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Book One:

The Deliverer
  

Chapter One

 


A bullet shattered the back window of the flatbed truck nearly sending Silas Ainsley to his death two days early. It also allowed his grandfather, Garland, the opening to aim his double-barrel shotgun at the driver on their tail.

With a pull of the trigger he hit the front end of the pursuing vehicle, shattering the left headlight into a thousand tiny pieces. Silas glanced at the rearview mirror and saw the passenger bring his arm out to spit another flurry of bullets toward them. He swerved just as Garland let off another round from the shotgun, shooting wide.

“Silas!” the old man spat.

“What? They’re shooting faster than you can load!” Silas said as he sped along the clouded dirt road. The blood-red sun was setting all too quickly. Another bullet split the rearview mirror and they both ducked low.

“We’ve only got two shells left and they aren’t letting up on the trigger,” Garland yelled.

Silas frantically scanned the edges of the highway, searching for an alternate route where they could lose their trackers. If the sun went down before he could find a spot, they wouldn't have a chance. Silas' attention snapped to the right when his grandfather pointed.

“Over there, you see that?” The road kept straight, but there was a small trail veering off to the right.

“Is it a path?” Silas asked.

“Yes, take it!” Garland said as he loaded his last two shells.

The dirt path seemed to go straight up the mountainside and Silas pressed the pedal to the floor. Trees obscured the direction the path took so he had no clue where it would lead them. For all Silas knew, they were headed off a cliff.

At seventeen, Silas had plenty of experience driving his grandfather's truck, but recent events placed him behind the wheel having to maneuver like a professional. The truck behind them carried two men as well, but it was much heavier. The pursuers could stay behind Silas and Garland all day on the flat terrain, but going up the steep mountain would slow them considerably.

“Just don’t let up on the gas,” Garland said, daring to peer over the back of his seat at their pursuers.

Silas glanced at the fuel gauge and winced.

“We can't make it far. Gas is leaking.”

Garland bit his lip. “Well, we'll just have to keep going until this thing shuts off. The more we drive, the more distance we put between us and them.” Garland's mouth curled into a devious grin as he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a blue-jeweled medallion. “The more distance we put between us, the smaller the chance they have of ever seeing this thing.” He stroked the precious metal as the blue sapphire in its center sparkled in the fading sunlight.

“When are you planning on telling me what that thing is anyway?”

“It’s something that doesn't need to be in the hands of someone like Marcus or Theron.”

Silas shook his head. The old man had never told him what was so important about the medallion. In fact, Silas knew nothing about the medallion until the two pale-skinned men named Marcus and Theron appeared at their door in dark trench coats, demanding that Silas and Garland hand it over to them. They had threatened to use force if Garland and Silas didn’t cooperate. Silas, of course, had no idea what they were talking about. He left them standing on the porch of their home, and when Silas went to get Garland, he found his grandfather with two swords and a shotgun. From there it was a mad dash to the truck and a hot pursuit by Marcus and Theron. At some point they lost their pursuers, but continued heading west to a place that Garland said he had prepared for such a day. For three days they traveled with little rest and few answers to Silas’ questions.

It had been only a couple of hours since Marcus and Theron had somehow found them again and Silas had not let up on the gas since. Garland asserted that they were near his hiding place.

The truck began to quiver to a dull purr as it trudged up the side of the mountain. The path crawled around the mountain instead of over it. With the tank spilling the last bit of precious fuel, he knew it would only be moments before he would have to pull the brake and leave the truck behind.

Marcus and Theron slowly faded out of sight with their heavy vehicle, but Silas stayed wary. The cliff’s edge was too close to the slogging wheels.

The gas in the tank lasted longer than he anticipated, but after several miles of driving uphill in the wide circle it finally, and calmly, coughed to an expected end. Silas pulled the brake and the two of them bolted out.

Garland held out a hand to shush Silas before he could say a word. He tilted his head as he listened for the other truck, but no sound could be heard. When he was satisfied, he slung the shotgun strap over his shoulder, secured the two swords under his armpit and pushed past Silas. He then opened the driver's side door and unlatched the brake.

“What are you doing?” Silas asked, bewildered.

The truck began to roll down the mountain and both of them watched as it slid off the cliff, barely making a noise until its metal crumbled against the rock on the path further down. Garland scanned the terrain in front of them and wiped the sweat from the end of his nose. “We’re near the top. Let's head for the middle ground into the woods. They'll be hard pressed to find us in there.”

“We're going to get lost, Gramps.”

“Don't call me Gramps, you know I hate it.”

Silas was about to come back with something, but froze as they heard the faint growling of a diesel engine tearing up the mountainside. Like a waking giant, the sound gradually became louder.

Garland tapped Silas for his attention and handed him a sword.

“You realize they’re carrying automatic weapons,” Silas said.

“And we only have two shells left,” Garland came back. “It might be all we can use against them. Come on.”

Silas fastened the strap of the sheath around his chest so the sword hung comfortably on his back and Garland did the same. Silas followed him into the woods having no idea where they were going. He was often surprised by his grandfather's active behavior. His drive to maintain possession of this mysterious medallion was uncanny, and that feeling was multiplied considering Silas had never even seen the item before.

The air was thinner and harder to breathe as they ran though the rough, wooded terrain. It was almost dark now, but Silas figured that could be used to their advantage.

Hopefully, Silas thought. Within a few minutes, they reached a rocky summit, a mesa from which they could see for miles, including the road below them. The truck rumbled into sight and drove steadily around the mountain closer to their position.

They lay on their bellies and crawled behind a series of bushes near the edge of the stone overlook. Their breaths were shallow for several long seconds, and then Garland finally broke the silence.

“Do you see that cave over there?” He pointed to Silas' left.

He traced his grandfather’s gaze and almost said 'no' but finally caught a glimpse of the gaping hole in the side of the rock.

“Yeah, I see it.”

“That’s the hideout.”

“Then why aren’t we there?”

“We don’t have time,” Garland said. “Theron and Marcus are close. We needed to be in that cave twenty minutes ago. Running through the woods will make too much noise and they’ll surely find us before we can reach it.”

“Why wouldn't they keep looking for the truck?” Silas asked.

“If they didn't see that truck falling out of the sky, then they are less observant than I give them credit for.”

“So, what's the plan?” Silas wiped away an anxious sweat, as the rumbling of Marcus and Theron’s truck got closer. His grandfather's eyes were fixed on the cave’s entrance, unwavering.

“We take the fight to them,” Garland said. He turned to Silas and gave him a wry smile. “The hunters become the prey.”

Other mountains, with their shades of violet and orange in the setting sun, surrounded the peak where they sat. Silas knew they were somewhere in Colorado, but that was all. Although they were on the run for their lives, Garland didn’t miss the chance to say it was a good opportunity in Silas’ training. Even for an old man, Garland was unrelenting in his endeavors to instruct Silas. Confronting Marcus or Theron, the ‘prey’, and destroying one of them was his final test after years of guidance. He had trained long and hard with Garland and had become an expert swordsman and fighter. He could track beasts with the best of them and his marksmanship was unmatched, but Silas had never killed a man.

Their quarry was eccentric to say the least. When Theron and Marcus came to their doorstep, Silas could tell they were trouble from the beginning, but he had no idea who they really were until Garland finally told him.

“They are Sleepers, men completely possessed by the Stühocs,” he had said.

As far as Silas could tell after listening to Garland’s explanation, “Stühocs”
were a fabled group of creatures from another world, bent on finding one certain medallion.

Of course, Silas had never seen one of these individuals and had questioned the old man’s sanity on more than one occasion. Garland told him that the possessed were uncommon and not often seen, but their coming to him meant that it was time to finish Silas’ training.

The idea of the possessed was intriguing to Silas. All the Stühocs could do was implant ideas and wishes into the mind, making the possessed believe they wanted something so badly even if they cared nothing for it. When Silas asked where these Stühocs resided he only got a mumbled answer and a wave of the hand. This only added reason to doubt the creature’s existence, but with to men trying to kill them, there wasn’t a lot of time for a better explanation.

The question then came,
why did they want this medallion?

“Why haven't you told me what is so special about it?”

Garland grimaced. “Not right now, Silas.”

“Why not now? You dragged me all the way out here because some possessed freaks are trying to get it. We've both nearly been killed multiple times! Please tell me there is something in that cave that will help us.”

Garland did not move. His eyes were fixed straight ahead as if choosing his words carefully in his mind. “It's … it's very powerful, Silas.”

Silas rolled his eyes. “Does it keep the monsters away, Gramps?”

“Unfortunately it doesn’t,” Garland said.

Silas had expected a snide remark, but sensed a gravity in his grandfather's tone. The conversation ended abruptly when they saw the truck come around the nearest bend. The shell-ridden machine finally rolled to a stop and for a moment there was complete silence. Not even the bugs made noise. Then, both doors opened immediately and the two men stepped out of the truck. They wore the same black trench coats as they had when they arrived at Silas’ home a few days before. Both of them held a machine gun in the right hand. Theron, the taller of the two, had been driving. He threw the butt of his half-finished cigarette to the ground and said something to the red headed Marcus. Marcus nodded.

“What are they doing?” Silas whispered.

“They know we can't be too far and they know we weren’t in the truck. The tracks we left stopped there.”

Silas watched intently as Marcus and Theron walked slowly into the wooded area. Marcus lifted his head and sniffed as if he would be able to catch their scent.

Silas eagerly anticipated the darkness as he looked to the sun in the distance, its last rays melting behind the hills.

Marcus and Theron had their guns ready to fire at anything that moved as they walked through the thick brush and small trees. Eventually the two of them crossed directly under Silas and Garland and were close enough for Silas to smell the stench of cigarette smoke. He looked at his grandfather and caught a quick wink. How Garland planned to get to the cave was a mystery.

Silas didn’t know whether or not to believe his grandfather when he said the Stühocs had possessed these men. He wasn’t even sure he believed there were such creatures as Stühocs. But possessed or not, they were there to hunt and kill.

The night fell upon them and Silas silently swore when he noticed Marcus and Theron had found the cave.

“Do they know what’s in there?” Silas asked.

Garland said nothing for nearly a minute then answered. “I believe they may have known about it all along. I was just hoping that we could get there first.”

“What’s in it that we need so badly?”

Garland looked at his grandson, the moonlight giving him just enough illumination to see his face clearly. “I can’t tell you right now,” he said. “I swear to you when this is over, I will tell you everything.”

He didn’t want to, but Silas accepted his grandfather’s avoidance. There would be no point in arguing with him now.

After it was completely dark, Garland made them wait two more hours. Silas' body felt stiff and sore from lying on the rock surface for so long and his eyes felt as though weights dangled from each lid. His breathing became deeper just before Garland spoke, ripping him from a brief moment of comfort.

“They haven’t moved,” he said. “They’re waiting for us.”

“Then why don’t we leave?” Silas whispered. “Let’s steal their truck and go down the mountain.”

Garland shook his head. “No. We must fight them. They know that I need to get into the cave.” He pulled the shotgun to his side and set it next to Silas. “You take this. I’ll confront them first. I know how the possessed think. When they see that I have a sword they will want to fight me with their own. A gun is weak in their eyes.”

“How do you know they carry blades?”

“They always carry blades,” Garland said. “Once their rifles are down, I want you to try and fire at them.” He pointed hard at Silas. “Don’t shoot me by accident!”

“It’s a shotgun, Gramps, you better stay low.”

The situation felt too dangerous. Not only were they about to go in for the kill, they were setting themselves up for being killed as well. It was an impossible situation, but Silas had to follow his grandfather.

Climbing down the steep rock in the middle of the night was no easy task. Garland reached the ground first and did his best to steady Silas on his descent. He decided they would flank the cave from the left to avoid any noise made by walking through the dead leaves of the wooded ground. At the slow pace it took several minutes to find the dirt pathway that led to the side of the cave. The two of them hunkered low, being mindful of their steps as not to alert Marcus or Theron. Surprise was key. After several minutes of moving slowly they finally reached their destination just yards from the cave opening and both of them knelt behind a bush. Silas wiped his wet, shaggy blonde hair to the side and gripped the shotgun. The sword weighed heavy on his back.

He watched as his grandfather surveyed the best way to enter, taking notice of the old man’s movements. He was looking his age. He was active and could hold his own against anyone, but the years that wore on his 70-year-old frame were beginning to bring him down. This was something Silas had begun to notice several years before. Garland was the only parent he had ever known. The change he had undergone over the past seventeen years was subtle but apparent. Silas hated the thought of losing his grandfather, but he knew old age was just a ticking time bomb waiting to explode. He didn't know what he would do without Garland.

These thoughts pulsed through his mind, as they were about to meet death face to face. What was about to take place could go terribly wrong. Not only may he lose a grandfather, but
he too
could die. He had only one more protest in him.

“Are you sure this is what we should do?”

Garland was still studying their approach. “Yes,” he said. He looked at Silas and slowly pulled the sword from its sheath. “Stay ten paces behind me. When I drop to the ground, fire your first shot where the threat is highest. Save your last shot for the other. From this distance, a shotgun will only wound them. After the second shot, come in with your sword and we will take them.

Silas nodded. He was as ready as he could be, considering. He gripped the gun tighter as his grandfather gave him another firm squeeze on the shoulder and stood from his crouch. He counted the steps until he reached ten paces. He immediately stopped when a deafening sound roared through the air. He jumped to the ground and expected his grandfather to do the same, but he didn't. Garland just stood there. The bang sounded again and Silas knew it was from a gun. Still, his grandfather stood motionless. Silas wanted to call out, but did not want to give away his position. Where had the shot come from? Garland then turned, revealing a stain of blood spreading across his shirt, and fell to his knees.

“No!” Silas cried, just above a whisper, seeing two gaping wounds crying out of Garland’s stomach. Silas could not stay where he was. With his gun in hand and the sword on his back he ran to his grandfather's side.

“Sil…, run Silas...”

“No, no, no, you can’t die like this!” Where had the shot come from?

Out of the corner of his eye he saw Theron and Marcus charging to where he held his dying grandfather. Silas lifted the gun and pulled back both hammers, but was too late. Marcus slapped the gun away and it fell to the ground harmlessly. He reached for his sword from behind, but was sharply kicked in the face before it could leave its sheath. Silas had been blinded with the kick. All he could see was black and could hear nothing but a loud ringing. With one last breath, he heaved and slipped out of consciousness.

When he woke, he wasn't sure if he had yet opened his eyes, but soon realized he was blindfolded. Ropes were tied tight against his wrists in front of him. His head felt as though a marching band had paraded on his skull and the trumpets were still blowing. He moved his arms to see if there was any chance of freeing himself. He was surprised to find that he wasn’t tied to anything, although the knotted ropes around his wrists and legs made his escape feel impossible. After a few moments he mustered the strength to slide on his rear to a dirt wall. He rubbed his face against it. The rough edge scraped open his flesh, the dry dirt on his face becoming mud. Finally his eyes were free of the blindfold, but his ability to see was not much better than before.

He was in a small room. It was dark except for a small stream of light coming in through a hole in the door on the other side. Its source was weak and seemed to flicker as if it were a torch. Once his eyes were able to adjust, he looked down to find a lifeless body lying on the ground just feet away.

“Grandpa?” Silas whispered.

Silence.

“Grandpa!” He said more sharply.

Finally the body breathed to life, but the breath was shallow and ragged. “Silas,” he said. His voice sounded almost as a memory. If Silas hadn't been listening for it, he would have never heard him. But he
could
hear and the sound was that of a dying man fighting a battle for every last breath. His wounds showed that he had been shot twice.
How is he still alive? The image of his grandfather lying helpless on the bloodstained ground would be burned into his mind forever. He had never seen him in such a helpless state. He wished more than anything that they had not come to this mountain in the first place.

Silas sluggishly moved his body to his grandfather. Garland had been left there to die and Silas wished he could comfort him. With his hands and legs tied, he knelt next to him.

“I guess they got the medallion,” Silas said.

A slight grin came across Garland's face. “No.”

Silas cocked his head waiting for an explanation.

The sound Garland made was as though he was reaching for each word. “When they found that it wasn't on either of us,” he took a long pause to breathe, “they questioned me for … for about twenty minutes. I wouldn't tell them anything, so they brought me in here.”

“How come they didn’t find it? I saw you with it in the truck.”

“Exactly,” Garland said with a smile. “There’s a hidden compartment behind the seat. If you didn’t know about it, you’d never find it. I placed the medallion there when you weren’t looking.”

For some reason a wave of relief fell over Silas, not because he was happy the medallion was temporarily safe, but that his grandfather wasn't about to die in vain. If either Marcus or Theron had their grimy hands on the medallion, Garland's death would be for nothing.

With the relief came a fountain of remorse flooding his body, resulting in a bleeding of tears. His grandfather, the only man who had ever cared anything about him, was about to die. There was no more time and Garland's death was inevitable. With him gone there was no one, no family or friends in this life. Silas was old enough to take care of himself, but that wasn't the problem. He was about to be truly alone.

Garland held up a hand when he noticed the tears rolling down Silas' face. “Silas. There is nothing you can do. I will be fine.”

“You're going to die.”

“It's not the end of the world, Silas.”

“I don't want to be alone. I need you here.”

“You won't be alone.”

Silas didn't know how Garland could say this. It wasn't true, but he wasn't going to make this harder than it was.

“Are you in pain?” he asked.

Garland smiled, but it turned into a agonizing grimace. “Yes.”


“I wish there was something I could do.”

“You need to listen to me,” Garland said. He took a deep breath, almost counting down the seconds. “You know where the medallion is. Don't tell them.”

Silas nodded, hanging on every word.

“These next couple of days are going to be difficult. They are not going to kill you as long as they think you know where the medallion is. If anything, tell them I hid it in the woods. It may buy you some time.” Garland swallowed hard. “They’ll get impatient. They’ll threaten to kill you and will eventually do so if you keep refusing. But by then you will hopefully have help. A protector.”

Silas began to interrupt, but Garland held up a finger. “Your protector will be here no later than two days. You must hold out until then.”

“How? Who?” Silas said.

“Just follow him, Silas. Do everything as he tells you. Take him to the medallion and he will take you to safety.”

“How do you know this?”

“It was planned from the beginning.”

“What beginning?”

Garland let out a deep cough. Silas could tell the pain within him was becoming too much to endure. He knew he shouldn't be pestering his dying grandfather with questions, but there was so much left to learn.

There was a long pause as Garland gathered the strength to speak.

“Silas.”

He bent forward to hear his nearly soundless words.

“I never thought it would begin like this, dear boy,” he said.

A hot tear rolled down Silas’ cheek as he clutched his grandfather’s hand as much as his bound wrists would allow. Garlands fingers were releasing their ever-weakening grip. Silas tried to tell him not to talk, but the old man ignored him.

“There is something I need you to do.”

“Anything,” Silas said.

“Remain brave. The days ahead of you are the beginning of something great and terrible. Your future is uncertain, but one thing is for sure, you are powerful and the Stühocs know it.”

A look of confusion crossed Silas’ face.
What does he mean, powerful?

Garland’s eyes widened. “The Stühocs have been waiting for this moment, Silas. Follow the one who can lead you home.”

His eyes slowly closed and in an instant, his grandfather was lifeless by Silas’ side and his grip went limp.

“Grandpa, don't go.” The tears were uncontrollable now. “Please, don't go.”

Silas sat alone in the dark room. He was alone in the world. He had no one to help him and no one to care if he made it out alive. But according to his grandfather, he only needed to survive for two more days.

 


 

  

Chapter Two

 


Julian Hobbes walked slowly in the night as he made his way to the entrance of the Green Pumpkin.
An odd name for a pub,
he thought. The place was notorious for hosting some of Marenon's most vile criminals. Julian hated being there. This wasn't the first time, either. Going to places like this was just another part of the mission. He knew the scum inside would sense that he was not their kind. He always tried to avoid the gazes that accompanied his arrival.

