daughter and someday forge a family union between
yours and ours. I already think of you as a son, Prince Rodin. So I trust you
will protect her with your life.”


“I’ll
keep her at my side at all times, General,” Rodin said, taking my hands in his
and looking into my eyes. “I’ll protect her with my life.”


General
Adon nodded, smiled, as though giving Rodin his approval and blessing, then soared
away and was soon little more than a speck of gold in the darkening sky.


“Let’s
get you out of here,” Rodin said as he slipped his arms around me, holding me
close to his chest. Immediately, I felt a deep desire for him that almost
overwhelmed me. I loved two men already, but suddenly as though it could not be
helped, as though it was destined…a magical pull between Rodin and I, I wanted
him with a passion, like I’ve never wanted a man before. I moaned as we soared
through the air while the earth thundered under the crumbling Coliseum.


Rodin’s
grip on me tightened as we flew faster, avoiding all the debris shattering
around us. He glanced down briefly at my face as I rubbed my breasts against
him. “Kama,” he muttered, his voice deeper and huskier, “keep doing that, then
I’ll…”


“You’ll
break your prim and proper noble bearing?” I asked. “Show me a side of you that
is you, and not just the proper prince or military officer…show me that you can
be a passionate man…”


“And
lover?” Rodin growled. “I can show you that and more many times over, Kama. If
you so desired.”


Cries
of the dying faded away, and the crashing concrete and shattering glass was
soon a gentle but constant rumbling.  


When
Rodin set me down in an enclave of trees near the same fields where Torrid had
taught me lessons in magic, I looked at him, grateful, but longing for more
than just his arms around me. I was enflamed with the need of having him devour
me, having him overtake me, make me feel like a living breathing passionate
being again after numbing myself in the prison walls for however long I was
down there.


“Make
me feel alive again,” I said to Rodin. “Make me feel every part of my body
again…help me wash away all the memories I have of that dark hellhole I was kept
captive in…”


“You
want me to make love to you, Kama?” Rodin asked, his eyes roaming my face so
gently yet so urgently. “I want to so much, but there’s…”


“Don’t
overthink it, Rodin,” I said. “I just need this, please. I need your physical
touch. I need more from you.” I smiled. “Didn’t my father ordered you to give me
whatever I desire?” I unbuttoned my shirt. “I want you to make love to me now.
It is what I most desire.”


Rodin’s
face was conflicted for a second before he sighed. “I can’t deny you your
desire, my beautiful Kama…my desired one. No longer can I hold back my own
desire to have you.”


He
lifted his hand and spun it in the air. 


No
longer were we in the enclave of trees, but in a splendid bedroom of white and
gold. 


“Where
are we?” I asked, looking around.


“In
my bedroom at my palace,” Rodin said. “I want our first time together to be
special, to be at a place of comfort and beauty.”


“Is
this real? Are we really at your palace in your bedroom?” I asked.


“It’s
magic…it is as real as we want it, but no, we are not there. We are still in
Arcadia.” He bent down to kiss me, a long and lingering kiss. “Do you still
desire to have me make love to you, Kama?”


I
felt his body lean into me, his arousal hard against me. 


“Yes,
Rodin. I desire it more than anything.”


In
a blink of an eye, I was now completely naked on a satin-covered bed, while
Rodin was equally as naked as I was. 


He
was magnificent. Muscles all over and hard. He was beautiful to look at with
his clothes on, but now he was like a Greek statue with a strong broad chest,
muscular arms, thick thighs and calves. “You’re beautiful,” I said in awe. 


Rodin
chuckled. “Your father keeps us soldiers in shape. I’ve never thought it would
come in handy pleasing his daughter and her unquenchable desires.” He bent down
to take my breast in his mouth as his tongue licked and swirled on my nipples. 


“Oh
Rodin,” I clenched my teeth while arching my back, pushing my breasts towards
him. He licked and sucked one breasts then the other until I was moaning. 


“You
like that?” Rodin asked, his hungry eyes on mine. His fingers trailed down my
stomach to my folds before plunging in. “How about this, my sweet beauty?”


Working
his fingers in ways I haven’t experienced yet, even with Liam, I felt a shudder
course down my body. “Yes,” I moaned. “Yes, I like this.”


Rodin
increased the speed of his fingers and lowered his head to taste me. His tongue
swirling over and over my nub. I nearly jumped at how intense it was. “I have
to confess, Kama, I desire this very much too,” Rodin growled, his mouth now
covering me completely and devouring me like a starving man. 


I
shuddered and tensed. 


“Don’t
come yet, my sweetness,” he muttered. He pulled up and made his way to look at
me face to face, his eyes full of love and passion. He kissed me, his mouth taking
my lower lips into his before his tongue entered me. “Like how delicious you
taste?” he asked. “A djinn can get lost in this taste forever.”


“Yes,”
I moaned, my hand pulling him closer to me. “But I want more of you, Rodin. A
lot more.”


Rodin
raised his eyebrow, making him so sexy, I felt another shudder go through me.


He
chuckled and said, “I’ll give you what you desired, my sweet one.” He kissed me
again before the hard but soft crown of his pulsing flesh pushed into me,
sending all the most pleasurable sensations in me. 


“Oh
Rodin,” I cried. “Yes!”


“Yes?”
he smiled before thrusting deeply into me and rocking his hips with mine in a rhythm
that had both of us panting and groaning. “My God, woman,” he groaned. “You are
everything and more than I dreamed of. More than everything I’ve ever desired.”


He
put his strong hands against my head to brace himself on the bed as he rocked
faster and harder into me in a frenzied pace, groaning and sweating until we
both cried out in ecstasy. 


Then
he collapsed on top of me, breathing hard. “I never thought it could happen,
but I think I’m in love with you, Kama.”


I
looked at him and had to admit I felt deep emotions for him too. Love? Maybe.
Magic and destiny? Maybe. The fact he looked so much like Torrid but older and
wiser? Maybe.


“Oh
Torrid!” I cried out.


Rodin
frowned. “I hope you didn’t just wanted me to make love to you in place of
Torrid.”


“No,”
I shook my head. “I didn’t. I wanted you, Rodin. I can’t deny I have a strong
attraction to you and the feeling we are meant to be, but Torrid…we have to find
him. I’m worried about him.”


Rodin
pulled up and got out of bed, his body glistening so deliciously from sweat and
lovemaking. “As much as I want to keep making love to you all day and forever,
I love my brother dearly and share the same concerns to bring him back.” He
extended his hand to me and said, “Come, let’s go find my hapless brother.”


In
an instant, we were dressed as we were before, and back in the fields of
Arcadia. I looked at Rodin. He was a painful reminder of Torrid.  They looked
so much alike, though Rodin was older by a few years. They both were incredibly
handsome with that thick bluish-black hair and intense blue eyes that were
bright enough to shine like sapphires. Torrid was powerfully built with strong
muscular arms and a chiseled body, while Rodin was slightly taller and leaner,
but as I could see from him naked, he was almost all muscles. He was the
Crowned Prince, unlike Torrid, the Warrior Prince, and his bearing was more
formal than Torrid’s. However, when Rodin smiled into my eyes with reassurance,
his grin was wide and his eyes gentle, I instantly felt comfortable with him,
an instant bond with him. “Wherever Torrid is, he would be glad you are finally
safe and out of that hellhole of a place…the Coliseum.” 


“But
I’m worried about him. If the Catchers have him…what would they do to him? 
He’s a Prince, like you, and a close friend of General Adon, their biggest
enemy.”


“Don’t
worry,” Rodin said.  “I know your thoughts must be with Torrid, but he’ll be
fine.  I’m certain of that.”


“Thanks
for the reassuring words, but I’ll only feel better when I can actually see him
with my own eyes; touch him with my fingers.” My voice was husky with emotion
as I thought about how much I longed to touch him again.


“You
must care for him very much,” Rodin said with a touch of envy. His eyes
darkened a little, revealing his desire for me.


“He’s
come to mean a lot to me,” I admitted.


“I’m
glad,” Rodin said. “That you can have so much love and passion for more than
one man. Liam and even Torrid. You are quite a woman, you know, and it is no
wonder men fall over themselves for you.”


“I
bet all the women in your kingdom fall over themselves for you and your
brother.”


“Me
because I will be King one day, perhaps,” Rodin said shyly. “But Torrid because
he had always ooze charm…the very definition of the charming prince.”


I
laughed, remembering how Torrid immediately captured my heart. Even Sarah was
hot for him when she first laid eyes on him. “Torrid does have his charm.” 


 “One
time,” Rodin went on, “when he was nine, he decided to play hide and seek with
my parents’ crowns… right before an important royal ceremony.  My parents were
incensed by the missing crowns and the entire household staff was put in search
of them.  They searched every room, every cupboard, every drawer and every
box.  Only after the ceremony, however, did they find the two crowns; one in my
bedroom closet in a box that otherwise housed a play warrior helmet, and the
other in the kitchen pantry.”  He chuckled with wry amusement.  “Can you
imagine?  A crown glistening with the finest jewels amidst bags of flour,
wheels of cheese and jars of pickles?”


“I
imagine your parents weren’t too happy about that,” I said, imagining a naughty
young Torrid.


“Not
at all.  And guess who paid the price.”  With mock anger he pointed to his
chest.  “Older brother and heir to the throne Rodin.”


“Were
you punished?” I said, holding back an amused snort.


“Of
course.  My parents couldn’t let a thing like that go by unpunished.  I was
banned from the next three royal ceremonies, the thought being I needed to find
greater respect for these occasions.”


“How
horrible for you,” I said, aghast at the punishment he had to endure for
Torrid’s naughty deeds.


But
Rodin’s mischievous grin told me there was more.


“Actually,
those royal ceremonies were a real bore.  I mean, they’d go on and on.  A lot
of formalities.  A lot of small talk.  A lot of kissing up to people I didn’t
even know.    Think about it; I was, what, fourteen?  I had better things to do
with my time than chat up a bunch of blue-haired bores.”


“What
an awful thing to say,” I said with an understanding chuckle.


“Well,
I’ve grown out of that disdain for idle chatter and endless formalities, and
have come to be quite a distinguished prince when it comes to royal
ceremonies.”


“And
has Torrid grown to be more respectful of them?”


“Hardly.”


Though
I managed to smile at him, the longing to see Torrid increased, almost to the
point of incapacitating me.  I sat on a small wooden chair set up before the
larger of the tents and stared down at my feet.  The blood that had trickled
from the bite wound on my ankle was dried and caked on my sock, but I didn’t
feel an ounce of that pain.  All I felt was the emptiness in my heart.


Rodin
grunted and came to face me, taking my hands in his. His touch was firm, yet
gentle. “I’m sorry.  Please forgive my nonsensical ramblings.  Here I am going
on and on about my childhood with Torrid while you're obviously aching, both
physically and emotionally.”


“Don’t
apologize, Rodin.  I enjoyed your story very much.  To tell you the truth, with
or without that story, I miss Torrid.”


“And
your ankle.  I’ll go get a Healer.”


“I’m
fine, really Rodin.  The bleeding has stopped, and I feel no pain.”


“You
don’t understand.  You're part djinn.  You need to see a Healer. You’ve been
locked up in that place for too long and probably haven’t had anything decent
to eat. You have to get better before we set out to find Torrid.”


“So
we are going to get Torrid back,” I said, filled with sudden hope.


“Yes,
but you need to see a djinn healer now to get better in minutes. I need you to
be in top shape for what we’re about to do.” He raised his hand to cup my
cheeks, and before I knew it, he kissed me on the lips. A light soft kiss that
sent tingles through me. “I know how you want to run off to save Torrid right
away, because that’s how you are, Kama. Willing to sacrifice yourself without
hesitation for your friends and family, which is admirable, and why I can’t
help falling for you, but you need to get well before you can save anyone else.
Please?” He smiled at me with such charm that I couldn’t help smiling back and
agreeing to him. 


I
blushed as I asked, “You really do like me?”


He
leaned in to whisper into my ears, a warm breath that made me feel so safe.
“Yeah, I do…maybe a lot more than just like. But since I’ve met you, you’ve
become the person who has occupied my mind the most.”
















 


Chapter 3


 


 


Prodding and probing, the healer checked for
broken bones, abrasions and any hidden lacerations. He was thorough, almost too
thorough.  After placing his hands over the area where the feral dog bit me and
using magic to heal the wound, washing out any infections from the bite, he
gave me a canister filled with refreshing water.  


“I’m
impressed,” the djinn healer said.  “Most humans show more fragility than
this.  Despite what you’ve been through, you're remarkably healthy and well…a
bit dehydrated, but other than that, you will be fine in no time.”


“I
told you she was part djinn,” Rodin said beside me, looking at me with pride
and adoration. “Our Kama is very special.”


“Yes,
yes,” he said, almost absentmindedly.  “So you say.”  He peered into my ears. 
“But her sturdy build, though one wouldn’t guess it by looking at her delicate
features, are not simply explained by the fact that she’s part djinn.”


Rodin
grinned at me.  “Yes, well I guess she is a rather special specimen.” Again, he
appraised me with his eyes, which made me warm all over. 


“Indeed.” 
He stepped back and looked at me.  “All you need, young lady, is to drink up
your canister of water and a hearty meal and you're good to go.”


“That’s
good to hear,” I said, flattered by his assessment of my health, but feeling
more tired than he seemed to think I should.


“Well,
my work here is done,” he said as he collected his odd assortment of devices
and tools and packed them away in a multicolored cloth bag.  “Should you
require my services again, my young lady, it would be my pleasure.”  He turned
to Rodin and nodded before leaving us.


“Somehow
I don’t feel as impressive as he seemed to think.  In fact, I feel rather
overwhelmed.”


“Not
that I doubt you're healthy and strong, but I think he was more taken in by
your beauty than anything else.”


I
felt a rush of heated blood come to my cheeks.  “Well, that’s very sweet, but I
hardly think a doctor would be so taken in.” I snorted and made a face.
“Puh-leeze!”


Rodin
lips curled up in amusement. “You’d be surprise.” His eyes roved over me as he
said, “A man’s a man, no matter what he does for his profession. I may be a
crowned prince, held to such high standards, but when it comes to love, I’m a
servant at its mercy just like any hot-blooded man.” He bent down to kiss me. 


A
djinn entered the tent and set a lunch tray nearby. After thanking him, Rodin
brought the tray to me.


I
finished my canister and grabbed a big glass of water and gulped down half of
it, then stood.  “We have to hurry if we’re going to find Torrid.”


“Eat
first,” he ordered.


“And
I think the best way to find Torrid is to find Liam first.”


He
pushed the lunch plate toward me and was about to insist I eat, but his eyes
darkened.  He pursed his lips as though he’d eaten too many lemons while his
fingers lingered over the edge of the plate.  “Liam,” he echoed.  “That’s the
little human being you had a relationship with before Torrid, right?” I was
surprised by the jealous expression on his face. 


I
resisted the urge to glare at him and simply gazed at him calmly and with as
much maturity as my eighteen year old self could.  “Liam is not ‘a little human
being.’  He’s a lifelong friend who has always been there for me.  And, yes, I
have a romantic relationship with him.  Is that a problem?”


“I
apologize.  I didn’t mean to sound judgmental.  From what I’ve learned, Liam is
related to the man who is behind all this.”


“And
would you condemn him for that.”


He
straightened his shoulders and seemed at a loss for words a long moment. 
Shifting back and forth, then from one foot to the other, he parted his lips to
speak, then clammed shut, opting to remain silent.  “Okay,” he finally blurted
out.  “Let’s start over.  So you want to find Liam in order to find Torrid. 
Fine.  Eat and we’ll go looking for Liam.”


I
laughed, charmed and amused by his awkward moment despite being a powerful
prince and djinn. “Look, Liam is Pim Seer’s son and, yes, Pim Seer is the
governor of Arcadia and, I guess, to a certain degree responsible for what’s
happening, but Liam isn’t a part of it.  He’s innocent in all this and deserves
my help.”


“So
it’s not just a matter of getting him to help you find Torrid.  You want to
find him… period.”


“I
want to find and help as many people as I can, and, yes, Torrid and Liam are at
the top of my list.  Now, are you with me or are you just going to keep arguing
the point?” I crossed my arms in front of me and turned away from Rodin. He was
reminding too much of Torrid…the way he looked, the way he frustrated me when
it came to Liam. Heavens, I missed Torrid or was I finding Rodin extremely
attractive?


“I
reserve the right to form an opinion of this little human… hmmm, sorry, this
fine young man you know so well, but if he’s going to help you find Torrid,
then I’m with you.  I want to find him before anything…”


He
stopped himself and I felt my heart jump to my throat. “What?”


“Don’t
listen to me.  That’s just the normal fears of an older brother.  I know Torrid
is more than capable, but I still can’t help being a big brother.”


“Right,”
I said, unconvinced.  “I know.  Torrid is smart.  That’s why my father sent him
to be with me,” I muttered in a robotic and automatic tone.


“Don’t
let this psych you out.  What do we have to do to find this Liam person?  How
much back up do you want?  A few soldiers?  A small battalion?  A whole army?”


“No. 
None of that.  I know Arcadia better than any of your soldiers, and I think I
know where we can find Liam.”


“Just
me and you… and this human.”


“If
you're too chicken to come, you could stay here and wait,” I said with open
hostility.  Though I felt such a passionate love for Torrid, I still felt an unbelievable
love, affection and devotion to Liam whom I had desperately wanted to marry
before when my Life’s Plan went awry. I definitely felt protective of him. A
friendship we had and a close romantic one where he knew me so well for years
is hard to leave behind. “I mean, if you're afraid to face a little human being
all by yourself.”


Rodin
laughed.  “You sure have a way with words. By the way, my fear is not for
myself but for you.”


“Yeah,
yeah, let’s just hightail it out of here and find Liam.”


“Your
faith in this human is that strong?”


Putting
aside the playful or not so playful banter, I turned to him and looked him
square in the eye.  “Yes, Rodin, honestly and truly, I have that much faith in
Liam.  I would put my life in his hands in a heartbeat.”


Our
eyes remained locked for a long moment, mine with certainty and conviction, and
his with lifelong suspicion and distrust of humans.


“Not
all humans are like Pim Seer, Rodin.  I know that may be hard to believe, but
most humans are pretty decent.  A little misguided sometimes, but still
decent.”


“I
understand, but this is the son of the man who created all this…”


“And
Liam was devastated when he learned of that.  The moment he comes into power he
wants to change so many things.  He’s dead set against much of what his father
brought to Arcadia.”


“I
hope you're right,” he said after a long silence.  “When everything finally
settles down, Arcadia is going to need a strong leader who has the good of the
people at heart.  As Crowned Prince of all djinns, I’m expected to mend
relations between humans and djinns.  That task would be far simpler if I could
find several humans I could trust.”


“And
Liam is that person you could trust.  He’s an honorable man and he’ll make a
strong leader.  I know it must be hard for you to trust, but, please, trust me,
follow me, and you’ll see for yourself the kind of man Liam is.”


A
hopeful glimmer came to his eyes as he nodded and I couldn’t resist hugging
him.  “Everything will be all right,” I said, amused by the shift. I was now
the one reassuring him.  “Someday everything truly will be perfect… for humans
and djinns.”


He
tightened his arms around me and pulled me close to him so we were face to
face. “I hope so,” he said, bending down to kiss my nose and then the top of my
head. “If every human or human/djinn were like you, everything would be
perfect, Kama.” 


It
felt so good having his arms wrapped around me. It felt right being in his arms
right at this moment that when I looked up into his eyes, I could see his
growing feelings for me. His concerns, his worries. “I don’t know why, Rodin,”
I said, “But with you…” 


 


His
lips were on mine then, at first hesitating, but then he took hold of me. Took
control as his kiss deepened, sending my head spinning as I opened my mouth
more for him, wanting more. “Kama,” he whispered against my mouth. “Oh beautiful
and brave Kama. How I wish you were mine. How I wished I was the one to have
been sent to find you first, instead of Torrid. I was supposed to be the one to
find you, not Torrid. But as General Adon’s second, I could not go. Torrid went
in my place instead.”


 


“Is
that why I’m feeling something for you, too?” I asked. “Was it destiny for you
to have been the djinn I was supposed to have met and loved first, instead of
Torrid?” 


 


Rodin’s
face broke into a wide grin. “You feel something for me, Kama?”


 


I
shook my head, wanting to clear it. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t. From the
moment I laid eyes on you, I can’t help my attraction to you. I can’t help
feeling as though we have a connection…one that is like my…”


 


“Destiny,”
Rodin said. 


 


“Yes,”
I sighed, putting my head on his chest. “I feel as though I’ve known you
before…that we’ve been longtime friends and lovers…”


 


Rodin
smiled and said, “I too had that sensation when I first saw you. Although you
have two men already in your life, I feel as though I had to let you know how I
felt. That it was destiny. A djinn’s destiny.”


 


“Perhaps
it was something in our past,” I said. “But whatever it is, whenever you touch
me, hold me, and kiss me; it felt like it was meant to be. I wouldn’t have
jumped so quickly with you into bed if I didn’t have such an overwhelming
connection with you, Rodin. Believe me. I’ thought I was only meant to be with
one man…Liam, but now I’m beginning to think I was destined for more than that.”


 


Rodin
said, “Sometimes the magic in us do work in mysterious wonders. Ours is as
ancient as time itself.  It is said that all djinns’ magic come from one
original source…that whenever we use magic, it is intertwined. My destiny was
to find you, bring you back into the djinn’s world, to reconnect you with your
heritage. The General has always been close to the Royal Family. Before General
Adon met your mother, it had always been assumed his children would be close to
the Royal Family’s children. Even marry. Perhaps this is how our magic connects
us. Perhaps despite my brother going in my stead to reach you and teach you
about your djinn heritage, we were still destined to be together. As it is now
my destiny and your father’s command to be by your side, to protect you, and be
your champion. What do you desire?”


Everything
my father said back at the Coliseum made more sense now. With such a strong
bond between my father and the royal family, it was foreseeable it would be the
crowned prince that General Adon’s daughter would marry. But what if it was both
the princes?


I
reached out to take his hand and saw the surprised arch of his brow.  “Come on,
Champion! I desire to get Torrid back safe.”  I led him outside the tent and
headed to the edge of the park that now served as a djinn encampment.  On the
street I looked for a car.  “If we can find a car, we’ll make it to the other
side of town in about fifteen minutes.  Beats walking there.”


“Or
we can fly and be there in five minutes.  Beats driving.”


I
shot him a dubious glance.


“Well,
if you don’t trust me enough to fly with me, maybe you can fly there yourself. 
Has Torrid taught you yet?”


“Fly? 
Me?  No, he didn’t teach me that.  I didn’t even know it was a possibility.”


“It
certainly is.  All djinns can fly, though some better than others.  Most soar
effortlessly, control dips and banks with ease, while a few kind of struggle to
maintain control.  And then there’s the young blood who think they know
everything so they fly in a haphazard way, flying into walls, trees, or each
other.”


“You
don’t really make it seem too appealing.  I mean, I’m young… who says I’ll get
the hang of it?”


“You're
also General Adon’s daughter.  Not only are you destined to fly, but you're
destined to soar over and above everyone.”


“You
really think so?”


“Want
me to teach you how?”  


He
flashed me one of the most charming grins I’d ever seen that I melted. Prince Rodin
was a charmer. I immediately thought of Torrid.  The two djinn princes had
charm and masculine sensuality pouring out of them like a second skin. Any
female taking a good look at them would easily fall for their charms. I
swallowed, looking down. 


 


“What
is it, Kama?” Rodin asked, lifting my chin with his finger so I can look at
him. “Why are you looking down and blushing?”


 


“Because
I’m so damn attracted to you even though I keep fighting it because I’m not
supposed to.”


 


He
bent his head to kiss me softly on my lips. “Why are you fighting our
attraction, Kama?”


 


“Because
I love Torrid. I love Liam. I can’t go falling for another man. This is so
confusing. But all I know right now is that I have to help Torrid. More than
anything I want to see that charming grin.  I want to know he is all right and
I want to hear the sound of his voice.”


“I
understand,” Rodin said, pulling back. “It is confusing especially coming from
a place like Arcadia where every life choice is chosen for you, including who
you marry.  In our world, our magical world, we can make it what we desire. We
can make it alright for you to love all of us without having to choose as long
as everyone is alright with it. I know Torrid loves you, but he also would go
with what you desire, especially when he knows that it was me who was supposed
to have found you, to have the destiny with you.  My little brother and I have
always been close. We want what would make each other happy, too. Come, let’s
go get Torrid. Isn’t that what you want right now?”


My
voice caught in my throat for a moment.  “I want whatever it will take to get
to Torrid as fast as we can.”


Rodin’s
gaze softened with understanding.  “Then all you have to do is use your desire
to find Torrid to make it happen.  Concentrate on levitating… just like this.” 
Without the slightest effort he rose and hovered several inches off the
ground.  “Desire it, Kama.  Think of what it is that you really want and simply
come with me into the air.  Float away and soar to the destination of your
choice.”


“I
don’t know.  What if I…?”


“Take
my hand, keep your eyes on me and trust in the magic you have within you.  I’m
right here if anything goes wrong. We’ll start out hovering low and speed up
and soar higher as you get more comfortable with the notion.”


I
settled my hands into his, closed my eyes and envisioned Torrid standing in
front of me.  As his face came to my mind’s eye, a fluttering of weightlessness
shook me and for a moment I felt a wave of panic.


I
peeked at Rodin from under my lashes and his hands tightened over mine.  “Don’t
worry.  You're doing fine.”


Closing
my eyes, I felt the movement of air through my hair and knew we were advancing,
though barely.  


“You're
doing great.”


For
a few moments, I hovered unsteadily, advanced awkwardly and hovered again, but
soon I was steady and sure of my ability… so long as Rodin held onto me.


“You’ve
already got the hang of it, but now I need you to open your eyes and tell me
where we’re going.”


I
let out a little girlish yelp when I opened my eyes and saw that we were
hundreds of feet off the ground.  “Oh, my God.  I didn’t think we were so
high.  I thought we were just hovering a few feet off the ground.  You said we’d
stay low until I got the hang of it.”


“But
you do have the hang of it. You're like an old pro.”


“That
may be, but don’t let go.”  I squeezed his fingers tightly, afraid he’d release
me and I’d float away.


“I’ll
hold onto you as long as you need, I promise.  Now, where to?”


“The
governor’s mansion.”


He
stopped and we hovered high in the air while confused crows circled us, cawing
all the while.


“The
governor’s mansion?  You really want to lead me to the lion’s den, don’t you?”


“Don’t
look at it that way.  Look, I’m sure Liam is there.  Don’t bail out on me now, Rodin.
As you asked me to trust you in flying there, I’m asking you to trust me in
where I’m leading you, please?”  I tugged on his hand and led the way.


He
gave me a soft look that would warm any girl’s heart and sighed.  “No wonder
why my brother would do anything for you, Kama.  With those eyes of yours,
looking so earnest and sweet, it takes a strong or heartless man to refuse you
anything.”
















 


Chapter 4


 


 


Within minutes we landed on the front porch of
the governor’s mansion.  I felt the tension in Rodin’s hand and as I let go of
him, I saw his agitated scan of his surroundings.  He was on alert, the djinn
prince and warrior that was much more than the caring gentle lover he appeared
to be.


The
house was silent and showed no signs of life.  I tried the front door only to
find it locked.


“Let’s
go around to the back yard.  The back door is often open.”


On
entering the yard, I was instantly brought back to a happier time.  Though the
yard was now lifeless and portions of the lawn showed signs of damage from the
shards of glass that had fallen, I could still see the white flowers, the satin
ribbons and the hundreds of people who’d attended my eighteenth birthday, the
age I was waiting for, hoping with it came a Life’s Plan that would include
Liam.


It’d
been so special, and yet, when I looked back, it’d been the beginning of the
end of the life I’d envisioned for myself.


“Come
on.  I’ll try the door.”  I climbed the steps to the patio and heard movement from
the balustrade nearby. Then I saw him, the unmistakable broad-shouldered figure
of the man I loved.


He
stood tall and strong, but sad as he looked out over the rose garden, his
handsome profile outlined against the sun. My breath caught as I remembered how
just one glance from him once could send me into a frenzy. I felt a wave of
emotion for him.  How could I not?  I’d known him for so long and had shared so
much with him.  I’d planned my life around him… around this very house.


“You
okay?” Rodin said as he came up beside me.


“There
he is.”


“Then
let’s go see him.”


I
put my hand to his arm to stop him.  “I think it’s better if I go see him
alone… at least to start with.”


Swallowing
the growing ball of angst, I took a tentative step toward Liam.  Secretly
hoping he’d hear my footsteps, I was reluctant to break his silent reverie. 
Guilt built up, leaving me feeling selfish and heartless


 “Liam,”
I whispered, hearing the pain in my own voice.


He
turned, inhaling deeply as he did so.  “I had a feeling you were here,” he
said, solemnly and suddenly so tired. His blues eyes met mine. “I don’t know if
I smelled that sweet fragrance that always follows you everywhere, or just
sensed your presence, but a sudden and very clear picture of you came to my
mind out of nowhere.” He stared at me, taking me all in from head to toe. 


“How
are you, Liam?”


Shrugging,
he leaned back against the balustrade.  “As good as I can be under the
circumstances.  How have you been?”


“Things
have been pretty rough, but I’m okay.”


Softening
his gaze, his hand rose as if to reach for me, but he quickly brought it back
to his side.  A tentative smile came to his lips.  “You look as beautiful as
always; a little disheveled, but great.  I’m really happy to see you, Kama, but
I don’t understand what you're doing here.  I thought you were… well, with… you
know.  I thought you were with someone else… with that Torrid guy.”


I
saw the hope in his eyes.  “I was worried about you,” I said genuinely concerned
about him.  “Everything has been so crazy these past weeks, and these past few
days...”


Grinning,
he came to me, pulled me into his arms and said, “God, I missed you, Kama,” as
he bent his head down and kissed me with such urgency and passion, I lost my
breath. 


Then
I remembered Torrid and pulled back. “Liam, I…”


Though
he continued to smile, I saw the hard line that came to his eyes as he backed
away.  He averted my gaze and turned his attention to a low hanging branch that
still had a few burnt and dried leaves clinging to it.  “Come on, Kama,” he
finally said in a throaty tone.  “I know you, remember?  What did you really
come out here for?”


He
looked up at me, but his gazed flickered over my shoulder and the hard line
that’d come to his eyes intensified.  He’d spotted Rodin.


“Oh,
now I get it,” he said, biting back on the bitterness.


“We
have to hurry, Kama,” Rodin said as he came to stand beside me.


“Liam,”
I said, ignoring Rodin.  “Torrid has been caught.”


His
jaw tightened as did his fists, but he maintained his composure.  “Where is
he?”


“That’s
what I was hoping you’d tell me.”


He
shrugged.


“A
band of Catchers got a hold of him while we were in the Coliseum.  I thought
you might know where they would take him.”


“Kama,”
he said.  “I’m a Catcher now.”


I
heard a gasp escape me and was surprised by the sound.  My heart thundered with
panic and uncertainty.  “Liam, no.”


“Don’t
look at me like that, Kama.  I can’t stand it.  I’m not the kind of Catcher you
think.  I’m the leader of a group of Catchers who only want to capture Rogue
Magical Ones.” He took my hand. “I know you’re half-djinn, Kama.  Although
you’re no longer with me, I could never harm you like that, catch you like some
common Magical One.”


“Oh,
Liam,” I said with a heavy sigh.  “You have no idea how relieved I am to hear
that.  That’s wonderful, and I know you’ll do a great job.”  I turned to look
at Rodin and gestured for him to approach.  “And I know the Crowned Prince of
the djinns will be happy, too.”


“The
who?  Crowned Prince?  Of the djinns.”


“Yes.” 
I hooked my arm into Rodin’s.  “Liam, this is Rodin, the Crowned Prince of the
Nethers, of the djinns.”


They
stared at each other for a tense moment.


“You're
a Catcher,” Rodin stated simply.


Liam
nodded.


“So
you must know where they’re keeping my brother, right?”


A
sure and confident smile came to Liam’s lips and in that moment I saw a
maturity in him that had never been there before.  There was a strength in his
shoulders that had not been there before, a gleam of wisdom in his eyes.


A
sense of pride in Liam rose in me, and my faith he’d become a strong and
empathetic leader, was strengthen. This was a Liam I’ve caught glimpses of
throughout the time we’ve grown up together, but now looking at him, he had
become more confident and bold.


“I
have an idea where Catchers would bring such a coveted prize such as Torrid.  I
doubt they…”


“So
that means you’ll help me… us.”


“As
strange as it may sound, I want to see Kama happy, and if that means bringing
her to Torrid, then yes, I’ll help… her.”


“I…
I really appreciate it,” I said, touching his shoulder.


His
eyes bore into mine then. “Just because we’re no longer a couple doesn’t mean I
no longer care for you.  I’ll admit it hurts, a little more than I would have
ever thought, but I accept your decision.  I still want to consider you a close
friend and I hope you’ll always think of me as a good friend.”


“Of
course I will, Liam.  You're such a huge part of my life.  I’d miss you
terribly if I lost you.”


.

















 


Chapter 5


 


 


“Lead the way, Catcher. The sooner we find
Torrid the better,” Rodin said.


“Not
so fast,” Liam said, crossing his arms over his chest with finality.


“Liam,
you said you’d help.”


“I
can’t take him.  It’s too dangerous.”


“I
think I can take care of myself,” Rodin said with a mocking grin.  “I’m not
only the Crowned Prince, but I am a competent warrior.”


“I
have no doubt that you are, and I mean no disrespect, but a djinn in a place
where Catchers run rampant, you’d stick out in a far too obvious way.”


Rodin
looked at me and I saw his desire to argue, but I interceded.  “Liam, if a
djinn is so easily detected in this secret place of yours, then how do you plan
on protecting me?  How will I survive so many Catchers?”


Liam
kept his eyes on Rodin, taking in his agitation and angry stance.  “This secret
place of mine is a veritable fortress, protected, guarded and patrolled by the
best Catchers in Arcadia.  Nothing moves in or out of there without their
detection, especially a djinn.”  He turned to me.  “As for you, you’ll be okay
because you're your mother’s daughter.”


“What
does that mean?”


“You're
part human; just enough to keep the Catchers from detecting the djinn in you.”


I
glanced at Rodin.  “It makes sense.  There’s no point taking such a huge risk.”


“It’s
more than just a huge risk.  It’s guaranteed suicide. These Catchers can smell
a djinn miles away.  They’ll be on him… on us in seconds.”  He cocked a brow at
Rodin.  “Just think of the celebration they’d have if they had both Torrid and
you, both princes from the Nethers.”


“He’s
right,” I said.  At least I hoped he was right, not only about the danger of Rodin
coming, but that I’d be safe.  “Since when do Catchers use scent to track down
djinns?”


“These
Catchers are different. They’re mongrels.  They have just a few drops of djinn
in them, enough to make them incredibly precise in their hunt.”


“I’ll
accept that it’d be suicide for me to go, but how can you be so sure she’ll be
safe… what with their precise hunting skills and all.”


“Because
she’ll be with me.”


“Fine. 
Can we stop arguing about it and just get on with it.” I rolled my eyes at the
two. “Rodin, you stay here.  Liam, lead the way.”


“And
what am I supposed to do while you guys go off to save my brother?”


“Sit
tight and wait.”


The
straight line of his lips didn’t even begin to express how unhappy he was with
the situation.  Narrowing his eyes, he glared at Liam.  “I’m not comfortable
with that, but I’m ready to compromise.  I’ll follow you as far as I can safely
do so.  I’ll give you an hour to find Torrid and bring him back.  If you’re not
back in an hour I’ll come after you.”


“Fair
enough.”


“And,
let me warn you, Liam.  If anything should happen to her.”  He pointed at me. 
“If you harm her in any way, or let any harm come to her… you’ll learn just how
precise my hunting skills are.”


I
silently gasped and held my breath, taken aback by the ferocity of his
statement.  His eyes had turned deadly as he stared Liam down.


“I
have no intention of letting anything happen to her. If you must know, I still
love her deeply. I will protect her with my life. As a man who is in love with
this woman, you too would know how it is.” Liam looked from Rodin to me and
back to Rodin. “Not just one prince who is in love with you, but this one, too,
Kama.”


Rodin
stiffened and said, “At least that’s what we have in common, human.”


Liam
smiled a crooked smile. “That’s what you get for falling in love with Kama…a
woman who is worthy of so much love and admiration, she’s bound to have men
lined up for her.”


“It’s
just a matter of who she will choose,” Rodin said, “Or will she choose?”


I
crossed my arms and said, “The world is at war, my hometown is destroyed, and
innocents are being imprisoned; choosing to only love one person while
forsaking the love of the others is something I don’t want to think about right
now. Right now, I love you all. I will do anything to protect and save my loved
ones, just like I am trying to save Torrid now. If it was you, Liam, I would do
the same.  If it was you, Rodin, I would too. All I know and all I desire is to
be able to love whomever I want, and I care for all three of you. I love you,
Liam, and I don’t want to give that up. I don’t want to break your heart by
just choosing Torrid or Rodin. I also know I have some connection with
Rodin…that I can’t help caring for him, too.”


Liam
smiled and looked at me in shock. “You really do want to be with me still, even
though you care about someone else?”


“Yes,”
I said. “Seeing how sad you are, I can’t bear it, Liam. I still love you, too.”


Liam
came over to me to hold me in his arms. “Kama,” he bent down to kiss me
passionately before breaking away. Unshed tears shone in his eyes. “What was
worse than the fall of Arcadia, and even finding out about what my father was
doing with the Magical Ones, was losing you. This nearly killed me, Kama. The
thought of losing you forever. It was worse than anything I’ve ever known.”


I
put my forehead against his. “I know. I can’t help hurting for you, too, and
worrying about you, too, even though I was with Torrid.”


“I
will accept you being with Torrid and with Rodin, as long as I have you in my
life…have your love in my life, Kama. After everything is over, we will be
together again.” He bent to kiss me again. “But first, we need to get Torrid
out.”  He turned to Rodin. “I know where you can sit tight and wait for us. 
It’s just outside the perimeter controlled by their power of scent and you’ll
be safe… and relatively close.”  Liam turned to me.  “I’ll just let my group
know I went off to a special mission.  They were expecting me on a hunt for a
small band of Sanz’s Magical Ones.  I’ll let them know they can proceed without
me.”


“Okay,”
I mumbled, hearing the lack of conviction in my voice.  Despite his
reassurance, the idea of walking right into a fortress fortified by Catchers,
Catchers dead set on catching all djinns and turning them into slaves or
Magical Ones as they are known in Arcadia as, with the acute ability of
smelling out djinns didn’t sit well with me.  With all my heart I wanted to go
out and find Torrid, but the prospect seemed unbelievably dangerous with just
Liam and me against them all.


Liam’s
eyes filled with concern and love, he came to me and took a hold of my hands. 
“I’ll protect you with my life, Kama.  I won’t let you out of my sight. My
greatest regret was to ever let you go.”


I
smiled and nodded.


When
he left to contact his group and get his car keys, I was left staring at Rodin. 
The creases on his forehead had deepened and his eyes were filled with
suspicion.  Our thoughts, doubts and fears remained silent as we waited Liam’s
return.


And
when we finally got in the car and drove off to the outer limits of Arcadia, I
heard the message Rodin continually and silently sent out.


Don’t
turn your back… on anyone. If things get dire, send word to me immediately.
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“How far do we have to go?” I asked ten minutes
after dropping Rodin off at a nearby shelter.  His insistence to be brought as
close as possible to where Torrid was being kept has jostled Liam’s nerves and
I now wondered if Liam hadn’t lied about the distance of our ultimate
destination.


“It’s
clear on the other side of town.”


“But
you told Rodin…”


“I
know, but he wouldn’t listen to reason.  We can’t afford to have him that close
to the Catchers’ Headquarters.”


“Clear
on the other side of town, huh?  Is that a deliberate and strategic attempt to
keep the Coliseum as far as possible from these headquarters?”


“I’d
never really looked at it that way.  Then again, I’d never really known about
the existence of either, so I couldn’t give it much thought, could I?”


His
driving was slow and steady, unhurried and careful, methodical and well thought
out.  It was also excruciating as we inched toward our destination.  I didn’t
want to push him, but I couldn’t help but wonder if he was deliberately taking
as much time as he could.


“Then
you were caught in the Coliseum? All this time, I thought you were safe with
Torrid…”


I
didn’t want to dwell on what I’d been through, but I let him in on what the
past days had truly been like.  As I told the story, his eyes narrowed and
darkened and I saw the tension grow and intensify in his tightening jaw.


As
he turned a corner, he glanced at me, his eyes filled with determination and
something I’d never seen before; a degree of fear that mingle with intense
love. And there was the passion; passion that had always been boyish, pubescent
and adolescent.  That passion had matured into a man’s passion, which now
smoldered in his eyes and in the parting of his lips. Liam had become the man I
had always hope he would.


“Liam,”
I whispered, my voice husky with uncertainty.


He
pulled the car over and silenced the engine.  For a long moment he stared at
his hands that still gripped the steering wheel.  “I thought I’d die of worry
when I didn’t hear from you.  No one could give me any news about you.”


As
he turned to me, he reached out to take my hand.  “You know, I remember hearing
this story when I was a kid; the old man down the street from us had died
suddenly, and though his wife was perfectly healthy and could have lived on for
many years, she died six months later.  Everyone said she died of a broken
heart.”


I
swallowed the ball of emotion that had gathered in my throat.


“I
thought it was so bogus; a broken heart.  You can’t actually die of a broken
heart.”  He squeezed my hand.  “But these past weeks of knowing I no longer had
a place in your heart, it was pretty rough.  And these past days, not even
knowing if you were alive or dead… well, I began to understand how that old
woman felt.”


“This
was never part of the plan, Liam.  I didn’t mean for things to turn out like
this.”  I felt an overwhelming need to explain and justify.


“I
know, Kama, and I don’t blame you. Stuff happens and a lot has been happening
to you.  I get that.  Look, it hasn’t been all bad.  I think your leaving me
gave me the push I needed to really come out from under my dad’s wing.  As hard
as these past days have been, I’ve learned a lot about myself; what I’m capable
of, what I want and who I want to be with.”


The
heat of his fingers bore through my skin, coursed through my veins and touched
my heart.  The love I’d always had for him bubbled up and the sense of comfort
I’d come to take for granted returned, filling me with emotions I couldn’t even
describe.


When
he leaned into me, I felt my body pull toward him.  I knew I loved Torrid and I
knew these past days had been concentrated on him, yet… The pull Liam now had
on me, lured me closer.


“You’ve
changed,” I suddenly said in a voice that had also changed.


“You
changed me.”  He cupped my cheeks, not with the boyish fingers that could
sometimes be clumsy and unsure, but with fingers that knew of love and desire. 
He gripped me and pulled me closer, kissing my lips with an intensity that left
me breathless.


I’d
never been so lost in a kiss.


“I
love you, Kama.  If there’s anything I learned these past days, it’s just how
much you mean to me.  This isn’t just the puppy love that we grew up with. 
It’s so much more than that.”  His fingers raked through my hair as he pulled
me in for another smoldering kiss.  It was blissful, sweet, powerful and I was
helpless to fight it.


When
he pulled back, I leaned into him, hungry for more.  


“I’ve
always known that I love you, and I’ve never doubted how much I desire you, but
I recently realized just how much I need you.  I need you, Kama, not just in my
life, not just as the woman I love, but I need you if we’re ever to rebuild
Arcadia like it deserved to be rebuilt.”


“What
about what I am?  I’m part djinn, Liam.  Can you really live with someone, run
Arcadia with someone who is part djinn?”


His
fingers ran down the back of my neck, rubbing the tender spot that always made
me sigh.  A smile came to his eyes, curled his lips and as he touched his nose
to mine, he let out a light and loving chuckle.  “I wouldn’t want it any other
way.”


Surprised
and taken aback by my own feelings, my brain went numb as I tried to juggle my
feelings for Torrid with these re-emerging emotions for Liam.  I pulled back
and pressed my head into the headrest.


“I
don’t want to push you, Kama.  I know these past days have been rough, but…” 
Biting his lip, he shook his head. “Though it killed me, I was ready to accept
your decision.  You're in love with another and I couldn’t imagine myself
standing in the way of your happiness. But…”  He looked pointedly at me, almost
stern.  “I trusted Torrid to take care of you, to be there for you.”


“Liam,
it’s not his fault.  He was captured.”


He
smashed the palm of his hand on the dashboard and I jumped.


“He
was supposed to protect you,” he shouted.  “Where was he when you were being
thrown to the dogs?”


“Liam. 
You're not being fair.”  I heard how feeble my argument was.  “You weren’t
there either.”


Glaring
at me, he drummed his fingers along the dash.  “That’s because I had entrusted
you to him.”


“You
can think what you want, but I refuse to blame Torrid for my misadventure.”


“Really?”
he said with a cock of his brow.  “Is that what you're calling it?  You were
just inches from being torn to shreds.”


I
stiffened and sat up straight.  “Regardless of what I’m calling it, I want to
put an end to this argument.  We have to move if we’re going to make it to the
headquarters.”


Liam
turned to the steering wheel, started the car and put it into drive.  “Right. 
Let’s go save your hapless new boyfriend,” he snarled.


He
took to the dark streets, strewn with debris, swerving left and right with less
care than he had earlier.  With his foot heavier on the pedal we finally
arrived at the headquarters.


The
moment he stopped the car, I pulled back the door handle, but Liam was quick to
reach out and stop me.


“You
can’t just go in there like that.”


I
glanced down at how I was dressed.  My tattered pants and a once white shirt
that was now grey.


“That’s
not what I mean.  For one thing my dad is probably here.”


“I’m
surprised he’s not barricaded himself in the governor’s mansion.”


“Well,
turns out it’s safer for him to be here.”


I
looked out at the large and imposing building.  Black and windowless, it seemed
like a bleak place to work in, never mind live.


“Anyway,
I’d rather not run into him.  The less I’m questioned the easier it’ll be.”  He
reached into the backseat and grabbed a few garments.  “You're going to have to
wear this.”


“What
is it?”


“A
Catcher’s uniform.”  


Without
thinking I pushed the garments off my lap and onto the car floor.  “What do you
want me to do with that?”


Amused,
he chuckled.  “I want you to wear it, silly.”  He reached down, gathered the
uniform and put it back in my lap.  You don’t want anyone to recognize you, do
you?”


With
disdainful fingers, I picked up the garment and looked at it.  “But this thing
is tiny.  I’ll never fit into it.”  Not that I wanted to.


“You’d
be surprised just how expandable it is.”


“Wow.
They really make you wear this thing?”


Again,
the air filled with the sound of his amused chuckle.  “Yeah, not exactly
fashionable, is it?”


Royal
blue, the shimmering uniform was made out of a fabric that was at once soft and
malleable, but super strong and resistant.  I stretched out the neckline and
was surprised by how much the fabric gave.


“Not
only will it help you remain unnoticed, but it’ll protect you.  Catching
Magical Ones can get nasty sometimes and you’d be amazed by how much torture
that suit can take.”


“Fine,
but where do you propose I squeeze into this thing.”


“I’m
afraid your only option is the backseat.”


“You're
kidding, right?”  I glanced over my shoulder at the cramped backseat.


“I
wish I were.  I can run into the building there and change while you do your
best to manage in here.”


“Great,”
I muttered as he opened the door.


Then
I thought of Torrid and knew I had to do whatever needed to be done.  Hopping
into the back seat, I shimmied out of my old pants and tore off my shirt.  As I
slipped into the Catcher’s uniform, I felt the strength of the fabric caress my
skin.


“Ready?”
Liam whispered.  He popped open the door and peered inside.


“Yeah,
but I feel ridiculous.”  Feeling more than just ridiculous, I stepped out of
the car.


Liam,
however, took my hand and twirled me around while his eyes appraised me. 
“Honey, you have nothing to feel ridiculous about.  You look hot.  I’ve never
seen the Catcher’s uniform look so good.”


I
glanced at him and had to admit he looked good too.  The royal blue that had
glistened to the point of looking tacky was now mat as it hugged his muscles. 
Flexible armor that was integrated into the uniform squared off his shoulders
and molded to his chest.


“You're
just like a warrior, Liam.  I’d never imagined you could be so…”


Laughing,
he echoed my sentiment.  “And I never thought I could find this uniform so
sexy.  Damn, it fits you like a second skin. How am I going to concentrate on
the task ahead? I always wanted you, Kama. I couldn’t keep my hands off you
when we were together, and when we made love, I swear I can never be with
anyone else, Kama. I’ll always still want you. To me, you are the sexiest
person alive.”


“How
‘bout if I follow behind you.  That way you won’t be distracted by my curves.” 
I couldn’t help but laugh as the words sounded and I was instantly brought back
to all the times we’d teased each other and laughed.


Eager
to find Torrid, I was reluctant to admit to myself just how enjoyable it was
being with Liam again.


He
popped open the trunk and pulled out a large weapon that looked like a machine
gun.  “You’ll need one of these.”


“Need
as in to protect myself, or just for show?”


“Hopefully
it’ll just be for show.”  He glanced at the building and took a deep breath. 
“Let’s go.”


As
I followed him into the building I felt dwarfed and unsure.  Surfaces shined
and gleamed; the black floors, the charcoal walls and even the dark blue
ceilings.


In
sharp contrast to the ancient and dusty walls of the Coliseum, everything here
spoke of the advances in architecture, building materials and techniques.  But
the smell of death, of unhappiness… of torture filled the air just as it had in
the Coliseum.


The
first corridors we passed were empty and bare.  Not a soul walked about and not
a sound was heard.  Not even the sound of our own footsteps, encased in the
cushioned footwear that accompanied the uniform, could be heard.


After
a few more steps, I realized I couldn’t hear my breathing, or the pounding of
my heart, though I felt it thundering like never before.


We
were in a vacuum and I could almost feel the air being sucked out of my lungs.


I
swallowed my fear and uncertainty, but felt the first few droplets of sweat
form on my forehead despite the slight chill in the air.


“Hold
yourself straight,” Liam ordered as we approached two large metal doors.  “Look
like you belong and don’t avert anyone’s gaze.  If anyone looks at you, you
look right back at them, nod and move on.”  He turned to look at me.  “You got
that?”


Pulling
myself together, I straightened my shoulders, looked him in the eye, my gaze
steady and strong, nodded and walked past him.


“Perfect,”
he said as he regained the lead and opened the door.


In
sharp contrast to the vast and static corridors, the room we entered was alive
with activity.  Catchers, dressed exactly as we were, milled about, some
leading in Magical Ones, others engrossed in heated conversations and others
still preparing to go out on the chase.


The
few Magical Ones that were being led about appeared lifeless.  Their eyes were
glued to the floor, their backs rounded and the shoulders slumped in
resignation.


As
disgusted as I was by the sight, I kept my shoulder straight and strong, look
in the eyes of every Catcher I passed and carried on.  Liam chatted with a few
in passing.  When he came to a Catcher who had caught not one but two Magical
Ones, a young mother and her child, Liam patted him on the back and told him
what a good job he’d done.


I
gulped down a ball of rage as I saw the Catcher shove the child along,
separating him from his mother.  Though I managed to control myself at first, I
lost it when the child began to wail.  I stopped walking and immediately felt
Liam’s hand at my back, pushing me along.


We
emerged from the busy room through another set of double doors and were once
again a dark but glistening corridor.


“Don’t
even think of doing anything about what you see here.  This isn’t the time.”


“But
that was a child.”


“I
know, Kama.  I know.  Believe me, it kills me to see what’s happening here, but
there’s nothing we can do to stop it.  Not yet.  Not now.”


Inhaling
a long deep breath, I took in his words and knew he was right.  Making a scene
now would serve absolutely no purpose.


“And
I’ll warn you, what you just saw is nothing.  Please control yourself as we go
on, because, I promise you; it’s not going to get any easier.”


“I’ll
control myself,” I promised.  “Thanks for the warning.”


After
another endless corridor we came to a small, narrow door that was almost
impossible to see. The same charcoal as the walls, there was no window, no
hinges and no doorknob.


I
only learned it was a door when Liam put his hand to it and it silently opened.


“Don’t
gasp.  Don’t be shocked.  Don’t panic.  And for heaven’s sake, don’t faint.” 
Liam calmly entered the huge room.


Despite
his warning, I couldn’t control the gasp that rose to my throat and the tears
that sprung to my eyes.  