He had been there a week before and was only in a hurry to return now due to the nature of his mission. He had been sent to the Green Pumpkin to find Alric Thirsk. The man was well known and well traveled in these parts, probably because of jobs just like the one Julian had offered him. From what Julian knew, Alric's work, and that of his three-man crew, was not always criminal in nature, rather it consisted of whatever would bring in the money. Julian’s eyebrows furrowed as he thought.
Even in Marenon, everything’s about money.
His father had always told him that was how it was in the old world too. Nevertheless, Alric and his crew were the best at what they did, and Julian could only accept the best.

The week before, Julian had presented Alric with his proposal as well as maps of the targeted area and other information he would need to complete the job. As expected, Alric said he would have to discuss it with his crew and they would meet him a week later to give an answer. Julian had hoped to get an answer that day, but Alric wouldn't budge. Everything was done in collaboration with his crew.

Julian looked up and down the cobblestone streets of the city of Canor. Aside from the occasional horse and buggy, there was hardly a soul out that night. He could see the warm glow of the lanterns in the window of the Green Pumpkin and could hear the ruckus coming from inside. As he came to the door, he took a deep breath and felt for his dagger hidden underneath his cloak. He rubbed a hand through his dark, jaw-length hair and pulled the hood of his cloak over his head to shadow his face. An ominous look would draw more attention than he needed, but it could be enough to frighten anyone that might confront him. He took another deep breath and walked through the door.

At first, no one looked up at him. A fight in the back corner held most of the crowd's attention. Others were engaged in conversation and sucking down one drink after another. Perhaps he was being overcautious.

There stood a divide in the middle of the pub and Julian made his way past it. A private room in the far right corner was reserved for his party where the others would be waiting for him. The fight that held most of the pub's attention was a twisted brawl happening only feet from where Julian needed to be, however. This was no good. An attempt to walk through would drag him into the conflict.

The crowd was in a frenzy as the blood spurted and spit flew. The fight was going to end in a dead body if they didn't stop soon. Perhaps that was the point. Finally, one opponent was able to pin the other to the ground. The man straddled him and swung his fists into the other’s face mercilessly, one right after the other. The crowd shouted louder and louder, but it was nothing compared to Julian's voice inside his brain yelling for him to stop this madness. He knew he didn’t need the attention he was going to get, but he felt he had no choice. The victim’s eyes started to roll back and he would likely die if Julian didn't intervene. He walked over to the bloodthirsty fighter and placed a steady hand on his shoulder.

“Let him go,” Julian said.

The attacker stopped and looked down at Julian’s hand then to his face. The previously jeering crowd fell silent as the man stood and stepped inches from Julian's shadowed nose.

“What exactly are you planning to do if I don’t?” the man grinned a yellow gap-filled grin, looking to his peers for encouragement. He found none.

Without warning, Julian grabbed the man's wrist and wrapped his arm behind his back, bringing the fighter to his knees. He cried out in surprise as Julian lifted his foot and kicked him in the middle of his back, snapping his arm like a twig. In the same motion he pulled out his dagger in readiness for a second attack from elsewhere. Not a soul moved. The entire pub sat motionless, trembling in fear of what Julian may be capable of doing to them. When he felt there was no attack coming, he sheathed his dagger back under his cloak, sheltering its visibility. Julian let out a silent shudder. It was too easy to let it happen. This was something he had always been trained to evade, a weakness his mentor had always told him to subdue. Whenever anger flooded into Julian's veins he could snap. His training could kick into motion and he had the potential to do something reckless. The problem in this situation was that he was harming the people he had sworn to protect. It troubled him even though he knew he had just saved someone’s life. He looked down at the man with the broken arm. The rest of the crowd sat dumbstruck at what they had just witnessed.

“Get back to your drinks.” It was just more than a whisper, but Julian's command jolted the crowd to nervous fidgeting among themselves. Julian pointed to the man who had been taking a beating when he arrived. “Someone get him help.” Immediately two people rushed to the man's side to care for his wounds.

Julian's training had become a blessing and a curse. He was of the Dunarian Council, warriors who had taken an oath to destroy the Stühocs and restore peace to Marenon.

The Dunarian Council had long ago been appointed by the Human king of Marenon, during the days of Sir Barton Teague. Julian had never met Teague, but knew plenty about him. Teague had originally formed the council. He had petitioned the king for the eradication of the Stühocs from Marenon and the creation of a special group to carry it out. The king agreed and named Teague its leader. Eventually, war came about and the Dunarian Council was on the front lines. The war ended badly, resulting in the king’s death, Erellens closing off their borders to the North and the Stühocs gaining more power. Shortly after that, Barton Teague disappeared. The new king’s successor had been friendly to the Dunarians, allowing them to continue their work. But in recent years that king had been killed and replaced by a tyrant who then declared the Dunarians outlaws.

Humans sympathizing with the Dunarian cause soon took up residence in Jekyll Rock after the war. The Erellens had given the fortress of Jekyll Rock to the council during the war, allowing the group quite a formidable base. The city housed several thousand soldiers and a thousand or more regular citizens. Anyone living within the city walls of Jekyll Rock considered themselves Dunarian. The soldiers were known as the Dunarian Order. The Dunarian Council was the law and leadership of the Order and the citizens. Julian had joined the Dunarian Order only five years before, but he had wanted to be a part of the Dunarians since he was younger. From a small boy he had grown to love and cherish the people that his father had spoken so highly of. He knew that the Dunarians were a part of something greater than Marenon’s Human monarchy.

The king sitting on the throne now wanted to bring peace between the Humans and Stühocs and restore trade and commerce with the Erellens. The Erellens, Julian could understand, but the Stühocs? The Stühocs deserved nothing but death, for all the Stühocs sought after was the destruction of anyone who wasn’t part of them. Sure, the Stühocs may one day make peace with the Human king, but only to increase their fighting power. First the Erellens would be destroyed, and then the Humans would be next until all that would be left in Marenon were Stühocs. Preventing this sort of action was what being a part of the Dunarian Order was about, and Julian had been honored to serve.

The Dunarians thrived through the years, but mostly in secret. The group was smaller than it had ever been, yet this allowed for more covert operations for its soldiers. After rising in the ranks of the Dunarian Order, Julian became one of the youngest people to be elected to the council. What the council now planned was big and Julian played a vital role. He was only twenty-four years old now, but he was the best swordsman of the eight and his fighting mirrored that of his mentor Kaden Osric.

He hoped he didn't need to use his dagger in the next room where his party waited. He also hoped they hadn’t slipped out the back window after seeing his quick fight only feet from the door. As he crossed through the doorway he lowered his hood revealing his long, thin face and green eyes. If he had not been so fierce and determined he might have seemed handsome, but on this mission his aim was to drive fear.
They must know the mission cannot be taken lightly.

Alric Thirsk sat at the table on the other side of the room. Julian noticed the mercenary’s dagger glinting in the lamplight. Alric’s stare was stern and unwelcoming and he gave a look that dared someone to get too close. He looked the type to be devious enough for illegal jobs. He was shorter than Julian. His hair was cut close and he grew a thin black beard, making himself seem almost devilish. His demeanor was not contrary to that assumption. Next to Alric sat a strikingly beautiful woman. She had to be barely Julian's age, perhaps a couple of years younger. Her hair was also black and was pulled back in a ponytail reaching the middle of her back. Her eyes bore into him as though she were ready to set him on fire with a word. Another member of the group was a man about twice the size and weight of Julian, all muscle. Days of unshaven stubble lay patched across his face. There was also a blonde, fair-skinned man, perhaps a little older than the woman. He looked Erellen to Julian, but that couldn’t be possible. The Erellens hadn’t left their borders to the North for years.

Alric pointed with the tip of his dagger to a seat at the end of the table. Slowly, Julian walked to the chair and looked each of them in the eye.

“You really light up a room, don't you, pal?” Alric said with a smirk.

Julian ignored the comment. “Have you reached a decision?” he said getting straight to the point.

Alric looked at each member of his crew and then back to Julian. “First, I think you ought to know each member that you're dealing with.”

Julian nodded once.

“This is Inga. She has a higher sensitivity to magic than I’ve seen in any Sorcerer to tell you the truth. It’s proven to be an invaluable asset to completing our jobs.” Inga gave a slight nod of recognition.

He motioned to the giant of a man. “This is Coffman. He could take ten arrows to the chest before going down.” Coffman let out a low grunt, warning Julian not to overstep his bounds.

He then looked to the blonde man nearest to the window. “This is Lorcan Zamire and yes, your suspicions are correct, he is Erellen. He’s spent hours going over the mission plans with me and neither of us can figure it out.”

“Mr. Thirsk, I don't think you would have dragged your crew out here just to tell me that it can't be done, so please, get to the point.” Julian said.

“Well, let’s just be clear on exactly what you are asking for,” Alric said, leaning back in his chair and crossing his legs. “You want us to travel to Timugo, infiltrate the Anwyn’s territory, steal some sort of medallion kept in one of their most sacred areas, and somehow get it to you without being killed.”

“I don’t care if you’re killed,” Julian corrected, “just so long as I get that medallion.”

“Right. Let me be real with you, friend,” he said. Julian thought him to be an unusually vivid speaker, as if every sentence he spoke were of dire importance. “We need another man.”

“That’s not my problem,” Julian said. “You find the man you need and you get it done.”

“Fine. Let’s talk price.”

“Name it.”

Alric looked at all the others as if to give anyone a last chance to object. “Ten thousand.”

Julian nodded. “I think that can be arran-.”

“Each,” Alric interrupted. “Ten thousand each.”

“You can’t be serious,” Julian said squinting. “How can you expect us to pay forty thousand?”

“Well, when you take into account that we need an extra man then it’s fifty thousand,” he said. “What you want is a suicide mission. We’ve gone over the schematics a hundred times, and there is no way to accomplish this mission without one of my crew getting caught or killed.”

“Is that what your Erellen friend has come up with?”

Julian stared at Lorcan Zamire as he shifted in his seat. “There has to be bait,” Lorcan said. “I don't know how you got a map of the underground workings of Timugo, but if it's correct at all then we don't stand a chance of getting out with the medallion. The bait will go after a staff. It’s the staff of Uriah.” Lorcan took a deep breath then continued. “Trying to steal the staff will trigger an alarm and the fifth man will be caught, leaving us the chance to slip in and get the medallion.”

Julian's eyebrows furrowed. “If you only need someone to be captured then why the extra ten thousand?”

“No one will go on a job without seeing the money first. And anyway, running a job like this is a higher risk, so we demand higher funds.”

Julian nodded. Alric was right and they weren’t going to budge. The Dunarians had to go under the table with this sort of mission. Stealing the Anwyn’s medallion was cause for a war and the Dunarians were dwindling in numbers. Having the blame fall on a mercenary group would absolve the Dunarians if Alric and his crew happened to be caught.

“I'll give you half now, and half when you hand over the medallion.”

“Just like that, eh?” Alric said. It sounded as if he were about to laugh. “What does this jewelry do anyway?”

“You have a job to do,” Julian said. “I give you the money, you get me the medallion.”

He stood abruptly. His sudden move caused all four of them to come to attention. Lorcan and Coffman grabbed for their weapons, then sheepishly calmed themselves when they realized Julian was only standing to leave.

“I don't care much for your intrigue,” Julian said. “We just want to make sure you get it done.”

“Oh, it'll get done.”

“Good. Then I will be back in a few moments with the money.”

It was Alric’s turn to stand. This time Julian inched his hand a little closer to
his
blade. “Actually, we're going with you. We don't want that kind of money in a place like this.”

Julian thought for a moment that this might be a ploy to get him out of the public eye so they could rob him of his money and get paid without having to lift a finger. This normally wouldn’t worry him too much, but with a magic user, an Erellen and brute force under Alric's command, Julian wasn't sure it was a fight he could win. He decided to take his chances, however. With a nod, he turned to leave the pub the way he had come. Eyes followed him and the group as they made their way through to the exit. A cold hush fell over every table as if all of the heat had been sucked out of the room.

“Fine impression you've made,” Alric muttered under his breath.

Julian walked out into the dark street, ever ready with his dagger tucked under his cloak. Eden would not be too far away. The moon lit their path and Julian led them to a large field on the outskirts of town. The night sky was bright and open and his company's footsteps fell heavy in the grass. Julian could sense a wariness in the others, a fear that they themselves may be walking into some sort of trap. They were used to undertakings that were usually sketchy at best, and for all they knew they were walking into large group of the king's soldiers, only to be placed under arrest for previous crimes committed.

As soon as they were away from the soft glow of the city’s lights, Julian lifted a chain from his neck that had been hidden beneath his cloak. He clutched a small cylindrical device at the chain’s end, held it to his mouth and blew softly. From the device came a sound unlike a conventional whistle. It resounded through the plain with a much lower tone than anything so small should have made. It echoed for several long seconds and the onlookers waited in silence. Alric gave the others a skeptical look. Then, shooting from the sky, came a large beast with wings as long as a house. The massive flying animal was much like an eagle, yet twice the size of a horse. Its dark, brown wings tucked close to its sides as it landed and its head shot straight up to give a long, peculiar look to the new guests. Its feathers were soft to the touch, but strong. It was a sarian.

Julian heard the group behind him whispering. Above the rest he heard Coffman say, “A sarian? I haven’t seen one of those in years.”

“This is Eden,” Julian said as he reached to the head of the bowing creature. He stroked her long neck as she glared at the others, daring them to step closer. “She's been mine for more than two years now.”

Inga was the next to speak. “It takes a special person to be able to ride a sarian. They aren't usually very trusting.”

“As a magic user I'm not surprised that you would know much about them,” Julian said. “It takes magic and agility to even get near one in the wild, much less train it. She goes everywhere I go.”

“That's all well and good,” Alric said, “but if you don't mind, I'm out here to see the money, not talk about your flying pet.”

Eden flashed her sharp beak. With a single swipe of her knife-like talons she could slice through a man’s body. Julian moved to the side of the creature and unlatched a pocket on the saddle. He sorted through the pocket for a moment then threw a bag at Alric's feet.

“It's twenty-five thousand. You'll get the rest when we get the medallion.”

Alric hunched over the bag, counting for several moments then looked up and nodded. “We'll see you in five days then.”

“And you remember the designated place?”

“Of course,” Alric answered.

“If you don’t show up I will assume that you’ve run off with the money,” Julian said. “I will hunt you and spread your entrails all over Canor, you understand?” He said the words coolly and without malice. He wanted them to know he meant what he said without sounding rough or evil.

“Fine,” Alric said. Without another word spoken, the group turned and left the field.

Julian mounted Eden and whispered in her ear. “Let's go home, girl.”

The next part of his mission would be the most dangerous.

 


 

  

Chapter Three


 


Silas Ainsley’s grandfather was dead and he knew it was only a matter of time before he would be killed too. Marcus and Theron had taken Garland's body away several hours after he had died. Marcus had questioned Silas for hours, often times hitting him and slapping him. Once or twice, Silas offered a lie leading the men on a wild goose chase to find the medallion. They told him that if he did it again that they would end his life. They gave him twelve hours in the dark to think about it.

Silas tried to imagine what his captors did over the course of two days, but it was difficult to see in the dimly lit room and they rarely walked by. Trying to listen in on their conversations was no good either because the door muffled their sounds. Silas was so exhausted that he was starting to hear noises that weren’t even there.

It had been two days since his capture and in that time he had not been fed, and water had been given to him only once. He was weak and without hope. He began to think that the help his grandfather had promised was a figment of his imagination or just words of a dying man who had lost his grip on reality. Marcus and Theron would eventually decide to kill Silas and that would be the end of it.

One night, or morning, Silas didn’t know which, it was Theron’s turn to question him about the medallion. On orders from Garland, Silas pretended to know nothing about it. Theron said it was a powerful tool and that he needed it. After a few slaps to the face and a threat of longer time in the room without food or water, he was gone. Silas expected him to return, but he did not.

The ropes dug deep into his wrists and he wished he could at least try to escape, but there was no use. He would be dead before he made it through the door. He tried to reconstruct the path he took when the men dragged him and his grandfather to the room. It was a long passageway, and it went through several levels. The fact that he passed out several times along the way didn’t help the reconstruction either. There was no way to remember. He knew it began on a mountainside and tunneled downward. Old gold mines littered these parts of the mountains. Now, two goons used one of them as a hideout to keep their hostage.
Probably as good a place as any, Silas thought. He wondered what was here that his grandfather had been trying to reach.

Sleep was scarce and when he did, he was plagued with nightmares. Silas ultimately came to the conclusion that if they were going to kill him then they should just do it. What was the use keeping him here? As he lay contemplating his fate, he was jerked from his thoughts by the sound of footsteps nearing his door. The faint glow of a torch grew into a bright flickering under the door as the bearer came closer. The door swung open and Silas had to shut his eyes to keep from being blinded.

“It’s time,” the gruff voice spoke. It was Theron.

Roughly, Theron grabbed Silas by the neckline of his shirt and pulled him to his feet. The dim light in the corridor was blinding to Silas’ dilated pupils. He had to force himself to keep his eyes open to study his surroundings in case he found a chance to escape.

After Theron cut the rope around his legs, they walked down the tunnel that led from his tiny room. Eventually they came to a much larger area at the mouth of the cave where the stone danced with a red and orange glow from the torches lining the wall. The ominous blue light of the moon revealed the cliff’s edge outside of the cave with a figure standing near it.

Marcus. He wore his sword on his side, but kept his hands behind his back as he watched Silas walk along willingly with Theron.

“You can let him go,” Marcus said. He stared at the boy and shook his head. “Silas, Silas, Silas.”

Silas did not acknowledge him.

“As I have explained to you before, we need that medallion. It has a greater value than you can possibly know. If you lie to me again, I will kill you. If you refuse to speak, I will kill you.” He paused. “If you tell me where it is, and you are true to your word, you will be left here to fend for yourself. If you survive, fine, I don’t care. It doesn't matter to me.”

Silas smiled weakly. “If I knew, I would have given it to you when you brought me here in the first place. But I don’t.”

Marcus lifted up a hand. “Stop talking.” He walked to Silas and grabbed his neck and forced him to walk further into the moonlight. He took him to the edge of the cliff and shoved Silas to his knees.

The moon shed its light onto the entire landscape. It was beautiful, yet eerie as it illuminated the 500-foot drop Silas would encounter should he slip. Or be pushed.

“I’m going to give you one last chance to tell me where it is,” Marcus said as he slid the sword from its sheath. The sound sent an electric shock to Silas’ heart. He was about to die. “If you don’t tell me, I will cut your throat and your body will fall down the mountain. But if you do, I’ll leave you out here in the wilderness alone. Either way, you will never hear from us again.”

Silas didn’t believe it for a moment. If he told them the location of the medallion he would be at the bottom of the cliff before he knew what happened to him. But if he refused he would be there too. Telling them the truth, however, might buy him an hour more. It was worth a try. A certain peace came to his mind as the mountain’s night wind shuffled his blonde, shaggy hair. He almost didn't mind dying in such a wonderful, tranquil landscape. For a moment, he was alone with nature, but he was pulled from his thoughts by the sudden cold press of steel against his throat. Silas closed his eyes, ready to accept the fate that was about to present itself.

“It's in the truck.”

“What?”

“The medallion. My grandfather left it in the truck before we sent it over the cliff.” He sighed loudly. If his 'protector' wasn't coming then this was his only chance. He was out of time. “You will find it there.”

“You lie, I looked in the truck,” Theron said, stepping forward.

“Well, look again,” Silas said. “There’s a secret compartment behind the passenger seat.”

“Mr. Ainsley, I've grown tired of your deception,” Marcus said. “Whether you are telling the truth or not, I'm tired of
you.”

Theron moved closer. “Marcus, what are you doing?”

“Shut up,” Marcus said.

“It's really there,” said Silas frantically. Even in his physical state of weakness, he felt adrenaline pulse through his veins. “You told me you would let me go.”

“I'm through with you, Ainsley.”

“Marcus! Stop!”