The
ceiling of the large circular room rose several hundred feet above us. The
first twenty feet were lined with three rows of Magical Ones, harnessed into
place, unable to move, unable to escape.  Above them were endless rooms of
small bottles, each housing a Magical One.


“This
is impossible,” I whispered.


“If
only that were true.”


I
kept my gaze hard and unmoved as I scanned my surroundings, but inside I was
falling apart.  I wanted to gag, to throw up, to scream.


This
was the true workings of Arcadia.  This was where the created illusion of
perfection Pim Seer actually brought to light.  Before each Magical One was a
small bottle… the obvious threat of imprisonment a constant reminder of what
will happen if they don’t comply.


Several
Catchers stood on guard, watching the Magical Ones and ensuring they maintained
the illusion that was Arcadia.  Intent on their prisoners, no one paid
attention to us and we roamed free and undisturbed.


But
inside, I was disturbed beyond anything I could have imagined and in that
moment, I knew I belonged here.  I had to stay in Arcadia.  I had to team up
with Liam and rid Arcadia of all its ugly little secrets.


“They’re
all so miserable,” I muttered.  “What a bleak existence.”


“It’s
hard to swallow the fact that my father is behind all this.”


“Don’t
take it so hard, Liam.  I’m sure he had a lot of encouragement.  I mean, your
dad didn’t do this all on his own.  He had Sanz, remember?”


“Thanks
for trying to make me feel better, but I know what my father is.  It may have
taken a while for me to figure it out, but now that I know… well, I won’t let him continue with the illusion he created.  If Arcadia
is ever to be truly perfect, it will be so for everyone.”


“I
think it’s great what you want to do, Liam, but you do know the incredible
battle you have ahead of you.  I mean, between what’s going on here and what I
saw at the Coliseum, there’s a lot of ugliness in Arcadia and there are a lot
of people who seem happy to have it that way.”


“Was
it really that bad… the Coliseum?”


“You
know the monsters you conjure up as a kid, or the monsters that invade you
dreams at night?  None of that compares to what really happens in the
Coliseum.  And it’s not just what happens in the arena, the ultimate moment of torture
for those prisoners, but it’s also the inhuman conditions in which all those
prisoners are kept.  They’re just barely kept alive in order to put on a show
for all those…”  I gazed at the Catchers who continued to guard over the poor
miserable Magical Ones.


“I
didn’t know it was this bad on this end either.  I’d been told about a few
Magical Ones who’d been hired to maintain my father’s illusion, but I had no
idea these were the conditions they were kept in.”  Liam gazed up at the
bottled djinns.  “Especially them.”


“Between
the djinns here and the Arcadian citizens at the Coliseum, we sure have our
work cut out for us.”


Liam
turned to me, his eyes wise, almost cunning.  “If things were so tough at the
Coliseum and you found yourself at the mercy of those dogs, how did you manage
to get free?”


“Part
magic, part paternity.”


“Come
again.”


“I
concentrated on what I really desired, though I didn’t really realize at the
time what I was doing.  Well, what I really desired was to see the Coliseum
disappear and, for a while, it did.”


“You
did that?”


I
heard the surprise and admiration in his voice.


“Yeah,
but only for that little while, then the Coliseum and all its ugliness
reappeared, but it reappeared and began to crumble, really crumble.  The
ceiling cracked open and began to fall apart.”


“And?”


I
leaned in closer to him.  “And that’s when my father came in and swept me off
to safety,” I whispered.


His
eyes shifted nervously around the large room, as though he feared the mere
mention of my father would send the Catchers into a frenzy.


“We
better get moving before someone gets suspicious or realizes who you are,” he
said.


 


 
















 


Chapter 7


 


 


“How are we ever going to find Torrid among all
these djinns?  There are hundreds of bottles.”  I’d already noticed that he wasn’t
among the Magical Ones who were hard at work.


“I
don’t think they would have put him here with everyone else.  There’s a list on
the wall over there.  It’s meant to keep track of all the Magical Ones; the
ones who are bottled, the ones that are presently at work, and the ones on a
legitimate break.”


“They
get legitimate breaks?”


“Sanz
came to realize that if pushed for too long, the Magical Ones ended up losing
too much power, so he put them on a schedule; thirty six hours on then an hour
off.”


“How
generous,” I grunted.


“I’ll
go have a look at the list, see if I can’t find Torrid on there.”  With great
authority in his stride, he walked to the electronic pad on the wall and
scanned the list.”


“Can’t
you just punch in ‘Torrid’ and do a search?”


He
shook his head.  “If I do that, they’ll know I’m looking for Torrid.  It’s
better if I just do a visual scan.”


As
he scanned the list, I looked up at the wall filled with bottles.  Would they
really keep Torrid, a royal djinn, here among so many Magical Ones?


“Liam,”
I whispered.  “What if they’re not keeping Torrid here at all?  What if they
decided he’s too important to be kept with all the others?  What if they’re
keeping him somewhere else?”


Nodding
he continued to scan the list.  “That’s exactly the conclusion I’d just come
to.  He’s not on the list.  Not only is he not here, but they’ve not even
divulged that he’s in the building at all.”


“So
how do we go about finding him?”


“Let’s
get out of here.”  He led me out to the hall and stopped.  Scratching his head,
he looked at me.  “I’m afraid I don’t really know where to lead you from here. 
This building is huge and he could be anywhere.  For all I know they might be
keeping him in my father’s private office or they could have decided to chain
him up in the utility room down in the basement.”


Upset,
I tightened my jaw and turned away from him.


“I
don’t want you to think I’m deliberately misleading you.”


“No,”
I said, turning back to him.  “I know you're doing your best, Liam.”


Without
saying more, I started to walk down the hall.


“Kama?”
Liam followed behind me.  “Kama, where’re you going?”


“I
don’t know.  To find Torrid.”


“Where?”


“I
don’t know.  Somewhere… down this way.” I turned to the left as we arrived at
an intersection.


“Kama,
this hallway leads to the workers’ quarters... the Catchers’ quarters.”


I
stopped as we came to a door that opened onto a stairwell.  Up or down?  I
closed my eyes.  I could feel Torrid.  He was close and I wondered if he wasn’t
even calling out to me.  I didn’t perceive a distinct message, but I felt I was
getting closer.


“In
here.”  I pushed the door open and immediately headed for the steps that led up
to the next floor.  “He’s up here.”


“Kama,
wait.  You're randomly guessing.”


“No. 
I know what I’m doing.  I know he’s up here.”


We
emerged two floors higher and came upon a posh, elegant and distinguished
passage lined with thick oak doors, wall sconces and covered with plush
carpeting.


“Whoa,”
Liam muttered as he stepped up behind me.  “I’ve never been up here.”


“The
executive floor, I take it.”


At
the other end of the hall I spotted three Catchers standing guard. 


“And
where else would you keep someone as important as a djinn prince.”


Liam
looked at me and grinned.  “Guess your intuition was right.”


But
as I took a step toward our goal, he grabbed my arm and stopped me.  “Not so
fast.  What do you think you're going to do once you get there?  They’re three
of them and I have no doubt there’s another Catcher inside with Torrid.”


“I
thought I’d improvise.  Do you have a better idea?”


He
checked his watch.  “We’re about ten minutes before the change in shift.”


“We’ll
go in and replace two of them,” I finished.


“Walk
at my side and don’t lag behind.  Keep your focus strong, stay cool and don’t
forget that you're just one of them.  That said, let me do the talking.”


My
shoulders brushed against his as we walked side by side.  Knowing I was about
to find and save Torrid, I felt strong and sure, and it came through in my
stride.


“Hey,
Noj.  Long shift?” Liam said.  He nodded to the two other Catchers.


Intimidatingly
large, all three guarded the door in a rather lax and casual manner. 


“Not
bad.  Pretty quiet,” Noj said.  “You got clearance to come guard up here?”


“I
have the highest clearance I can get.  Pim Seer personally appointed me to this
task.”


“Sorry,
no offence.  It’s just that I was told Millen Conroy, Amite Lunerlang and Duron
Thegh was relieving us.”


“Duron
is on his way up, but Millen and Amite got caught up in some hassle down in the
ward.”


The
leaner Catcher shrugged.  “I don’t really care who relieves us, so long as we
can get out of here.  This is the dullest duty I’ve ever been assigned to.”


“And
what?” the last Catcher whined.  “I get stuck having to wait for Duron?”


Liam
walked past them to the door, turned around and effectively blocked the passage
with the breadth of his shoulders.  Tilting his head toward me, he said,
“Between the two of us, I think we’re more than capable of guarding the door. 
Duron will surely be here in a minute or two.”


“Sounds
good to me.”


They
walked away, eager to move on to something more exciting.


I
looked at Liam.  “I didn’t think it would be that easy.”


“Let’s
not celebrate too soon.  Like I said, there’s probably at least one other Catcher
in there, and chances are he won’t be so quick to let us take over.”


“Why
so pessimistic?  This was a breeze.  These guys are bored out of their mind and
are more than willing to let us take over.”


“That
might be the case for those assigned to guard the door.  The guys that are
assigned to personally, face to face, guard a djinn aren’t the kind of guys you
mess with.”  His hand on the doorknob, he looked at me.  “Again, let me do the
talking.”


He
opened the door and peered inside.  Pale and wide-eyed, he shut the door and
leaned back into it.


“What? 
What’s in there?”


He
closed his eyes and groaned while beads of sweat poured down his forehead. 
“It’s Zanlord.”


“What’s
Zanlord?”


“It’s
not a what.  It’s a who.  He’s only the biggest and most powerful Catcher I’ve
ever come across.  He hates djinns with a passion.  When he’s down in the ward
he makes every Magical One sweat with fear.  He pushes them well past their
breaking point and last week, three died under his watch.”


I
swallowed the ball of fear that quickly grew and tried to control the flow of
tears that threatened to break my composure.  Torrid was in there with this
djinn hating monster.


“Don’t
worry, Kama.  Torrid is valuable property.  No matter how much Zanlord hates
djinns, he knows how to follow orders, and I have no doubt he was ordered to
keep a close watch on Torrid all while ensuring his safety.”


“Okay,
that’s a bit of a relief.  Then again, what are the chances we succeed in
subduing this Catcher?”


“You
mentioned earlier that you were able to conjure up magic.”


I
nodded.


“How
fined tuned are these magical powers of yours?”


“I’m
afraid it’s still a little hit and miss.”


“Do
the best you can, and remember, we only have a few minutes.”  He took in a
long, deep breath, hardened his gaze and opened the door.   


We
entered the large office and I had to swallow the gasp of heartache that
grabbed me when I saw Torrid.  Housed in a large bottle, he sat, his legs
crossed in front of him as he tugged at the leather band on his wrist.


I
knew how difficult captivity was for him and it made me want to free him even
more.


“What
business do you have in here?” Zanlord said.


“Sorry
to bother you, but my father sent me.  He wants me to bring him an update on
his prized prisoner.”


“Tell
him he’s fine.”


“Mind
if I take a look for myself.”


Zanlord
gestured toward the bottle.  “Look all you want.  He’s right there.”


Torrid
looked up.  With the eyes of a caged panther he stood and pounded his fist on
the glass that encased him.  


Before
he could call out my name, or give any indication he knew me, I shot him a
harsh glare and he calmed down.


“He
looks cramped,” Liam said.


“That’s
the biggest bottle we have.  You know how djinns are usually kept.  He’s lucky
to have the luxury of so much room.”


“If
you don’t mind I’d like to examine him.”


“Afraid
that’s impossible.”


“I
have my father’s order… Pim Seer, Governor of Arcadia.”


“I’m
well aware who your father is, Liam.  I have strict orders; I’m not to let that
djinn prince out of the bottle, and that’s that.”


I
felt the tension rise in the large room.  We were getting nowhere trying to
charm Torrid free and I knew we’d have to battle for his freedom.


Liam
gazed at me.  With only the blink of his eyes, he warned me of what was to
come.


Zanlord
looked quizzically at Liam then turned his gaze to me.  After a befuddled
moment his eyes narrowed and I knew he’d recognized me.


Before
he could act on that recognition, Liam jumped him, smacking his elbow up under
the large Catcher’s jaw.  Zanlord grabbed his throat as his mind tried to
register what had just happened.  I know I only had a few seconds before he
attacked Liam.  If ever my magical powers were to be of help, it would have to
be now.


But
what?  What magical trick could I conjure that would help us win this fight.


“Bind
his feet,” Liam called out.


I
immediately shut my eyes and envisioned a thick rope that wrapped around
Zanlord’s ankles.  Opening my eyes, I was pleased to see the very same thick
rope I’d imagined around his ankles.  Without waiting for another order from
Liam, I conjured up a rope to bind his hands.


This
time my magic missed the mark and the rope simply fell over his shoulder, limp
and useless.  It was just enough to give him time to lash out at Liam.  With a
fist hard and heavy like a sledgehammer, he swung at Liam’s head.


With
a quick blink I put up a temporary shield in front of Liam.  Zanlord slammed
his fist into the shield and even from where I stood, I could hear his bones
shatter.


Letting
out a roar of anger, he turned his murderous glare to me.  “You!  A djinn?  All
I need is a good excuse to crush one of you lousy creatures.” With his ankles
still bound together, he hopped forward and reached out to me with his good
hand, his fingers extended as he aimed at my neck.


Startled,
I stepped back and missed my chance to put up a protective shield, but Liam
intercepted him and though he wasn’t able to cause any damage to the mammoth Catcher,
he did manage to keep him from getting his hands on me.


With
Zanlord once again distracted by Liam, I conjured a strong wire cable to bind
his wrists.  I watched the struggle between the strong young warrior and the
oversized Catcher, my conjured cable snaking around him as it tried to get a
hold of one wrist.


Letting
out a snarl of surprise and aggravation, Zanlord fought against the cable as it
finally got a good hold of one wrist and quickly reached out for the other
wrist.


He
was sufficiently subdued and I took advantage of the situation.  I rushed to
the large bottle in the corner and pulled off the cork.  In a plume of violet
fog, Torrid rushed out and materialized in front of me.


Thrilled,
ecstatic and beyond relieved, I smiled at him and threw my arms around his
neck.  “I thought I might never see you again,” I whispered into his ear.


Hearing
a grunt from Liam we both turned to see him struggle against Zanlord.  I gave the
big lout a mental push back and he fell into the corner.


“We
don’t have much time left before his replacement arrives,” Liam warned.


“I’m
still bound by this leather band.”  Torrid held the band away from his wrist
and tried to pull it off.


Liam
whipped out a small jackknife, flicked the blade under the band and rid Torrid
of his confinement.


“Have
you guys been to the ward?”


Liam
and I nodded.


“We
have to do something.”


I
smiled. “I was thinking the same exact thing.”


A
tight grimace quickly flashed across Liam’s face, but he shot his disapproval
aside and nodded.  “Fine.  Let’s hurry and get as many of them free as we can
before all hell breaks loose.”


Liam
opened the door to the office and peered down the hall.  “Okay, Gorge is coming
to replace Zanlord.  He just stepped off the elevator.  We’ll hurry toward the
right and head down the stairs.”


“You
guys are aware that the moment that replacement sees Zanlord tied and bound,
and sees that I’m no longer in the bottle every alarm bell in this facility would
go off,” Torrid said.


“Unfortunately,
yes.  I’m well aware of that,” Liam said with a hint of annoyance.


“We
have to hurry,” I threw in.


“Walk
out in front of me,” Liam ordered Torrid.  “I’ll step in behind you and block
Gorge’s view.”


Torrid
stepped out with Liam and I close in behind him.  The temptation to look back
was hard to fight, but it was important we all walk calmly, slowly as though
nothing was going on.


But
when we reached the door to the stairwell, Liam stopped.  “Kama, you head down
with Torrid.  Few take the stairs so chances are slim you’ll run into someone,
but once on the ward floor your chances of being seen are greater.”  He turned
to Torrid.  “Keep your head down, don’t make eye contact and hold your hands
behind your back.”


“Liam,
why are you telling us all this.  Where are you…?”


“Listen
to me, Kama.  Just strolling into the ward with a large djinn is not going to
pass unnoticed.  You have to be convincing.  You have to show other Catchers
that this is your prize; that you're bringing in a new Magical One.  You also
have to pray no one will recognize him as the Prince.  Hold onto his arm and
guide him into the ward, even push him around if you have to.  Other Catchers
won’t pay any attention to you if they see you're just doing your job.”


“Once
inside, what do I do?  Where do I go?”


“As
you enter the ward you’ll see stairs that go up to the first landing of bottled
djinns.  Go up, always keeping Torrid in front of you. When you reach the
landing take a left and follow the row of empty bottles until you reach the
ones that are occupied.  This is where you’ll be expected to bottle Torrid,
but…”


“We’ll
start cracking those bottles open instead,” Torrid finished.


“And
what will you be doing?”  I glanced down the hall to see Gorge approach the
door where Zanlord was bound.


“I’m
going to see what I can do to stall Gorge for a few minutes.  At least give you
guys a chance to make it down there.”  He gave my shoulder a gentle yet firm
push.  “Hurry!  Go!”


He
turned and called out to Gorge in a very relaxed and matter of fact tone. 
“Hey, I was wondering when you’d arrived.  Can you imagine I had to get stuck
keeping watch with a girl who has to go to the bathroom every two minutes.”


The
last thing I heard as I led Torrid down the steps was Gorge’s derisive
chuckle.  Liam’s attempt to stall him and keep him from finding out what had
happened inside that office seemed to be working.


I
followed Liam’s order to a tee and took a firm hold of Torrid as I led him to
the ward, while Torrid did a wonderful job of playing the down and out Magical
One who’d just been caught.  He hung his head low, and slumped his shoulders
down in despair while shuffling his feet.


Inside
the ward the Catchers reacted exactly as Liam had predicted.  They saw me as
just another Catcher who’d arrived with the spoils for the day. Our feet
clanged loudly on the metal steps as we made our way up to the first landing,
but no one paid any attention.


“This
is almost too easy,” Torrid said.


I
heard the concern in his voice.  It echoed my own concerns.


The
row of empty bottles seemed endless and I wondered if we’d make it to the first
occupied ones before the alarm went off.


Just
as I began to see color and movement in the distant bottles, just as we were
about to arrive at the first occupied bottles a hush fell over the ward.  A
chill ran up my spine.  I knew something had happened.


Ignoring
the sensation, I kept my head high, pushed Torrid along and prayed we’d make
it.


“…who
is…?”


“Don’t
recognize… looks like… could be…”


“…
know what the Prince looks like…?”


“Can’t
be… special housing.  He doesn’t belong here.”


The
murmur of speculation and questions sent a shot of adrenaline rushing through
my body.  We were about to be found out.


“Don’t
panic,” Torrid whispered.  “We’re almost there.”


“I’m
sure it’s him,” the murmur continued.


“Hey!”
a firm voice shot up.  “Hey, you!  Up there.”


Our
steps continued to clang down the metal landing as we ignored the calling.


“Hey! 
Who do you have there with you?”


The
occupied bottles were almost within reach.  Just a few more steps…


“Answer
or…”


While
Torrid stood behind me blocking the view, I reached for the first occupied
bottle, shook the djinn awake and set him free.  In quick succession I awoke
and released another and another.  I was able set five djinns free before the Catchers
below became fully aware what was really happening.


“Go
after them,” one called out.


“Break
as many bottles as you can,” Torrid ordered as he reached out, grabbing two
bottles at a time and cracking them open off the side of the metal shelf.


Confused
and bewildered the newly freed djinns just stood there staring, unsure what to
do; what they could do.  Many were groggy from long hours of sleep and
inactivity.


Only
when the first Catchers arrived on the landing did they finally come alive.


“Fight
for your freedom,” Torrid shouted.


The
narrow landing allowed for only two Catchers side by side, making it a little
easier to fend off, but they kept coming and kept coming.


Torrid
sent a few of them flying down to the main floor and others, seeing the
futility in fight jumped down on their own.  The djinns stopped all of the Catchers
who tried in vain to rebottle them.


It
was only when a whole army of Catchers and guards made their way to the second
landing and started attacking us from above, did we falter.


Several
djinns were caught and bottled.


A
loud blaring siren cut through the battle, startling both djinns and Catchers.


“Code
black!” A robotic voice called over the loudspeakers.  “Code black.  All
soldiers to the ward floor.  All soldiers to the ward floor.”


The
loudspeakers crackled and popped, went dead then fizzed again as a live voice
sounded.  “Catchers, be on the lookout for our most prized captive.  I repeat,
be on the lookout for the Prince.  Above all, he must be caught.”


Every
Catcher released the djinn he had in hand and turned his attention to Torrid.


“I
knew it was him.”  It was Noj.  He looked at me and narrowed his venom filled
eyes.  “I knew there was something about you.”


He
reached out for my wrist.   “You're no Catcher.”  He turned to the band of Catchers
around him.  “This is an imposter.”


 
















 


Chapter 8


 


 


The moment Noj touched me; Torrid flew off the
handle and attacked him.  The surprise attack threw Noj back, but he kept his
hold of my wrist, bringing me crashing to the floor with him.


My
head hit the metal landing with a resounding clang and all the sounds around me
suddenly were muffled and distant.


Still
grasping my wrist, Noj fought Torrid off.  He yanked me up, adding to the
already dizzying effect of the blow I’d taken.


“We’ve
worked too hard and gone through too much to let you go now,” Noj said. “The
governor of Arcadia is counting on you.”


“You
mean he needs me.  He wants to keep me as a bargaining chip.”  


Noj,
his movements practiced and agile, pulled out a leather band and whipped it at
Torrid’s wrist.


His
eyes narrowed with amusement, almost mischief, Torrid kept his gaze fizzed to
Noj’s face as he flicked back his wrist, avoiding the leather band.  “I’m not
going to let myself get caught aghhh…”


The
last word didn’t have time to make it out of his mouth.  Three Catcher’s jumped
on his back and tackled him to the floor while Noj watched on with glee.


Before
long dozens of djinns and hundreds of Catchers filled the ward floor, each side
battling for their idea of freedom.


Through
the swirling buzz that still made my head ache, I found the strength and
presence of mind to wring my wrist free of Noj’s grasp.


A
loud clang from the floor caught my attention and that of many Catchers.


“Bring
me the head of that damned djinn,” Zanlord bellowed with fury as he pushed the
heavy doors of the ward open.


I
turned to Torrid.  “We have to get you out of here.  At this rate they’ll kill
you.”


His
bellow only added fuel to Torrid’s fight.  With sudden herculean strength, he flung
off the Catchers on his back then turned his fury on Noj.


The
aching in my head faded just enough to allow me to do my part in the battle.  I
took the lead of a nearby djinn and bottled a Catcher.  The reduced Catcher
shouted his displeasure, but it didn’t keep me from bottling another and
another.


Soon
the Catchers were outnumbered and the few who remained, chose to abandon ship. 
They ran for cover, pushed through secret escape doors while djinns and Magical
Ones took over.


But
one Catcher stayed put, determined to get the prized djinn.


Zanlord
pounded his way up the steps that led to the landing.  “You should have stayed
where you were safe and sound, Prince.  Out here anything can happen.  Out here
accidents happen when Catchers get a little overzealous.”


He
pulled out a large leather whip, the tip equipped with the leather band meant
especially for Torrid’s wrist.  “Safe inside the confines of that office, I was
responsible for your safety, but out here…” He snapped the butt end of the whip
into his open palm.  “Out here I can’t be held responsible for what happens to
you.”


With
a quick flick of his wrist, he snapped the tip of the whip to Torrid’s wrist. 
For a moment I thought Torrid was caught as the leather band wrapped three
quarters of the way around his wrist, but he dodged the band.


Seething
with hatred and resentment, Zanlord flicked the whip repeatedly, each time
stepping closer.


“Run
while you can, Kama,” Torrid ordered as the oversized Catcher came closer.


“No,
Torrid.  I’m staying with you.”  More confident than ever in my magical powers,
I turned Zanlord’s whip and leather band on himself.  His eyes wide with shock
he looked at his wrist, while his jaw dropped with disbelief.


“This
fight is over,” I said.  I grabbed one of the smaller bottles, rushed to
Zanlord and bottled him before he could even see me coming.
















 


Chapter 9


 


 


We didn’t have time to rejoice.  


 


Part
of the battle was won and without Zanlord to lead them, many of the Rogue
djinns ran around aimlessly, fighting off Magical Ones in an offhand manner.


“Continue
to free as many djinns as you can,” Torrid said. “It won’t be long before more
reinforcements come in to try to stop us.”


But
before I could free even one djinn, a strange and foreboding silence fell over
the ward.  I wanted to believe it was the fall of Zanlord that was responsible
for the sudden hush, but as I looked into the startled eyes of the freed djinns
around me, I knew that our luck was about to run out.


I
turned, my eyes wide with surprise as I looked into the equally surprised eyes
of Dr. Sanz.  An army of hundreds stood at attention behind him.


“I
guess these are the reinforcements you were dreading,” I murmured in disbelief.


“Well,
well, darling,” Dr. Sanz called out.  His voice echoed into the furthest corner
of the ward, bringing chills to every djinn and hope to the Rogue Magical Ones.


I
tasted the bitter bile that rose to the back of my throat; fear mingled with
hatred.


“Is
this the infamous Dr. Sanz I’ve heard so much about?” Torrid asked.


“The
very same.”  I cocked my head prettily to Dr. Sanz and pulled out the most
confident and self-assured voice I could.  “Are you surprised to see me, Dr.
Sanz?”


He
cleared his throat and blinked repeatedly then straightened up.  “I’ll admit I
didn’t expect to see you here in the ward.”


“I
imagine you didn’t expect to see me anywhere.  I’ll make an admission of my
own; I nearly didn’t survive the fate you’d reserved for me, but…”  I smiled an
angelic, feminine yet devilishly pleased smile.  “I guess I’m made of stronger
stuff than you thought.”


Sanz
grinned while his eyes retained their evil intent.  “We’ll see about that.” 
With a quick flick of his wrist, he pulled out a small riding crop loaded with
several leather bands on the end.  He slapped the leather bands into his palm. 
“I’ll just have to go up there and we’ll see about this strong stuff you're
made of.”


Though
my insides jumped at the smooth but clear threat, I refused to show the
slightest amount of fear.


“I’m
right beside you,” Torrid reminded me.


“How
big of you, your majesty,” Sanz spat, the royal title sharp and biting on his
tongue.  “You're a real prince, saving your lovely damsel in distress.”  His
short legs took tiny but quick steps to the stairs, but before he climbed up,
he sent a small army of Rogue Magical Ones up ahead of him.


When
he reached the landing and faced us, Torrid greeted him with a derisive
chuckle.


“Somehow
I always imagined you’d be a tall and worthy adversary, but you're just a puny
little man with a big mouth.  It’s no wonder you’d come up here and prepare to
fight a mere girl like Kama with an entire army of yes men.”


Sanz’s
eyes flared with indignation. He shot his hand into the air.  “Halt!”


His
little band of followers stopped and turned to him.


Sanz
pushed through his army and came to stand a few yards away from Torrid.  With
his chin jutted out and his eyes narrow, he tried to stand as tall as he could.


“I’m
impressed,” Torrid said.


Frowning,
I turned to him.  “What?  Impressed.  Torrid he’s…”


“I
know very well who and what he is,” Torrid said.  His eyes darkened with
murderous rage; controlled and subtle, but there all the same.  “For such a
diminutive man, he’s managed to rake up a rather impressive reputation.  He is
the biggest traitor the world of djinns has ever known.  Not only did he turn
and side with the man who would chase, trap and enslave every djinn he could
get his hands on, but he was instrumental in creating all this.”  He swept his
hands around him and looked at the row upon row of bottled djinns.


“You
give me far too much credit.  I simply chose the winning side, dear Torrid. 
Your father has misguided you, letting you and your brother believe that a
perfect world can be had if you're good, pure and obedient.  The world is full
of danger and the best defense against such danger is a good plan, a strong
army and the accumulation of as much magic as can possibly be brought
together.”


“This
is nothing less than a slave encampment and you know it.”


“This
is the epitome of a perfectly well tuned machine.”  Dr. Sanz looked at me and
winked.  “Did you not grow up in an idyllic neighborhood, Kama?  Was your life
not perfection?  My only aim as I created this perfect world, was this Arcadia
in which everyone was happy, everyone had their dreams come true.”


“Really?”
I challenged.  “And what was the Coliseum supposed to be?”


“You're
too young to understand the importance of the Coliseum.”


“Try
me.”


With
speed that didn’t match his short stature, he stepped up close to me and
flicked his riding crop, the leather bands on the end just missing my wrist.


Torrid
jumped between us and quickly took up battle with the small doctor.  Forgoing
any magic tricks, he simply grabbed the riding crop out of Dr. Sanz’s hand and
threw it down to the ward floor.  


“I
may be small in stature, Torrid, but don’t estimate the power that surrounds
me,” Sanz warned.


Torrid
gave him a short, sharp push.  “I’ll avenge every day spent in this hell hole
by every djinn.  I’ll not leave here until every last one of them is freed and
your power to recapture them is extinguished.”


“What
noble ambitions, Torrid, but truly, what can you, a sole and solitary djinn, as
royal as you may be, do against the power of my Magical Ones.  Their magic has
been honed, and they’ve learned how to counter the magic of any and every
enemy, something you apparently neglected to show Kama here.”


I
saw the instant flash of guilt that came to Torrid’s eyes.  “Don’t listen to
him, Torrid.  He doesn’t know what he’s talking about.  You taught me as much
as you could in the time we had together.”


The
lack of conviction remained in his eyes, but he kept his focus on Sanz. 
“Perhaps I could have spent a little more time showing her the evil that lived
within certain Rogue Magical Ones…”


“Then
again,” Sanz said with a wry chuckle.  “Even you, a trained and experienced
warrior, turned out to be helpless against the poor and weak Magical One I sent
to capture you.”


“Ah,
yes… the prisoner who… requested my aid.  Yes.  Well played, Sanz.  You played
on my desire to save those prisoners.”  Torrid glanced back at me, his eyes
filled with regret and more guilt.


“A
gamble that paid off.”  Dr. Sanz turned to me.  “Well, almost.”


Without
further warning, Sanz clapped his hands and the army of Rogue Magical Ones
behind him jumped to action.


Five
took to Torrid while three came to me.  We fought as one and within twenty
seconds four had been bottled and one had been flung over the ramp to the ward
floor below.


More
Magical Ones followed, though with fear and reluctance.  Their reluctance led
to halfhearted attacks that were quickly and easily thwart by Torrid alone.


He
was magnificent to watch and a quick glance at Dr. Sanz told me he agreed,
though his admiration was coupled with great fear.  Wide eyed and mouth gaping,
he tallied the number of fallen soldiers and realized he was soon to be the
next to fall victim to Torrid’s wrath.


Just
as Torrid turned his attention to the small doctor, Sanz unleashed a powerful
whirlwind of glittering gold dust that looked more mystically magical than
deadly weaponry.  The gold dust spun in a cyclone that got tighter and faster
and while it was mesmerizing in its shimmering beauty, as the cyclone got
closer I realized the gold dust was actually tiny shards of sharp glass.


The
few Rogue Magical Ones that remained became victim of their own leader’s fury
as the gold dust cut them to shreds.


Fear
choked me as the cyclone got closer and closer to Torrid, but he stood his
ground, unmoved by the turn of magic Dr. Sanz pulled out.  Strong, solid and
unwavering, Torrid waited until the cyclone was within inches of him.  


Awed
and a little bit concerned, I watched him as he puckered his lips.  “What is he
doing?” I muttered.


The
answer came quickly enough.  With little more effort than a child puts into
blowing bubbles through a hoop, Torrid blew and the cyclone of shards broke
apart and the glass fell harmlessly to the floor.  The tinkling of sprinkling
glass chimed with mocking harmony as Dr. Sanz stood and stared.


“I’m
disappointed,” Torrid said.  “I thought you’d have more to offer than that.”


“How
‘bout this then?” Sanz snapped his fingers high in the air and the large space
of the ward went pitch black.


My
heart pounded.  Would Torrid respond quickly enough, before Sanz followed up
his darkness with a more murderous trick, or should I intervened?  I tried to
find what magic I could use to counter Dr. Sanz’s darkness, or at least stop
whatever trick he intended next.


Once
again, Torrid surprised me with his magic.  The tiny glass particles that had
fallen harmlessly to the floor now floated up into the air, each tiny shard
lighting the room like a brilliant star.


The
room came alive with light, but more importantly with hope.


A
star reflected in Dr. Sanz’s eyes and I saw the defeated little old man he was
quickly becoming.  With one last glimmer of determination, he put up a
protective wall of fire, but Torrid only laughed at his feeble attempt.


Sanz
turned to run, but stumbled over his own fallen army.


“Really,
Sanz?  Running from a battle?” Torrid said.  “The all powerful, all knowing,
all magical Dr. Sanz is running away from a young prince such as myself… and
like a frightened little child at that.”


Dr.
Sanz scrambled to his feet only to stumble over again.  Fear seemed to be
taking its toll on his common sense.  Determination had left his eyes and had
left only a strong desire to survive.  He finally managed to get upright, and
before Torrid could reach out for him, Dr. Sanz jumped over the rail and down
to the ward floor.


Torrid
and I ran to the rail, certain we’d find Dr. Sanz crying in pain over a broken
leg, or even worst, out cold, but the small doctor landed on his feet and ran
for the door that led directly outside.


“Don’t
worry,” Torrid said.  “I’ll find him soon enough.  His magical powers have
weakened already.  If not, one thing is certain, his confidence has taken a hit
and he might think again before attacking once more.”


Seconds
after Dr. Sanz’s exit, Liam entered and his gaze instantly came up to the
landing to find me standing with Torrid.  His eyes were hard and I could see
he’d had a battle of his own to wage.  It had been hard on him.  He had a gash
over his right eye and blood oozed from a wound he’d sustained on his forearm.


The
glowing shards of glass that continued to float around us glowed brighter and
brighter.


“Congratulations,
Torrid,” Liam called up.


Even
at such a distance, I could see how the words were difficult for Liam to spit
out.


“I
heard of your great and easy victory over Dr. Sanz.  Freed djinns are running
everywhere, rejoicing, celebrating and, above all, they’re calling you a hero.”
















Chapter 10


 


 


Standing between two such strong and powerful
young men, I couldn’t help but be proud.  Torrid had shown himself to be the
fierce and worthy warrior I knew he was, and Liam showed all the signs of a
great leader people wanted to follow.


But
through all that strength and power, I saw the pain in both their eyes; pain
that had nothing to do with the battles they’d just fought.


Happy
to see Liam and eager to show him how proud I was, I hurried down to the ward
floor and gave him a hug.  “I thought you’d join us sooner.  I was worried when
Zanlord showed up.  What happened?”


“Yeah,
fighting off the guards that came in for their shifts wasn’t as easy as I would
have liked.”  He held up a strange looking weapon.  Part machine gun and part
flame thrower, it looked heavy and deadly.  “I see you managed to free a good
number of djinns.  Good work.”


Torrid
came up behind me and I felt the growing tension between them.  Liam glanced at
Torrid and the accusatory question was clear in his eyes.  Had Torrid protected
me adequately?


“Kama
is quickly becoming a great fighter,” Torrid said.  “Between the two of us we
put a sizable dent in Sanz’s army.”


“Torrid
even had Sanz running off like a little girl,” I said with a proud grin.


Liam
was far from impressed.  “Don’t be too quick to count Dr. Sanz out of this. 
He’s not about to let Arcadia fall into the hands of a djinn… royal or
otherwise.  He’s worked far too hard to give it all up now.”


“How
is it that a djinn can fall so far?  Isn’t he a djinn like you, Torrid?”  I
asked.


“He
comes from an old and well respected family.  No one would have ever thought
someone from such a privileged background could turn so ugly… could turn
against his own.  Can you believe we were once governed and advised by him and
his family?”  


“It
is hard to believe.  I don’t get it,” I said.  “How did he go from being so
revered and respected by all djinns, to enslaving and imprisoning them?”


“He
fell out of favor.  A few bad decisions, I guess.  I was young when he was a
royal advisor, but I remember how angry my father became with him on more than
one occasion.  Things were changing; the world around us was changing, but his
ideas weren’t. He was inflexible and wanted to keep to a strange and strict
hand over djinns.  When confronted, he went into a tantrum.  Instead of taking
the criticism well and working to better himself and his aging ideas, he
stormed off and found a way to get full revenge.”


“And
that vengeful streak isn’t about to die,” Liam said.  “Which way did he go?”


Torrid
and I pointed to the door we’d seen Dr. Sanz leave through.


“He
might have run away like a little girl, but he didn’t abandon ship… not yet. 
Better get as many djinns freed as you can before he comes back.  I have a
feeling we’re going to have a hell of a battle on our hands.”


Listening
to Liam, hearing the authority in his voice, the assuredness of his words and
the wisdom of his advice, I was swept up in a wave of pride.  While so many
would have cracked under such pressure, he flourished and thrived.


“That
means you’ll stay and battle with us?” Torrid asked.


A
flash of restrained anger came to Liam’s eyes.  “Of course, I’ll stay and
battle.  This is my battle as well.  And I’m not about to leave Kama at risk
again.”


For
a long moment they waged a silent war of reprimanding, accusatory, defensive
and guilty gazes.  Their stare down was broken by a quick flash of light and
the subsequent blow out of all the stars Torrid had kept lit.  They were
quickly replaced by a stream of sizzling lights that glowed with an ominous red
tinge.  The moment they touched any metal surface, a spark flew, but when they
fell on any wood surface, fire broke out.


“That
would be him.” Liam raised his weapon.  “Hurry.  Gather as many Magical Ones as
you can.  He won’t be alone and he’ll surely have a surprising arsenal of
deadly weapons.”


Though
many of the Magical Ones had run off to celebrate their new found freedom, many
had stayed behind to help liberate other Magical Ones.  We turned to find an
army ready to do battle.


“We’ll
do anything to stop Dr. Sanz,” an older Magical One said.  “I’ve been here long
enough and I’ve seen the misery that man can bring; the misery he enjoys
bringing.”


“Thank
you,” Liam said, putting his hand to the older man’s shoulder.  “We’ll need
you; all of you.”


“Many
of us are weak and exhausted, and our fighting ability might be limited, but
together…”


“I’m
sure you’ll all do well.  Stay together if you need to, but fight.”


The
large gathering of Magical Ones broke apart into smaller groups and fought the
growing number of fires, but still there was no visible sign of Dr. Sanz.


“What
game is he playing?” I asked.


“He
wants to get us on edge; make us anxious, nervous… so nervous we’ll make stupid
mistakes.  Stay relaxed and don’t sweat it.  We have a large and powerful
army.  These Magical Ones may be a bit tired and weak, but they have a great
desire to make things right, and ridding the world of Dr. Sanz is the first
step.”


“But
my desire to rid the world of the djinn royal family is even stronger.”  The
booming voice seemed to come from everywhere.


“Show
yourself, Sanz,” Torrid demanded.  “At least have the courage to step forward. 
You don’t want your entire army to realize what a coward you truly are.  They
all know you're nothing without them.  And they all know that they are now on
the losing side.”


A
low rumbling snicker shook the walls then everything fell silent.


It
seemed an eternity passed as we waited.  I held my breath, waiting for the
attack, while having no idea what to expect.  Just when I had hope that Dr.
Sanz had backed down, a swarm of Rogue Magical Ones entered the ward.  The
battle had begun.


 


But
we were prepared.


The
hundreds of djinns we’d liberated fought valiantly and effectively, reducing
Dr. Sanz’s army to only a few dozen Rogue Magical Ones.  


I
did my part, fighting off Rogue Magical Ones and bottling the ones I could get
close enough to, but I noticed something peculiar in their manner of fighting. 
Many lacked fire and fight.  They battled halfheartedly.


When
I pinned one to the wall, I saw something in his eyes I had not expected;
understanding, perhaps even regret.


“I
never wanted it to be like this,” the Rogue djinn said.


It’s
a trick, I told myself.  These are lying, conniving and manipulative beasts,
and they’re not to be trusted, but…


“Some
may have turned Rogue of their own volition, but many were blackmailed,
trapped, tricked.”


It
explained the lackluster fight.


“If
that’s true, this is the time to prove it.  Turn Dr. Sanz’s army against him.”


“It’s
not that easy.”


“Try,”
I said, holding a bottle up to the Magical One’s nose.


He
glanced down into the tiny confines of the bottle then looked around at the
army around him.  One by one, he silently eyed the Magical Ones, communicating
to them to turn against Sanz. The ones who truly were forced to fight for Sanz
as a Rogue, turned and began fighting the Sanz’s loyal Rogues, quickly subduing
them with the surprise attack. 


 


Soon,
it was a simple matter of a show down of magical powers and abilities between
Dr. Sanz and Torrid.


Dr.
Sanz made a brilliant show of magical powers as he threw balls of fire and shot
rays of lighting, but for all the show of magic, his efforts were futile when
it came to the battle.


Torrid
cornered him.  “Your time is up, Sanz.  Your army has turned against you and
the few who didn’t have been bottled up.  You're on your own now.”  Torrid
reach up to the shelf above and grabbed a bottle.


Was
the battle finally over?


 
















 


 


Chapter 11


 


 


 


Dr. Sanz displayed his final trick.  With a
grin and a wink he melted and spilled into a pool of silver liquid.  Before
Torrid could even scoop up a few drops, the liquid silver ran into a drain and
disappeared.


Torrid
narrowed his eyes and stared down the drain.  For a fearful moment I thought
he’d go in after him, but a Magical One jumped on his back.  Torrid fought him
off easily enough, but the chance to go and follow Dr. Sanz had passed.


“Don’t
worry about him,” Liam said.  There’ll be plenty of time to catch him.  There
aren’t too many places he can easily hide in at this point.”


“You
said yourself… we can’t underestimate him.”  Torrid glanced down the drain. 
“He’s probably rallying new Rogue Magical Ones as we speak.”


“I
said don’t worry.  For now we have to take care of the Magical Ones we’ve got. 
Let’s get our things in order and we’ll go after Sanz.”


Sensing
the growing tension, I looked at Torrid.  Despite his obvious displeasure, he
said nothing.


Liam
turned to the newly freed djinns.  “We’ll need your help… all of you.  I refuse
to imprison these Magical Ones the same way Dr. Sanz imprisoned you.”


The
room rumbled with displeasure and confusion.


“I’ve
been cramped up in a bottle for twelve years,” a djinn called out


“And
I’ve worked to exhaustion and back for twice as long,” another said.  “Are you
asking us to treat these guys any better than that?”


“That’s
exactly what I’m saying.”


The
many djinns that had barely had time to celebrate their newfound freedom now
looked at Liam with doubt.


“I
understand your anger.  You’re all still hurting, still wounded and angry.  I
understand it’s a lot to ask you to find a place in your heart to be more
humane to these prisoners than they were to you.”


Dozens
of heads nodded accompanied by a murmur of agreement.


“But
if we want change, real change, we have to take that first step to make that
change happen.  As much as you may loathe them, and I’ll admit I share your
sentiment, I want you all to treat them as you would have wanted to be
treated.”


“That’s
a tall order,” Torrid said.


“I
know,” Liam said.  “I also know that it’s within the realm of possibility.  All
that’s needed is the desire to change the world of Arcadia.  It all starts
here.”  He raised his hands to the masses.  “Are you with me?”


For
a moment the tension grew.  The dream sounded so good, but many djinns seemed
unconvinced.  They looked at the bottles they’d come from, the chains of Dr.
Sanz’s ward that kept them working endlessly.


“I’m
with you,” one young female djinn said.  “I want to make a change.”


“I
want to make a change too, but…” another one followed.


“I’m
with you.  I’m free, I feel happy and I want to make a change.”


Shouts
of agreement rang out.  Liam had won.


My
heart swelled with pride.  What a marvelous leader he was proving himself to
be.  To be able to make these long suffering djinns sympathetic to the plight
of the new imprisoned Rogue Magical Ones was a remarkable feat.  I had no doubt
he’d succeed in changing the face of Arcadia.


Djinns
gathered up bottles and while they offered nothing in the way of a smile, grin
or pleasant greeting, they did treat every bottled Magical One with care. 
Before long the ward had been cleared and Torrid and I stood, alone, looking at
each other.


Alone
for the first time since we’d found one another, I felt suddenly shy and
unsure.  But the moment I saw the guilt in his eyes, I knew he was still
feeling guilty about what happened at the Coliseum.


“Torrid,
I know you couldn’t…”


“You
have no idea how this is tearing me apart. I keep imagining what could have
happened to you.  We were too far apart for me to truly know what was happening
to you, but I knew it wasn’t good.  I felt your fear and I knew your terror…
yet I was helpless to do anything about it.”


“Torrid,
please stop beating yourself up over this.”


“There
wasn’t a moment I didn’t think of you and…”  He grabbed my hand and pulled me
to him.


I
felt the emotion though his fingers, felt the love and the passion.  


“Torrid,”
I whispered as my lips brushed against his.  “I survived.  Thanks to you I
survived.  You taught me far more than you think you did.”  I kissed his lips,
softly, gently… barely a touch.  “I’m here… with you now.  Let go of that ugly
time at the Coliseum and concentrate on what we have.”


His
lids fell heavily over his eyes and he leaned into me.  


“I
want to cherish the memories of all those magic lessons you gave me, Torrid.  I
don’t want to dwell on the unpleasantness.  Torrid…” I gripped both his hands
in mine.  “Don’t you remember all the time we spent… in the field, in the
meadows… alone.”


He
tapped his brow to mine and nodded.  “It didn’t take long for me to realize I
wanted more than to teach you magic.”


With
a wicked grin, I looked up to meet his gaze.  “Magic was the furthest thing
from my mind when I’d leave home to go out and meet you.”  I brushed my fingers
along his cheek.  “I just wanted to spend time with you… to look at you.”


“I
want you.  I need you, Kama.”


Soft
and filled with reluctance, his lips brushed along mine.  His kiss was so
weighted with reverence, I almost had the sense he was afraid to break me. 
Brewing underneath that reverence, however, I felt the passion and his need to
get closer.


“I
want you, too, Torrid.”  I pressed my palm to his strong and massive chest and
pushed away.  “I want to spend all the time in the world with you, and I long
to get closer to you, but…”


The
door rattled and I knew our intimate moment was over, and while I did want to
get closer to him, I knew this wasn’t the time or place.


I
turned to the opening door.  Should we get ready for another attack from Dr.
Sanz?  Or had an army of Magical Ones escaped Liam and returned to finish us
off?  I wanted to be ready for any eventuality, but the person behind the door
was the last person I’d expected.


Liam
poked his head in.  Strong and authoritative, I almost didn’t notice the hint
of pain he so stoically hid.  I pulled away from Torrid and literally felt my
heart tear in two.


I
knew Torrid would have wanted me to stay close to him, to show my allegiance,
but I couldn’t bring myself to stay so close, not with Liam eyeing me the way
he did.


I
silently hoped and prayed Torrid would understand.  I loved him and wanted him,
but I didn’t want to put all that in Liam’s face.


“Most
of the…”  Liam choked, coughed and looked at me for a long, unsure moment. 
“Most of the Rogue Magical Ones have been set in comfortable, though slightly
cramped quarters.”  He glanced at Torrid, but hid whatever animosity he felt. 
“This building is big, deceptively big, but I’ve decided to keep all our new
prisoners in the cafeteria which doesn’t leave us with much room for each
prisoner, but it only has one entrance and one exit so it’ll be easier to
guard.”


“Good
thinking.”


“Well,
chances are we’re going to need a lot of djinns to help us with whatever fight
come up.  I didn’t want to waste too many men on guarding.”


“Again,
good thinking.”


“You
seem surprised.” Liam smirked, then looked at me.  “I have something to show
you.”


I
glanced back at Torrid.


“Sure
thing,” he said.


We
followed Liam through the corridor and passed in front of the busy cafeteria. 
The recently freed djinns seemed to be doing a good job of tending to their new
prisoners.  While the occasional shout could be heard, all in all, calm reigned
over the new prison ward.


“This
way,” Liam said.  He took the stairs that led down to the underground levels.


“Where
are you taking us, Liam?”


“I
need you to understand what we’re up against.  I want you to see what this
building hides.”


Not
another Coliseum, I thought.  Did this beautiful, pristine building hide
terrors like the Coliseum?  Were torture chambers kept in the darkness of the
underbelly?


Liam
clicked on a flashlight as we reached the total darkness of the halls
downstairs.  “Over there,” he said as he flashed the light to the left.  “That
tunnel leads to the Coliseum.  This is how they were able to bring djinns from
here to there without ever being seen by the good people of Arcadia.”


“Dr.
Sanz really thought of everything, didn’t he?” Torrid muttered.


“Apparently
he didn’t leave too much to chance.  He took great care in assuring the
Coliseum and its occupation remained secret.”  Liam reached for the handle of
the heavy looking door and slowly turned it.  With seemingly unnecessary
gentleness, he pulled the door open.


Though
the Coliseum was several miles across town, the odor that rose out of the
tunnel sent me back a few steps.


“You
okay?” Torrid said as he took a hold of my elbow.


“Yeah,”
I said, taken aback by the effect the odor had on me.  “We’re so far away from
the Coliseum, yet...”  I was struck by how clear the memory was.  The smell of
the sand in the arena; the scent of the prisoners who awaited their death. 
“All this way and we can still smell the death and torture.”


Torrid
hurried forward and pulled the door away from Liam and was about to slam it
shut, but Liam grabbed the door and eased it shut.  


“Anything
else you want to show us?” Torrid spat.


Offering
Torrid little more than a passing glance, Liam turned his flashlight to the
tunnel on our right.  “That tunnel leads to the Capitol.  It’s most likely the
tunnel Dr. Sanz took as he left here.  This is how he was able to so
efficiently communicate with my… the Governor.”


I
heard the pain in his voice and couldn’t imagine what he was going through. 
He’d always held such admiration for his father.  For as long as I could
remember, Liam had looked up to his father, had wanted to be just like him… 
Now, here he was, working so hard to make right what his father had made so
wrong.


“I
wonder if my father ever traveled these tunnels himself,” Liam said.  His voice
was soft and low, talking to himself more than to Torrid and me.  He opened the
door and peered inside.  The tunnel was long and narrow, and just barely lit. 
Several rats ran across the tunnel where a crack had broken through and allowed
them in.


“I
think the war has damaged it a bit, but it’s still usable.”


“Is
all of Arcadia connected by these tunnels?”  I peered into the tunnel, trying
to see the glimmer of a light at the other end, but it seemed to go on for
miles.


“Every
district in Arcadia, plus the Coliseum, the Ward, the Capitol and…”  Liam
looked pointedly at us.  “And the Governor’s Manor.”


“I
think it’s safe to say you father has traveled these tunnels,” Torrid said. 
“I’d say he traveled them on a daily basis.”


Liam
remained silent and I felt the weight of betrayal I knew he lived with since
discovering what his father really was.


I
looked at him and tried to imagine what he was going through.  The task was
made all the more impossible as I realized that, as he’d learned of the bad
turn his father had taken, I’d learned of the great and admirable man my own
father was.


“A
funny little twist of fate, isn’t it?” Liam said.  He gave my shoulder a
brotherly pat and I saw in his eyes that his thoughts were in line with mine. 
“I was the golden child… the son of the most powerful and respected man in
Arcadia.  My future was bright and…”  He blinked back the emotions that had
resurfaced.  “Now here I am ashamed to even say my father’s name, while you’ve
come to be prouder than ever of who your father is.”


“Your
future is still bright, Liam, it’s just not as your father’s son. You are your
own person now. Always have been, but now you don’t have to live underneath
your father’s shadow. You’ve already grown so far from the boy I always knew. 
You're already more of a man than anyone would have ever thought.”


His
gaze jumped from me to Torrid who stood just behind me.  A small grin broke
over his lips and I knew he finally saw the man he was; the man I saw in him.


“A
lot of the war is waged above ground.”  Liam set aside his emotions and resumed
the strong and authoritative tone.  “We’ve already seen the destruction it’s
caused Arcadia.  However, it’s in these tunnels that so much of the war is
being secretly waged.  They’ve been instrumental to the Rogue Magical Ones,
allowing them easy and secret access to various areas of Arcadia.”


“So
this is how Dr. Sanz slipped away from us.  How soon before he comes back with
an army?”