“He’ll be no use to us!” Marcus yelled, facing Theron.

“We’re supposed to keep him alive!”

Marcus shook his head and turned back to Silas. “Let Judoc take care of him.”

Silas closed his eyes as Marcus reared back to slice through his neck, but the swipe never came. Silas’ eyes flew open at the sound of Marcus screaming in horror as an arrow tore through his shoulder. The whistle from the arrow shot seemed to chase the impact. Silas instantly dropped flat to the ground as he heard more shots through the air. Theron was hit in the knee, bringing him to the ground. He pulled out his sword ready for a fight, but another arrow soared into his chest, ending his life on Earth.

Whoever was doing this was helping Silas tremendously, but perhaps they were not a friend at all.
Could this be the protector?
Silas began to crawl with his bound wrists away from the cave and down the path as Marcus continued to scream out in pain. Another arrow ended his cries as it struck him through the neck.

Seeing a chance to flee, Silas pulled himself off the ground to run, but before he was able to take two strides, an arrow landed only inches in front of him. He froze in place, knowing if he took another step the next arrow would not miss. The commotion from behind him had stopped; Marcus and Theron were dead. Silas stood with his tied hands in the air feeling stupid and even more vulnerable than when Marcus had a sword to his neck. He shuffled around on his feet, trying to see his attacker, or savior, he wasn’t sure which. He looked into the trees surrounding the cave and the path. The woods were too dark for him to see much more than rustling leaves.

He looked from one direction to the other. When he turned once more to the cave, a dark silhouette met him with a drawn arrow inches from his forehead.

“If you so much as flinch I won’t hesitate to let this go,” the dark figure said. His voice was rough and harsh.

Silas tried to swallow, but his mouth was a desert. “I believe you,” he said.

“Are you Silas Ainsley?”

Silas nodded.

“Good. Get back in the cave.”

“What?” That was the last place Silas wanted to be.

“Go, now!”

Silas did as he was told and marched toward the cave opening. “I don’t know what this medallion thing is! I don't even want it!”

“Shut up! Get in the cave!”

“What are you here for?”

“Get in the cave!” the man repeated.

The man looked around as if he were expecting more men to pop out and shoot at him. Silas stepped over Theron’s dead body, and looked at the ground where Marcus lay, knowing it could have been his own corpse lying in a pool of blood.
What was happening? Who could this person be?
Silas thought his
protector
would be a little more reassuring. Silas was no more confident in his survival with this man than he was with Marcus or Theron. It made him wonder how much power this medallion really had and if there were others after it. Silas led the way down the fire-lit corridor, not knowing where he was supposed to be walking. The stranger eased his pull on the arrow, but left it fixed in place. He looked around as if searching for something in particular. After a moment he pulled back his black hood revealing his shoulder-length hair and rough, salt and pepper beard. A scar ran from his ear down his neck, but was mostly hidden by the thick facial hair. The man was intimidating, but Silas was too fatigued and weak to fear him. He either wanted to be killed as he had been promised, or let go. He was sick of being a prisoner. After several moments of searching every direction for something, Silas couldn’t figure, the man finally met his eyes.

“You're safe with me,” he said.

Silas doubted this, but it was better than another threat.

“I'm here only to find the medallion and get you to safety.”

“Are you the person my grandfather spoke of?”

The man nodded. “I’m guessing, yes.” He took a deep breath and continued. “Your grandfather and I were friends many years ago, before you were born.” The man finally strapped his bow and placed the arrow in his quiver. Silas winced as the man grabbed his wrists and swiftly cut the rope with a dagger he pulled from his belt, freeing him from the bonds.

“You don't seem that old,” said Silas.

“I wasn’t too much older than you when we became friends. He was a guide and good teacher. I am honored to finally be in your presence, Silas.”

Silas didn't know what to say. So many questions flooded his mind at once, yet he didn't feel as though he had the strength to listen to the answers. He just wanted a warm bed and some food, yet he was greatly interested in one detail.

“How did you know to come here?”

“What do you mean?” the man asked.

“My grandfather told me you were coming. I want to know how he knew that.”

The man sighed and looked away for a brief moment as if to think of the best thing to say. “There isn't much time to get into the specifics, Silas, but for now I will just tell you that it has been the plan for a while. It is a plan I've been a part of since your grandfather trained me and before you were born. The Reckoning.” The man must have noticed the expression on Silas' face. What he had said was not good enough.

“The Reckoning?”

“I promise to explain everything to you when there is time,” the man said. “Right now we have to get off this mountain.”

“What's the hurry?” Silas asked, wishing only for respite.

“The barrier has been lifted,” he said. “There is now nothing to stop the Stühocs from coming here and kidnapping you.”

A sudden cold filled Silas' insides.

“What are you talking about?” Silas asked.

“I swear to you that I will explain everything, but for now, we must get the medallion.”

What was it with this medallion? Everyone seemed to know about it’s importance but Silas, and he was sick of it. “I'm not telling you,” Silas said. “Not until you tell me why you need it.”

He could see the man's face turn red with frustration, maybe anger. “We don't have time for this. They are coming, Silas, and if they get here before we get the medallion it will fall into their hands. You don’t want that to happen, I assure you.”

It wasn't enough. For all he knew this was just a ploy for the man to get his hands on the medallion and kill Silas. What if this was just another possessed person that took a more thought out approach?

“Tell me why you want it so bad, and it's yours.”

The man waited, staring into Silas' eyes, frustrated. He wanted the medallion and he wasn't going to get it because of some seventeen-year-old with an attitude.

“If we don't get the medallion it falls into the hands of the Stühocs. They will comb this mountain to find it. They also won't rest until they have you.”

“Why do they want it? What is it?”

“It comes down to this, Silas,” the man said with ferocity. “There is a war coming and the person with the most medallions wins. I know you don't know me and having my side win may not sound like the most appealing thing to you right now, but I don't care. It would be much better to be in my hands than that of the Stühocs’. If the Stühocs are able to get the medallions then they will destroy us all.”

“Medallions? You mean there's more than one?”

He nodded. “Yours is just one of six.”

The man let his words sink in, then added, “If you don't mind, we must go.” The sword strapped to his back was glinting in the torchlight. He looked as if he were from another world, another time. Silas nodded, accepting the fact that he would not get all of his answers today.

“It's in the truck. We dumped it over the cliff two days ago. I'm not sure how long it will take to get there.”

“You mean it's not in the cave?” The man looked alarmed.

“That's right. My grandfather hid it in the truck so Marcus or Theron couldn't get to it.”

The man simply nodded and continued to think to himself. After a few long breaths he said, “It could be very dangerous out there. I'm not sure if the Stühocs have made it this far yet.”

It was difficult for Silas to guess what the man was planning. He did not feel the great sense of urgency this man felt, though it seemed he should.

“But we have to get the medallion,” the man continued. “Your grandfather was counting on it. It is essential to the plan.”

“What
is
the plan?” Silas tried once more.

“For now it's to stay alive, and get that medallion before the Stühocs do.”

“Are these others possessed by the Stühocs just like Theron and Marcus?”

“No,” he answered. “These are not the possessed, these are the possessors.”

Silas’ face drained of blood and his skin grew cold.

The man then moved abruptly. “Come,” he said.

“Where are we going?”

“To get the medallion. You have to lead me to the truck.”

The man walked toward the cave’s opening, picked up Theron’s sword from the ground and tossed it to Silas. Catching the sword at his chest, Silas followed the stranger who made his way in the direction of the woods behind the cave.

“You know how to use that thing?”

“Of course,” Silas answered.

“Good. Don't use it unless you have to. Leave the fighting to me unless you have no choice.”

Silas stopped for a moment and the man waited.

“A friend of my grandfather's must have a name, I'm sure.”

The man paused and respectfully gave a short bow. “Silas Ainsley, my name is Kaden Osric. I am your guide and your protector.”

 


 

  

Chapter Four

 


“That's not good enough,” Garland said pressing the cold steel of his sword to Silas' neck. “If you keep trying to go for the killing move every time, you will slip up and die.”

Silas shook his head as the sweat dripped from his brow. A trickle of blood ran from his nose, a trophy he earned from being too cocky with his maneuvering. Training with his grandfather was always fierce, but that day had been much more difficult. He had never beaten Garland in combat of any sort whether it was hand-to-hand, sword, staff, none of it. His grandfather was a master at fighting and Silas would never do as well.

He was fifteen and had been training since he could remember. In the end, the goal was for him to learn how to survive. He never believed there was any practical use to it, but he loved it. When his grandfather had thrown the stick at his feet all those years before and said to pick it up, he never knew he would become the warrior that he was today. The combat exercises didn't help him in school or anywhere away from home. In fact, sparring with his grandfather probably landed him in more trouble than he would have ever found on his own. In school he would catch himself daydreaming of the power he was gaining and his ability to use it in a grand battle. He often fantasized about using his abilities against the jerks in school that deserved a good beating. He had been taught, however, never to use his abilities on anyone that was weaker than him unless they posed a true threat to his safety or that of others.

Archery was involved too, but much less so than the sword. He had gone shooting many times and became very skilled with a bow and arrow, but Garland was convinced that swordplay was what was most important to learn. He said it was good for the reflexes and it kept his mind sharp.

Training, in and of itself, was never really questioned by Silas. While other students were playing games or some sport, Silas was going home and getting a walloping from his grandfather. He often wished there was someone within his own skill range to fight, but fighting the master was the best way to become better.

“Pick up your sword,” Garland said. “Let's try it again. This time, focus on disarming me instead of using all of your energy for a killing strike.”

“I'm done,” said Silas. “I can't beat you. Never once have I even come close to beating you.”

“That's because you are not confident. That's because you are thinking in your mind that you have never beaten me. And that's why I win every time.”

Silas just stared at Garland and grabbed his sword.
I can do this, he thought.
Just beat him. Just beat him.

With the first swing, Garland parried his blow. Silas went for the feet, then the head, then made a quick jab toward the stomach, and each attack was blocked by his grandfather. Then the thought came to Silas:
Go on defense. He became vulnerable because he never let Garland attack first. He immediately stopped his slashing and stepped back in ready position, waiting for Garland to strike. For several long moments it didn't come, but Silas waited patiently anyway. The tension grew and both stood silently until Garland finally charged at Silas. When the swords clashed, the weight behind his attack almost knocked Silas to the dirt, but he held his ground. With each strike he focused on nothing but blocking while he searched for any opening to weaken his grandfather's attack. Then it happened. The opening manifested itself when Garland swung and missed wide. Silas instantly rolled to the ground, shifting to Garland's side. In a backward, chopping motion, Silas slammed his blade against the hilt of Garland's sword sending it to the ground with a crash. In the same motion, Silas reached his right leg behind Garland, tripping him and throwing him to the dirt on his back. Silas stood up and placed the blade against his grandfather's neck. He had won. There was a moment of stunned silence and then to Silas’ surprise, Garland began laughing hysterically. It was a deep laugh, straight from the belly. He held up an arm and Silas pulled him to his feet.

“And that's how you do it, my boy!” he said as he patted Silas on the back of the neck.

“You let me win, didn't you?”

Garland shook his head. “You may never believe me, but I was trying harder this time than I ever have.” He paused and laughed again. “Perhaps that was my folly.”

That was two years before and there had been no sparring since. For some reason, unknown to Silas, Garland began making excuses to delay further training and soon, they stopped picking up their weapons altogether. At that time, Garland started dropping hints to Silas about some sort of possessed beings that roamed the Earth searching for the two of them. He became consumed with worry and stayed in his room many nights, pouring over some manuscripts that he never allowed Silas to see. When Silas would ask, Garland would just tell him that it was nothing, just a hobby. But Silas knew better.

As time went by, Garland began to appear older and gaunt. It was striking to see how much he had aged in only two years. The fear of him growing older and dying was not ever a prominent thought in Silas’ mind. But then Theron and Marcus had visited them and they were forced to travel further west, and Garland had ultimately died. Silas' night was not over. Death was still a possibility for him as well.

He was shaken from his memories when Kaden’s voice told him they needed to hurry. Kaden Osric had not been completely thoughtless. Before their trek through the possibly dangerous Stühoc-ridden terrain they had searched the cave for food and water. They were able to find enough water to quench his thirst, but they found no food. He could feel his body absorbing the energy as the water of the small pool reached his lips. He still felt as though he could sleep for the next week, but the small boost would have to do for now.

He wondered, as he lifted his head above the pool, if all the training he had endured had been leading up to this night. He wondered if it had all been part of ‘the plan’ or ‘The Reckoning’ that Kaden had spoken of. Perhaps it was. It would make sense, although it hadn't really helped much yet. Being good with a sword could help in a handful of situations, but it was never a match for a gun, thus it hadn't been a big help for Garland. Things were falling into place and questions were being answered, but it was all happening so quickly. He hadn’t known whether to believe Garland when he was told about his rescuer, but it was difficult to dispute his existence now. And a Stühoc horde? What was he to think of it? Sure, there had been instances or perhaps references to Stühocs in his childhood, but only in the last two years had it started to become more serious.

The two of them left the mouth of the cave and plodded through the tree-covered darkness. Silas tried to remember the way to the road where they let the truck roll off the mountain. He still had no idea where the truck landed, but it couldn't have been too far. He carried his sword on his back with a sling over his shoulder and Kaden kept an arrow fixed on his bow, ready to pull and release at any moment. He had said there was no evidence of the Stühocs yet, but often times they did not leave a trace of their passing.

“How difficult is it to fight a Stühoc?” Silas asked as they walked through the woods toward the road.

“That depends on how well you can take care of yourself in a fight,” Kaden said a little more than a whisper. “One or two don't take too much effort, if you possess decent combat skills. But they can soon overrun you. That's how they fight. They overwhelm their victims until they are powerless. If you ever come across one then you should run.
One
is probably a lookout for twenty or more.”

Silas still wasn’t completely convinced about all this talk of Stühocs, but he played along anyway. “Are they spiritual, or physical?”

“They are physical beings,” replied Kaden.

Silas nodded to himself, keeping his eyes wide open on the path ahead of them.

“How much farther?” Kaden asked.

“I'm not sure,” said Silas. “We came through quickly, it was almost dark then and it's dark now. We'd be lucky to be on the right side of the mountain.”

Kaden threw up a hand to hush Silas, seeing movement in the distance. “Get down!” he said.

Silas dropped to the ground; a new fear gripped his insides. He held firm to the sword in his hands, ready to take on any enemy. Kaden was bent to one knee and had his arm cocked and ready.

“What is it?” said Silas.

“Something's moving.”

“What's moving?”

“Shhh.”

Kaden pulled back his arrow and closed an eye. The target was far away and Silas could not see anything from his position on the ground. For several long breaths Kaden kept a steady aim then released. There was nothing but a whistle through the air and a thud as an arrow landed in its victim. A brief, but loud shriek flew through the wind.

Kaden swore under his breath. He had hoped the arrow would silence the victim, but it instead pinpointed their position to any Stühoc that may be listening.

“Come on,” he said as he took off in a sprint.

Silas almost protested, but didn't have time. He had to keep up with Kaden. They ran through the forest with the fear that every step would bring them closer to being surrounded by Stühocs. Silas gripped his sword as Kaden fixed another arrow. They finally came up to the creature that Kaden had shot, an arrow buried deep in its chest. It had died only seconds after the shot.

“Is this one of them?”

“Yeah,” Kaden said. “It’s a Leaper.” He looked in every direction. “They’re close.”

Silas nodded, not knowing what to say. He looked down at the grotesque figure, unable to distinguish many of its features in the night. He wasn’t sure he really wanted to see what it looked like up close anyway.

“Well, Mr. Ainsley, if you aren't sure of the way from here then I suggest we keep heading north to try and find the path.”

Silas agreed. They traveled silently for several long minutes and finally found the path with the tire tracks in the dirt road that led off the cliff. This was the spot. They both looked over the edge and could see a dark mass of metal on the main road far below. Kaden looked at Silas. No direction was needed. They had to get down to the truck.

“We don't have time to walk the path around the mountain,” Kaden said.

Silas raised an eyebrow fearing he knew what Kaden was about to suggest.

“I know you've been through a lot already,” Kaden said, “but the quickest way to get to the truck is if we climb.”

Silas looked over the edge again. The thought of descending the steep jagged rock nearly a hundred feet to the next level made him dizzy.

“I'll go first,” Kaden said. “I'll guide you down.”

“I don't need you to guide me down,” he said defiantly. “I've climbed steeper.” It was a lie.

Kaden could sense his apprehension and he waited a moment then shrugged. “Sure.” He said.

They both began to make their way down the steep cliff side. Inch by inch Silas felt his way down. Several times he nearly lost his footing to loose rocks. Kaden seemed to feel at ease, climbing without any struggle. He called out to Silas from time to time to see if he was all right, but was only met with grunts and swears.

The two reached the ground and Silas rubbed at the small scrapes he obtained from the jagged rock. He followed Kaden who crouched behind a brush pile. The demolished truck sat crumbled about thirty paces away from them.

“What's the plan?” Silas asked.

Kaden watched in all directions, feeling for the sword and bow strapped to his back.

“This feels like a trap,” Kaden said. “Almost as if they are waiting for us.”

“We haven't seen or heard any sign of Stühocs down here,” Silas said annoyed. “I don't think they're here.”

“Which is exactly what they would want you to think if they were about to ambush you,” Kaden shot back. “They are brutal creatures, and as smart as you or me. They don't always attack their enemies blindly. They wait for the opportune moment so they can be thorough in their destruction.”

It was an argument that Silas couldn't win, so he decided not to fight it.

“Well, if you think there's an ambush, then what's your plan?”

Kaden raised an eyebrow as if to say,
why are you so annoying,
but he had more tact than that. As much as he wanted to say it, instead he said, “There's nothing we can do but to go to the truck and get the medallion. It's likely they didn't see us on our descent because of the trees. But they'll know we're going to the truck.”

“Why would they know that?”

“They can sense the medallion,” Kaden said, not taking his eyes from the truck. It was as if he were lost in thought, a memory from his past. “They can almost smell it.”

“Then why haven't they already gone after it?”

“Silas,” Kaden said with a sigh, “I didn't come here to protect you from Theron and Marcus.”

A red flag went up in Silas' mind.
Then what are you doing here at all?
Silas thought.

“You living or dying isn't what is important,” Kaden continued. “You cannot, at all costs, be
captured
by the Stühocs. It would be better if you just jumped off the side of the cliff.” Kaden said this with such calm and lack of emotion; Silas wasn't sure whether Kaden would care if this happened.

“You're saying they want me alive?”

Kaden nodded.

“But why?”

“That's a conversation you need to save for your grandfather.”

“My grandfather is dead, in case you haven’t noticed.”

Kaden looked at Silas and for a moment their gazes locked. The silence was heavy.

“What are you saying, Kaden?”

“I'm saying that you need to stay here behind the bushes. I'm going to the truck. Where is the medallion?”

Silas was silent.

“Silas,” he said to bring him out of his trance. “Where is it?”

“There’s a hidden compartment behind the passenger seat,” Silas said. “Kaden, wait!”

Kaden turned.

“What are you saying about talking to my grandfather?”

“The Stühocs want you, Silas. They want to make you one of their own, and they can do it. All they need is to capture you, and it's done.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“I'm going to get the medallion,” Kaden said. “Stay put.”

Kaden drew his sword from his back as he lightly stepped toward the truck. He looked from side to side seeing nothing suspicious. He knew the Stühocs were near and he knew in this position and location, it would be difficult to stop an attack. But the medallion was a vital part of his mission. Silas was not so important yet.

When he finally reached the truck, he again looked in every direction to detect any approach. Luckily, the passenger side door had sprung open during the truck’s impact with the ground. Kaden pushed the passenger’s seat forward and ran his fingers along the floorboard, feeling for the compartment. It took a few seconds, but he found it quickly enough. He wrapped his fingers around the chain and pulled. The medallion came out easily and its sapphire jewel glinted in the full moonlight. He placed the medallion in his pocket and once again scanned in every direction for the enemy.