“Probably
a lot sooner than we think.”  Liam looked at the many other doors that surrounded
us.  “Thing is… I don’t just want to sit here and wait for an attack.  I’m
tired of just defending Arcadia.”


“We’re
going on the offensive,” Torrid said, finishing Liam’s line of thought.


“Exactly,”
Liam said, agreeing with Torrid.
















 


Chapter 12


 


 


Liam had lit a fire in my gut and I knew I
wanted to be right there beside him as we went out and took the offensive. 
“Where do we start?”


“I
need someone to stand guard down here.  These tunnels give us one advantage I’m
sure my father didn’t think of, or Dr. Sanz for that matter.”  He took a few
steps and stood in the very center of the circular room, his hands clasped
confidently behind his back.  “The shortest tunnel is the one that leads to the
Governor’s Manor, and that is almost two miles away.  That gives us a lead of
at least fifteen minutes.”


“What
do you mean, a lead?” I looked at the closed doors he so intently looked at and
tried to see what he saw.


“Sound
travels.  Footsteps, voices, even the sound of doors opening and closing.” He
glared at Torrid and quickly soothed the anger from his eyes.  “The moment
anyone enters any of the tunnels, you’ll hear it.”


“Me?”
Torrid said, his eyes instantly narrowing with doubt.


“I’m
the one who best knows how to get around this building, so it’ll be easier if I
go back up to get all the freed djinns together and back down here.”  Liam
looked at me then back to Torrid.  “I think we both agree it’s not a good idea
to leave Kama down here alone.”


“Hey,
hold on,” I whined.  “Why not?  I’m capable.  I have good ears.  I could
probably hear someone coming down those tunnels long before they even get
here.”


“It’s
not your hearing I’m worried about.”


“You
think I can’t defend myself?”


“You
can defend yourself fine.”  Liam gripped my shoulders and looked me straight in
the eye.  “You’ve proven that already.  I just don’t want to leave you in a
position where you have to defend yourself again, not now, not alone.  You’ve
already been through enough.”


 “Liam,
I appreciate your desire to protect me, but don’t underestimate how resilient I
am.  What happened at the Coliseum only made me stronger.  I can face anything
now.”


“I
agree with him, Kama,” Torrid said.  “You’ve been through enough.  I’ll stay
and guard these tunnels.”  He looked at Liam.  “How will I let you know if someone’s
coming?”


“Under
the stairs we came down you’ll find an electric panel.  Don’t panic and shut
off all the power.  Whoever’s in the tunnel will see it and will know we’re
expecting them.  Shut off the power on the first floor only.  Blink it on and off
a few times, just enough to let us know you're expecting company, but not long
enough to keep us from safely getting back down here.”


Torrid
clucked his tongue in annoyance.  “First off, I’m not given to bouts of panic,
so don’t worry; I won’t shut off the power entirely.  Secondly, I don’t think
you need to specify I just flicker the lights on and off.  I know you need the
lights to get back down here.”


“Hey
man, no offense,” Liam said in a cool tone that left little room for argument. 
“I just wanted to make sure we’re clear.  There’s nothing like  ambiguity to
screw things up.”


“Okay,
guys,” I said after a few seconds of watching their tense stare down.  “Let’s
get on with this.”


Liam
nodded and grabbed my hand.  At the door to the stairs, he said, “Start up the
stairs, as silently as you can.  I’ll catch up with you in a few minutes.”


A
little confused I watched him return to the circular room where he carefully
opened one door after another.  He gestured to Torrid to keep quiet and quickly
came back to join me.


“I
thought I told you to go on ahead,” he whispered as he playfully urged me up
the stairs.


“Sorry,”
I whispered back.  


We
made it to the main floor and headed to the cafeteria.  The silence that
reigned was a welcomed change from the chaos that had dogged us since entering
the ward.


“They
should have everything under control by now and we’ll be able to recruit the
majority of them for this offensive.”


“How
many do you think we’ll need?  I mean, how big can Sanz’s army be?”


“It’s
hard to say.  I know he’s lost a lot.  The war in general has been rough, but
the attack here in the ward cost him dearly.  How many Catchers and Rogue
Magical Ones he has stashed away is hard to estimate.”


“So
basically you're saying we’re going to need all the djinns we can get.”


“Exactly.” 
He pushed the door to the cafeteria.


Hearing
the soft and whimsical music that emerged, I peered over his shoulder and
smiled.  


The
music seemed to waft in from the heavens while playful rays of multicolored
lights shined in every direction.  Many djinns floated about, keeping guard of
their prisoners.


“I
guess that’s what happens when you finally release a bunch of djinns who’ve
been cooped up for too long,” I said with a chuckle.


“General…
ah Captain… hmmm, sir.”  A tall young djinn came up to Liam.  He shifted
nervously from one foot to the other and clasped and unclasped his hands
repeatedly.


“Calm
down…”  He looked expectedly at the young man.


“Alex,
sir.”


“Alex,
I have no title as such.  You can call me Liam. Have you taken it upon yourself
to lead this band of djinns?”


“I’m
sorry, sir.  I didn’t mean to usurp…”


“I
think you’ve done a wonderful job.  Everything seems in order and everyone
appears happy.  I’m going to need a few good, strong and smart captains, men
and women who aren’t afraid to lead.”


“Whatever
you need, sir… hmmm, Liam.”


“Okay. 
Who here is as strong and competent as you are?”


Alex
looked around, consider the options, and finally pointed to a djinn; a small
stocky male.  “Hugley is a tough cookie.  He’s smart and all the other djinns
like and respect him.  I know he has a lot of fight in him.  He’s been here for
a long time and he has a strong sense of justice.”


“Justice
or revenge?”


Letting
out a little chuckle, Alex looked at Liam.  “I’ll admit he might have a little
taste of bitterness where Catchers are concerned, but I believe him to be
fair.”


Liam
smiled and gave Alex a reassuring pat on the back.  “I guess I can live with a
little bitterness.  It beats complacency.”


“There’s
also her.” Alex pointed to a dainty but agile female.  


Her
skin glowed bright pink and a halo of violet plumes seems to follow her
wherever she went.  She darted about from bottle to bottle and I was amused and
warmed by the treatment she gave every prisoner.  Despite the hatred so many
djinns reserved for the Catchers and Rogue Magical Ones, she smiled at every
prisoner, even winked.  Occasionally she offered a kind word of encouragement. 



“That’s
Denia.  She has the heart of a saint, the speed of a hornet and the ferocity of
a puma.”


“Ferocity?”
I said.  “She’s just short of being a fairy princess.  How ferocious can she
be?”


“Surprisingly
so.  Don’t get me wrong; she’s a true djinnatarian.”


“A
what?”


“What
you would call a humanitarian.”


“Oh,
okay.  So where does the ferocity come in?”


“When
she’s wronged.  She has a definite, clear cut and inflexible vision of what’s
right and what’s wrong.”


I
looked at her as she continued to visit one prisoner after another.  Coming to
the bottle of a young Magical One, she sat, cross legged, and spoke in a quiet
and soothing tone.


“These
prisoners all did wrong to all of you.  They betrayed djinns; they imprisoned
and enslaved their own.  How can she be so quick to forgive?  To look at her
you’d think she was soothing her own fallen colleagues, not the enemy.”


“For
all the hardships she and her fellow djinns have endured, she has a profound
understanding of those who went Rogue.  I have to admit I’m not sure I share
her forgiving nature, but she assures us most of these Rogue Magical Ones were
forced into this.”


Listening
to him I thought of the young Magical Ones I’d confronted in the ward.  He’d
seemed so sincere and it was easy to imagine many of these prisoners had had
their arm twisted into going Rogue.


“I
understand her,” I said.  I looked at Liam and shrugged.   “Maybe it’s a female
thing.  Anyway, I want her on our team.  I think she’d make a great captain.”


“I
agree.”


Alex
let out a strange and shrill whistling sound, catching Denia’s attention.  Her
eyes lit up and she instantly darted her way to us.


“What’s
up, Alex?”  She eyed him with open interest then turned a more reverent gaze to
Liam.  With a nervous twitch she nodded, curtsied then bowed.


“I
need a few good people to head several small…”  He hesitated and seemed
uncomfortable with his choice of words.  “Armies.”


 As
Liam spoke to Denia, Alex waved Hugley over.  The short djinn took his time
getting to us and eyed us with suspicion.


“We
can’t underestimate Dr. Sanz’s desire to win this war.  I think you all know
how ruthless he can be.”


“First
hand,” Hugley said.  “In the midst of a childish tantrum, he once banded me. 
It left me so weak; even he regretted pushing me so far.  He almost lost me. 
Not that I want to brag or anything, but I’m one of his most valuable djinns…
well, I was.”  


He
seemed to wear that badge of honor like a rusty and dull pin stuck directly in
his chest; there was the pride in his strength and his ability, but the pain of
having had to misuse that ability.


“What
does ‘banded’ mean?” I asked.


He
raised his wrist to show me his leather band.  “You ever saw one of these.”


“Yes,”
I said, my voice taking on a little defensive tone.  “Many times.  I’ve even
had one on my wrist.”


“Then
you know the effect it has on you.  You know the control… the draining
control.  Sanz had slapped a band on each wrist, one on each ankle and he’d
even put a large leather band around my neck.  I tried to be strong and make
like it was no big deal, but within fifteen minutes I was dizzy and five
minutes later I could hardly stand.  Another ten minutes later and I was
unconscious.  Later I was told I was rushed out of the ward and brought to the
infirmary.  Sanz went white with fear of losing me and my powers.”


“I
take it you know how Sanz works; how he thinks,” Liam said.


“I’ve
often taken on tasks before he’d even asked.”


“Good. 
You’ll be of great help.  Can I count on you?”  Liam gazed from Alex to Denia
to Hugley.  “All of you?”


“How
big an army you hoping to build?” Hugley said.


“We’ll
keep a minimal amount of djinns here to keep watch.  All the others, we’ll take
along with us.  I want us to separate into four major groups.  If need be,
those four groups will be subdivided into smaller bands.  Sanz is probably
gathering his Catchers as we speak.  My priority right now is not to fight Sanz
head on, but to ensure he and his Catchers don’t take any more djinns.  I want
to keep my army strong, make it stronger, while slowly but surely reducing
his.”


“I’ll
gather up the strongest and most powerful.”


“I
know all the other small but swift djinns like me,” Denia said.  “What we lack
in strength and bulk we definitely make up for with fast thinking and even
faster action.”


Alex
stepped closer to Liam.  “We’ll need more good leaders.  While imprisoned, we
were often asked to police one another.  Dr. Sanz had appointed a dozen djinns
or so to watch over those who worked to keep Arcadia the pristine pearl that it
was.”


“Get
them all,” Liam said.  “Whatever talent, whatever capacities, whatever size;
they’ll all be of help.”


The
lights blinked… once.


While
everyone looked up to the ceiling to see the cause, Liam and I looked at each
other, understanding what was coming.


“We’ve
got to get moving if we want to have a successful surprise attack.” Liam looked
at his new captains.  “Gather your men… and women, and follow me.”


Our
three new captains made quick work of getting their teams together and
explaining what was to come.  Within minutes we were all heading down the hall,
and down the stairs; three hundred strong.


Before
entering the circular room, Liam held his hand out and stopped his newly formed
army.  “Wait here.  I’m going to go find out what we should expect.”


Anxious
to know what Torrid had heard, I followed him into the room.  Torrid had closed
all the doors and stood listening at the door to the Capitol.  As we entered,
he came to us.  His gaze was soft and loving as he saw me, but he quickly took
on a military stance as he faced Liam.


“What
d’you hear?” Liam said as he reached Torrid.  “And from where?”


“A
strange array of sound from there… the tunnel that leads to the Diamond
District.  Nothing distinctive and nothing threatening, just a lot of movement,
a lot of confusion and some arguing.  What I flashed you guys for, however, are
the voices I heard coming from that tunnel.”  Torrid pointed to the tunnel that
led to the Capitol.


“Let
me guess; Dr. Sanz.”


Torrid
nodded.  “And a voice I believe belongs to the governor.”


Liam
winced.  It was almost imperceptible, but I knew him so well.  I knew what hurt
him, what affected him and what angered him.  His jaw hardened for just a flash
of a moment and his eyes narrowed.  If Torrid had meant to upset Liam with the
news of the governor’s implication, he was surely disappointed.


“I
can’t say I’m surprised,” Liam finally said.  “Were you able to make out what
they said?”


“Several
Catchers have already been deployed.  From what I could make out, they don’t
have too many; maybe a few dozen.  Most of them have been sent to the Amethyst,
Sapphire and Opal Districts.  Sanz sounded pretty convinced he’d catch some
djinns… easily.”


“Figures.” 
Liam opened the door to the tunnel that led to the three less opulent
districts.  He looked at me.  “Tell Alex to get three small bands ready to go
into each district… twenty to thirty men each.  This isn’t the place for Denia
and her team.  I want bulk.  I want brute strength.”


I
hurried to do as he’d asked, while silently calculating how large of an army
we’d have left.  We’d be sending sixty to ninety men into the districts,
leaving little more than two hundred to scour other districts as well as the Governor’s
Manor and the Coliseum.


“Liam
wants three bands of twenty to thirty big guys,” I told Alex.


“Coming
right up,” Alex said with a casual wink.


True
to his word, three small bands of twenty four men filed by me and into the
circular room.  All strong, all large, all imposing, they were an imposing
bunch.  I hurried in behind them.


“This
tunnel leads to three districts,” Liam was quick to tell them as he pointed to
the closed door.  “The first will veer off to the right; the Opal District. 
After that you’ll come to the Sapphire District to your left and at the end
you’ll come to the Amethyst District.  I want you all to head there as silently
as you can.  Once there split up into three groups and go on the hunt for Catchers
and Rogue Magical Ones.


“What
do we do if we find any?” 


“I
don’t want an all-out battle; not if we can help it.  I want this mission to be
on the sly… quiet.  If Dr. Sanz gets word that we’re on the offensive; he’ll
fight back, and hard.”


Everyone
looked expectantly at Liam.  He’d still not given an answer and he seemed at a
loss.


“They
could bottle as many as they can,” I suggested.


Liam
looked at me with an amused gaze.  “That would probably be the simplest
solution.”  He turned to his new armies.  “Is that possible?”


Every
one of the men there pulled out two small bottles, one from each pocket.


“Great.”
Liam clapped his hands together with satisfaction.  “Get going, and remember,
be discreet and be silent.”


“Is
there any way they can communicate with us?” Torrid asked.  “I mean, what if
they come across a veritable army of Catchers?”


Liam
seemed reluctant to acknowledge the validity of Torrid’s question, but he
finally had to concede.  “That’s a good idea, but I have no radio, no phone…
basically I have no reliable way of communicating.”


“I
do,” I said.  


They
all looked at me as if I’d spoken out of turn.


“Well,
Torrid could, too, can’t you?”


“Telepathy?” 
He looked at the band of waiting men.  “That’s not always reliable.  It comes
and goes.  It depends so much on who you're trying to connect with.”


“All
we need is someone with an open mind,” I said.  Looking from Torrid to Liam I
saw their skepticism.  “Come on.  I’m sure there is someone here who has the
ability to think clearly and concisely; someone who can let us know what’s
going on.”


A
tall, shy looking blond with big brown eyes raised his hand.  “Mom always said
I was like an open book.”


I
looked at him, held his gaze, and peered deep into his mind.  “I’m sure your
mother Gail was right… Jimmy… is that right?”


He
grinned. “My mother’s name is Gail, and yes, Jimmy’s my name.”


Feeling
a little cocky I looked at Liam and Torrid.  “How’s that?”


A
little shocked, Liam looked at me.  “You can… I mean you read… Since when?”


Despite
the innocent wonder of his question, I could see his concern.  Could I read his
mind?


“No,
Liam.  I’ve never read your mind.  I’ve never really tried.”


His
eyes widened and he cocked his head with doubt.  “But… you just did.”


“I
didn’t read your mind, Liam.  I read your eyes.  I didn’t literally hear you
ask the question, like I’ve done a few times with Torrid.  I could hear him,
faintly, but clearly, as though he were whispering in my ear.  What I just did
with you was an educated guess based on how well I know you.”


“Okay,
Kama.  We’ll talk about it later.”  He turned to his men.  “Anyone else capable
of telepathy, contact Kama.  Ideally I’d like to have at least one of you from
each band.”


Two
other young men raised their hand.


“Sounds
good, Moran and Finch.”


With
the communication problem resolved, Liam opened the door to the tunnel.  “Good
luck, guys.”


They
marched into the tunnel as silently as they could…seventy-two burly djinn men,
recently freed and now taking the battle to the Catchers instead of being the
ones running away. Liam quietly shut the door behind them.


“Now
what?” Torrid crossed his arms over his chest.


Liam
turned away from Torrid and looked at me.  “Get Denia.  I think the army she’s
gathered will be better suited for the Governor’s Manor.  The house is large
and so are the grounds.  I want them to spread out and look for…” He choked and
fell silent.


“I
think Denia is perfect for the task of searching your home, Liam.  I’ll go get
her.”


Back
in the stairwell, I found Denia.  “Liam wants you to go to the Governor’s
Manor.”


“Okay…
You kind of say that as if it was a big deal.  Should I be honored or what?”


“The
Governor’s Manor is where Liam grew up.  I don’t think he wants an army to
bulldoze their way in there.  Regardless of what’s happened, I think he sees this
as a delicate operation.  That said, I’m sure he wants swift justice for any
Catchers or Magical Ones you come across.”  I turned away and looked out the
doorway and into the circular room.


Liam
stood near Torrid though they didn’t speak to one another.  Each was lost in
his own thoughts, contemplating the possible outcome of this offensive.


“I’m
not sure about the treatment he would prefer should you run into his father.”


“His
father being…?”


I
looked at her, surprised she didn’t know who Liam was.  “His father is the
governor… Governor Pim Seer.”


Denia
gazed back at her band of brightly colored friends.  “We’ll be as respectful as
we can, which, under the circumstances might not live up to your friend’s
standards, but… hell, this is war.”


I
wanted to argue with her, but just shrugged.  She was right.  This was war.  I
led her and her army to Liam.


“I’ve
already explained a bit about her mission,” I told him.


His
head was elsewhere.  He looked at us, but didn’t see us.


“Liam?”
I patted his shoulder and tried to shake him out of it.  “Liam, Denia’s here
and she’s ready.  I know this is a sensitive matter, but Denia understands.”  I
shot her a sidelong glance.


She
nodded her response.


“I
want them to bottle any and all Catchers and Magical Ones they find.  If they
find Dr. Sanz, sound the alarm.”


I
didn’t want to push the question of his father, but had to.  “What about…?”


Liam
turned to address Denia directly.  “If you see the governor…”


My
heart went out to him.  I couldn’t imagine having to decide the fate of a
parent.


“Sound
the alarm.”


 


 


 


Chapter 13


 


 


For the next fifteen minutes we worked with the
remaining troops, determining their strengths and weaknesses.  Once they were
sent off on their mission, we were left with our own part in this offensive strike.


“You
ready?” I looked at Liam.  His strength and determination were still there,
strong and unrelenting, but I could see how he dreaded going back to his home.


“I
won’t deny it.  I’m not looking forward to going.  As for my father… well, I
have mixed feelings.  Part of me wants to personally choke the wind out of him
should I run into him.  The other part just hopes I don’t run into him at all.”


“Either
way,” Torrid said.  “We better get going.”


Liam
nodded tightly and led the way.  Aside from the soft padding of our feet on the
damp concrete floor, the tunnel was silent, and increasingly dark.  Only when
we turned in the direction of the manor did a glimmer of light appear.


The
great distance that still separated us from the manor made the light appear as
a pinpoint.  Our progress was fast, but still the light seemed miles away. 
After a few minutes we heard the light chatter of Denia and her crew.  Though
it was impossible to make out what they were saying, their tone was
encouraging.  Light and carefree, they almost seemed to be enjoying their time
at the manor.


“This
tunnel opens up into the manor’s cellar.  I know my father kept an impressive
collection of rare and expensive wines in a portion of the cellar.  I hope
they’re not enjoying themselves too much.”


I
glanced sidelong at Liam and saw his teasing grin.  “When this is all over, we
can all meet in your father’s cellar and celebrate our victory.”


While
he grinned his agreement, his eyes held onto a reservation.  I wanted to ask if
it was about drinking his father’s wine or if he simply didn’t believe we had a
true chance of winning.


Putting
my hand to his shoulder, I wanted to reassure him, but I remained silent and
simply tried to convey my optimism through my touch.


As
we got closer to the manor I’d come to know so well in my childhood, the scents
I remembered; scents of rich upholstery and soft leather, of fresh cut flowers
and gourmet food, of expensive cologne.  For a poignant moment I was brought
back to the many afternoons I’d spent there with Liam. Always with Liam. I
swallowed. 


Liam’s
hand brushed across mine, a ploy he’d used so many times before we’d started
dating.  I smiled at the thought.  He was such an outgoing and sociable guy,
yet when it came to showing me how he really felt about me, he’d always been
shy and hesitant.


“This
is it,” Liam finally said.  


Up
ahead, now clearly defined, was a screen door that led into Liam’s home.


He
took the last steps and put his hand to the door.  “This is it,” he repeated.


“You
want me to go in first?” I asked.


For
a moment he didn’t answer and I thought I’d offended him.  When he did turn to
look at me, he flashed me one of his warm and playful grins.


“Thanks,
Kama.  I got it.”  He pushed the door and entered the cellar.


“Where
do you want to start?” I asked.


“Upstairs
in the private quarters.” He swallowed and even grimaced.  “I’m not too
thrilled about having to go through my dad’s room, but…”


Resigned
to the task ahead of him, he led us up to the main floor then onto the private
rooms of the second floor.  His room was to the right, while his father’s room
was at the opposite end.  My entire home could easily fit two times in the
space that divided their rooms.  Perhaps it explained the emotional distance
that now separated Liam from his father.


“I’m
going to go take a look in my room,” Liam said.


“Torrid,”
I said.  “Why don’t you go through his father’s room?”


I
saw his displeasure, but he nodded. 


“Fine.”


“He
has a private bathroom, his sleeping quarters and a smaller room in which he
occasionally receives guests.”


With
an efficient nod to Liam, and a questioning nod to me, he turned and went in
search of the governor’s room.


“Thanks,”
Liam said.


“I
know this is difficult on you, no matter how stoic you try to be.  I just want
to do what I can to help make it easier.”


“You
coming to my room with me?”


The
question held such weight and such memories.  I couldn’t help but let out an
amused giggle as I thought of all the times he’d asked me that.  It had always
been innocent and playful as children, but had come to mean time alone with him
as we’d grown closer.


I
followed him to his room, down the familiar corridor that had always been so
intimidating, yet these were the corridors that had forged so many dreams. 
Tempted to speak of my memories aloud, I clenched my teeth and kept quiet.


“Who
would have ever thought we’d be walking down this hall under these
circumstances?” Liam said, his tone soft and solemn.


I
didn’t know what to say.  There were no words that could erase the plans we’ve
had together nor explain how everything had changed.  


“We
sure had some good times here, didn’t we?”


Though
I’d allowed myself to silently go partway down that memory lane, I knew it
wasn’t a good idea to take that route with Liam.


“Things
changed pretty fast.  Who would have thought that turning eighteen would bring
so many changes?”


“Remember
when we took some of the tomato plants from the garden and tried to plant them
in my room.”


I
chuckled.  “We’d brought up bucket after bucket of soil.”


“Why
in the world did we think that they would grow in my room?”


“I
don’t know.  Probably because we were eight years old.”


“Not
to argue, but I think we were ten.”


“Still,
I think we can be excused for being silly and naïve at ten.”


He
stopped walking and turned to me.  “I’d give the world to be silly and naïve
again.  I’d give the world to be ten again, if only to start all over again
with you.”


“Liam,”
I whispered.


Shaking
his head, he resumed his stride.  “I know.  Sorry.  Being here… with you… the
emotions are a little stronger than I thought.  You know it’s not what you
thought… my fear of coming here.  It’s not facing my father that I fear most. 
It’s facing my memories of you.  It’s remembering the plans we’d made, the
dreams we had.”


He
took an uncompromising hold of my hand.  “I know we can’t go back to what we
were.  I know I’m now meant to be a strong warrior; that I have to stand up and
defend the Arcadia that I want to build, but that doesn’t mean that I can so
easily let go of everything we had; everything we were.”


“Believe
it or not, this is hard on me, too, Liam.  I never planned for the changes that
came.  They just came.”


“I
know.  I’m not blaming you, but I can’t say I’m happy about it either.”


We
arrived at his room and stood at the threshold, each consumed by the memories
that had made up such a large part of our lives.


The
moment we walked in, I knew it was a mistake.  Walking into his room was like
flipping through a photo album.  The memories were even more startlingly clear
than I had anticipated.


His
bed where we’d spent so many evenings sitting and talking, only to later spend
so much time touching and discovering.


“Remember
the first time you kissed me?” I heard the question come through my lips as if
I was still the twelve year old who’d received that kiss.


“I
was so nervous,” he admitted.


“I
remember.  You went and brushed your teeth three times.”


He
chuckled.  “I wanted to smell fresh.”


“Well,
you certainly did.”


“It
was the best kiss in the world.”


I
looked at him.  I could also see his desire to pull me into his arms and try
kissing me.


“Um,
what exactly are we looking for?” I asked before things became too heated.


He
stared blankly at me for a long moment.


“Find
Catchers.  Find Rogue Magical Ones.”  


He
sounded so unconvincing that I wanted to give him a pep talk to bring him back
in the game.


“Look
Liam.  I think we have to go forward together, maybe not as a couple, but as a
team.  I was swept away by the memories that struck me even before we came into
this house.  Do you really think I’ve forgotten all the times you brought me
here?  You even carried me up the stairs once, remember?  We laughed and
imagined what it’d be like once…”  I choked as I remembered those happy
moments.  Our lives were so easy.”


“Once
we were married,” Liam finished for me.


I
shook the image from my head.  “I just don’t want you to think that I’ve
callously forgotten all that.  I don’t want you to think that the changes that
have come into my life – into our lives – are easy.”


We
heard movement and whispered voices coming from downstairs.


“I
think Denia and her crew have come back.  Everything is clear here.”  He walked
out the room and headed for the stairs.


Still
lost in the cherished memories, it took me a moment to snap out of it and
follow him.  Torrid met us at the top of the stairs.  