Silas watched Kaden during his silent operation. Everything seemed to be going smoothly, yet he felt Kaden was taking way too long to grab the stupid thing. He watched as Kaden turned his head in every direction, and then gripped his sword tighter when Kaden did a double take and focused in on one place in the distance. He lifted a hand and held a finger to his mouth telling Silas to remain quiet. Kaden crouched low at the front of the truck.

What happened next took Silas by surprise for several reasons. Seemingly out of nowhere, a creature at least a foot taller than Silas jumped on top of the truck thrashing its claws at Kaden. It had a long scaly snout with sharp teeth; its eyes were wide with anger. It was like a giant, gray lizard that stood upright, but had hind legs like a dog. Its claws were weapons that tore through the metal roof of the truck.

It let out a deafening scream; a warning sound to Kaden letting him know his life was about to end. Kaden didn't flinch, standing firm with his sword in front of him. The creature shrieked again and in seconds, two more Leapers jumped from out of the shadows to its side.

Kaden was in trouble, but he wasn't showing it. He didn't fear the Stühocs, but it had been a long time since he had fought one. Two of the gray-skinned Stühocs tried to flank Kaden while the one on top of the truck charged him. He ducked below a swipe that would have taken his head off and countered with a sword thrust to the Stühoc’s side. Kaden was now on top of the truck, a high position. He swung his sword down on a Stühoc, but was blocked by its steel-like claws.

Silas knew he had to do something. If Kaden were killed, there would be no one to help him. He also knew that the Stühocs could not be allowed to get that medallion. His training had not prepared him to take on creatures such as this, he thought. Or had it? Silas stood and crept in behind one of the Stühocs. The sword felt heavy in Silas’ tired hands.

Kaden was a master. Every move was a block against six flailing arms aiming to rip him to shreds.

Silas crouched low and got within inches of the first Stühoc and stabbed it through the back of the heart. The Stühoc let out a loud scream and crumpled to the ground.

Kaden took the distraction as an opportunity to drive his sword through the skull of another. It instantly dropped to the ground, taking his sword with it. Thinking fast, he unstrapped his bow and placed an arrow ready. As the last Stühoc turned its tooth-filled head back at Kaden, but the arrow was already through its throat and it too was sent to the ground, dead.

With the three of them defeated, Kaden jumped from the top of the truck and pulled his sword out of one and his arrow out of the other. A thick, gray fluid pooled around the bodies of the Stühocs. Their blood smelled like ash and smoke.

“What were you thinking?” Kaden said, scowling.

“They were going to kill you!”

“We've got to get out of here,” he said. “They'll be here any minute.”

“I thought you said they already knew where we were.”

Kaden shook his head. “I suppose I was wrong. More would have attacked me if they were here. Regardless, they are on their way now. We made plenty of noise for them to know exactly where we are.”

Kaden charged back up the path to where they had climbed down and Silas followed.

Through short heaving breaths he pried Kaden for more information. “What were those things?”

“Stühocs, specifically Leapers,” Kaden said. “Some of the more dangerous kind of Stühocs. Not only are they intelligent fighters, they can jump more than twenty feet in the air consistently. It makes them extremely fast.”

“Do you still have the medallion?”

Kaden stopped and turned to Silas. “Yes,” he said. “Silas, there's something you should know.”

He almost didn't want to hear it. The thought of this situation getting worse was unthinkable.

“I didn't think this would be happening the way it is,” Kaden said. “Leapers coming here adds a new problem.”

Silas was silent, waiting for him to continue.

Kaden hesitated searching for the right thing to say.

“Just say it,” Silas said, frustrated.

“The Leapers are led by a powerful Stühoc named Maroke. They are his personal soldiers, and although there are very few of them, they follow him religiously. On top of that, he is the second in command of the entire Stühoc army.”

Again, Silas said nothing, waiting for Kaden to finish.

“If he's here, then we're running out of time to get to the gate.”

“Wait, what?” Silas said. “What gate?”

“That’s why your grandfather was going to the cave in the first place, Silas. This medallion is a key to a gate that leads to another place where you can be safe. That gate is in the cave. We must hurry!”

They were immediately stopped by a shriek somewhere below them. It was the Stühocs. Silas followed Kaden as he ran to the cliff side and crawled on his stomach to peer over the edge. Kaden pulled out a scope from a pouch underneath his cloak.

“Yeah,” he said. “It's Maroke. I don’t see him yet, but he isn’t far. I see a few Leapers, though.”

Silas wasn't sure what he was supposed to be feeling at the moment. “How many?” he said.

“Too many to take alone. Run.”

Silas looked down at the figures moving in the dark. They were far away, but at their speed, he knew it wouldn't be long until they reached him and his protector.

 


 


 

  

Chapter Five

 


Jekyll Rock was an astonishing city named after its mountain fortress, an impenetrable castle carved into the mountainside. The lively city sat at the base of the mountain and a wall surrounded it, protecting the people and the fortress within. The side of the mountain stood as part of its guarded wall while the rest of it was manmade. Sentries marched along the top of the wall and kept watch from various towers around the fortress to keep guard over the city. Any oncoming attack could be seen from miles away, even at night, leaving a surprise assault nearly impossible. More sentries took shelter at an outpost five miles to the east and to the north to light a fire as a warning that enemies were approaching. But this was hardly needed; at least it hadn't been needed for the past seventeen years. But the sentries diligently waited, on guard, as if a legion of soldiers might be marching their way at any moment. Whatever the enemy, they would be ready.

In mid-flight, soaring near the first lookouts in the east, Julian Hobbes flashed the green gem from his wristband a mile before finally flying past. This let them know a friendly was flying in. After another five miles, and in his approach to Jekyll Rock, he was greeted with a salute from soldiers at the wall. Past the wall was a city of people, a people separate from the rest of Marenon. Set only a few miles away from the bustling city of Canor, the Dunarians were Humans that did not live under the rule of the Human king of Marenon. They lived by the principles set by the Dunarian Council, thus making their existence technically against the Human law of the land. However, their insubordination was graciously overlooked due to the Dunarian’s relationship with the king’s father who had died some five years before.

The mountain, half-jagged rock, half-crafted fortress, housed the Dunarian Council. It looked primitive, yet was as advanced as the king’s castle in Farlaweer. Jekyll Rock was more prepared for an assault than any city in Marenon. Julian hoped this would never be tested. Above the fortress stood four tall towers overlooking every direction and Julian flew to the eastern tower where the council's sarians were kept. He glided into the opening and landed safely into her designated stall. He unsaddled Eden and rubbed her neck affectionately.

“We'll be traveling again soon, girl,” Julian said. Eden bent down low for Julian to scratch the side of her neck. He grabbed his pack and threw it over his shoulder and walked past the sarians. Including Eden, all eight were there and accounted for, so he knew that the whole council was present at Jekyll rock. He paused as a thought struck him and turned back when he reached the door, counting the sarians once again. Nine? Why were there nine sarians?

Julian swung open the large wooden door to take the stone stairs. He was met by an old white bearded man barely half his height. He was called Dublin, although what his given name was nobody knew; he was called Dublin because of his birthplace.

“How are yeh, master Julian?” he asked. “Been waitin' on yeh for some time.”

“Why's that Dublin?” He began his descent.

“Was the mission successful?”

“I suppose we'll see when they bring us the medallion. They said they need another member for the infiltration, but it will get done.”

“Tha's good ta hear.”

They made their way through the corridors of the castle hallways dug from tunnels in the mountain. Torches lit the path and occasionally there would be a window carved in the wall, overseeing most of Jekyll Rock. Julian had always marveled at Jekyll Rock’s architecture. The fact that it was built into the mountain might make one think that it would be rugged, but it was quite the opposite. To Julian, Jekyll Rock seemed more elegant than the extravagant halls of the king’s palace in Farlaweer.

Dublin was talking to him about some nonsense, almost as if to try and distract Julian. “-and don’t yeh know yeh can’t quite get rashes off the skin without rubbin’ quite a bit of cha-.”

“Dublin, I need you to gather the council and have them meet me in the chamber,” Julian interrupted.

Dublin’s eyebrows furrowed and held up a finger. “About tha’,” he said.

Julian waited for the old man to continue.

“The council is already in the chamber in a special meetin’, sir.”

Julian quickened his pace.

“It was an emergency, Master Hobbes!”

“Why wasn't I informed of this? I'm part of the council, Dublin!”

“I was told not to contact yeh.”

Julian stopped and glared at him angrily. “Who told you not to contact me? And whose sarian is up in the tower?”

“Sir, I've said too much. They weren't expectin’ yeh to come this soon.”

Julian said nothing and once again stormed toward the chamber.

Once there, he pushed on the door but the solid wood didn't budge. “Dublin! Unlock the door!”

Again he shoved. He stood back and kicked the heavy, wooden door causing pain to shoot through his leg. He should have known the oak wouldn’t split under his kick. How could the council be meeting without contacting me? Who's sarian was in the east tower?
There had better be some good answers.

After a few quick moments, the door to the chamber cracked open slightly and Julian shoved it wide. All of the council members were sitting in their chairs at the long rectangular table. Nalani Geldwin sat in her seat next to Julian’s at the foot of the table and Ward Holden was standing. Kaden’s seat at the head was occupied by a man, probably in his seventies, who looked weathered and tired. All eyes were on Julian. Ward Holden raised a hand in order to calm Julian.

Before anyone could speak, Julian began with his accusations.

“What is this, Ward?”

“Julian, calm down,” Ward Holden said.

“I will calm down when you tell me what is going on!”

Holden walked from the table toward Julian and placed a hand on his shoulder. Before getting a disapproving look from Nalani, Julian followed Ward out of the room.

When they were out of earshot, Ward spoke first.

“First of all, you should know better than to try and interrupt a council meeting in such a manner,” he said. “Second, I told Dublin not to contact you because I didn't want to compromise your mission.”

Julian rolled his eyes. “Compromise the mission?” He pulled up his sleeve to reveal a silver chained wristband with a green emerald at its center. “It glows when I am being contacted, Ward. I don't think it would have raised too many questions.”

“Could you have come sooner if we had called you?”

“It doesn't matter! As a member of the council I have a right to know when it is meeting. I've earned that right!”

“I'm sorry Julian.”

“What's the
real
reason, Ward?”

“What?”

“I said, what's the real reason you didn't contact me?”

“I don't know what you're talking abo-”

“Who's in Kaden’s seat?” he said pointing to the chamber.

Ward smirked. “The man you just embarrassed yourself in front of is none other than Barton Teague.”

“What?” That couldn't be possible.

“He's back,” Ward said. “And you have shown your true colors today, my friend.”

Julian ignored him and walked back into the chamber, all eyes falling back on him as he entered. Holden stood alone in the doorway.

Julian approached the table slowly. “Sir
Barton Teague?”

The man nodded. “A name I am having to grow accustomed to again, I see,” Teague said. “Who are you?”

“How do we know you are who you say you are? No one on this council has ever seen Barton Teague, but Kaden and …” He stopped for a moment scanning the council members. “Where is Kaden?”

“You forget, dear boy,” said Ward Holden, “that I too knew Barton Teague for a very long time. This is surely he.”

Teague spoke next. “I sent Kaden on a mission yesterday.”

“What gives you the power to do that?” Julian could feel the warning stares of the council members.

“He is Barton Teague,” Ward said from the door. “He is the author and finisher of The Reckoning.”

“I don't claim to have any power over anyone,” Teague said. “It was an emergency and the best needed to be sent.”

“What's the emergency?”

Teague sighed, but he was patient. “The barrier between Marenon and Earth has been lifted and the Meshulan is in danger. If I could have gone myself, I would have, but it was forbidden by the Gatekeeper.”

“You mean Garland Ainsley is dead? That’s the only reason the barrier could be broken, right?” Julian asked.

Teague nodded solemnly. “That and the passing of time,” he answered. “The longer the magic went on, the weaker it became. The Gatekeeper’s power is failing him, I’m afraid.”

Julian was beginning to feel a bit foolish for the way he had acted, but he was not going to back down. He should have been informed of the meeting.

“That's just what I was trying to explain to the council when you started kicking the door,” Teague said.

Julian nodded, staring down at the table then back to Teague. “We need to send someone to Canor to find Garland Ainsley,” he said. “I can't do it because I have to be off to Farlaweer for the next part of my mission.”

“I just got back from Canor,” Teague said. “Have a seat, Julian,” he motioned to Julian’s open chair next to Nalani. His cheeks flushed red and he did what he was told, avoiding eye contact with anyone, especially Nalani. Ward Holden remained standing, stroking his gray, short beard, probably discerning how he looked in front of their new leadership. Julian boiled at the thought of Holden gaining prestige with anyone of importance. It made him sick.

“The truth, per my instruction, has been kept from you all,” Teague said. “Only Kaden Osric knew exactly what happened. At the time, he was the only person I could trust.”

Julian noticed Holden look down at the floor, almost in shame. He wondered what might have happened between the two.

“I was once a knight under the king of Marenon. With that honor comes a new name. My new name was Sir Barton Teague. What you should know is that my birth name
is
Garland Ainsley.”

Teague waited a moment to allow the words to sink in. Several council members exchanged looks with one another, but remained silent. Ward kept his eyes on the floor.

“When the Dunarians were gaining power and renown in Marenon, when our voice was becoming stronger, I decided to keep the name Barton Teague. It was a name of power and recognition in Marenon and it helped us gain a lot of support in a time of need. The disappearance of Barton Teague, while Garland Ainsley took care of young Silas on Earth was no coincidence. The boy is not my son; he is my grandson and I was the only family he had at that time. I felt I was the only one that should take him to keep him from the destructive influence of the Stühocs.

“Now, that protection has diminished. Two of the possessed killed me two days ago and now I am here, back to Marenon and in the Dunarian’s service. I sent Kaden to protect the boy, and bring back the medallion as we had planned when Silas was a baby. The fate of the boy is in Kaden’s hands now. Silas is a big part of Operation Reckoning.”

“A very big part,” councilman Darius Umar said.

Teague nodded. “Without Silas, The Reckoning cannot exist. It is an operation that he will eventually have to finish himself.”

Julian sat with his eyes fixed on the table in front of him. He didn't like that Teague had just taken over like this. He understood the circumstances were dire, but Holden shouldn't have let him walk all over the council. He drummed his fingers on the side of his chair repeatedly as he listened to Holden and the others talk. Nalani placed a calming hand on his, but it did not have the desired effect that he suspected she wanted. Unable to contain himself any longer, he stood and all eyes once again fell on Julian.

“I'm sorry
Sir
Teague, but what is it that we are supposed to do now? Do you want us to abandon what we've been doing now that you are here?”

“What you've been doing has been part of the plan for many years. I left the plans for The Reckoning with Kaden seventeen years ago for him to begin implementation when the time was right. That time has come and that’s why you have been sent to retrieve the medallions. I expect you to move forward with what you have been working toward and get the rest of them.”

“And what about Silas?” Julian asked.

“Silas Ainsley is not your concern, Julian,” Ward Holden said. “Your next mission is to travel to Farlaweer and try to obtain possession of another medallion.”

Julian nodded. “You don’t have to remind me of my duties.”

“Silas is being taken care of by Kaden,” Holden continued, “and that should be good enough for you.”

“How many of the medallions do we have?” Garland asked, sensing the tension.

Holden looked down, and hesitated briefly. “As you just said, we only recently began operations in obtaining them.”

Garland waited.

“Julian has just met with a group to help us acquire the medallion from Timugo,” Holden said, “and as I mentioned he will soon be on his way to Farlaweer to meet with the king. How he plans to get the medallion is a mystery to me still, but he says he is confident.”

Julian nodded. “I am.”

“The king has no love for you or the Dunarians,” Holden said. “He will not simply hand it over.”

“I am aware of the king’s feelings,” Julian bristled. “I don’t need you to convey them to me.”

Holden then motioned to Nalani. “Councilwoman Nalani Geldwin has been planning and extensive operation to get into Voelif and attempt to take the medallion from that territory.”

Garland looked confused for a moment. “You mean, you're trying to steal the medallions?” he asked.

Silence.

“I thought I made it clear that we were to obtain them by gaining allies, and using them to unite against the Stühocs!” Garland was now on his feet, his jaws clenched. “That is what this has been about from the beginning! We Dunarians cannot, nor have we ever been able to fight the Stühocs on our own. We are too small. And to think that we can be successful by stealing from our potential allies is completely ridiculous!”

“With all due respect,” Holden began, “We have attempted to-”

“I don't want to hear it! What have you turned this council into?”

Holden hesitated, and then spoke. “Kaden is the council leader, my lord,” he said, eyes still fixed on the floor.

“This council works as one,” Garland said. “At least it did when I was in command. You're using hirelings; you're doing covert operations. How are you expecting to gain any allies?” He stopped only to catch his breath. His red face was blazing. “It's difficult enough to maintain stability in Marenon when your existence is illegal, but when you deliberately try to make everyone your enemy, you set yourself up for defeat!”

“I disagree,” Julian said. “Our purpose is to eradicate the Stühocs. If everyone else is willing to stand idly by while the Stühocs build an army bent on Marenon's destruction, then they are already our enemies.” He took a deep breath. No one was surprised at his boldness except for Garland who was now thunderstruck.

“The only allies we need are the Erellens, but we've failed to gain their support as well,” Julian said. “Right now our only hope is to get all the medallions by any means necessary. You know this is true, Teague. This has been discussed and voted on by the Dunarian Council. It is now policy, and we have the obligation to follow that policy. I'm sorry if I sound rude, but you have no right making demands of us anymore. You are not a voting member, therefore you have no input in what we do from here on out.”

Eyes were wide and breaths were shallow. “Julian! Know your place,” Holden said. “You are addressing the founding father of the Dunarian people. If it were not for him, you wouldn't be in this room.”

Garland lightly rapped his fist on the table, as a look of defeat spread across his face.

“No, he's right. I have overstepped my boundaries.” He looked at Julian. “I am sorry for having come in here acting the way I have. I wrote the laws, which the council abides by. I should know them better than any of you.”

The room felt heavy with awkwardness and no person knew where to go from there until Garland spoke again.

“I would ask the council that I be allowed to have some input into the carrying out of council operations, however. I have experience and would be an asset to you.”

Holden cleared his throat. “Someone get Dublin in here.” Councilwoman Katherine Fallera was closest to the door and rose to get the old man. After a moment or two, he walked in with a giant book and quill in his hand, ready to take notes of any action taken by the council.

“Is anyone willing to make a motion for Barton Teague to sit in on council meetings and to give opinion regarding missions involving Operation Reckoning, while acknowledging the member and leader, Kaden Osric, is not present?” Holden asked.

“I make the motion,” Nalani said, giving Julian a look from the side as if to say,
I dare you to vote against me.

“I second it,” Quincy Todd said.

“Ward Holden,” Dublin called out from behind his giant book.

“Aye.”

“Katherine Fallera.”

“Aye.”

“Darius Umar.”

“Aye.”

“Myron Lloyd.”

“Aye.”

“Julian Hobbes.”

He stared into Garland's eyes. He felt no remorse for having put the man in his place. He shouldn't have been there. He shouldn't have been sitting at the table. Who cared if he founded the council? He left it behind too long ago to know how things worked now. Julian didn’t want another old man telling him how to run his missions. Ward Holden did enough of that as second in command. The vote was already passed, but protocol forced Julian to vote. It was a question of
are you with me, or are you against me?
Julian had a feeling that either way, Teague was going to be stepping on too many toes before The Reckoning was ever finished.

He looked down to his right. Nalani stared at him with disappointment in her eyes. He hated this, because he loved her. He knew how much she admired the short history of the Dunarians and how much she must have admired Barton Teague. He wished she could someday admire him as much. She never would if he kept going his own way, but he felt justified. He felt wronged by the council that day. Too many times he had been treated as the least important, the scrub sent to do the dirty work. He stared down into the table.