“Everything
looked good,” Torrid said.


Liam
nodded.  “I’m just not sure if that’s a good thing.  I can’t say I’m looking
forward to the battle that we’ll face when we do find Catchers or Magical Ones,
but the sooner we get it over with, the better.”


“I
agree,” Torrid said.


We
made our way downstairs just as Denia entered.


“Good,”
she said.  “I’m glad we found you so easily.  We swept through the cellar,
cleared the attic and made sure no one was in the kitchen and other utility
rooms.”


“Nothing?”
Liam said with a hint of skepticism.


“Were
you really expecting to find something here?” I asked.


“I
guess I was.” 


“Well,
actually, we did find something, but not what you anticipated.”  She gestured
to her small army who broke apart, allowing a tall and strong warrior to come
forward. My heart raced when I saw who it was.


“Rodin,”
Torrid exclaimed.  He rushed to his brother and clapped his shoulders.  “I
thought we’d never find you.”


“I’m
happy to see you, brother. That you are well. So Kama was able to find you.”
His loving eyes swept my face. “Kama did well.” His face became solemn then.
“But this war is turning out to be uglier than anyone had anticipated.”  


“How?”
I asked, feeling an imposing dread.


Rodin
glanced at me and I immediately shuffled with discomfort under his oddly
mournful gaze. 


Torrid
caught the exchange.  “What is it?”


“I
was able to go into battle with General Adon,” he said.


We
all waited expectantly.


“We
stormed many districts.  Rogue Magical Ones were everywhere and a sudden uproar
by an army of Catchers almost toppled us.”


He
avoided my questioning gaze and I felt an overwhelming sense of dread.  “You
went to the Amethyst District?”


“We
did,” he confirmed.


I
reached back to the banister and hugged it.  “Did you see my mother?”


“When
we first arrived, we found her.  She was full of fight, much of it probably
stemming from the loss of her home.”


“My
house?”


“I’m
so sorry, but the devastation in many districts is beyond anything we’d ever
seen.  The Amethyst District is no different.  Few homes remain standing, and
those that are still upright are uninhabitable.”


I
looked around the grand Governor’s Manor with irritation.  Though several
windows were cracked and we’d come across some light damage as we’d crossed the
front foyer, the house was otherwise untouched by this war. 


Liam,
so in tuned to my thoughts and emotions, put his hand to my shoulder.  “Once
this is all over, I’ll make sure every district is rebuilt.  It’ll be even
better than before.”


“What
happened to my mother?” I asked, ignoring Liam’s promise of a bright future.


“We
don’t know.  Everything went so fast.  There were hundreds of djinns and just
as many Rogues and Catchers.  General Adon did everything to stay close to her,
but the battle got fierce.  I’m sure she’s okay.”


“What
happened to her?  How can you say she’s okay when you don’t know?” I tried to
control my emotions, but my voice showed the anger and pain I felt.


“We
lost sight of her, Kama.  That doesn’t mean anything happened to her.  We just
lost her in the melee.”


“Kama,”
Liam said.  “We’ll find her.  As soon as we’re through here we’ll go out and
find her.”


I
stared at Rodin’s feet, my vision blurred by my tears.  Though I’d allowed
myself a few fleeting moments of worry and concern, I’d somehow, in a naïve and
childish way, assumed my mother was safe – in our district – in our house.


“Don’t
worry,” Torrid said.  “We will find her, Kama.”


Liam
clapped his hands together and turned to Denia.  “I want to continue in here. 
Can you take your crew and have them search the grounds.”


Denia
turned to the distant window that opened onto the immense grounds.  “This isn’t
just your run of the mill back yard.”


“Yes,”
Liam said.  “I know.  There are three gardens, two of which have high stone
walls to protect from the downhill winds.  Beyond that is a small but heavily
wooded area.”


“There’s
also the pond, the tennis courts and the pool house,” I added.


“All
perfect hiding places,” Liam finished.


“It
could take a while,” Denia said.  “Five minutes at the very least.”


Liam
grinned.  “Good to hear.  I was beginning to think you’d need an hour or so.”


The
small army took to the task of searching the grounds.


“Can
I speak to you in private, brother?” Rodin said.


Torrid
looked at me.  


“It’s
okay, Torrid.  I’ll finish up here with Liam.  We can meet up after and…”


His
eyes darted to Liam with unveiled suspicion.  For a moment I thought he didn’t
trust Liam to be alone with me, but then I caught the same look of distrust in Rodin’s
eyes.


They
didn’t want to discuss whatever they needed to discuss in front of Liam.  While
I could understand their need to talk in private, I was personally offended by
their mistrust of Liam.


Hadn’t
he proved himself enough?  Hadn’t he shown what side he was on?  I’d known Liam
all my life and knew he was a good and trustworthy man and it hurt to see him
so misunderstood.


I
shot a quick sidelong glance at Liam to see if he was as offended as I was. 
All I could see in his eyes, however, was his eagerness to see the two brothers
leave.


A
blast of thrilling chills passed through me.


What
was Liam planning?
















 


Chapter 14


 


 


It took a moment for me to react as Liam turned
to head into the hall that led to the west wing of the manor.  I didn’t know if
I had anticipated too much or if I had misread his expression.


Either
way, I was profoundly aware of him.


Unable
to catch up to him, I saw him enter his father’s study; the sacred hallows of
his father’s nasty deeds.  I reached the door to find Liam leaning over the
large glass top desk.


So
many times we’d peek inside as his father worked.  I’d always been intrigued by
the goings on in this private and mysterious room.  Important men and women
often congregated to this room of power, but, as young children, we never
really understood what they did.  They just seemed to talk about dull
happenings and dreary plans for replacing an inspector with a verifier or a
trimming down of the number of workers at a rescue operation only to install an
automated dispatch system.


“Do
you remember when we sneaked in here and pretended to be Governor?” I asked.


Intent
on the pages in front of him, Liam didn’t respond.  Instead, he sat down and
leaned his head on the desk.


“Liam? 
Are you all right?”


Hurrying
to his side, I wanted to kick myself for once again bringing up the past.  It
was selfish of me to think back and look at those moments with joy and innocent
wonder, while he obviously suffered at the thought.


“All
of this strain… I can’t imagine how you're able to handle it all.”


He’d
been so strong just moments ago; his stride sure and confident.


As
he sat up I wrapped my arms around him and wanted to apologize for my
insensitivity, but he picked up a sheet of paper from the desk and I realized
his outburst had nothing to do with me.


His
shoulders shook and my heart went out to him as he wept.


“Liam,
tell me what you found.  Why are you so upset?”


A
gentle chuckle sounded in the office.


“Are
you laughing or crying?” I asked as I stepped back and gazed at him.


Seeing
the tight smirk on his face was my answer.


“Okay.” 
I leaned against the desk and crossed my arms in front of me.  “Now you’ve
really got me confused.  I thought you wanted to be alone with me, then I
thought you were upset because I’d gone down memory lane again, then I thought
you were simply upset at… what…? finding your father’s devious plans?  And now
you're laughing.  Are you going insane Liam Seer?”


“I
hardly think so, though I’ll admit; lately I’m not so sure what sane is.”  His
eyes twinkled with something I hadn’t seen in a long time; pleasure.  He stood
and pulled me into his arms.  “No,” he said, his voice now low and husky. 
“These days I do know what sane means.”


Before
I could protest, before I could even anticipate his next move, he kissed me. 
Hard and possessive, his lips covered mine while his arms tightened around me,
fitting me into his arms and onto his lap the way we had always been.


“I
remember all the times we came in here,” he whispered between kisses. “I
remember, in excruciating detail, every single time you came to this house;
every moment we shared; every word we exchanged.  I remember every feeling I
ever harbored for you; the growing love I felt for you; the intensifying need
to be with you.  I remember the first time you came here, not as a girl, but as
a young woman.  You were no longer just cute and perky and fun.  You were
beautiful and desirable and mysterious. You made my body ache for you. You made
my every being want you, all of you. I remember falling hopelessly in love with
you, Kama.”


Pulling
back, I looked into his eyes.  “And you were no longer a rambunctious and
mischievous boy; you were a handsome, intelligent and kind man.”


He
smirked.  “You could also add confused.”


I
tilted my head quizzically to the side.


“You
had always been my friend,” he explained.  “You were the one I had fun with,
and even gotten into trouble with.  As a boy my love for you was innocent and naïve,
but as you blossomed...”  He cocked a devilish brow.  “I wasn’t really sure
what to do with all the emotions and feelings and…”


“Desire?”
I said with a teasing grin.


“Yeah,”
he said sheepishly.  “That.”


I
brushed my hand over his cheek.  “You’ve grown so much, Liam.  I can’t even
begin to tell you how proud of the man you're becoming.”


We
stared at each other, our eyes full of promises and wishes, our lips hungry for
one another.


Before
we lost each other in another embrace, I pulled away.  “So why are you so happy?” 
I shuffled through the pages on the desk looking for any sign of good news.


After
a quick grunt of resignation, Liam picked up a small map.  “This.”


“What
is it?”  It looked like a map of Arcadia, but I couldn’t find anything that
could make him so happy about it.  “It’s just a city map.”


“Not
just a city map, Kama.  Look.  This…”  He traced his finger around the
perimeter of the city.  “These are the outskirts of Arcadia.”


I
looked more closely at the map.  While Arcadia was printed in black bold lines,
the outskirts were thin and pale. 


“Kama,
I think this is where all banished citizens of Arcadia were sent.”  He pointed
to a small circle that had been hand drawn on the map.  “These are the rebel
camps just outside Arcadia.  Remember Jocelyn’s brother and all the others who
didn’t get their Life’s Plan?  They were banished and sent here.  They’ve
grouped together in these camps.”


“I
know all about the hardships faced on the outside, Liam, but I still don’t
understand how this is good news.  Why are you smiling?  Why are you pleased at
finding this?”


“I’m
smiling because I realize now the lie we were raised with.  We were led to
believe that the original town your mom and my dad grew up in had been
destroyed.”


“Yeah,
I remember that.  My mother was devastated and she always had tears in her eyes
whenever she spoke of her childhood.”


“I
think this is the town Arcadia was patterned after, but in the outskirts.  I
think we’ll find my father there, and, if I know him as well as I think I do,
he’ll be training new Catchers there.”


 “Do
you think he’ll have my mom with him?”


“There’s
a good chance my father is keeping her close.  He knows about your father.  With
General Adon in town my father isn’t going to want to let your mother out of
his sight.  But don’t worry about her.  He cares very much about her and for
all his faults, I know he’ll do everything he can to make sure she’s safe.  I
think the only reason he brought her out of Arcadia is to keep your father from
finding her.”


“It’s
silly, you know.  If my mother and father love each other and want to be
together, there’s nothing Pim Seer can do about it.  He may be Governor, but he
doesn’t have the power to control my mother’s emotions.”


A
strange look came to Liam’s eyes.  “Yeah,” he grunted with emotion.  “I know
what you mean.”  His lips pressed into a tight smile and shrugged.  “We better
get going if we want to reach the outskirts before nightfall.
















 


Chapter 15


 


 


“Kama!”


I
heard the loud exclaim and knew I’d found a friend as Liam, Torrid, Rodin, and
I made our way down to the Districts, heading towards the outskirts of Arcadia.
Melanie rushed up to me and squeezed me in a bear hug that pressed her big, pregnant
belly into mine and left me struggling to get a breath.


“I
can’t believe you're here.  What are you doing here?”


Before
I could answer her, she looked past me and saw Liam.  “Liam, I’m so happy to
see you guys together.  You guys look good.”  


“Is
there somewhere we can talk?” Liam said as he gestured to the people who’d
stopped their activities in order to listen to the exchange.


“Yes,”
she said, getting a hold of her excitement.  She patted her large belly and
spoke down to it.  “Sorry, baby.  Mommy just got a little excited.”  She looked
up at us.  “Matthew and Jocelyn are over there.  They’ll be thrilled to see you
again.”


Melanie,
Liam and I entered the small tent, and Torrid and Rodin followed in but kept
their distance.


Smiling,
Jocelyn looked up at us, serene and wise.  “I knew I’d see you again,” she
said.  She gave me a warm embrace and offered me a seat.  “Matthew and I
finally feel somewhat normal after that ordeal at the Coliseum.  It was hard,
but thanks to all the djinns, we’re settled in now.  How are you doing?”


 


“I’m
recovered, but I don’t have time to settle down yet, not yet. Sanz and his
Rogues are still out there. Djinns and Arcadia won’t be safe until he’s
defeated. We’re headed out of Arcadia.  We want to find rebel forces, join
forces, build a strong army.  We want to fight the rogue Magical Ones, the
Catchers and all the armies Sanz can conjure up.”


“How
powerful are you djinns?” Jocelyn asked as she glanced at Torrid.


Torrid
grunted. “Under the right conditions, very powerful.  Why?”


“Our
first aid treatments are minimal.  We can bandage cuts and we’ve been able to
find several medicinal plants that help fight infections and fevers, but we
have a few people who are hurt beyond our capabilities of healing.”


Torrid
and Rodin glanced at one another.  “We can bring you to a djinn healer,” Torrid
said.  “Come with us.”  He looked at Melanie.  “We’ll take you along as well. 
That baby appears to be ready to make an appearance any time now.”


“I
certainly hope so,” Melanie said with a chuckle.  “He’s three days late
already.”


They
took a hold of Melanie’s arms and we all followed Rodin out.


With
Liam at my side, we ran into Sarah, who had joined the rebels, helping people
find shelter. She ran up to me and hugged me. “Kama! I never thought I’d see
you again. We have so much to catch up on… so much has happened.” I hugged my
once fashionable best friend from the Diamond District back. She now wore a
pair of torn jeans with a stained blouse, her brown hair pulled back into an
utilitarian ponytail. Our exchanges were warm but filled with dread and
sorrow.  The weight of war was heavy and everyone felt it.  She’d visibly aged
since I’d last seen her.  She fell in line and followed us to the djinn camp. 
For a long while, few words were spoken.


“Did
I hear correctly?” she finally said.  “You guys are headed out of Arcadia?”


“We’re
looking for the old city; the city my father fashioned Arcadia after,” Liam
said.


“You
think it’s out there?” Sarah asked.


Liam
pulled out his map.  “Yes, and I think my father is preparing for the second
round of this war.”


“I
wish you the best of luck.”


We
reached the djinn camp.


I
looked at Sarah, who appeared so wise and calm compared to the girl I’d always
known.  “Before we leave, I hope we have a chance to be alone.  I want to know
how you came to be a part of the rebellion.”


Barely
twenty minutes later, Rodin turned to address us all…Melanie, Jocelyn, Matthew,
Sarah, Liam, Torrid, and I.  “Welcome to our encampment.  Feel free to roam and
explore.  Feel welcomed and secure.”  He looked at me and Torrid.  “We’ll stay
for dinner, sleep here and prepare to leave at first light.”


Sarah
grabbed my arm and smiled.  “Perfect.  We have a lot to talk about and we can
catch up on everything tonight.  After dinner, we’ll get together and talk more
about what happened to me.”  


After
a modest dinner that had the whole clan together, the men went off to a hut
assigned to them while I followed Sarah to hers.


“How
have you been handling all this?” I said as I entered the one room hut with a
dirt floor and cut out window opening.  “Being on the run… looking for shelter
where you can find it.  Hardly what you're used to at home.”


“It’s
funny how quickly you can get accustomed to a new situation.  If you’d told me
months ago that I’d be living like this, I would have told you I’d rather die
first, but now… This is my life.  Don’t get me wrong, it’s a tough life. 
Little time is wasted on leisure since the war broke out.  There’s always
something to do and that something isn’t often fun.  We do manage to find ways
of amusing ourselves from time to time, but the greater effort is simply put
into surviving.”


“Why
did you join the Rebellion? I’d never think you would be the kind of girl who
would.”


She
looked at her dirty fingernails.  “Even before you got your Life’s Plan I knew
something wasn’t right.  I can’t put my finger on it; maybe it’s something I
overheard my parents say; maybe it’s one of the many documents I often found
lying around.”  She shrugged and looked at me.  “I guess tidbits of information
I picked up here and there began to gnaw at my consciousness.  The perils of
being the daughter of two Committee members, I guess.”


“Sarah…”
I gasped, unable to believe my prissy friend with the perfect Life’s Plan had a
double life. “You were in the rebellion before the sky started falling, before
the war broke out in Arcadia?”


Sarah
nodded. “I sensed something big was going to happen.  Of course, I knew about
you, I learned a bit of what Matthew and Jocelyn had gone through and… well, my
parents were becoming more and more agitated.  Things weren’t running smoothly
and they refused to give me any information.  They basically patted me on the
head and told me not to worry; that everything would work out.”


She
sat down on the mat that would serve as her bed and patted the spot beside
her.  “I should’ve told you, but you were so worried about your Life’s Plan at
the time, and I was getting caught up in helping the Rebels get back into
Arcadia. What about you?  What’s with Liam and this Torrid guy? What’s with the
gorgeous older brother of Torrid’s…Rodin? And they’re both princes? Some girls
get all the luck.”


“We’re
fighting together.  Liam wants to find his father and I need to find my
mother.  We think Pim might have taken her to the old city.”


“I
know you’ll find her, Kama.  I think in finding her you’ll also find the love
you're looking for.”


I
shot her a questioning glare.  “What do you mean?  I’m not…”


“You're
lost between Torrid, Liam, and even Rodin, and it shows.  I can understand.  I
know Liam is a fine young man, and Torrid appears to be incredibly in love with
you. Rodin…he cares about you a lot, too.  It’s not an easy decision to make.”


“No,”
I said with a solemn shake of my head.  “It’s not.”


“You’ll
find out soon enough.  The hard times you’ll face will be a true test.  The man
who loves you beyond all else will give everything and anything for you.”  I
patted her hand and gave her a big hug.  The war had changed all of us. In less
than a couple of weeks, we had all grown up.


 


***


 


I
did my best to hide my fears as we crossed the threshold of Arcadia.  I was
well surrounded with Torrid leading the way, his brother Rodin at his side and
Liam at mine. Three handsome and strong warriors who loved me, and I loved
back.


But
the moment we left Arcadia, everything felt different.  The air was hot and
dry.  A strange but constant droning sound followed us though we were unable to
find its source.  The plants that grew in the Outskirts seemed on the verge of
death and there was nothing even remotely beautiful about it.


“We’ve
only walked a few yards outside the boundaries of Arcadia and already I hate
it,” I said.


“Imagine
what it must be like for those who’ve been banished.”


Dust
floated up around my feet with every step.  “I don’t even want to think about
it.  Sending young adults out here simply because they don’t agree with the
Life’s Plan they received is pure lunacy.  It’s cruel and vindictive.  How on
earth can someone be so ruthless?”


Liam
remained silent during my rant.


“Everyone
who’s been sent here is someone’s child, someone’s sibling, someone’s friend. 
It’s not only the one who’s been banished who has to suffer, but everyone left
behind in the fabricated perfection of Arcadia who has to go to bed at night
knowing their loved one is cold or hungry or in pain.”


“There’s
strength in numbers,” Liam said.


I
turned to him, too engulfed in my grief to grasp his words.


“I
don’t know how many citizens of Arcadia were banished and sent to this desolate
outskirt,” he said, “but if there’s an established settlement, an encampment,
it means they're grouping together and working as one.  It may be of little
consolation, but at least they're not out here suffering alone.”


I
cocked my head and grinned.  “Power in numbers, huh.  I hope you're right.  I
saw Melanie when she came back to Arcadia after her exile and she didn’t look
too powerful.  She was thin, gaunt, emaciated.  It’s still painful just
thinking about it, but now at least she’s doing well back at the djinn
encampment.”


“Maybe
while she was in the Outskirts, she had been unable to find the other exiles
and the Rebel Camps,” Liam said. “Sarah did mention most of the ones whom she
had helped sneak back into Arcadia, were from Rebel Camps.”


“I
know,” I said. “So, of course, there must be a few of them out here.”


As
a crack of thunder sounded in the distance, a thin mist of cool rain fell on
us.  At first the droplets were refreshing, bringing much needed moisture to
the dry air and cracked earth, but soon the refreshing droplets became cold
pellets that left us shivering, and left the earth slippery to walk on.  The
thickening mud hindered our progress and left us increasingly agitated.


Torrid
stopped walking.  “Take my jacket,” he said as he pulled it off his shoulders. 
“It’s thick and warm.  It’ll keep you dry.”


Liam
kicked the mud off his shoes and shrugged.  With only a thin shirt on, he had
nothing to offer me.


“Should
we fly in?” Rodin suggested.


Torrid
shook his head and Liam followed suit.


“I
wouldn’t mind flying in,” I said as my teeth chattered.


“Too
risky,” Torrid said.  “With the threat of General Adon finding them, they’ll be
looking toward the skies.  It’s better if they don’t see us arriving.”


Liam
nodded.  “That’s exactly what I was thinking.  I was also hoping for a chance
to run into the Rebellion.  Their location was approximate and I’m sure they’ve
found a setting off the beaten path with little chance of being seen, but we’re
sure to miss them if we’re flying overhead.”


Hugging
Torrid’s jacket around me, I looked down at my damp feet.  “Well this beaten
path is looking more and more like a river.”


Liam
looked to the sky, analyzing the drifting clouds.  “It’s strange.  It was so
dry when we first arrived out here.  Everything was parched.  Dried and
yellowed leaves dangled on tree branches as if they’d not seen a drop in
months.”


“Then
we come over and we have a veritable storm,” I added.


A
loud clap of thunder emphasized my words.


“Think
it’s a sign?” I wondered aloud.


“Yes,”
Rodin said.  “But from whom?”


The
question hung in the air and remained unanswered.  We trudged through the mud,
each taking our turn slipping, kneeling, falling and stumbling.  At times our
shoes were heavy with caked on mud making every step a struggle.


“Can’t
we whip up a little magic and just get there?” I asked.


Torrid
and Rodin exchanged troubled glances.


“What’s
wrong?”  I pointed to Liam.  “Is it because of him?  He knows about the magical
powers.”


“No,”
Torrid said.  “It’s not that.”


“I
sensed it the moment we stepped out of Arcadia,” Rodin said.  “Our magical
powers are greatly diminished out here.”


“So
we probably couldn’t have flown there even if we’d wanted to,” I said.


Rodin
nodded.  “We’ll have to rely on our human powers for now.”


After
three hours of slow progress, Liam walked off the path, climbed a small mound
and sheltered under an old pine.


“What
are you doing?” Torrid snapped.  “We’ve yet to find the Rebellion encampment or
Pim Seer’s settlement.


“We
need to rest, to dry off a bit and to eat.”  Liam cast his gaze at me.


I
had remained silent throughout the long and endless hours.  I had said nothing
as I’d slipped and fell, slipped and fell, and slipped and fell again.  I was
wet.  I was cold.  I was hungry.  


“She
needs to rest.”


Not
wanting to be held responsible for holding the entire group back, I opened my
mouth to argue, but then shut up.  I knew it would be of no use.  Liam knew me
too well.  Though I didn’t want to complain, didn’t want to be the whiny girl,
he knew everything about how I felt.


“She’s
strong,” he said, “and she won’t say anything, but she needs to rest.  We all
do.”


I
looked at his drenched shirt.  The fabric clung to him, detailing every
muscle.  His hands, strong and capable, were clasped together before him, and
while he controlled himself well, I too could see that he was cold.


I
hurried under the sparse branches of the pine, hoping the few needles that
remained attached would be enough to keep us dry.


Though
Torrid and Rodin seemed determined to continue, they joined us under the tree.


The
pine needles at our feet were dry and I sat at the base of the tree, leaning
back against the thick trunk.


“Hungry?”
Liam joined me and pulled out a few sticks of licorice and several energy bars.


“More
than I thought, yes.”  I greedily took a stick of licorice and a couple of
bars.


Torrid
remained silent, but I looked up and caught the quick glance he shot at the
bars.  His jaw was set tight and proud.


“You
want some, Torrid?” I asked.


He
sat beside me.  “You need to build up your energy.  Eat all you can.”


“I’m
not that famished.”  While I was more than ready to share the bars with Torrid,
I secretly hoped Liam would be man enough to offer him a few bars.


Before
I’d even finished the thought, Liam reached across me and handed a few bars to
Torrid and Rodin.  The brothers grinned and tore open the bars.


“What
size army do you think we’ll be facing?” Rodin asked between handfuls of bars.


“It’s
hard to say.  I know he’ll have recruited new rogues, but how many?  I think
many of them are running scared.  The few that remain will most likely be by
force, and they’ll be hostile.  They’ll need training and that can take a
while.”


“So
we could be facing an army of hundreds of incompetents,” Torrid said.


“Something
like that.”  Liam munched on nuts for a few thoughtful moments.  “Then again,
Sanz is sly and manipulative.  He’s an efficient gatherer and he has a way of
bringing people together that is sometimes surprising.  At this stage it’s
impossible to say what he’ll come up with.”


“So
we better hope we find the Rebellion if we’re to have a chance at winning
this.”


“You
say this Rebellion consists of citizens who’ve been banished from Arcadia?” Rodin
said.


Liam
nodded.


“Any
estimate on the number?”


“The
map I found had a list of the most recent exiles; those from the previous
year.  That list alone consisted of over two hundred names.”


Torrid
leaned forward and looked at Liam.  


Sandwiched
between the men, their shoulders butted up against mine and kept me warm.
Loving all three men as much as I did, I wanted desperately to find a way to
make everyone happy. Under different circumstances I felt certain they could be
friends, and seeing the respect in the djinn princes’ gaze towards Liam, I knew
they’d make a great team.


“Two
hundred in a year,” Torrid said.  “And this has probably been going on for
twenty years.”


Rodin
let out a long and low whistle.


Liam
grinned.  “And I believe they’ve had plenty of time to train.”


“And
they certainly have the motivation.  Nothing attacks more fiercely than a dog
that’s been kicked one time too many.”


“So
I take it we have the makings for a mighty tough fighting machine,” I said.


“Yeah,”
Liam said. “Now all we have to do is find that tough fighting machine.”  He
stood as he looked out at the horizon.


The
bleak landscape seemed to go on forever.  A handful of trees dotted the mottled
fields of crabgrass.  Not a flower bloomed and half the trees were dying.


Liam
pulled out the map and examined it for the fourth time since we’d left Arcadia.
“The area shown as the possible location for the Rebellion is a lot larger than
I thought.”