“I oppose,” he said. He then turned and walked out of the chamber.

 


 

  

Chapter Six

 


With time running short and the Stühocs hot on their trail, Kaden and Silas charged through the woods at a grueling pace. Silas’ exhaustion had long been replaced with his last reserves of adrenaline. After what felt like a marathon run, they had made it near the entrance of the cave. Silas reached to the ground and picked up the shotgun that had been left where he had cradled his dying grandfather just before being knocked unconscious. So much had happened so quickly. The pain of loss for his grandfather had not yet grown inside of him merely because of his focus on his own survival. But grieving would come in time. He slung the shotgun over his shoulder. It would be useful should the Stühocs catch up to them before Silas and Kaden could reach the gate. Near the entrance of the cave Silas saw Marcus and Theron’s bodies where the two had left them a short time ago. Silas’ stomach twisted in knots, and he had to look away from their corpses.

“How deep into the cave is this gate?” Silas asked looking anywhere but at the ground.

Kaden didn't answer quickly. Silas watched as he studied the cave from the firelight of the torches. Rock formations towered throughout the cave. It was a wonderful, natural beauty marred only by the memory of death and torture taken place over a two-day span.

“I came here from a different location,” Kaden said, almost to himself. “But Garland assured me that the gate was through this cave.”

“Where exactly does this gate lead?”

“Marenon,” Kaden said.

“Mare-what?”

“Marenon. It’s where your grandfather is now. It’s where you will be safe.”

Silas shook his head confused and drained. Kaden seemed to be speaking nonsense, but to his credit, actual Stühocs had just attacked them. Until recently, Silas had not thought that possible. Maybe it didn’t make sense now, but he would have to trust Kaden and wait for answers. Now was not that time.

They made their way through the cave, following the path. They marched steeper down toward the gate Garland had said was there. Neither Kaden nor Silas knew how far it was. It could have been any distance.

Kaden grabbed one of the torches hanging on the wall that had long since gone out and lit it once again for their descent. The path narrowed considerably as they moved and they soon found themselves hunched over with little space to run. Knowing that the Stühocs were on their trail and that a Stühoc lord named Maroke led the vile creatures, Silas felt a surge of panic at their slow mobility. Several times, the sword and gun over his shoulder hit the cave top as they moved forward. He pulled the gun to his side and gripped it tightly. It had only two shells and though he preferred the sword, the gun would do well in an enclosed space.

They continued down the shaft until Silas felt as though he might topple forward in his effort to crouch low enough. The fire from Kaden’s torch flickered faintly ahead of him, calling him to follow. Soon, the cave began to expand and the two of them found themselves at the end of it. It had broadened into a bare, dusty chamber and the ceiling rose at least twenty feet above them with the walls no more than fifteen feet apart. Compared to what they had been traveling through, it felt rather large. A red, stone wall, barren of any gate they had hoped to find, stood in front of them. Kaden swore loudly.

“Where is it?” Silas whispered.

Silas looked behind him, shaking at the thought of the approaching army, hoping they hadn’t tracked their location into the cave.

Kaden searched up and down the wall looking for a hole or a notch to place the medallion as a key. Nothing.

Then there was the sound. A faint yet clear screech came from the distance echoing off of the cave walls, finally reaching the room.

“They’re in the cave,” Silas said, his eyes wide with fear.

“There isn’t much time.”

“Where’s the gate?”

“I don’t know!” Kaden nearly shouted. “I can’t find where I’m supposed to place the medallion!”

Silas's palms were getting sweaty. The cave was cold, but he didn't feel it. His heart pumped blood through his body at a rapid pace, slowly warming his skin from underneath. His body was tired, but he stood rigid with the shotgun resting in his hands ready to blow the head off the first Stühoc Leaper to expose its foul snout. His mind, however, was wide-awake, still plagued with unanswered questions, but thinking about them was pointless. They were facing death. There was no doubt in his mind that this was real. Silas had never been a person that had to pinch himself to make sure he wasn't dreaming. Dreams may be this chilling, but they never hurt this badly. They never left him as exhausted and beaten as he felt now.

He heard Kaden mutter something to himself and then he yelled. “I found it!”

Silas was engrossed with thoughts of the coming horde, too focused to see what Kaden was doing. The war cries grew louder. Silas was certain their bloodthirsty shrieks would send chills into the devil himself.

Kaden placed the medallion in the slot he had found and Silas turned to watch as streaks of blue light began to slither across the blank wall. This was it. Garland had been truthful from the beginning. Perhaps they would not have to face the Stühocs.

Kaden threw the torch to the ground, fixed an arrow in his bow and stood next to Silas.

“It may take a few moments for the gate to open,” Kaden said.

“We might not have a few moments,” Silas said.

“I suppose your grandfather’s training is about to come in handy.”

“Let’s hope the gate opens before we have to find out.”

The wailing and squealing was louder and soon the Stühocs were only seconds away. Silas held the gun steady, finger on the trigger, as Kaden pulled back on his bowstring. They both stood, waiting. The wall behind them was getting brighter with blue light. The gate was almost open.

At the first sight of a Leaper, Kaden sent an arrow sailing, hitting the monster in the chest. Silas let off a shot, sending two of them to the ground at once.

The wall behind seemed to churn into a standing blue liquid, the light fading in and out.

Silas let off his final shot, taking down two more Leapers in a bloody crash. He instantly pulled out his sword taking a defensive position. Once Kaden had finished his quiver of arrows he did the same thing. They had no choice but to let the Stühocs come in close.

Silas stole a glance backward. “How do we know when it’s open?”

“We’ll know!” Kaden said.

In that instant a Leaper jumped toward Silas at full force. He ducked low causing the Leaper to overstep him. He turned and sliced the creature through the ribs sending ashy gray blood pouring to the stone floor.

The Stühocs then unexpectedly became quiet. Silas and Kaden stood ready for another round of attacks, but it didn’t come. From the darkness ahead, breaking the silence with a slow chuckle stood a tall, ominous figure.

“Maroke,” Kaden said through his teeth.

Maroke was nothing like Silas had expected. He was built like a man, but much taller with Human-like facial features. He might have been handsome were it not for all the battle scars streaming down his face and neck on his gray skin. His long, black hair was braided and fell over both of his massive shoulders. His body was clad in metal armor and his arms were larger than Silas’ head, leading down to giant fists holding a sword. Yet as he moved from the shadows, the most unnerving characteristic of Maroke was the Stühoc leader’s red eyes. They glowed in the darkness like fire. The Stühoc smiled, revealing a row of sharp, canine teeth. He held up his arm to the Leapers still pouring into the room, commanding them to move only when he gave the order. Silas scanned the army in front of him. They were outnumbered by at least a hundred.

A droplet of sweat rolled dangerously close to Silas' eyeball nearly causing him to blink and wipe by natural reaction. He feared any movement would trigger the Stühoc’s aggression.

Maroke held his sword ready, but as he entered the chamber, he slowly lowered it and began to chuckle. The laugh made Silas feel sick to his stomach. It was pure evil and it sounded too high for a creature of such great dominance.

“Your plan has failed,” Maroke said. “Garland Ainsley was a fool if he thought he could pull this off.”

“You’re wrong, Maroke,” said Kaden. “The gate is opening. You aren’t coming through with us.”

“You’re outnumbered,” he answered. He turned his head to look at Silas. “And you,” he said. “Don’t be fooled by those that claim to be helping you. Their selfish desire to rescue you is nothing but a ploy to make you a dictator bent on destroying a race. You don’t want to be a part of something like that, do you?”

Silas didn’t know what to say. He stood firm, sword in hand. The gate needed to open. They had no chance against this many enemies.

“The gate’s taking too long,” Kaden whispered.

“Kaden?” Silas said, unable to control the tremor in his voice.

Kaden tightened his grip on his sword and looked at Silas with sympathy.

“There is no escaping,” Maroke said. “Do not give up your lives to buy you time. The gate has not been opened for many years. You need more time than you have. Do not be foolish.”

“I failed,” Kaden said. “I am so sorry, Silas.”

Before Silas could speak he felt a sharp pain run through his chest and the shock of it made him drop his weapon. As he looked down, he saw a sword embedded in his chest, puncturing his heart. Kaden stood, holding the sword’s hilt, staring regretfully at Silas. A shout resounded from Maroke yelling for his guards to take action. As Silas felt his life ebb away, he saw only sadness in Kaden’s eyes. Silas wanted to ask him “Why?” but the words would not form on his lips. He could see that Kaden hated what he had done, but for some reason, this was the only way. The Stühocs were nearly on top of them now.

Kaden knelt down with Silas as he fell to the ground, helping Silas fall softly.

Silas could barely hear as his companion was hit hard on the back of the head. Silas’ body was wet with blood and the pain was unbearable. Finally, the blue-lit room turned completely black and Silas Ainsley was dead.

 


 

  

Chapter Seven

 


Darkness. The last thing Silas could remember was being suspended above his own body, screaming, yelling, but no sound would come. He rose further and further from his body, which lay on the rocky ground, drenched in a pool of blood. He had sensed fire, but could not remember from where. Creatures surrounded his body on the ground, things he could not make out from the increasing distance. There was also a man, bound and tied by the creatures, a prisoner. They were taking him through some sort of blue swirling light, a pulsating wall that seemed to have opened up from the inside. But all this was fading. Silas continued to rise, to float away more quickly until he was past the clouds and on further through the chill of the atmosphere. Faster and faster he went. Stars flew past him in streaks. With each passing moment his heart thumped harder with an increasing tempo and his growing flight speed made his insides flip uncontrollably. Eventually he was able to maneuver himself to face the direction he was moving. The light. To him it looked like a bright, white version of a black hole, spinning, sucking every object to its destructive core. Silas’ breathing became deeper with worry as he realized he
was
one of those objects. The light soon enveloped him. Sounds in the distance grew to a loud piercing harmony and then, darkness.

When he opened his eyes, he thought that what he felt before was a dream, but what he felt now was more real than anything he had ever experienced. The creatures surrounding his body were nothing more than a distant memory. He reached to his chest, not knowing why. There was no pain as he had expected.

He opened his eyes and found himself in a room.

It was cold and made of rough stone like an old prison cell. As a prisoner, Silas was wrapped in sackcloth. The burlap rubbed harshly against his skin.

His eyes took a few moments to adjust to the darkness, but there was nothing to see apart from a wooden door across the tiny cell – a door with no handle. Silas tried to lift himself up, but his arms and legs felt weak. He felt as if his neck would not be able to handle the overbearing weight of his head. He slumped back to the cold floor and tried to remember something of how he came to be in this prison.

All he could think of was his flying experience, and his name. Silas. Silas Ainsley. It meant little to him other than he knew that was what he went by. That was what people were supposed to call him. But what people? He could not remember any people. Perhaps that is what the man bound by the creatures had called him.

The creatures. What were they? Who was that man, and why had Silas been floating above his own body? And where was he now? His own questions were beginning to frustrate him. But none of them mattered if he couldn’t lift himself off the ground.

He breathed in the chilled air and closed his eyes. He felt almost lifeless, as if he had been asleep for a thousand years and just woke only to wish he could sleep again. But there was no hope in staying in his cell. He opened his eyes once more and detected something that he hadn’t noticed just a moment before.

At the base of the cell door was a tiny opening between the wood and the stone. Silas now noticed a pale, red light trying to push its way in, but unable to penetrate the darkness of his cell. What was noticeably interesting about the light, however, were the shadows that crossed over it.

Every second, a shadow passed by as if a group of silent school children were making their way down a lunch line. Silas hoped the ominous red light and passing shadows were not children. No child should be in this place, wherever it was.

Silas clenched his jaw and fist at the same time, determined to at least stand. He actually surprised himself with the strength that he found within himself. Once he lifted his head, his shoulders and torso were not as difficult to move as he had imagined they would be. There he sat, straight up, his head swimming slightly.
Now for the legs, he thought.

He brought one knee to his chest slowly, unsure if he was going to be able to stand. With his left hand he pulled his other knee to his chest. Placing one hand on the ground, he began to push upward, raising himself to his feet. His sudden change of position made his head spin. He reached out to the wall to steady himself. He was surprised to be standing and found that his body was not as tired as he thought. Perhaps his awakened state was slowly bringing him strength. Again he looked toward the door, shadows still silently creeping by.

He took a step forward and wondered what reason he had to move to the shadows. Something was drawing him to them, as if he must follow. His hand dropped from the wall and his feet carried him, albeit unsteadily. He didn’t expect to be able to break down the large wooden door. As weak as he was, he wasn’t even sure if he could open it were he to find it unlocked, which he was sure it was not. Regardless, he stumbled his way to it and rested his arms on the stone frame. Staring at the ground beneath him, the shadows were still moving in slow, fluid motions, all in the same direction.

Silas began to count them.
One, two, three, four…

Once he reached some number, perhaps forty, he began to lose count and stopped. He needed to know what was beyond the door. Why was he in this prison cell? Who had put him there? What had he done wrong? Anger began to fill his mind, an irritation of not knowing what was happening to him and why he was there. His fingers balled into a fist and with the side of his hand he struck the door. Ever so slightly, the door swung on its hinges outward. His brow creased faintly as he rested his hand on the door and gave a gentle push. Again, it opened somewhat, revealing for just a brief second what looked to be a corridor. The wooden door was not locked. In fact, when he took a closer look, he noticed there was no latch at all.

Again he pushed on the door, but this time he held it open, peering through the slight crack, hoping he wasn’t attracting attention. What he saw turned his insides colder than the stone floor. People. All of them were dressed in the same, potato sack-like garment that Silas wore. Everyone was silent; none of them looked around. They seemed lifeless and void of all emotion. Each of them seemed sullen and depressed looking, as Silas had felt just moments before. He let the door close and he slid to the ground and sat. A very real, yet unexplainable dread came over him. He had no idea where these people were going, but he was too terrified to simply ask them.

He was almost sure that if he tried to communicate with them, they might not even acknowledge his existence. He gathered his strength and breathed slowly, calming the fear that had him in a chokehold. It was a fear of the unknown, and the reality of what he was seeing. Perhaps these people weren’t the problem. Perhaps the problem was their destination. It looked to be a group marching to its death in solemn reverence.

Gradually another thought entered his mind. If this line of death-walkers never stopped, there would be no way he could just stay in the cell. There would be no one to provide him food. There was no lock or latch on the door, so perhaps he was not expected to stay where he was. Was he expected to fall in line with the others?
An almost certain death, he thought. Either way, he was dead. He would either starve here in this hole, or fall in line and die in another hole, a pit at the end of the corridor. Silas imagined the line of bodies walking to the end until finally falling lifelessly into some fiery chasm that consumed its victims for eternity.

Silas shook the thoughts from his head and slapped his cheek. The blood rushing to the imprint of his hand actually felt good. Well, at least he
was
alive. Something had happened to Silas to bring him to this moment. All he had was his memory or vision of floating. He was quickly beginning to discredit the vision as a dream the more he gained his wits.

He opened the door to a crack once more. People were still filing down, one-by-one, the red end of the corridor not yet visible. He lifted himself to his feet again. Every time he stood it was easier. He found comfort in his gaining strength.

The idea of what he was about to do would have terrified him if he had thought it through before he did it. With only a slight hesitation he opened the door, being careful not to hit a person in the corridor, and filed in line just behind a fat man wrapped in an oversized potato sack.

Once in the line, Silas could hear whispering, however nothing could be discerned. He lowered his head and looked at the floor to blend in with the crowd. He had to see where this was leading. The fat man was his frontal shield. His back, however, was entirely exposed to the others behind him. Silas dared a glance back, but found more of the same expressionless faces, people dragging their feet to their imminent fate, whatever it was.

Curiosity was burning within his mind, but he dared not ask a soul anything. He knew nothing of their intentions; furthermore his attendance came highly unnoticed. Silas looked to his left and saw that a man had come much closer to his side than Silas would have liked. The man was slumped and he looked terrified. His curly hair shook and an expression of terror was smeared across his face. It was the first emotion Silas had seen from these people. But then it happened. He caught the man’s eye.

For a brief moment, the two of them stared into each other’s eyes, not knowing what should come next. They kept walking, but their eyes did not fall. Should they speak? Should they form an alliance to weather through the coming storm? Was there even a storm coming? In a short panic, Silas turned his face down once more. He didn’t need to start anything. He just needed to see what was happening at the end of the corridor. Although the fat man kept him safe from any frontal attack he also hindered Silas’ view.

Silas didn’t notice the man come much closer to him until they were almost touching. His heart froze. What was this person doing? He hoped the man wasn’t about to cause a scene. Silas could sense that the man turned his face upward once more, looking in Silas’ direction.

“What do you think is going on?” the man asked in a whisper.

Silas considered not saying anything. He feared for some reason he might be punished somehow, or that the people around him might turn on him and kill him. But if one man were able to brave speech, perhaps the others would find comfort in it. Without looking at the man, he spoke.

“I woke up in a cell, and now I’m here.”

“Me too,” the man said after a few seconds. The tone in his voice proved a disappointment. Silas waited for the man to speak. “Do you remember anything?”

Silas finally decided to look at the man. “Only my name.” Silas neglected to tell him about his out of body experience. He didn’t need to tell the stranger everything.

“Me too!” the man said in a harsh whisper. “My name is Dink.” He held out a hand to shake, but Silas just turned his face to the ground to watch his snail-paced feet.

“Silas,” he said. “My name is Silas.”

“Well, it’s good to meet you Silas. I’m sure it will be good to have a friend where we are going.”

“What do you mean?” Silas asked.

“I have no idea. I just suspect it would be good to have friends. I think everyone here is like us. Nobody knows why they’re here.”

Dink lifted a hand and tapped the fat man on the shoulder. This made Silas almost stop in his tracks, but he kept his head down, daring to glance up only once.

The fat man turned and looked at Dink briefly. “Do you know what is going on?” Dink asked.

The fat man tilted his head down and glared at them as if to say
don’t speak to me!

Silas was beginning to see that these people around him were not to be feared. They were all just like him, afraid to talk to anyone, afraid of the unknown at the end of the corridor. That end could be the expiration of life.

Dink moved up to the fat man's side. Silas did not want to lose any sort of ally he may be able to gain, so he moved to Dink’s left. The fat man looked over both shoulders and lowered his head to the two of them.

“What is your name?” Dink said.

At first, the fat man completely ignored Dink’s inquiries, but then his lip began to quiver until finally speech was produced. “People call me Boo,” he said. “I’m not sure what people though…” There was a long pause and Boo then braved a question. “Did either of you have experience some sort of out of body thing?”

At the same time, Silas and Dink answered, “Yes.”

This was strange and Silas was not sure of what to think of it. All of these people were undergoing the same circumstances that he was experiencing yet, most of them were too afraid to even look up, just as Silas had been merely seconds before. He now only feared the end of the corridor.

They began to hear noises in the distance. Talking. Shouting. Like a reverse domino effect everyone’s head shot up. Silas tried to make out what was said, but he could not understand the distant speech. He looked over at Dink and Boo. The two of them had their heads cocked trying to hear what was being said.

Silas then tried using his eyes. The red glow was getting brighter in the distance, like the sun rising in the morning. Shadows bounced off the walls as the line filed through. Silas, like anyone else who may have been watching, knew the glowing had to be bad. If it were not fire, Silas would be surprised. Relieved, but surprised nonetheless.

His two new acquaintances noticed the brightness as well. Boo began shaking. Dink remained calm and collected, but his eyes gave him away. Silas felt cold as he listened to the drum pounding away in his chest. They were soon close enough to the red glow to witness what was to become of them.

As they moved, they saw a creature that looked like a dog, but it had long, furry, human hands and wore a flowing purple cloak. It sat high on what seemed to be a judge’s bench with a large book that looked to be ancient. It held a quill in one hand and wrote as each person said something to it. It had fangs that came past its lips when its long snout was closed, but it was rarely closed since it was speaking to each individual person as they went by. It’s thin, dark eyes barely moved from the book.

Along the corridor, more of the human-dogs were patrolling, forcing people into a single file line. These animals were muscular and stood upright. Each of them was snarling, baring their teeth to intimidate. They wore dark, coarse pants; their fur was their shirt. Their ears pointed strait up and high like devil horns adding to their already substantial height, towering over anyone else in the line.

Silas noticed one of the beasts to the right making its way to him. He was frozen in place as it stomped towards them. He knew he was about to be mauled. Before it came to where Silas was standing, it grabbed Boo by the shoulders and lifted the obese man, slamming him into the single file line.

“Stay it this line!” it yelled. It turned a fierce yellow eye to Silas, but before it could say anything Silas jumped behind Dink and Boo, falling in line with the rest. The dog moved down the line, doing the same to others as it did to Boo. Silas looked to the large man, but he wasn’t going to turn. Boo stood petrified.

Silas tried to get a response from him. “Hey, are you alright?”

He still wouldn’t budge. Dink turned slightly to catch Silas’ eye. “I think that did it for him,” he said out of the side of his mouth.

Silas understood what Boo was feeling. With talking dogs and a mysterious red glow, how were any of them still feeling sane?

The line moved all too quickly. Before Silas could blink twice there were only four people ahead of him in line. He could clearly hear the dog-man at the judge’s seat now. It sounded bored as if this were a job it was sick of doing.

The dog asked for the name of the first person in line, wrote it down in his ledger, and repeated it back. “Sam Oling.” It pointed, with its thumb, behind it. “The gate is only a brief walk that way. If you try to run or struggle, my guards will tear you to pieces and you will be tossed through the gate anyway.”

Sam said nothing and walked to whatever this gate was. The line moved forward again. Boo began sobbing and Silas was now able to look past the line and see the gate.

He watched as Sam Oling passed through what looked to be glass. Silas half expected a ripple, but there was no disturbance as he walked through it. The glass was neither transparent nor reflective. The arch around the glass was ablaze; Silas realized its blinding light was the source of the red glow. Sam Oling disappeared through the glass like a ghost.

“Daniel Farthing.” The dog then repeated, “The gate is only a brief walk that way. If you try to run or struggle, my guards will tear you to pieces and you will be tossed through the gate anyway.” This was its rehearsed line. It made Silas sick that something could be so callous about someone’s end.

Regardless, Silas had accepted it. This was the end. He was either going to be torn apart by a dog or walk boldly to his death with his chin held high. The line moved ahead one more person. Boo.

Boo could not stop his crying and Silas feared for his premature death. The dog looked down at him. “Name,” it said.

Boo couldn’t say anything through the sobs.

“Name!” the dog yelled. At that moment Boo flung his flabby arms up, throwing Dink and Silas to the floor and began running back to the cell area. The dog at the judge’s seat stood from behind its desk, pointed at Boo with a long finger and yelled, “Get him!”

In an instant, three dogs jumped Boo. Silas turned away from the attack, but could hear the screams and splattering of blood. Boo was dead moments before he should have been. When Silas dared another look he saw two dogs carrying the lifeless weight of flesh to the gate. Once there, they tossed him through, just as the judge had promised. His body disappeared instantly.

The judge looked down at Dink. “Name.”

“Dink Woodward,” he said without hesitation.

“Dink Woodward,” it repeated as it wrote his name. The dog pointed behind it with its thumb as if the whole Boo incident never happened. “The gate is only a brief walk that way. If you try to run or struggle, my guards will tear you to pieces and you will be tossed through the gate anyway.”

Dink braved a glance back at Silas as if to say
Good luck.

“Name,” the dog said.

Silas watched as Dink made his way to the gate and disappeared through the glass. One by one they were meeting an inevitable, evil end.

“Name!” the judge snapped once more.

Silas brought his attention back to the judge, sitting high, scowling at what it was sure to think was some worthless individual.

“Silas Ainsley,” he declared.

The judge began to write, but stopped after just a second. “Excuse me, Silas what?”

“Silas Ainsley,” he repeated.

The judge’s eyes moved back and forth frantically as if searching the back of its mind for some lost information. After several moments of this, the judge closed the ancient book, tucked it under an arm and ordered two guards to take position next to Silas. What had he done?

The judge walked down the steps of the high seat and kept repeating Silas’ name over and over. It walked to a door that Silas had not previously noticed and shut it hard.

Silas looked to one of the guards beside him. “Did I do something?”

The guard dog just displayed its sharp teeth more, warning Silas not to open his mouth again. He looked down to his feet then to the gate. He wished he could figure out why he was there and what was going on. His memory was blank. He wished there was something for him to grasp a hold of. He wished there was something to give him hope before he met his sure demise.

After several minutes the judge returned, the massive book still under an arm. Slowly, it walked up the steps and back to the high seat.

“Silas Ainsley,” it said as it opened the book and finished writing his name. “The gate is only a brief walk that way. If you try to run or struggle, my guards will tear you to pieces and you will be tossed through the gate anyway.”

“Why did you hesitate with me?” Silas asked confused.

The judge looked up from under its tiny spectacles and seemed as if it wanted to say something, but thought better of it. “Don’t make the guards tear you apart, Silas Ainsley.”

Silas wanted an answer, but knew he would not get one. Fear moved through him, but he stepped towards the searing gate anyway. He held his head high, knowing death was about to overtake him.

The walk was like eternity and he felt as though everyone behind him, including the man-dogs had faded into a mist. He was alone and just inches away from the heatless fire. He raised his hand to the glass allowing his fingers to go through to the other side. He pulled it back as he felt his fingers go numb with cold as if someone had poured ice water over them. This must have been the cold of death waiting for him. He took one last breath and stepped into the glass. For a moment his entire body was drenched with the freezing cold, just as his hand had been. Then, darkness.

 


 

  

Chapter Eight

 


It was early morning and Julian Hobbes had a lot of work to do. By day's end he would be in the northern region of Marenon, a place called Farlaweer. It was the capital of Marenon and it housed the king and a large part of the king's army. Julian was not sure if he would ever be granted an audience with the king again, but he had to try. His Majesty was the only person with access to the medallion in that part of Marenon. One may have wondered why the council would have decided to send Julian to confront the king and somehow get close enough to the medallion to steal it. He was the least experienced when it came to council dealings and the youngest person of any of them. But the answer was simple. The king was Julian's older brother. King Morgan Hobbes.

Julian stepped out onto the balcony of his room letting the brisk morning wind wake him. The mountains in the distance were covered with green forests and a blanket of white haze covered the valley. The sun had barely peeked over the horizon, but it called out for all people and beasts of the light to begin their day and start their work. He was still not sure of his plan. He knew he had to request the king's presence and then he would wait. It all depended on how Morgan felt. Morgan disliked Julian greatly, especially since Julian was on the council of a group that had been technically outlawed. But there would be no punishment. Only Dunarians that hindered Marenon’s plans would be punished. It was an unwritten rule of Morgan's. He had detested his father and opposed him on just about every issue. Their father supported the Dunarians for everything they were. He had even given them money to help continue their cause. King Ruben Hobbes had been the best king for the Dunarians, but his sudden and mysterious death meant the rise of Morgan’s power. Julian, having been a close follower of Ruben's politics, had joined the Dunarian Order almost two years before Morgan sat on the throne. Julian was selected to be on the council about the same time their father died, and Morgan took the throne. It was a slap in the face and Julian was happy to provide it. He suspected his brother of being glad that their father was dead. He never thought that Morgan was directly involved in Ruben’s demise, but he wouldn't have put it past him. He never asked because it would have done no good.

Ruben had been out with some of his top generals on some sort of fortification evaluation when they were attacked by a group of rogue Stühocs. At least, that was how it was explained to Julian. No one remained alive to recount the attack, but everything pointed to an ambush. Before their father was even buried, Morgan took the throne. This made Julian hate Morgan all the more. Within a week, the Dunarians were named outlaws. Morgan had declared war.

The war was futile, however. Morgan's close advisors informed him that to fight the Dunarian people would be bad politics, especially since the Stühocs were so vicious and ready to strike at any given moment. They needed allies, not more enemies. The law stood, but nothing was ever done about it. The Dunarians were a free people, but they were played off as outcasts by the king. More and more people came to join them in their struggle, however, and they gained power each day as citizens began to see Morgan’s callousness.

When Julian joined the Dunarians, he had been noticed and selected by Kaden Osric. After rising in the ranks and becoming one of the best fighters and leaders in the Dunarian Order, he was asked to train for a possible membership on the Dunarian Council. After that, he underwent close, personal instruction from Kaden. They worked together for two years and finally, Julian was voted to become part of the Dunarian Council at the young age of twenty-one. This had been three years before. Many others that were vying for the council position felt he was unworthy of it, and thought that the only reason he was chosen was because he was brother to the king and could therefore be used. This may have been the motivation for some of the council to vote him in, but it was not that of Kaden. Kaden believed in him, he saw true potential. Julian had heard the words come from Kaden many times.

Julian was still angry with Kaden, however. It had only been two weeks since they had a fight. The two of them were laying out the plans to carry out Operation Reckoning and discussing what their next steps should be in obtaining the medallions from the Anwyns in Timugo. Kaden thought the idea to use mercenaries was irresponsible and would only cause them trouble. His reaction had been similar to Teague’s at the council meeting when
he
found out that they finally
did
hire the mercenaries. Kaden called Julian lazy for even considering the approach and said that he did not teach him to think in such ways. Julian wouldn’t hear it. He knew his stubbornness would drive a wedge between them, but he also believed that there was no negotiating with the Anwyns of Timugo. The Dunarians had nothing to offer for the Anwyns to hand over such a powerful, priceless object. They shouted at each other for a while, but Julian won. He later left to recruit Alric and his company for the job. Once Julian returned the second time from Canor, the day before, he found Kaden had been sent away by Garland Ainsley to protect Silas. Garland’s presence had caught them all by surprise. Now he was ready to go to Farlaweer. Julian was unrelenting in his method, but he wished he had the chance to make things right with Kaden. He was sure there would be a chance whenever Kaden came back with Silas.

Julian was pulled from his thoughts by a light tapping on his chamber door. He wrapped his bed robe around him, moved toward the door and unlocked it. The door gently swung on its hinges and there stood Nalani holding two cups of a hot steaming liquid. Her green eyes bore into him and her smile was bright enough to make the most depressed person happy, if even for just a moment. Her red hair fell past her shoulders and down her back. She was already wearing her clothes for the day and the elegance she displayed in her lavender dress was unlike any woman he had ever seen.

“I thought you could use a warm drink to start your day,” she said handing him a mug.

He accepted it graciously and motioned her to the balcony where he had been standing. He sipped the hot liquid and let it melt his insides. It calmed his nerves, something he needed when Nalani was in the room. It was difficult for him to talk to her as any other. She wasn't normal. She was the love of his life.

“Today's the big day,” she said. Julian couldn't tell if it was a question or a statement.

“Yes,” he answered. “Today
is
the big day.”

She leaned her back against the ledge to meet his face as he stepped to it to look out over the horizon. He tried not to look at her for too long in case she started to sense his feelings of anxiety.

“Do you think Morgan will even see you?”

“Doubtful,” Julian said. “He'll probably send one of his advisors or someone useless to dismiss me.”

“What will you do then?”

Julian shrugged. “I haven't really thought that far.”

“Still thinking about yesterday?”

He sighed. “There is too much going on right now. The Stühocs are getting stronger. My brother is making the Humans weaker and the Erellens have not spoken to either group for seventeen years. Holden is under my skin and Barton Teague shouldn't even be here, not yet, at least. We’re not ready.”

“You took it kind of rough yesterday,” she said thoughtfully.

He looked down to her. It was difficult to be angry when she stood next to him so stunning. “Why didn't you contact me, Nalani?”

“We were called to a meeting of the council and I assumed you knew about it,” she answered simply. “When the meeting started, I figured you told Dublin you couldn’t make it because you were still out on the mission.”

Julian believed her. There was no reason not to. The two of them had formed a special bond over the past several years. She had been under training to be on the council about the same time he was. Her abilities matched no other. She could fight her way out of a den of Stühocs with her agility and swordplay. She was no one to pick a fight with. She was a year older than he, still making him the youngest of the council members. They had much in common. Both of them had died on Earth when they were only children. Nalani had no recollection of her death. Unfortunately Julian remembered his death in vivid detail.

He could remember only bits and pieces of his father's story and his rise to kingship. It had been a time of war and great turmoil when the Stühocs were terrorizing the whole land and the armies of Farlaweer and the Dunarians were still trying to grow after their own war some years before. Ruben had died a normal man on Earth and became a king within a few years in Marenon. It was difficult to believe, but true.

Nalani never knew her story. Her parents apparently never came to Marenon. She was raised in Marenon by a couple that had died in a plane crash many years before. They were now a part of the Dunarian people and lived in the city of Jekyll Rock. As her talents emerged while in the Order, Councilwoman Katherine Fallera recognized her abilities. Julian and Nalani were accepted to the council on the same day, two years before.

“What do you think of Teague?” Julian asked her, making sure not to stare too long.

She didn't speak for a long moment, gathering her thoughts, probably hoping she would say the right thing without making Julian angry.

“I think you should give him chance,” she said. “He is the founding member and I think his opinion is valuable.”

“He's trying to interfere with our mission, with The Reckoning.”

“Operation Reckoning was his idea, Julian,” she said setting her cup on the ledge. “If it were not for him you wouldn't be trying to get the medallions in the first place.”

“He didn't stay to finish!” Julian retorted.

“You know what situation he was in, Julian. Don't be naïve.”

He sighed then nodded. She was right, but it didn't change the fact that he didn't like this Barton Teague or Garland Ainsley, whatever he was now called. Even if he did set the plan in motion it was out of his hands now.

Nalani had always been fascinated by the story of Ainsley. The mystery of his sudden disappearance, then reappearance at the coming of the Meshulan, had always seemed too good to be true. Then when he showed up only days before, she became enthralled all the more. She wasn't going to change Julian's mind and he wouldn't change hers. He was done trying.

“Either way, he's not on the council anymore, so he had better not be giving orders,” Julian said. “He may have started the Dunarians, but he is not the leader.”

“I think you should give him a chance,” she repeated, taking another sip of tea.

“If he proves that he can stay out of my way and let the council do its work without hanging on every word of his, then I will be fine.”

Nalani seemed to accept this, but he knew she was not satisfied. Before she could think of anything else to say about the matter he changed the topic.

“Have you thought about it?”

Her smile turned to a stern seriousness that made Julian know what she was about to say.

“I have,” she said.

Julian looked at her intently. Why was she torturing him by making him wait for an answer?

“I'm not sure how the council will feel about it,” she said.

“Plenty of the council members have been married,” Julian said.

“But not to each other, Julian.” She again set her cup down and turned to Julian, staring deep into his blue eyes. “I want to marry you. I want to marry you more than anything in this world, but I am afraid.”

“There is no law saying we can't,” Julian said.

She nodded. “I know.”

He placed his hand near her chin and she rested her cheek against his palm. “So, what do you say?”

“Come back from your brother’s with the medallion and I will give you an answer,” she said.

His heart was so light he thought it might lift him off his feet. He bent down to kiss her gently. She kissed back, softly yet passionately.

The answer would be yes, he just knew. It had to be yes. No two creatures were more meant for each other.

After a long goodbye, Nalani left reluctantly and Julian changed and gathered his weapons and gear for his trip to Farlaweer. He made his way up to the east tower and opened the large door where Eden waited for him. With the early morning sunrise shining through one of the large openings along the wall, Julian saw the silhouette of Ward Holden, petting Eden on the neck. Eden nipped at Holden's arm tenderly.

“Haha, steady girl,” Holden said.

“Hello, sir,” Julian said, announcing his presence to the interim council leader.

“I'm glad to have caught you before you took off, Julian.” The man stood in front of the sarian as Julian moved in to fill the saddlebags with everything he would need. Eden squawked in excitement at the thought of the coming journey.

“I wanted to talk to you about yesterday,” Holden said.

“My position hasn't changed,” said Julian. “I think we gave Teague too much power by letting him sit in on meetings. He has all the power of a council member except the ability to vote.”

“I believe he prefers Garland Ainsley now,” Holden said.

Julian shrugged.

“It should be good enough for you,” Holden said. “I've been in this since the beginning. Believe me, you want Garland Ainsley to be at the council meetings.”

“Do I want him to lead it?” Julian said.

“Well, Julian I am the interim council leader until Kaden gets back and I've been on this council for a long time. I think I know what I'm doing.”

“Well, so does the rest of the council,” Julian said. “He may be the founder of the Dunarians, but every one of us feels like we've earned our spot. He's had his chance in the past. If you don't even think he should lead then you should understand why I don't think he should be part of the council.”

“You shouldn't be worrying about this now, Julian. His position with the council has nothing to do with your task today. You know how important these medallions are.”

Julian rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I get it.”

“I don't think you do,” Holden said slowly.

Julian wanted to punch something. He
did
understand. It wasn't as big of a deal as most on the council seemed to think it was, but it was worth going after. The plans for stealing the medallions came to Julian only a year after he had been on the council. He remembered being told all about the secrets of the Jekyll Rock fortress. In a place that few had seen there was a large, flat, stone wall known simply as Marenon’s Map. It was ancient, and the Erellens laid claim to its handiwork, just as they did with the medallions. Much of the story of the medallions and their beginning was now lost in history, but their uses were well known. In front of Marenon’s Map stood a stone pedestal with six round slots in which the six medallions of each territory in Marenon could be placed. With each medallion the map revealed the activity of anything currently happening in that specific territory. It was like a live-action map. If one had the medallion of Mudavé, the territory of the Stühocs, one could see anything happening in Mudavé with a bird’s eye view.

Each territory had been given their own medallion to guard and keep safe those thousands of years before. Many thought of the medallions as a representation of who they were, a symbol of individuality. But with all of the medallions and Marenon’s Map, the Dunarians would be able to see anything that happened in the land. But the fact remained that few Humans had actually seen Marenon’s Map, and then only under the supervision of Garland Ainsley. How Garland knew so much about the medallions’ power remained a mystery.
There is a lot of mystery surrounding the Ainsleys, Julian thought.

The Erellens had left Marenon’s Map with Garland and the Dunarians during the war. They presumed the Dunarians would only be concerned with keeping watch over their own territory. But now the Dunarians needed them all. It was the only way to complete The Reckoning. Julian felt sure the Erellens would not approve of the Dunarian’s plans.

He had also felt it was a little presumptuous to think that obtaining all of the medallions would really help them win the unavoidable campaign against the Stühocs.
Anything for the cause, he would always tell himself.

“It’s not the end of the world if we do not get each medallion, you know.”

“There are a lot more to the medallions than I told you before,” Holden continued.

Julian stopped what he was doing and raised an eyebrow, waiting for more.

Holden sighed, wondering if he should go further. “It's more than a map of the happenings in Marenon. Although it may help a great deal, it wouldn't do much in winning a war. But the weapon it creates might.”

A weapon?
What sort of magic had been put into the medallions? Julian waited.

“We aren't sure of the magnitude of the weapon’s power once the medallions are brought together, but we’re convinced that it will be enough to finally destroy the Stühocs for good. If we can get these medallions, it will truly be a reckoning, Julian. We will be an unstoppable force against evil. We will become the new law of the land! We will no longer be subject to your brother's idiotic laws and we will have a free and peaceful Marenon.”

Julian stood, letting the words sink in. Holden’s plans felt perilous. Anyone with that kind of power could be dangerous.
To be the ultimate power? Unchecked?
But if it were meant for good, wouldn't it be for the best? Julian thought of the Stühocs and how they had killed his father, a man that wanted peace. Surely, he would have wanted this, anything to destroy the Stühocs and provide a way for Humans to live in peace.

Julian resumed packing the saddlebag. “I'll get you the medallion,” he said.

“For the cause,” Holden said.