Standing,
I looked at his map.  “In a way that’s a good thing,” I said, hoping to show
him the bright side of the situation.  “If your father, or Sanz, drew that
circle so large, it means they don’t really know where the Rebellion is.”


He
looked at me with that crooked grin he always had when he knew I was right. 
“You have a point.”  His gaze swept across the horizon again.  “The sun will be
going down soon and we’ll have to find a place to camp.”  He pointed to the
left.  “There’s a shallow outcrop of rocks over there.  It doesn’t look like
much, barely a few hundred feet high, but hopefully it’ll give us a better view
of what’s around us.  And if we’re lucky, we’ll find shelter under a slab.”


As
the rain persisted, we took to the mud path and headed for the slabs of strewn
rocks.  Estimating the distances was deceiving.  While we’d initially thought
an hour or two would have us at the foot of the rocks, we were still far from
our goal as the sun inched its way to the horizon.


The
rain soaked earth had given way to small pebbles, making it easier to walk, but
that ease only lasted a few hundred yards.  Soon the small pebbles turned to
fist sized stones that rolled beneath our feet.  Every step was treacherous. 
When the fist sized stones gave way to sturdy looking slabs we all sighed with
relief, but again our relief was short lived.  Most of the slabs teetered under
our weight, making every step a balancing act.  Some even cracked and crumbled
beneath us.


The
gloom of nightfall slowly impeded our progress.  Shadows played among the
stones, making it harder to assess the possible dangers.


For
all the difficulties we faced, Liam was right.  Our ascent was slow, almost
unnoticeable at times, but when I stopped to look around and to find the
setting sun, I could see much further along the horizon than before.  With a
few hundred feet still left to climb, I felt certain we’d see something that
would indicate the location of the Rebellion.


“I
knew it,” Liam said.  He stopped and pointed at a large slab that was tilted
and leaning against another.  “That’ll make the perfect shelter and the perfect
look out.”


The
announcement put a bounce in everyone’s step and the remainder of our trek was
filled with hope.


“We’ll
need some firewood,” Liam called out as he began picking up dead branches.


Everyone
followed suit, though pickings were slim.  Few trees grew among the outcrop of
rocks, though every one of them had ample dead branches.  By the time we
reached the mouth of our shelter, we each had armfuls of firewood.


“Looks
good,” Torrid said as he examined our home for the night.  “Surprisingly dry in
here, and, look.”  He picked up and held out a handful of dry kindling.


“Perfect,”
Liam said as he took Torrid’s offering.  “I was beginning to wonder how I would
start this fire.”


“Looks
like someone’s been here before,” Torrid went on.


Liam
fashioned my spindly damp branches around the dry kindling then placed a few
larger branches over it all.


The
fire was small and timid at first with smoke rising from the damp branches
around it, but as they dried and heated up Liam piled on more branches and
finally a few logs.  Before long we had a blustering fire that had us dry and
warm.


“You
think the Rebellion stayed here?” I asked Torrid as we sat down for an evening
meal of dried beef and bread, which Liam had brought out.


“I
think this could possibly be the very route exiles take when they leave
Arcadia,” Liam said.


“Makes
sense,” Torrid added.  “The natural progress leads down this path and the
outcrop of rocks and strategically placed slabs make it the perfect shelter.”


“So
we’re already one step closer to finding the Rebellion.”  I finished my dried
beef and gazed at the emerging stars.  Only a vague silhouette of the horizon
remained visible and the path that had led us to the shelter was now in total
darkness.


“All
we have to do is wait for the sun to rise and figure out in what direction our
next step will be,” Liam said.


His
gaze set on the valley to the left of us, Torrid stood.  “Maybe not.”


I
rose to follow his gaze.  “Why?  What do you see?”


“A
flicker,” he said.


“Like
a flame?”


“Like
a beacon.  Almost like a signal.”


Keeping
my eyes steady, I stared out into the black night and saw nothing.


“There,”
Torrid said suddenly.  “Did you see that?”


Grinning,
I nodded.


Liam
and Rodin stood and we all waited the next signal; a tiny flicker of light that
lasted only a fraction of a second.  


“Do
you think it’s the Rebellion?” I dared asked.  The valley was black for seven
seconds before the flicker appeared again.


“Of
course.  It makes perfect sense,” Liam said.  “They’ve all been down this road
before.  They all know that exiles passed by here, stop here, rest here.”


“They
saw our fire,” Torrid added.


“And
now they’re directing us straight to them.”


Excited
and optimistic, I wanted to head out to find them right away, but logic held
out.  “First light tomorrow morning and we’re sure to find them.”


But
the morning rays, while they illuminated the valley below us, also left us with
a larger area to search than we’d initially thought.


“We
know the signal came from that direction,” Liam said.  “We just have to keep an
eye on that goal and keep steady as we head there.”


The
night’s sleep had been difficult and starting the day balancing on shaky rocks
wasn’t ideal.  My legs were stiff and uncooperative making my progress unnervingly
tedious.


“You
okay?” Liam asked as we neared the valley floor.  


“I’ll
manage all right,” I said.


“Sleeping
on a cave floor doesn’t make for the best night’s sleep, does it?”


While
he’d respectfully kept his distance most of the night, I awoke with my head
nestled in the crook of his arm.  Looking at him peacefully sleeping besides
me, I knew Liam had placed his arm there as a pillow underneath my head while I
slept. With Torrid and Rodin still asleep, I’d quickly gotten up before the
situation could become more uncomfortable or embarrassing.  


Sleeping
between all of them had made me feel safe throughout the night, but I’d also
felt cornered.


“Hopefully
tonight will be better,” I said.


The
valley floor was a welcomed relief.  Flat, sandy and stable, walking the few
miles that still separated us from the approximated location of the signal was
a breeze.


For
three hours our goal got closer and closer.  Each lost in our own thoughts we
made good time, walking briskly and with determination.


When
four young men jumped out from behind a knoll, we all started and I let out an
unexpected yelp.


“Who
are you and where are you going?” the taller of the four demanded.


For
a heartbeat we just stood and stared.


Then
Liam stepped forward.  “Taylor?  Is that you?”


The
young man gazed suspiciously at Liam.  “That’s my Arcadian name, a name given
to me by the Committee.  Here I’m known as Trax.”


“Trax,”
Liam said as he approached with caution.  “I’m Liam; Liam Seer.  I was a junior
when you graduated.  You were the star quarterback and I was a big fan.  I
never missed a game.”


“Seer…
as in Governor Seer?”


The
men at his side brandished an odd assortment of weapons; clubs, javelins and
sling shots armed with stones big enough to knock any of us unconscious.


“It’s
not what you think,” I said as I hurried forward.  “He’s with us.  We’re
looking for the Rebellion.”


Trax
looked at me and grinned.  “You’re Kama.”


Taken
aback I cocked my head in question.  While Liam might have been a fan of his, I
had no clue who he was.


“You
may have been a cute little pipsqueak when I left school, but I sure knew who
you were.  Everyone in school knew who you were.”  He took an appreciating gaze
from my toes to my hair.  “You sure grew up to be as beautiful as they all said
you’d be.”


I
smiled at the compliment, but quickly brought the conversation back to the
problem at hand.  “We’ve walked for two days.  We think there will be an
enormous retaliation from the Governor and his army.  They’re on the outskirts
as well.  We need to find the Rebellion, to warn them and to recruit them.”


“And
him,” Trax said as he pointed his chin to Liam.


“I’m
no longer my father’s son,” Liam said with firm resolve.  “He made the
decisions that led us to where we are today.  I want to lead Arcadia and all
its citizens, be it humans, djinns, or Magical Ones, to a prosperous and sane
future.”


The
four young men exchanged glances.


“This
is Torrid,” I offered as I pulled Torrid to my side.  “And that’s his brother Rodin. 
They’re djinns from the Nethers.  My father is General Adon.  We have only the
best interest of Arcadia at heart.  If Liam, in any way, shows himself to be in
allegiance with his father and not us, we’ll stop him.”


Satisfied
with my promise, they led us over the knoll and through a narrow opening into
the forest.  Every few hundred yards we came upon other guards.


“Your
encampment is well fortified,” Torrid remarked.


“We
know we’re in a fragile position.  We do everything we can to minimize
surprises.”


In
the distance, through the scattering of trees, I saw shacks and movement; life.


We’d
made it.


 


 
















Chapter 16


 


 


As we emerged from the forest, I immediately
sought familiar faces.  Their little settlement, virtually a small town was
busy with life.  Gardeners hacked away at the earth, bringing fruits and
vegetables to the inhabitants.  Carpenters toiled over a leaky roof and
repaired rutted floors.  Children played in the dirt rolling rounded rocks
toward a target set in the center of the circles they’d drawn in the soil.


Across
the children’s playing field, I saw a face I knew I’d seen before.  For a
moment my brain shuffled through the names and faces of people I’d known
throughout my life, but still I couldn’t figure out who he was.  


Tall
and strong, he seemed unnaturally thin and his eyes were slightly sunk in.


He
turned to me and his gaze displayed the same vague recognition I felt.  Taking
long, purposeful strides, he came to me, a smile slowly forming on his lips
until he reached me and grasped my shoulders.”


“Kama. 
Kama Johnson.  What on earth are you doing here?”


On
hearing his voice, I immediately knew who he was.  “I was beginning to think
I’d never find someone I knew out here.”


Liam
came to my side.  “Jenkins?”


I
looked at the young man in front of me, trying to find a recognizable feature of
the hunky quarterback who’d been so popular in school.  “Oh, my God.  It is
you,” I said as the flash of his smile brought me back to that night when our
team won the championship.


After
brief introductions to Torrid and Rodin, we sat down to catch up on the events
of the past months and discuss our intentions.


“We
have a strong army here.  They train every day, spending hours with drills,
tests of strength and tests of accuracy.”


“That’s
good to hear,” Liam said.


“What
do you have in mind?” Jenkins asked with confidence.  He seemed ready to attack
the world.


“An
offensive.”


“You
want to attack your father’s army?” Jenkins’ confidence suddenly left him and
he now seemed edgy and unsure.


“I
think it’s better than waiting for them to make the first move.  If we move
fast enough we’ll get them before they’re truly ready, and you can’t
underestimate the effect of a surprise attack.  If my father is out there in
the old city, I highly doubt he’s expecting an attack.  As far as he’s
concerned everything is happening within the confines of Arcadia.”


“Our
army is well trained, like we’ve said, and they guard this encampment fiercely,
but they’ve never really seen battle.”


“Don’t
worry,” Liam said.  “The men presently being trained by my father have never
seen any action either, and they’ll barely have a few days training.”


We
continued to discuss various actions, what was plausible, impossible, probable
and risky.  With so many unknowns, it was hard to make any concrete decisions
and it was ultimately left to a big, “We’ll see when the time comes.”
















 


Chapter 17


 


 


Though many of the rebels recognized Liam and
me from high school, we had trouble recognizing them.  They were all taller,
bigger, meaner.  Living outside Arcadia had hardened them, leaving them
stronger, both physically and mentally.


“Believe
it or not,” Jenkins said after he’d introduced us to a dozen guys or so.  “That
guy over there is Alan Corwin.”


“Skinny,
nerdy, afraid of his own shadow Alan?” Liam said.


“The
very same.”


“What
happened to him?  He’s become a completely different person.”


“Well,
for starters, he lost those tacky pants and those ugly shirts he always wore. 
In addition to that, out here there aren’t too many pencils to push.  We have
no choice but to stay strong.”


“You’ve
all lost that perfect Arcadia patina.”


Jenkins
chuckled and led us into his tent and gestured for us to take a seat.  “I have
to admit I don’t really miss the pressure to be perfect all the time.  Yeah, we
get down and dirty out here, but we’ve grown more in the past few months than
we have in the past few years.”


“We
hear there’s an older version of Arcadia out here,” Liam said.  “Know anything
about it?”


“Yeah. 
We came upon it once a while back, but didn’t really get in too close.  
Eerie.  Same buildings, same set up, same intersections; only now everything is
draped in vines.  Trees are growing through the roof of some houses.”


“Anybody
living there?”


“I
don’t think so.  From what we can figure it’s been abandoned for the past
nineteen years.  There was a pretty devastating war where everyone fled and
never came back.”


“Think
you’d remember how to get back there?”


“It’s
a rough trek.  We were thirty who’d headed out to explore the surroundings and
only seven made it to the old dead city.  It’s hard, exhausting and draining.”


“Then
we’ll have a big hearty meal, rest for the night and get an early start
tomorrow morning.”


 


 
















 


Chapter 18


 


 


The gloom of night still clung to low lying
areas while only the tops of distant mountains showed the reflection of the
first rays of the morning sun and already we’d been walking for an hour.


Laden
with a variety of weapons we felt ready to face any eventuality.


“How
you holding up?” Liam asked as we prepared to enter a dense forest.


“I’m
good.” Truth was I was growing increasingly fearful of what was to come.


Branches
whipped our faces and scratched our skin, but the men marched on, barely
slowing down when the brush thickened.  We finally emerged and faced a steep
and rocky incline.


The
climb was slow and laborious, but well worth the effort.  From the summit,
looking toward the west, we had a perfect view of the old Arcadia.  Even from
the great distance I recognized the streets and buildings I’d grown up in.


Even
the mall where I’d spent so many Saturday afternoons was easily recognizable.


“I
wonder if I can see my house from here.”  I looked toward the left end of the
old city.


“I’m
not sure you’d want to,” Jenkins said.


A
shiver ran through me.  Being on the top of that mountain and looking down at
the ancestor of the city I knew so well; there was something too weird about
it.


“Well,”
Liam said.  “Let’s go down there and see what we find.”


The
descent was quick and I could sense the growing anticipation in all the
warriors around me.  Torrid and Rodin took the lead, more eager than everyone
to get into the city.


Liam,
though surely just as eager, lagged behind to stay with me as the wear of the
trek began to take its toll.


“I’m
holding you back,” I said with reluctance.  “I’m going as fast as I can.”


“I
know.  I don’t want to rush you.  I just want to make sure you make it down
okay.”


“You're
treating me like a fair maiden.”


“Truth
is I just want to play the part of your hero.”


“You're
always so sweet, Liam.”


His
grin wasn’t as effervescent as it usually was and I could tell he had a lot on
his mind. 


“When
we get down there, I want you to stay close to me.”


“Liam,
you're underestimating me again.  I can take care of myself far more than you
imagine.”


“I’m
not underestimating you at all.  I’m just saying I want you to stay close to
me.”  He grinned, this time that charming and warm grin that always got me in
the gut.


I
laughed and the remainder of the trek down the mountain was a breeze. 
Relieved, I also sensed in the lighthearted steps of the warriors around us
their sense of relief.


The
floor was now clear to get into the old Arcadia.  We picked up the pace and the
city became clearer and closer.  My heart rate increased as we approached the
inspiration that had brought Pim Seer to build Arcadia.


“He
could be in there,” Liam whispered.


I
looked at him.  The tension was building up and showing in his face.  The grin
that had warmed me moments earlier was now taken over by a scowl.


“Are
you sure you're ready to face him, Liam?  This isn’t going to be easy.”


I’d
barely finished my sentence when I noticed Torrid and Rodin stopping in their
tracks.  All the rebel warriors followed suit and stood still as we listened to
our surroundings.


A
strange and unearthly thunder sounded.  My breath caught in my throat at the
sound.


“What
was that?” I asked to no one in particular.


All
eyes scanned the desert floor that ran between the city and the mountain.


“Sounds
like a rusty old washing machine met up with a tired pickup truck.”


Torrid
came to me, his stance instantly protective and ready to fend off any attack. 
“Whatever it is, it’s big, and there’s a good chance it’s not good.”


He
waved his arm out in a gesture that quickly had the warriors surrounding us. 
With their backs to us, they continued to scan the horizon.  Though the
thundering had increased, there was still no sign of anything.


“It
sounds like it’s coming from everywhere at the same time.” I tried to keep the
growing fear from my voice, but the ominous sound was playing with my nerves
more than I’d expected.


“I
think that might be a part of the strategy.  Whatever or whoever’s out there is
trying to psyche us out.  If we can get skittish and nervous enough, we’ll make
stupid mistakes.”  Liam looked at me with confident determination.  “But we
won’t let them get to us, will we?”


“No,”
I said with a reassured grin.


Torrid,
standing taller than the rest, looked past the surrounding warriors to the old
city.  “Were those guards there before?” he asked.


Liam
followed his gaze.  “No.  No one was there a minute ago.”


“I
think we may have been spotted,” Torrid said.


The
clang of metallic thunder was virtually upon us.


“Be
prepared, men,” Jenkins shouted.


A
blood curdling scream came from the rebels on the mountain side of our group. 
My gut did a somersault and as I turned to the sound of yet another scream. I
gagged down a wave of nausea as I caught a glimpse of what we were up against.


Coming
out of nowhere and descending quickly on our little army were strange beasts,
each more ugly and disgusting than the last.


“Oh
my God,” Liam muttered.


“What
are they?” Torrid asked.


“Hybrids. 
Androids.  Monstrosities,” I muttered.  I immediately thought of Jacob,
Jocelyn’s brother, and how we’d found him at the Coliseum; the head of a young
man attached to a strange robotic body.


“Have
you ever seen anything like this before,” Liam asked.


 “We
came upon one of them a while back,” Jenkins said.  “It was dying.  We learned
it was from Arcadia, but couldn’t find out its reason for being out here. 
These creatures, however, seem to have a purpose.  It almost seems like they’ve
been programmed to come after us.”


I
gasped as I recognized one of the strange beasts.  Though his face was now void
of life, I knew I’d seen him in one of the prison cells of the Coliseum.  This
wasn’t the time to be sick, but I felt the incredible urge to vomit.  The head
of the young man I’d seen, a young man I’d hoped to save, was fixed to the neck
of an antelope.


They
all attacked with vicious precision and uncompromising determination.  One by
one the highly trained rebels who’d prepared for this eventuality fell,
seriously injured or dead.


“How
are we supposed to fight off such creatures?”  I looked at a small grouping of
robotic humans who had the upper limbs of a man, but had two wheels in place of
their legs.  They moved quickly, giving our rebels no chance to escape or fend
them off.


Then
we all gasped as we saw the caliber of monsters go to the next level.  Instead
of arms and hands, these warriors had circular saws and sharp spears.  The
rebels who stood at the perimeter of our circle were at their mercy.


“We
have to find a way to fight them.”


For
the first time I saw a glimmer of fear in Torrid’s eyes and knew our situation
wasn’t good.  Despite his fear, he pulled back his shoulders, nodded at his
brother and prepared to face the battle.


Through
a series of deafening clangs, cries of pain, and shouts of anger, we battled as
best as we could against our inhuman attackers.


If
ever there’d been a time when a little magic could go a long way, it was now,
but my powers were completely non-existent, and a quick glance at Torrid and Rodin
told me they also lacked the power to combat these monsters through magic.


Before
long I felt overwhelmed by it all.  Though I barely managed to fend off the
first three attackers, they kept coming at a pace that was exhausting.


“You're
doing a great job,” Torrid said as he came up beside me.  “I imagine your magic
has abandoned you as it has Rodin and me.”


I
nodded as he helped me fight off an odd-looking robot that was part boar, part
metallic box and part human.


“Who
would have ever thought that the most pure and royal of djinns would find
themselves fighting against such creatures shoulder to shoulder with humans.”


Smiling,
I turned to him, but his attention was otherwise occupied by a vicious beast
that tried to rip his arm off.  My moment of inattentiveness left me open to an
attack.  A vice grip took hold of my arm and easily dragged me away from the
security of my group.


Just
as the robotic human prepared to bring his rotating saw down on me, Liam jumped
in and rid the robot of its human head.


“I
want you out of here,” Liam muttered to me.  “Now.”  He grabbed me by the elbow
and pulled me away from the protective circle.


“Liam,
what are you doing?”


“At
least three of those… those things were eyeing you right from the start. 
Either they think you’re an easy target, or you're a coveted prize.  And now
this thing comes straight after you.  It didn’t even look at any other Rebel.”


“So
you're pulling me out of the battle?  Liam, no.” I pulled free, but he quickly
got another grip, this time firmer and stronger.


“Come
with me.”  Running, he pulled me to a small wooded area away from the monstrous
machines.


“You're
underestim…”


“No. 
I’m not underestimating you, Kama.  I’m taking you away from an impossible
situation.  Please.”


“But
I came out here with you guys to fight, not to be coddled.”


He
sighed with exasperation and shot me an uncompromising glare.  “Look, how ‘bout
you look at it this way; you’ll be our look out.”


“That’s
not cool, Liam.”


“Maybe,
but it’s safe.”


“Safe
is boring.”


“Safe
will keep you alive.”  He pulled me close, inhaled my breath and kissed me,
pulling me in, body and soul.  “I’ll do everything I can to make sure you stay
safe and alive, Kama.  I lost you once.  I was devastated when I learned of the
danger you were in and how close I came to really losing you for good.  I won’t
let that happen again.”


He
kissed me again and I felt the depth of his love for me.  His fingers clung to
me, holding me close, keeping me tightly pressed to his chest.


Just
as suddenly as the kiss had come, he released me and turned to head back to the
rebels.


He
was so handsome, and the responsibility of war had brought an inspirational
amount of wisdom to his eyes, and a breadth of strength to his shoulders.  For
a moment I just stared dumbly at him, taking him in and admiring him like never
before, but I finally shook the heated passion of his kiss off and called out
to him. “And that’s why you’re heading back into that battle? To stay safe?”


He
turned and winked.


 
















 


Chapter 19


 


 


Liam was right.  From where I stood, on a
narrow but high knoll with a few sturdy and tall trees, I could see for miles. 
To see further still, I climbed a few yards up into one of the tall trees and
was so shocked by what I saw, I wanted to jump down and run to Torrid, Rodin,
Liam and all the Rebels.


There
was no way they would be able to win this battle.  In the distance, far beyond
what they could see as they faced their enemies, I could see hundreds and
hundreds of clanging, clinking, and trudging robotic creatures.


The
metal of their armor gleamed in the sun as they marched forward, their aim
clearly targeting the Rebels.


I
looked toward the old Arcadia, hoping to find a way to help the Rebels escape
the massacre that was sure to come.  Instead of anything helpful, I saw Pim
Seer walk through the gate of the perimeter wall.  He approached one of the
armed guards pacing before the wall and spoke while his arms emphasized his
words.


After
a few moments, he and the guard looked out at the battlefield.  Even from a
distance I could see that he was unmoved by the fact that his own son, his own
blood, was out there on that field.


Pim
pointed, said a few more words to the guard and returned into the sanctum of
his old city.


I
didn’t know what to make of his actions.  Would he do something to help his
son?  Or would he cold heartedly let his son die right there at his feet?


My
answer came quickly enough.  In a matter of minutes, heavily armed Catchers
emerged, fierce, strong and ready to fight.  They headed straight to the Rebels
with murder in their eyes.


Tears
instantly came to my eyes as I envisioned the blood bath to come.  They would
all be killed.


As
a last-ditch effort, I tried to conjure up some magic.  I was desperate to find
a way to get us all out of this safely and I felt certain I could break through
whatever barrier was blocking our magic.


My
first attempt, to get a simple little leaf to flutter off a branch and gently
float down to the ground, fell flat and nothing happened except for a sudden
headache.  I tried again, but still the leaf remained fixed to its branch.


“If
I can’t even get a leaf to fall off a branch, how am I supposed to find a way
to help the Rebels?”


At
the sound of my voice, a bird turned to look at me a moment before flying away
with a mocking song.


Growing
increasingly desperate to find a way of breaking through the barrier, I glanced
back at the old Arcadia to see what was happening.


A
familiar figure quickly glided toward the city and my heart went into a panic. 
Dr. Sanz and his army of Rogue Magical Ones.  They were all gliding,
effortlessly and with speedy efficiency.


As
one, they all looked up to the sky, narrowed their eyes and concentrated and I
quickly realized what they were doing.  These very Magical Ones who’d built
Arcadia were now fortifying a force field to keep our magic from working.


Angry
at the thought that they, Pim and Dr. Sanz, could actually come to win this
battle, to win the war by shutting down our magic, I turned back to my stubborn
leaf and tried again and this time the leaf released its hold and fluttered to
the ground below.


Digging
deeper for a stronger kind of magic, I floated up into the air; up to the
higher limbs of the tree.


Pleased
with myself, I hopped off the branch and landing next to my freed leaf. I
wanted to hoot with glee.  Before heading out to boast of my victory against
the barrier, however, I decided to try something a little more challenging.


I
scanned the battlefield and picked out one monstrous creature.  My gaze settled
on a small wildcat with the head and shoulders of a man.  Just as it prepared
to pounce on a Rebel, I concentrated on his ability to move.


It
worked.  The wildcat crumbled to its belly instead of attacking, but I wanted
more.  I wanted to crush the barrier that hindered all djinns.


Thinking
of my father and his strength and ability, I realized my destiny was out here. 
I would save the outskirts and break the barrier and force shield that had been
erected.


I
tilted my face up to the sky, closed my eyes and concentrated until I thought
my brain would split in two.  My efforts were rewarded by a groan of dismay
from the distant crowd around Dr. Sanz.


Eager
to see what I’d managed to do, I opened my eyes and saw a large crack in the
force field above. 


Dr.
Sanz whipped his Magical Ones into action, pressing them to head out to the
Rebels faster.


But
now that the force field had been broken and Torrid and Rodin now had their
full powers at their disposal, I knew we’d be victorious.


 


 


 


Chapter 20


 


 


As Catchers and Rebels collided, my optimism
faltered.


Torrid,
I tried to mentally call to him.  Your magic works.  Your magic works.


When
I received no response, I wanted to cry aloud, but knew my voice wouldn’t reach
him any more than my telepathic cry.


They
all fought so valiantly and with such strength, but the Catchers still managed
to capture far too many Rebels.


“Father,”
I called aloud.  “We can’t lose now.  We can’t let Dr. Sanz and Pim Seer win.”


Please,
Father, I silently pleaded.  Come help us.


Unfortunately
I didn’t have the luxury of waiting for his response.  I had to go in and help
the guys, help the Rebels any way I could.


Running
straight into the fray, I conjured up a large sword and repeatedly tried to
make mental contact with Torrid or Rodin.  Only when I was a few yards away did
the mental block finally break down enough for my mental voice to get to them.