“For the cause,” Julian repeated.

He then mounted Eden as she spread her wings and prepared to fly. Getting all of the medallions was essential to peace. Perhaps having all the power was the only way.

 


 

  

Chapter Nine

 


Silas woke up flat on his face and freezing. When his eyes opened he realized the cold was produced by snow blanketing the ground. It was deep, still falling and people stood all around him, but they weren’t paying him any attention. They seemed as lost and confused as he, just as they all had been in the corridor. These were the ones that had gone through the fiery gate before him. He noticed a crowd to his left sifting through something, he was not sure what. His feet felt numb and he knew he would freeze to death if he didn't get warmer somehow. But wasn't he already dead? If so, why was he shivering so badly?

He felt someone grab his shoulder and he rolled on his back. It was Dink. In his right hand he held a wad of brown cloth.

“Here, I got this for you.”

Silas accepted it graciously and began wrapping his exposed skin. With some extra cloth he was able to form crude shoes to at least keep his feet from being frostbitten.

“Where did you get them?” Silas asked.

Dink glanced at the crowd of people examining a pile. When Silas took another look he could see a mound of dead bodies, those who didn't make it far from the gate. Silas looked back at Dink, sick to his stomach. Dink seemed adequately covered and warm enough.

“Thank you,” Silas said as he took Dink's arm and stood.

“People are gathering over there.” Dink pointed to a trio of soldiers standing nearby. Two of them were clothed in warm garments and boots meant for the snow. They looked quite comfortable with their swords and bows strapped to their sides and backs. They did not seem to be expecting any sort of fight. People just wanted heat. In between the two stood a man dressed in leather armor. His bald head and bulging arms were exposed to the cold, but he seemed to prefer this. An ax the size of Silas was strapped tightly to his back. He was not a man to fool with, Silas could tell. Slowly, Silas and Dink made their way with the crowd in front of the bald man who stood on a wooden platform towering above the rest. His arms were crossed and his look remained severe with eyebrows darting forward as he surveyed those standing in front of him. Silas heard one of the soldiers to Baldy's side say that the last of them were through for the afternoon. The mean, bald one didn't move.

There was a hush over the crowd and the only noise was the icy air soaring past their ears, biting every inch of the way. Finally, the bald one spoke.

“As you have probably realized, all of you are dead,” he said in a low, gruff voice. “There's nothing you can do about it. Everything you knew, everything you've ever known no longer matters. You are not in heaven; you are not in hell. You are in Marenon.”

The people glanced around at each other, confused but silent.

“Marenon is your life
after
life. While here, you
can
die and I promise you that many of you
will
die before day's end. Do not ask what the next life is because I don't know and I don't care. All I can tell you is that you died on Earth and that you were sent here, so get used to it.”

“What is to happen to us, and why can I not remember my death?” a man next to Silas asked.

At that moment, Baldy nodded at the soldier on his left. The soldier lifted his bow and sent an arrow flying through the crowd and between the man's eyes. Blood shot to the ground before the man's body fell limp, inches from Silas' feet.

“Your memory of your previous life will eventually come back to you. There are those who remember every detail of their lives before and there are those that remember nothing.” He nodded to the man he had just shot. “He is obviously one that remembers nothing.” Baldy chuckled at his own sick joke. “Are there any more questions?”

Apart from the uncontrollable shivering, no one moved or even considered speaking.

“By order of Morgan Hobbes, King of Marenon, I, Commander Barron, have been assigned to weed through new Human arrivals in Marenon.”

Barron gestured to his right at a path leading down the mountainside.

“All of you will take that path downward. At the bottom, you will come to a river. You will then cross a bridge. If you make it across the bridge, then you are accepted into Marenon. It's that easy.”

Silas exchanged a sideways glance with Dink.

“Many people have gone on to do great things here,” Barron continued. “Many have gone on to do nothing but die again. Personally, I couldn't care less what happens to any of you.”

Barron pointed at Silas. “You there.”

Silas froze in place, unsure of whether to answer in acknowledgment or to stay quiet.

“Come here.”

Silas' legs felt like they weighed a thousand pounds as he moved slowly through the snow. He gave another fleeting glance to Dink who seemed to be saying good luck
with his expression, or perhaps
goodbye. Silas stood in front of the immense figure. Fear would not let go of his heart and the thought of dying again was too much to handle. But Silas’ death was not Barron's intention.

“I'm designating you to be the leader of this rabble. Their lives are in your hands. If you can get them past the bridge at the bottom of the mountain then you all may live wonderful lives. Otherwise, you'll die before even making it into the mainland. Do you have any questions?”

Silas shook his head, knowing if he said anything he too would be met with an arrow to the head.

“Then go,” Barron said. Silas turned quickly and gave the crowd of a hundred or more a look telling them to follow. He did not know why he had been chosen for this, but it didn't matter. Their fate was not in his hands. They were all dead anyway. What could be the point of a second life in a different world? By now, most of them were looking for someone to tell them what to do. Many of them were so confused they barely knew their right from their left.

Silas motioned Dink to walk next to him.
Once out of earshot, Silas whispered to him from the side of his mouth.

“I’m going to need your help.”

“Any way I can,” Dink said as he tried to wrap himself tightly against the freezing wind. “I’m not sure why Barron thinks we need a leader.”

They followed the path silently and they were soon out of view from Barron and his two cronies. The snow fell thicker and the cold bit harder. Silas wasn’t sure they would make it to the bridge at all. Perhaps Barron’s way of ‘weeding out’ people was by making them walk through the deadly storm. Maybe there was no bridge.

Eventually the path leveled off into a flatter terrain, but they were still high up. Several stragglers stopped along the way to wait for their second death, even while others prodded them forward. Silas encouraged them to keep moving, but there was little motivation to keep going. After a while, he began to lose his own enthusiasm. Dink too had gone quiet. The endless sea of white scattered with a few trees in the distance foretold only death for the nomadic sufferers. The path before them was only apparent because of the snow that had been trodden by previous travelers. To his surprise, Silas never noticed any bodies of others. Perhaps Barron and his band came through and disposed of them. Maybe animals ate them. Whatever the case, his own group would be leaving their trail of dead bodies, even if only temporarily. After an hour of slogging through the ice, those eighty or so that were still breathing began to complain more. One man, who had a scruffy, red beard with clumps of ice forming and tangling within it, spoke out to everyone.

“Barron’s just marching us to our deaths! I don’t think any of us are meant to survive.”

The crowd began to murmur among themselves asking each other if they thought it was true or not. Silas looked around at the weary group. They shouldn’t be stopping. They needed to keep going so their blood would pump. Silas quickly moved within inches of the man’s icy face.

“What do you expect to gain from announcing there’s no hope?” he said quietly. “Do you think we should just sit here and give up, or do you think we should keep walking to the river?”

“The river isn’t there! I’m telling you, he’s sending us to our graves!”

“We’re in our graves!” Dink snapped, standing next to Silas. “In case you haven’t noticed, we all died a few minutes ago. If we don’t keep moving we’ll face the same fate again.”

“Are you proposing that we do something different?” Silas asked the man. His question was drowned by a cold tremor in his body’s attempt to ward off the numbing pain.

The man had nothing to say. Silas could tell he was trying to formulate a plan in his mind, but nothing would come. They were resigned to move forward and if every last one of them were to die once more, there was nothing that could be done. Silas and Dink moved to the front of the group and everyone followed. Their pace lagged and their bodies were ready to give out. Silas was beginning to accept the inevitable: a second death.

Silas shivered violently as he walked, hardly noticing the once knee-deep snow now only covering his ankles. His delirium nearly caused him to walk face-first into a rock wall.

“A cave?” someone shouted in the wind.

Past the haze of a chilly fog, the wall could be seen, and through the wall, the path led to a cave, and hopefully to the other side. The cave would have to be warmer than the environment they were confronting now. A new energy came over the group and their pace accelerated. When they finally reached the cave, they could see that the path spiraled downward. This was good news. The further down they went, the warmer it would become. At least, this was what Silas was hoping. Downward they traveled and the longer they walked the more feeling their limbs gained. The shivering wasn’t so uncontrollable. Along the way, breaks in the shallow cave let in some light from the outside.

After about fifteen minutes they came to a spot that seemed like a good place to rest. It was still freezing, but they had to take a moment. Silas told everyone to sit and many immediately dropped to the muddy floor and began to rub their cold, aching limbs. Silas sat and rubbed his toes fervently as Dink sat next to him.

“You hanging in there?” he asked, pulling his clothes tight to his chest.

Silas nodded. “As best as I can I suppose.” He scanned the group, wondering what had sent them all there. There were young, old, men, and women. What were their stories? He barely understood his own. Bits and pieces made pictures in his mind, but it was still confusing.

“So, what about you?” Silas asked. “How did you die? Any memories coming back to you?”

Dink sat for a moment, thinking. “I remember driving a large truck, but I can’t remember what I was hauling, it’s all kind of blurry. It was dark and my lights weren’t working, I remember that. Next thing I know I was floating above my truck and it was on fire. I then woke up in some room and I went into a corridor. That’s where I met you. What’s your story?”

Silas wished he could remember the details. His story was bizarre, he knew that much. He could remember creatures all around his body and that he was killed by some man, but the details were fuzzy.

“I was killed,” he said. “I can’t remember why I was killed, but I was.” He decided to leave the evil creatures out of his description for obvious reasons. He wasn’t even sure if it was real.

Dink’s eyes brightened and he sat up intently. “How?” he asked almost too excited.

“I think,” he hesitated. “I think I was stabbed with a sword.” This triggered something in his mind, a memory, a person. Kaden Osric? This was the man that killed him. Silas stood in realization, forgetting to conceal his thoughts from Dink.

“That’s right! It was Kaden. Kaden stabbed me?”
Why?
Then it hit him. “The Stühocs!”

“The what?” Dink’s look of surprise instantly turned to confusion.

Silas realized his error immediately and tried to recover. “Nothing,” he said. “It’s just … I realized now why I’m here. A man named Kaden Osric killed me.”

Dink snorted. “You seem happy about it.”

Silas was not angry for some reason. He remembered that Kaden said it was better to be dead than captured by the Stühocs. The Stühocs … Maroke! Yes, it was all coming back to him quickly as if his head were opened from the top and someone was pouring his memories in from a pitcher. He was in Marenon, Barron had confirmed this. Kaden had said that he was from Marenon and his grandfather Garland was there too. It was all part of some plan. What that plan was, Silas still had no clue, but it had gone horribly wrong. Silas was not supposed to die. The plan had not being carried out like it should have been.

Silas stood and began to walk away from Dink, lost in his thoughts.

“I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“I’m just remembering what happened,” Silas answered, pacing. His thoughts led him to where he was now.

Silas was dead and Kaden had been captured according to what Silas had seen just before his flight through space, to the room and corridor. Unless he had been killed, Kaden was a prisoner of Maroke and the Stühocs. But if Kaden were dead, then wouldn’t he be with Silas now? If this were true, then it would be possible for Maroke and the others to make it into Marenon through the gate that had been opened in the cave. But none of this would matter if Silas didn’t survive to make it beyond the river into Marenon.

Silas came out of his dazed state when Dink tapped him on the shoulder. He shook his head. “What?”

“I said, I think everyone is ready to move on,” Dink answered.

Silas nodded and moved to the front of the group again, his mind not completely on their current situation, but on things to come and what his next steps should be.

The cave kept leading down. The group slid along the icy slope with few handholds, but the air was gradually getting warmer. Slowly, they descended and after a couple of hours and a few more breaks to rest, the cave ended and they walked out into the open. There were still patches of snow on the ground, but most of it was melting, revealing a rich green earth with a forest that surrounded their path. Silas could hear the sounds of birds in the trees, calling to each other to join in song of the newborn spring. It was now conceivable that Barron had not been lying about the river after all. Perhaps there
was
hope.

Silas felt his first pang of hunger. Did people eat in the afterlife? He supposed they did if there was hunger. Curious. As he led them down, the path began to level off a bit. With lush green trees and several snowcapped mountains in the distance, the view nearly brought tears to Silas’ eyes as it showed promise that Marenon may not be such a dreadful place after all. Although, getting there had been horrible. Why would the king implement a system to eradicate as many people as possible before allowing them in? Barron had said the king had ordered it.
Some king,
Silas thought. First impressions showed that Marenon was not quite the welcoming place it could be.

The clouds still covered the sunlight, but at least the diffused rays were able to warm their skin. After another hour or so they finally reached the bottom of the mountain where the air was now warm. At the bottom there was no river, but the path continued on. Silas caught a glimpse from Dink. Neither was sure of what needed to be done next. Obviously the only choice was to follow the path. The forest to their right was so thick that trying to navigate through would be impossible. The mountain was on their left and none of them wanted to go back. The only way was forward.

They had been traveling all afternoon. Exhaustion had set in long before they made it to the cave and many were now on the verge of collapse. Silas was ready for this journey to be over as well. He thought of what he would do when he finally made it to the bridge and into Marenon. He knew he had to find his grandfather, but how would he accomplish that? No solution came to mind. His thoughts then drifted to the
plan. Did Garland know about Marenon before his death? All signs pointed to the fact that he did. He knew of the Stühocs. So, the question was, if Garland
did
know about Marenon, then why did he never say anything about it to Silas? Why would he have kept it a secret all these years? He thought about his training. Was it all in vain, or would the skills he learned benefit him in this new life? He felt so clueless as well as angry. Being left out of the loop on such a large-scale plan was wrong, especially since he was now dead and a new death was awaiting him at every turn. His grandfather had told him that he was destined for great things. Apparently this was not to be on Earth. But was the plan for him to do great things in Marenon?

As they walked along the grassy path, Silas wondered when it would end and the bridge would reveal itself. They rounded what felt to be the entire base of the mountain when he finally saw it. Flowing, tumbling, white-capped water splashed against rocks and gushed into the distance down the winding river. What stood above the water was not a bridge like Silas had ever seen before. It was more like a dam with its base allowing water to pass through. On the side nearest him, connected to the dam-like structure, stood a massive wooden door. The dam seemed ten times larger than any conventional bridge, making the door one of the largest Silas had ever seen. Soldiers, dressed similar to the ones that accompanied Barron, stood at attention in front of the structure. Across the path, opposite the huge door were several shacks that Silas presumed were the soldier’s barracks.

A horn blew in the distance and a bell started ringing, announcing to all, the arrival of the group. He could see people scrambling around, but could not tell what they were up to. The hunger pit in his stomach turned into a tumbling roar as he watched. Perhaps it was not as simple as crossing a bridge. He desperately wished it were. Despite their apprehension, they kept walking.

Wordlessly they were flagged to a position, only yards from the wooden door that all of them hoped would be their easy entrance into Marenon. A guard, another man in a soldier’s outfit, but much less intimidating than Barron, stepped on his own wooden platform and prepared to address the battered crowd as they approached.

“Who is the leader designated among you?” the man asked.

All eyes fell on Silas. He looked at Dink almost as if to ask what he was supposed to do. Dink shrugged and Silas stepped forward. “I am.”

The guard looked down at him for a moment then sighed. “Choose your nineteen strongest.”

“What?” Silas asked confused.

“I said, choose your nineteen strongest individuals.”

“I heard what you said,” Silas replied angrily. “What do you mean?”

“Either you choose your best nineteen people or I will kill you where you stand.”

Slowly, he turned to the crowd of people. He couldn’t believe this was happening. What was he supposed to do? They were all battered and torn. Was he to choose the strongest people simply to help open the wooden door? After moments of hesitation he heard the guard give an order and five other guards immediately had their arrows pulled back and trained on Silas.

“Do it now, or you die!”

“Dink,” Silas said. He then pointed to red-beard and seventeen others, picking out those that would be strong enough to help push open the wooden door. He hated having to do this.

The guard smiled and said, “Now was that so hard?” He looked at the other guards. “Take the rest!”

“Where are you taking them?”

The crowd of fifty or sixty people that Silas had not chosen was herded away like cattle by several soldiers. A few tried to protest, but were beaten into submission while the others were led behind a couple of buildings in the distance. The remaining twenty people looked up at the guard, staggered.

He spoke. “You will now enter in through the wooden gate,” he said. “Through the gate is the gauntlet. If you survive this, you may enter into Marenon. If not, well, then I don’t have to worry about you.”

Silas could hear screaming in the distance. Pain, fear. They were screams of death. He had unwittingly sentenced the others to be executed, simply by not choosing them. What sort of place was this? A new wave of nausea came over Silas, his dry heaving producing no vomit, for he had eaten nothing in his new life. Whatever king decided this was the best way to welcome newcomers deserved no less of a punishment. The thought then occurred to him that his grandfather might not have survived the selection! But surely he did. Garland Ainsley was a master fighter.

All thoughts fled from Silas’ mind as the wooden gate slowly opened. In the darkness beyond, waited the gauntlet, reeking of death. Silas knew he would either have to survive this, or face his second passing.

 


 

  

Chapter Ten

 


It quickly became obvious that the gauntlet was designed to feed the bloodlust of the barbaric people occupying the bridge-town. Once inside, the victims were to become a show for the guards and other people, from where, Silas could not guess. The spectators stood on the lofty walls on either side of them. Silas could see them pointing at him and others in his group. It seemed they were making bets. Who would survive? Who would make it to the end first? Who would be killed first? It didn’t matter. There were endless ways to make money at the expense of those facing their second death. Their jeers and laughter made Silas wish that he could vomit. But his empty stomach prevented him from getting that kind of relief.

A masked guard, fat and bulging, walked to each of them with shackles clanking and hanging from his meaty arms. He silently clasped chains to the wrists of individuals to make pairs. Two-by-two they would run the gauntlet. Silas wished he could get a glimpse of what was to come, but once inside the gate, they were herded into a courtyard to wait. They saw nothing but high stone walls and a small door that would stay closed until they had been made ready by the masked guard. He finally came to Silas and the metal was slapped around his left wrist. He thought at first that he would be paired with Dink, but to Silas’ disappointment, the fat guard pulled red-beard next to him. The two were then destined to either live or die together. Dink’s partner was shaking more than the rest and was quite nearly ready to wet himself. After every person was paired, the guard stood in front of the door and smiled a large, toothless grin. He seemed excited to watch what was about to happen as if this were the best part of his day. Each person waited intently as the crowd on the wall above them continued to cheer and laugh. What happened to these people to make them act like such animals?

Just knowing the chance of survival was low, each chained prisoner fixed his or her eyes on the door in front of them. With the growing shouts from the crowd it was becoming impossible to listen for what lay beyond the door.

Silas looked to his red-bearded partner. “What’s your name?” he asked as if it mattered.

“Gunther,” he said, looking forward, his eyes unwavering from the wretched door. “I was right you know.”

Silas didn’t want to admit it, but Gunther
had
been right. They had been marching to their deaths the entire time, but what else was there to do? Arguing his point would not prove advantageous at the moment so he held his tongue.

“We just need to stay focused and be ready for whatever is ahead,” Silas replied and nothing else was said after that. A rhythm of shouts formed in the crowd above. They chanted for their picks so they might win that extra bit of cash. Silas was determined to make whoever bet on him rich.

Without warning, the door flew open. Instantly the pair standing directly in front of it was incinerated by a burst of flames, while the rest dropped to the ground. A loud moan shot out from the crowd. When the heat from the fire-blast died, Silas looked up from his position and noticed what looked to be a gigantic lizard, a dragon perhaps. He had never seen anything like it. Its large black snout snapped through the door, chomping at any food it could find. Silas tugged on the chain to get Gunther’s attention. In acknowledgement his counterpart stood, hunched over. When the footed serpent reared back for another fiery blow, the pair slipped under its belly and crouched, hoping the beast wouldn’t stomp on either of them. The dragon scraped and bit at the others as they scattered and tumbled through the door. It was disoriented by the number of meal options it had, taking bites in random directions. Silas and Gunther remained under the creature, attempting to avoid its heavy feet. The crowd was belligerent; throwing rocks at those they didn’t want to make it, mostly hitting the serpent, adding to its confusion. Again the monster blew fire, setting one of the chained prisoners ablaze. His partner was incapable of extinguishing the flames. He tried vigorously to drag the sizzling, smoking body, but it caused him to be slower than the others. The dragon went straight for him, giving Silas and Gunther their opportunity to run. The monster bit into the exposed prisoner, and the crunching bones and muffled scream sounded louder than the mob above. Taking advantage of the other’s misfortune, Silas and Gunther, along with the remaining survivors, ran down the path behind the monster.