Magic!
I mentally shouted.  We’ve regained use of our magic.


Torrid
turned to concentrate his magic on an attacking machine and was pleased to see
the tin box split in two.  With a charmed grin, he looked at me and nodded.


“I
take it you’re responsible for this,” he said.


I
aimed my magical powers at a grunting beast and watched it fall back with a
thud, as though it had struck an invisible wall.


“Dr.
Sanz and the Rogue Magical Ones have been busy.  They’ve created a force field
around the area.  It took a few tries but I finally managed to break it down.”


“Adding
to their anger, I assume.”


As
a large group of various beast approached him he gathered the full force of his
magic and swept them all up, as if in an invisible hand.  With incredible force
they were flung into the forest from which I’d just emerged.


Torrid
and Rodin worked together, blending their magic to beat back the creatures who
continued to attack.  It gave the Rebels a fighting chance.  Even though they
were still clearly outnumbered, they fought with will and determination.


Among
them Liam.  I felt a swell of emotion rise in me as he fought.  The thought of
him getting hurt pained me, but my pride in his tenacity grew with each moment.


He
turned to look at me, as if he’d sensed my gaze on him.  At first loving and
warm, his gaze quickly turned protective and angry.


“Don’t
worry,” I shouted.  “I have my magical powers back.”


Rushing
to me, he pulled me into his arms and pressed a powerful kiss to my lips.


“Your
father’s army is approaching.  Are you ready?”


“I
guess in a way I’ll never be truly ready, but I’m as ready as I can be.”


“I’m
happy to hear that.”  Pim Seer’s booming voice drowned out the clang of fight
that continued around us.


Liam
faced his father.


“It’s
time you give it up, Liam.”  Pim glanced at me.  “And you, Kama.  It was never
my intention to hurt either of you.  In fact, I want the two of you to take
over Arcadia, but as it was.”


“No. 
Never.  It can’t be as it was.”  Liam’s voice was soft, almost inaudible, but
it was firm.  “I could never accept the way you and the Catchers treated the
djinns.  No amount of perfection can be worth treating another being that way.”


“I
see,” Pim said with a sarcastic nod.  “So you’d rather see the citizens of
Arcadia live in squalor.”  He glanced at the Rebels around us.  “You’d rather
see them live like animals… like this.”


“At
least they have their freedom.”


“Freedom
is only for those who rule,” Pim said.


“Really? 
That’s how you see this.”


Pim
nodded with confidence.


“Then
I feel sorry for you.  You have a warped mind.”


Anger
furrowed Pim’s brow.  “I guess that’s what I get for letting you hang out with
a half djinn.  She might have Janice’s blood running through her veins, but
clearly the djinn side of her is coming out more and more.  She’s influenced
you in ways that aren’t acceptable, son.”


“You
don’t think I could have come to this conclusion myself, Dad?  Do you really
think I would find out what you’ve been up to and I’d approve?  Whether Kama
was in my life or not, my reaction to what you’ve done would be the same.  If
anything, Kama’s been a calming presence in my life, even during this chaos.”


Pim
shook his head in disbelief.  “I should’ve kept you kids apart.  I should’ve
known better.”  He looked at me.  “If I had put a controlling band on your
wrist, my boy would have become the man I wanted him to be.  Strong, forceful
and determined.”


The
Catchers surrounded us and while we managed to fend of the first few, we were
quickly outnumbered.  Even with my magic, I was helpless to keep up with the
great numbers.


Hardly
putting a hand on us, the Catchers herded us toward the man who would have
control of me once and for all.  Dr. Sanz stood there with his devilish grin
and scheming scowl.


“Time
to put all this nonsense to rest, Kama.  Be a good girl and hold up your
wrist.”


“Never,”
I spat.


A
hard mechanical hand pushed me toward Dr. Sanz.  I stumbled forward, but
quickly backed away.


“Never,”
I repeated.


“Really?”
he said with a knowing grin.  He gazed past my shoulder.


I
dreaded looking back.


“Perhaps
you should reconsider your position.”


I
glanced back to find a large Catcher with a gun to Liam’s head.  Chuckling, I
returned my gaze to Dr. Sanz.  “I know Pim Seer is a monster, but even he
wouldn’t have his son killed.”


As
I spoke the words of reason, I conjured enough magical power to whip the gun
out of the Catcher’s hand.


While
my magic worked as I’d intended, the gun was quickly caught by another nearby
Catcher.  I wanted to conjure more magic to rid him of the gun, but Dr. Sanz
grabbed my wrist.


Fighting
like a wildcat, I did everything I could to get free of his hold.  If he
managed to get a leather band on my wrist, I’d be doomed.


“Look,”
someone shouted.  “They’re here.”


We
all followed his gaze to the sky.  Djinns poured down by the thousands and in
the middle of it all, General Adon.  They landed atop the Catchers, kicking
them into submission with ease and vehemence.


“Come
on,” Liam said as he pulled me free of Dr. Sanz’s stunned and weakened grip.


I
ran as fast as I could, emerging from the melee and running at full speed into
the old city.  Once inside the walls, Liam stopped and grasped my shoulders. 
“I love you, Kama.  More than anything I want to keep you safe.”


He
leaned closer and I thought he was going to kiss me, but he backed away
suddenly and looked past me.


“Torrid,”
I said as I turned to face him.  “You’re safe.  I lost sight of you when Dr.
Sanz appeared.”


“I
promised to keep you safe.”  He looked at me then at Liam.  “I see he’s already
doing a pretty good job, though.”


“We
need to find a safe place to hide her,” Liam said.


Each
taking a hold of an arm, they led me into town, but as soon as we turned the
first corner, I found what I’d wanted to find most of all.


“Mom,”
I called out as I broke free of Liam and Torrid’s hold and hurried into her
arms.  For all the blood and rage that accompanied the war outside the
protective walls of the city, I felt as safe as could be in my mother’s arms.


Pulling
back, I looked into her eyes.  Glossy with tears, she looked at me with a blend
of gleeful relief and fearful resolution.


“Mom,
I’m safe.  We’re safe behind these walls.”


“We’ll
never be safe,” Janice said.  “So long as Adon and Pim are at war, we’ll never
have peace.”


“What
are you saying?”


“Adon
never forgave Pim for stealing me away, and Pim has forever been insecure
whenever Adon was even mentioned.  They’ll never stop fighting over me.”


“Mom,”
I muttered with fear.


She
let out a dry chuckle.  “I guess you can say I’m their Helen of Troy.”  She
walked away from me and past Torrid and Liam.


“Mom.” 
I ran after her and grabbed her wrist.  “What are you doing?”


“I’m
putting an end to this once and for all.”  She turned and took my face in her
hands.  “I love you, honey.  When this is all over, I just want you to remember
how much I loved you.  You are my most precious gift.”


Without
giving me any time to react, she turned and ran past the perimeter wall.


Choking
with pain and tears, I ran after her, but the speed with which she advanced was
almost superhuman.


Liam
caught up to me.   


“I
can’t let her do this.  Help me stop her.”


He
stopped just as she reached the war zone.  “There’s nothing we can do, Kama. 
She’s already too far.”


With
tears streaming down my cheeks, I watched her.  She marched, her head high and
determined, her stride strong and persistent.


I
tried to work up some magic, but nothing stopped her.


“She’s
too determined,” Torrid said as he watched me try again.


A
tall machine with human arms and a fierce human face, headed straight to her. 
Despite cries from both General Adon and Pim Seer, the creature showed no
mercy.


“No!”
I cried out as the monster sliced through her with his blade.


 


 
















 


Chapter 21


 


 


Her scream echoed throughout the valley and
within seconds Pim was at her side.


With
Torrid and Liam, I rushed to her, eager to get her some help, but also fearful
that no amount of help would save her.


“We
need to get you treated,” Pim was saying as we arrived.  For all his ferocious
battling, he was now gentle before his limp and dying love.


“Mom,”
I said as I rushed to her side, almost shoving Pim out of the way.  “What did
you do?  What did you do, Mom?”


“Kama,”
she whispered as she struggled to open her eyes.


I
looked at her wound, blood gushing out and staining the sand around her.  With
a last ray of hope I looked at Torrid.  “Is there anything you can do for her?”


Torrid
gently touched his fingers to my chin and lifted my face to face him.  “I’ll do
whatever I can to help.”  He kissed me then and said, “Everything’s going to be
alright.” 


He
placed his hands to my mother’s belly and closed his eyes.  The flow of blood
slowed to a trickle then stopped completely. My mother opened her eyes and sat
up.


“You
did a foolish thing,” Pim said, his voice soft yet reprimanding.


“This
is all your fault.  You're the cause of all this misery, all this bloodshed. 
Stop this war now, Pim,” Mom said.


“I’m
doing this for the good of everyone,” he said in defense.  “Do you want our
beloved Arcadia to fall to ruins like this wretched town has?”


“You're
asking us to pay an incredible price in order to have your vision of a perfect
town.  This isn’t what we’d planned, Pim.  This isn’t what I wanted.  The
fighting, the slavery, the deception… it’s all your doing.  Now it’s time you
undo it.  Call off this war!”  Though still weakened by her wound, her plea for
peace was loud and clear.


“She’s
right,” Liam said.  “You know she’s right.  There’s no way I can govern Arcadia
under such circumstances.  You need to call your army off.  You need to tell
Dr. Sanz that the war is over.”


Defeated,
Pim suddenly looked small and meek.  He looked around at his crumbling dream
and sighed.


“Don’t
force my hand,” a loud booming voice said.


We
all turned to see General Adon standing a few feet away.  Brilliant and
massive, he stared down Pim Seer.


“You
will not like how my djinns settle this.  Let’s stop the bloodshed now.”


I
gazed at my mother and was surprised by the love in her eyes.  Through the years
and great distance, her love for my father remained strong.


“Please
listen to him, Pim.  Let’s find another more peaceful and humane way of running
Arcadia.”


“After
all I’ve done for you, you still take his side,” Pim fumed.  “Don’t you
remember what they did?  They shunned you, Janice.  They didn’t accept you
because you're a human.  Have you forgotten?  You were pregnant and they turned
you away.  They didn’t allow you into the Nethers.  Who helped you then,
Janice?  Who picked up the pieces and gave you and your little girl a perfect
life?  I created the perfect world for you and for everyone.  For Kama.”


Liam
put a hand to my shoulder.  “You didn’t create Arcadia for Kama.  Don’t stand
here and pretend to do anything for Kama.  You captured her, bound her with a
leather band and treated her like a prisoner.  That’s not how you love
someone.  That’s not how you treat your future daughter in law… the future
first lady of Arcadia… the very future governor herself.”


“I
did what I thought was best,” Pim said.  “Once you take office, you’ll see how
difficult it is to make decisions that please everyone.  You’ll see how hard it
is to come to unpopular decisions; decisions no one else wants to make.”


“That
won’t happen.”  The familiar and cruel growl came from behind me and with it a
thin straggly arm that grabbed Liam.


With
a dagger to Liam’s neck, Dr. Sanz glared at everyone around him.  “It’s time to
fulfill your part of the bargain, Pim.  Pay up or your son will die.”


“No,”
Pim said.  “You're asking too great a price, even for my son’s life.”


Shocked
I gasped while Liam’s eyes widened with horror.  Pim Seer really didn’t care at
all for his own son.


“Really?”
Dr. Sanz said.  “I don’t believe that for a second.  When you told me to lead
the Rogues out to destroy the opposition, you specifically told me to keep your
son safe.  You had me put up a protective shield around him.”  He glanced at
Liam.  “He’s alive and fine… and now you owe me.”


“You
bargained with this man?” Janice said.


“Indeed,
he did,” Dr. Sanz confirmed.


General
Adon stepped forward.  “Even you should know better than to bargain with a Dark
Djinn, Pim.  You may as well be dealing with the devil himself.”


Pim
nodded as he held a firm gaze on Dr. Sanz.  “I can’t,” he said simply.  “There
are too many lives at stake.”


His
face contorted into an ugly sneer, he growled his discontent.  “Then say
goodbye to your son.”  He raised his dagger.


I
wanted to cry out, but my voice was muffled by a painful sob.


But
before Dr. Sanz could plunge the dagger into Liam’s heart, Pim rushed forward,
pushed Liam to the ground, receiving the blow meant for his son.


“Dad!”
Liam cried.  “No.”


Dr.
Sanz grinned.  “I guess it’s just as well,” he said.


Pim
pulled the dagger out and pressed his hands to his chest.


“If
the loss of blood doesn’t kill you, the poison on the tip of my dagger will.”


Pim
turned gray as he looked at Liam.  “I had to save you, Liam.  I love you, my
son.”


For
a quick moment, my life at the governor’s manor flashed before my eyes.  I’d
known this man all my life; had even loved him as my father.  He had done so
much, all in the name of love for my mother.  For all the evil and destruction
he’d brought to Arcadia, I was saddened to see the life leave his eyes.  I
gazed at Liam, wondering what he was capable of if he didn’t get the love of
his life.


He
rose and pulled me into his arms and I knew he’d never be like his father.


“Take
care of Arcadia,” Pim muttered as he fell to the ground.  “And Kama.”


Dr.
Sanz shrugged and clucked his lack of sympathy, then turned his attention to
Liam.  “Even in death, he can’t deny me what is mine.  It is now up to you to
grant me my wish, son of Pim.”


“I
don’t even know what my father promised you.”


“The
power to rule Arcadia!  He promised me the elixir that would help the Dark
Djinns win over the Light ones… the ones ruled by the royal family.” He gazed
at Torrid and Rodin.


“I
don’t…” Liam said.


“You
will never get the elixir,” Rodin said.  “It is the most secret and sacred of
all magic.  No one can touch it, especially a Dark Djinn.”


“Pim
promised me.  He said the Catchers would have it.  After all, only a Catcher
has the power to retrieve it since the curse placed on it by Armadar.”


“You
will not get close enough to the elixir, Rogue,” General Adon said.  “It is
time for you and your Rogues to taste what you have done to so many innocent
djinns throughout the years.”  He raised his hand and the fighting ceased.


“My
father is dead,” Liam shouted.  “I am the new governor and this battle is
over.”


Catchers
stood in stunned silence while Rogue Magical Ones glanced around a moment
before disappearing into thin air.


“It
appears they’ve all abandoned you, Sanz,” Liam said.


All
eyes turned to the evil little man.  


“Mark
my words,” he growled.  “I will take over Arcadia and the Dark Djinns will rule
the Nethers.”  He glared at Rodin and Torrid.  “Watch your backs.”


And
he was gone.
















 


Epilogue


 


 


“This is a beautiful ceremony,” I said to
Liam.  “Especially considering the circumstances.”


Arcadia
needed to be rebuilt, as much of the Governor’s Manor did, but we’d managed to
clear away enough debris to make an official banquet worthy of Liam’s new title
as Governor.


“I
didn’t want to put you on the spot in front of everyone, but now that we have a
moment alone, I have something to ask you.”


I
looked at him, fearful of the question to come.  With everything that had been
happening, my mind and heart weren’t ready to make any kind of emotional
decision.


“I’d
like you to consider taking on the role of co-governor,” he said.


“Co-governor? 
Can I do that?”


“Why
not?  It’s pretty much the role you would have taken had you been my wife, only
without that… well, commitment.”


“Are
you comfortable with that?”


“I
wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t.”


I
didn’t have to think about it too long.  Just looking at all the people who’d
come to the ceremony; people who were happy to see Liam take over; people who’d
been through so much and who now looked to him with hope.  My place was here,
building a new and better Arcadia; one with flaws, but the kind of flaws everyone
preferred to live with compared to the false perfection we’d come to know.


“I’m
honored, Liam.  I can’t imagine doing anything else.”


He
reached out to shake my hand.  “I’ll go make it official, then.”


Watching
him walk away I became acutely aware of Torrid who’d come to my side.


“I
assume you heard that,” I said as I turned to him.


“You're
really going to take on co-governing Arcadia?”


“What
would you have me do, Torrid?  My place is here, and co-governing is the
perfect role for me.”


“What
about the Nethers?”


“What
about the Nethers?” I shot back.


“The
djinns are your people too, Kama.  And…” He hesitated and I saw the pain in his
eyes.  “And of course, I would like you to come be with me as well.  I know we
haven’t had the chance to be together much lately, but I still love you, Kama.
Very much.”


“And
I love you, too, but I have to make things right here in Arcadia.  As far as my
romantic relationships are concerned, I want to take my time.  I want to make
sure I make the right decision without hurting anyone.  You know, I’ll always
be there for you, Torrid, but for now, my place is here with Liam.  He’s
offering me an unbelievable opportunity; to help run Arcadia, while being on my
own.  I think I need some time when I’m not someone’s girlfriend or wife.”


He
nodded, but was obviously unhappy with my decision.  “I see.”  He cast his gaze
aside.  “Rodin wanted to be here, but he is already on a mission from General
Adon. Rodin says Dr. Sanz is not done with us.  He’s now set his aim on the
Nethers and we’re already getting word of unrest in some of the provinces.  Dr.
Sanz and his dark forces are not going to back down.  Arcadia may have found
peace, but now the Nethers will have to face a war.”


With
a gentle touch, he brought his fingers to my forearm.  “I’ll be back and when I
do I hope you’ll still hold me fondly in your heart.” Before I can say anything
back to him, he pulled me harshly to him to crush me against his chest, and his
mouth met mine in a searing kiss that shot electricity through me. It was the
most passionate kiss Torrid had given me, leaving me feel as though my mouth
was on fire. “Remember me, Kama.” 


He
turned to leave and I choked back a cry to have him come back, but just as it
pained me to watch him walk away, I saw Liam’s bright smile and knew I had to
concentrate on the work needed in Arcadia.


Eager
to take on my role as co-governor, I came to his side.


“Mr.
and Mrs. Healy are happy to hear you’ll be standing at my side, Kama.”


I
smiled at them and while I chatted optimistically about what was to come, I saw
a movement in the distance.  With a gasp of horror, I realized it was Dr. Sanz,
vying for my attention all while remaining hidden.


“It
was a pleasure meeting you,” I said to the Healys as they walked away.  Turning
quickly to Liam, I grabbed his arm.  “Liam, Dr. Sanz is out there.  Do you see
him?”


“Are
you serious?”  He peered into the forest past the gardens.


“Oh
my God!” I let out as I caught sight of what Dr. Sanz was trying to show me. 
“He has my mother.”


Now
that Pim Seer is dead, I can do as I please with your mother, Kama.  


 


Dr.
Sanz’s voice entered my mind.


 


Janice
Johnson is the perfect pawn in this game.  What do you think your father, the
great General Adon, will do to have her?”


 


I
cringed as I realized it wasn’t over.  This war wasn’t going to be waged in the
Nethers as Torrid thought, but right here in Arcadia.  Dr. Sanz was going to
bring the War of the Djinns to Arcadia.


 


I
sent word to Torrid. We’ll see each other sooner than you thought, Torrid.
Dr. Sanz has my mother. I’ll have to get her back.


 


*****


 


Kama,
Liam, Torrid, and Rodin’s story continues in Book 4 of Magical World


 


 


 


Djinn’s Destruction


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0847TGY98


 


 


 


 


Book 5


Djinn’s Devotion


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0847TCMQY


 


 


 


 


Book 6


Djinn’s Dream


 


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0847JLMTV


 


 


 
















 


OTHER REVERSE HAREM or RH BULLY ROMANCE BOOKS NOW
AVAILABLE OR FOR PRE-ORDER


 


FALLEN FAE ACADEMY


 


About the Series


 


"At Fallen Fae Academy, the magic will either
complete you or kill you."



My name is Harley, as in Harlequin. Plucked from my home from Las Vegas, NV,
and placed into an University on an arts scholarship, suddenly I am the girl
the four hottest and most popular boys have decided to "initiate". 



This is no ordinary "hazing" ritual, and these boys are no ordinary
boys. 



This mysterious University looks like any ivy league campus, but it isn't. Step
in and you are transported beyond your wildest imagination. I should be
ecstatic being here. Except surviving "Initiation" is going to take
everything I've got. 



Don't let the beauty of the four fae boys fool you. They are as dangerous as
they are beautiful. And underneath everything, runs a deep secret. One I need
to find out before Initiation kills me.



They think a human is weak. They think I shouldn't be at this university. I'm
about to prove them wrong. 



**Fallen Fae Series is a 3-books RH Fantasy Academy Bully Romance series with a
badass heroine, four deadly, striking fae princes, heart-pounding action, super
steamy love scenes, and great romance.
















 


 


Initiation:  Year 1


 


 


https://www.amazon.com/Initiation-Year-Academy-Reversed-Paranormal-ebook/dp/B07V9L8LHD


 


 


Transformation:  Year 2


 


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07WWFXVCH


 


Declaration: Year 3


 


https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07XLMSGDJ
















The Shadowlight Academy Series


 


 


About the Series


 


Unlike many high school heroines in fantasy books, I
always knew I was not ordinary. Far from it. Since I was two, I have been
seeing angels and demons. Given the gift of battle as a warrior, my role as a
slayer often interferes with my role as a normal girl. So no, I was never a
typical girl who had just found out she was heir to some magical family or
something like that. I've been "gifted" practically all my life. So
when my ordinary family moved us to San Francisco to a new school where my
father teaches, I didn't think much of the school. Shadowlight Academy, the
most exclusive and posh prep academy for the super rich. I thought I would be
there to slay the evil like an undercover superhero amongst the ordinary. I
just didn't think the ordinary would all be extremely unordinary. Especially
the three most popular kids in school. Then there's the hot brooding rebel boy
who didn't seem to fit in, too. Everyone here has secrets, and I am determined
to find out what, before it kills me...the entire Academy and even the world.
Okay, I might be dramatizing a bit, but yes, from what I've barely seen...it
could be that big. Better get my game gear on and my entire armor on, because
this is going to be one epic battle. But who can I trust?The Beautiful Ones,
which rule Shadowlight Academy is known to be both beautiful yet wicked. They're
fascinated with me as I am of them. But who or what are they really, and why do
I feel drawn to them like a fly to a spider? Can I escape their beautiful web
before I am trapped forever? Do I want to?*The Beautiful Boys is the first in a
high school paranormal academy series for mature teens and up. Expect a tough
heroine who can take on anyone and anything, with lots of steam literally and
figuratively, and a reverse harem romance.


 


 


The Beautiful Boys


 


 


https://www.amazon.com/Shadowlight-Academy.../dp/B07S92G6QZ


 


Magic Over Boys


 


 


https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07SB6RNY1


 


Gone Rogue


 


https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07S982SN6

















 


The Shadowlight Hunters Academy Series 


 


They were the most
popular boys at Shadowlight Academy, known as the Beautiful Boys. 

They also tormented me when I first arrived at
Shadowlight Academy.



Then they fell for me, and I fell hard for them.



I am Lux Collins, and as a demon slayer, I
couldn't afford to fall in love. It came with consequences, which I ultimately
paid.



Now I am at Shadowlight Hunters Academy, where I
have come to be re-trained. 



I will train my hardest. I will endure all
hardships. Because where I am going to save my Lost Pretty Boys, I will need to
keep all my wits, strength, and skills about me.



I am about to enter Hell to get my boys back!



**Shadowlight Hunters Academy is a College RH
Bully Romance which contains language, dark humor and consensual sex.
Recommended for 17 and over.


 


Lost Pretty Boys


 


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07WD2YXQH


 


 


Broken Cursed Boys


 


https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07XT8879S


 


Bad Blessed Boys


 


 


https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07XLHTB3Y


 
















 


SOCIETY OF SUPERNATURAL SLEUTHS


 


A Reverse Harem New Adult Paranormal Romance Series


 


 


My name is Scarlet, and I live in strange
times.  The year is 1890, and Queen Victoria is our Queen.  It is a glorious
time, where we have steamships, inventions, and exploration.


 


When I received a mysterious letter from my father's
friend, Sherlock Holmes, I am whisked into a world of magic and mystery.  A
world I never knew exist, until I was able to discover devices from this
world.  The supernatural world.


 


I am new to this world, but when I meet a
handsome stranger one mysterious night, I am soon initiated into the heart of
it. Commissioned to help solve a mystery.  Turns out I have some gifts and
talents. 


 


Needed for the Society of Supernatural
Sleuths.


 


**Society of Supernatural Sleuths is a 3-book
Series, featuring Reverse Harem, mystery, steamy scenes appropriate for mature audiences.
This is the edgier, New Adult version of Kailin Gow's YA series, Steampunk
Scarlett, rewritten for mature YA and New Adult readers and featuring Reverse
Harem, as it was originally intended
















 


SCARLET’S THREE


 


ttps://www.amazon.com/dp/B07THY596K


 


IMMORTAL MAGIC


 


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07VMTGW6L


 


FAE AND FANGS


 


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07WT8C9HG


 

















Bully Me Not:  Heartbreak Falls Series


 


With a name like
Heartbreak Falls, one didn't expect to find love at the new town I had moved to
courtesy of my new stepfamily aka Mom's new husband and his sons.






Something was up with my new rich stepfather,
his sons, and what happened to their last stepmother. Something was up with the
entire town, which my stepfamily seem to run. Along with the school where my
stepbrothers reigned as cruel princes. All 3 of them were known as The
Heartbreakers. Two were twins and my age, and then there was Tristan, the
oldest. Gorgeous but god-awful hateful to me. What was up?






I was about to find out...if I lived long
enough.






**Heartbreak Falls is a RH Dark Bully Romance
and mystery for 18 and up. It is YA/NA and has themes of bullying and sex. If that's
fine with you, then dig in!


 


 


Bully Me Not (Heartbreak Falls #1)


 


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07XNQV36Q


 


Break Me Not (Heartbreak Falls #2)


 


 


Dare Me Not (Heartbreak Falls #3)


 


 


 


 


 

















 


 


 


KEEP IN TOUCH 


 


 


Subscribe to Kailin Gow’s RH and Bully Romances Newsletter


 


 


Sign Up for Kailin Gow Steamy Books Newsletter, and
get a Steamy Book from Kailin


https://dl.bookfunnel.com/5rmis5rrj1


 


Love bully romances, bad boy romances, billionaire
romances, and Reverse Harem?  Join Kailin Gow’s Reverse Harem Reader Group
(Kailin Gow’s Kingdom)


https://www.facebook.com/groups/927167070954766/
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