After a moment, they came to a covered passageway, blocking them from view of the crowd. Silas figured that such a passageway was meant to provide suspense for those betting to see who would emerge out the other side still alive. As they edged forward they could see a tunnel. It was dark and no danger could be seen; yet everyone knew the danger existed. Each looked around; eyes darting to one another, hoping someone else would volunteer to move first. Dink reached down for a rock and threw it down the tunnel. Instantly a section of long spikes jutted out from the walls on both sides and continued in succession, one by one, down the tunnel. Silas counted seven sections of protruding spikes, each retracting mere seconds after they were discharged. He knew he could run it alone because the timing was fairly consistent, but with a person chained next to him it would prove fairly difficult. He looked at Gunther.

“We can do this,” he said.

Gunther shook his head. “I don’t know if I can.”

“We have too. There’s no going back.” He tugged sharply on the chain and stared Gunther down. “We’ll count out loud. Each section of spikes comes out in three-second bursts. We’ll count together then move.” Silas looked at the rest of them. “All of you do the same and you’ll make it.”

He got some nods of affirmation, but none of them were going without seeing someone else go first. Dink was still having trouble convincing his companion to go through at all. The man was shaking through his entire body and Silas sensed that Dink was afraid that the man would get him killed.

“Let’s go first,” said Silas.

Gunther let out a deep breath and nodded. They stood only a foot from the spikes and waited for the cycle to go through three times before finally making a move. The first set retracted and they jumped forward. The second retracted and they jumped again, this time spikes shot out behind and in front of them. With each jump they were only inches from a painful and gruesome death. The others behind them stood rigid in anticipation. Each time the spikes retracted in front of Silas and Gunther, they would leap to the next opening, until finally they made it to the other side. Luckily there wasn’t another fire-breathing dragon or some other monster to devour them when they made it through. At the end they both bent over in relief and watched for the next pair to come through.

The spikes shoved in and out through the rock. The sound of scraping stone sent shivers into their spines. The next couple began well, but by the third jump they realized something wasn’t right. The sequence of the spikes had changed.

“No, no,” one of them cried.

“Just try to follow it!” the other shouted as they leaped forward.

The two tried, but it was impossible to figure out the sequence while in the tunnel. With panic taking over their minds, they stepped into the wrong spot as the spikes ripped hundreds of cylindrical holes through their bodies. Silas had to look away after watching them.

“The spikes change sequences when someone else makes it through!” Gunther said.

Gunther was right. Silas forced himself to look back up, watching the sequence run three times through. When he figured out the pattern, he shouted to the other side. “It’s changed! You have to run two forward and one back!”

He repeated his command several times and with only the sound of scraping metal and stone, he saw Dink and his partner running through just as he instructed. Within twenty seconds they were finished. Dink let out a gasp of relief and gave his companion an encouraging pat on the back. The following sequence became more difficult and it gruelingly claimed the lives of the next pair. The group was down to only five pairs in all. Each of them studied the sequence and shouted out commands. Finally the next pair made it through, a man and a woman. The next sequence was more complicated. Even after deciphering the pattern, none of them were sure if it could be done. They would have to be fast runners. Silas guessed the sequence would be passable if the pair would run four ahead and three backward then one ahead again until the end. He shouted these instructions several times, but it was still a long time before anyone attempted to come through. Everyone knew why there was such a hesitation. None of them knew if it was even possible to maneuver at that speed over the hole-ridden bodies that littered the floor. The grotesque shoving and retracting of human flesh against the spiked walls and red-painted floor was more than enough to make several of them sick to their stomachs.

The spikes came out at the same speed as before, requiring the next couple to be flawless in their execution. It didn’t happen. Two by two they were all killed by the same mechanism, adding to the heap of shredded bodies. The last pair didn’t have a chance as they tripped over a leg or some extremity on the ground. Their death was quick, but not painless.

Each of the survivors hung their heads in gloom for their fallen companions. They had started with nearly a hundred that morning and were now down to six. Anger flooded Silas’ heart. They took a few moments to collect their breath and silently moved down the path into the wide opening. The crowd’s cheers and boos erupted from above as it was revealed who was still in the running to survive the gauntlet. Some began handing others money as they saw that their pick had been killed in the tunnel. Silas hated being put on display in such a way. He hated them for their hunger and thirst for blood. He hated Marenon.

The group of six walked down the path, feeling exhausted and defeated. They soon reached an area where the path split into three different directions. Silas looked at the others, knowing that the same question loomed in each of their minds. Should they all go down the same path or take separate ones?

“It seems obvious to me,” Dink said. “Who knows if they all lead to the end? If only one of them does, then one pair will make it through.”

“But there is strength in numbers,” Gunther said.

“Maybe,” Silas said. “Who knows whether a large group would make it worse? This place is unpredictable. Any decision we make could be good or bad.” They all stood in silence for a moment, none of them wanting to make the final decision. Silas finally spoke again. “I think we should split up.”

It was decided. The man and woman would take the path to the right, Dink and his partner the left, and Silas and Gunther would take the middle.

“Good luck,” Silas said to them all. “We’ll see you on the other side.”

Dink stopped for a moment, catching Silas’ attention. “I didn’t think death would be like this, you know?”

“Who would?” Silas said emotionless. He did not want negative thoughts of bitterness to cloud his determination to make it beyond the next obstacles.

Dink turned and walked.

The paths quickly veered away from one another. Each pair could no longer see or hear what may have happened to the others. The crowd above them had become background noise and soon they heard no noise at all as they passed under another ceiling, covering them from view. Just then, Silas noticed, for the first time, that the gauntlet was one massive structure, built like a town square, but with high walls enabling the crowd to watch. The walls also helped keep the players in the gauntlet. Silas thought it must have taken a lot of work to plan and build. The path they walked was rocky and narrow, and Silas knew the peace of soundless walking they experienced would be brief. He remained alert and aware.

Without warning, the earth began to shake. It was difficult for the pair to keep their balance and they both fell to the dirt. In front of them the ground began to split under the pressure of the shifting plates. There was no place to take cover from the falling rocks, should the walls on either side of them or the ceiling begin to crumble. Wider and wider the crevice spread until Silas could finally see that it was not an earthquake after all. The ground had opened up, and before them appeared stairs leading down into the darkness below. The shaking stopped and a dusty quiet fell around them. Silas and Gunther glanced at each other with a grim understanding that they might not make it out alive. With only slight hesitation they picked themselves up and descended into the unknown.

The further they went down, the darker it became. Soon, they were completely underground with no light, blind to what could be endangering them. The Eerie darkness clung to Silas’ exposed skin, sending a cold shiver up his spine. Once down the steps, the path narrowed. It was straight and void of any obstacles. This would change, Silas knew, but he felt relief nonetheless. Their chain clinked lightly with each step, serving as a warning sound to anything that might be awaiting them ahead.

As they continued their slow pace, the air began to feel lighter than it had only moments before and their sounds started producing echoes. In an instant, flames ignited on torches in a circular motion revealing an enormous room resembling a cathedral. Forced to shield their eyes from the blazing light, they knew their guard was let down.

Silas wondered who had lit the flames, but it seemed that they had caught fire by their own power. The two squinted through the light, letting their eyes adjust. Silas instantly noticed seven doorways leading out of the chamber. The one directly across from them was their way out. It led up the stairs and to the top, or at least this is what Silas was hoping. He pointed this out to Gunther and slowly crept toward the other end, hoping they didn’t fall into some sort of trap. As they neared the center of the giant room, the sound of swords being unsheathed and the tapping of boots on the floor caused them to freeze in place. Six black-robed figures emerged from each of the other doorways. Every masked man carried a sword and held it in front with a fierce and almost robot-like focus. Silas and Gunther were defenseless as the cloaked warriors moved in closer, cutting off their path to freedom.

Silas was startled by the sound above them as the ceiling began to crack open from the center. The gap widened and the sun shined brighter, illuminating everyone in the giant room. Soon, the crowd above them became visible and they erupted in cheers at the site of the cloaked swordsmen closing in on the captives. Silas shook his head to maintain focus on the coming fight, trying hard to ignore the chants from above.

The partners stood back-to-back watching every move of the slow approaching combatants.

“We may not survive today,” Silas said, “but what do you say we give this crowd a show trying?”

“What do we do?” Gunther asked.

“Just try to get one of their swords.”

“What? How?”

“Just follow my lead,” he said.

It was time to see if his grandfather’s training still held true in the afterlife. When the first soldier attacked, Silas caught the blade with the chain and twisted it around the hilt. The man was immediately disarmed and the sword landed in Silas’ right hand. He was in his element now. Stunned, the black soldier did not jump back as he should have and instead received a slash through the heart sending him lifeless to the ground. The crowd once again exploded into cheers of giddiness, not having expected to see a fair fight.

One attack after another, Silas was able to parry and stab, with Gunther occasionally shouting warnings of oncoming attacks from various men in black. The two worked like an engine and then a second man was down on the ground. Silas pulled the chain firmly and they both took off running at a pair of soldiers in black, clotheslining them to the ground. Silas spun around sending the blade through the man and Gunther crushed the other’s throat with his foot, causing the crowd to groan.

With two left, he and Gunther lunged forward to clothesline them except this time Silas slid to the ground and tripped up the feet of one of the soldiers, slicing him through the chest, and in the same fluid motion slicing the other’s neck. In the end, he and Gunther stood, covered in blood that was not their own, with six dead bodies at their feet. Every person in the crowd seemed to be focused on these two as some were jumping up and down with glee while others stood in stunned silence.

Gunther stared at Silas in disbelief.

“Where did you learn to do all that?”

Silas said nothing for a moment. “My grandfather,” he finally answered. They stood a moment to catch their breath. Silas had never fought six opponents before and he didn’t wish to do so again. He was surprised by his own strength and abilities especially since he had not been formally trained in more than two years.
It must have stayed with me,
he thought.

“I suppose I’m lucky to have become your partner,” Gunther said.

“It’s probably not over,” Silas answered, keeping his eyes fixed ahead of him.

They made their way to the door with the stairs leading to the top. Once they emerged from the top there was another loud burst of cheers and boos from those who were making money and those who were losing it. The noise resounding through the crowd at least proved that some person from another group was still struggling to survive. Ahead, they saw another large wooden gate like the one they had come through in the beginning. This time there was another guard standing in front of it. Silas hoped beyond all hope that the challenges were finished. He looked to his left and right and saw that the other two paths did actually lead to where he now stood. He hoped that the others would make it out.

In mid-thought, the man and woman emerged from the path to his right. They looked battered and bruised, but they were alive. It was several minutes before Dink arrived alone. The chain dangled from his wrist, dragging a bloody stump of an arm that looked to have been bitten off by something; a remnant of what used to be his partner.

Silas nodded at him then looked ahead at the guard standing to tell them the next phase of the gauntlet. None of them moved. Out of the one hundred that had begun that morning and the twenty of them that were called to the gauntlet, only five were left. What kind of hell was this place? What kind of person would make others go through these trials for no reason at all but to provide some sport? If this was any representation of what awaited them in Marenon, Silas wanted nothing to do with it.

The guard at the gate motioned them to come forward. The stinging pain in Silas’ shoulder served as a reminder of his injury. He applied pressure in hopes of stopping the bleeding, knowing he would need all the strength he could muster for whatever may happen next. They stood within feet of the guard, malice growing strong in their hearts. Killing him crossed all of their minds, but it was probably a futile idea. It would take only moments for other guards to rain sharp arrows down on them.

The guard held out an arm to quiet the crowd.

“You have made it to the end of the gauntlet,” he began, “and now you face your greatest challenge.”

Silas didn’t want to hear it. The patronizing speech would do nothing for them.

Why not just open the gate and send us to our deaths?

“Your greatest challenge is to become someone noteworthy in Marenon,” he said. “Many have gone on to great things and others have wallowed in fear and depression only to have a meaningless existence between here and the
true
afterlife.” He stepped forward and pulled out a set of keys to unchain them. “Do not become like those who went on to do nothing. Live here as true citizens for the king you now serve.” He paused. “You are the survivors. Welcome to Marenon.”

The gate opened slowly. Relief flooded through each of them as they realized that the gauntlet was finished. Gunther fell to his knees thankful he survived the day. Silas wanted to lie down and sleep for a few weeks. The five were battered and bloody, but they had held strong. Beyond the gate they were led up a path with people on either side of the railings, not cheering, not booing, but just watching, hoping to get a glimpse of the new five that were strong enough to make it through the gauntlet.

The five made their way to the end of the bridge where they faced hundreds of buildings with people scattered all around the city. Silas could hear a blacksmith pounding away at a piece of metal, men and women shouting out, selling their goods. Vendors were scattered about, setting up shop for the crowds who were exiting the gauntlet viewing area. The smell of spices and fire-cooked meat was the first smell of food any of the group had experienced in Marenon. Silas suddenly realized how hungry he had become. One vendor who was set up near the exit of the gauntlet shouted out to the group of five.

“Welcome to the city of Canor!” he said. “I’ve got maps of the city and the whole country. I’ve even got food here!”

Gunther, the woman and her partner walked over to the vendor only to be told that they needed money to buy something.

Silas looked at Dink. “What’s your plan?”

Dink stared at the ground, then to Silas. “When I was fighting my way through that thing, I remembered exactly how I died,” he said grimly. “I’ve got to figure out some things. My wife might be here too.” There was an awkward pause, and then Dink asked, “Where will you go?”

“To find my grandfather,” Silas said. Dink nodded, eyeing the ground. Silas wondered what had happened to Dink. Why was
he
here?

They stood quietly for a long moment.

“Well, good luck,” Dink said.

Silas grinned and offered his hand in friendship. “I hope our paths cross again, Dink.”

“Perhaps they will, Silas.” And without knowing where to go or what to do they both walked away from each other and into the city. Silas’ first need was to find some food. He was starving and had not been given the opportunity to eat in this afterlife. He left the other three to their murmuring as they despaired over not having money or a place to go. Silas knew his plan, but he had no direction. The city was busy, but it was not as his former world. Everything was old and looked as if it had come from a history book. The streets were crowded, not with vehicles, but with horses and people on foot. There was no modern technology in the city to speak of. This surprised Silas since everyone here had come from Earth hadn’t they? Were there no cars or electricity? From a distance, Silas heard a loud “PSSST!”

He turned to see a dark-haired man with a thin beard upon his gaunt face. He stood at the corner of one of the buildings in the shadows. After realizing he had been noticed, the man motioned Silas to come join him. Silas wasn’t sure if he should, but what was there to lose? If anything, he might be of some help. As Silas slid into the shadow of the building, the man spoke first.

“I saw you in the gauntlet,” he said. “Not bad at all.”

“Er- thanks,” Silas said.

“You had some good moves against the dragon and you seemed to go through the spiked tunnel flawlessly. I also saw you took the middle tunnel. You’re quite the fighter. You’ll want to get your shoulder taken care of, though.”

“What do you want?” Silas said.

“I’ve got a job I think you can help me with,” he said. “It pays well and the danger is nothing compared to what you just faced.”

“Thanks, but I’m here to find someone.” Silas turned to leave, but the man grabbed his arm firmly.

“Everybody starts out looking for someone in Marenon. Sometimes they find them, sometimes they don’t. If you help me on this job, I’ll pay you well, and I’ll help you find who you’re looking for.”

The offer sounded good, but Silas couldn’t shake the feeling that the man should not be trusted. He wrenched his arm away from the man and gave a questioning look.

“Who are you?”

The man stood straight and extended his hand for a shake and said, “My name is Alric Thirsk, what’s yours?”

 


 

  

Chapter Eleven

 


Alric Thirsk seemed a strange character to Silas at first. For the longest time neither of them spoke to each other, but Silas followed him through the whole city of Canor. He felt a little more comfortable after Alric stopped at a vendor to get Silas some food. He scarfed down the bread and meat that tasted like beef, but Alric told him it was meat from a morkrew. Silas wasn’t sure he wanted to know what a morkrew was. He didn’t ask, but Alric told him anyway.

“They’re a lot like cows, but fatter and they can barely run,” he said. “Sort of like living balloons that couldn’t quite stay airborne.”

The thought made Silas smile for the first time since his arrival in Marenon. After eating, he finally felt the surge of energy that his body desperately needed. The vendor that gave him food also offered to stitch up his shoulder. Silas thought this an odd combination of services, but he was not going to turn down the offer. After the painful stitching was completed, he and Alric continued on their way. Silas was no longer hungry, but he still felt battered. He just needed sleep. With unanswered questions still plaguing his mind, he finally asked Alric if all of the people in Marenon were dead as he was.

“All the Humans are,” Alric responded. “Right now we are in Canor. It’s a Human city. The only other official Human city is Farlaweer. It’s a five-day journey on foot, and that’s where the Human king resides.”

Silas felt a twinge of anger when Alric mentioned the king. “And he’s the one responsible for the gauntlet?”

The answer was evident by Alric’s silence. After a few moments of thought he spoke. “It’s nothing to be proud of, I know, but it’s difficult for the people to rise up against the king. There are so few of us here as it is and to be divided would make us vulnerable to annihilation. Most of us are too preoccupied with other things to worry about the death of dead people anyway.”

“It’s barbaric,” Silas said.

“It’s life in Marenon,” Alric responded with a shrug of his shoulders. “It was put in place about three years ago and it’s just something we all have to live with.”

“But why? Why would he make the gauntlet?” Silas was confused by Alric’s callousness.

“It’s a survival of the fittest mentality, I think,” Alric said. “His view is that if you get too many weaklings in here, using up all of our resources, then we’ll get wiped out. It is widely believed that we’re not even supposed to be here. The only rightful people in Marenon are the Erellens, and maybe the Anwyns. Somewhere along the way, the Stühocs came in and tried to make Marenon their own. Then there were the Nestorians and no one really knows what or who they are. I personally don’t care about any of it. I’m here and I’m going to do what I can to get by,” he said.

“Stühocs?” Silas said, remembering his last fight on Earth.

“Right, I don’t suppose you’ve heard of them,” Alric replied.

I’ve heard of them more than I wish, Silas thought. “What about those other groups you mentioned? They aren’t Human either?”

“Nestorians could be Human,” Alric said as they walked through the city. “They always wear wooden masks to hide their appearance. Theories about who they actually are vary. You’ll learn more about the Anwyns soon enough. And you’ll meet an Erellen tonight.”

Silas was baffled at the mention of so many different types of beings that were not Human. He was lost in thought for several long moments until Alric’s voice brought back his attention.

“As far as the Stühocs go, well, they’re scary buggers. If you ever see one, you’ll know.”

Tell me about it, Silas thought.

The day was fading and they soon found their way close to the edge of town. Alric told him that his residence was just on the outskirts of the city and into the forest a bit. It provided privacy as well as some room to stretch, he explained. Alric told him about his comrades that were waiting for them and how they began their band of mercenary work.

“It started with me and the Erellen you’ll meet tonight, named Lorcan,” Alric said. “We wanted to search Marenon for ancient artifacts and sell them. We were pretty good at it too. It wasn’t long until word got out about our work.”

“Soon”, Alric told him, “our skills were for hire. Later, we came to the conclusion that we needed more qualified people to help us on our missions. We eventually picked up a girl named Inga and a muscleman name Coffman. And for this particular job we need a fifth person.”

“What exactly is planned for this job?” Silas asked.

Alric thought a moment then answered. “I think it’s best we wait and talk about it when we get to the residence.”

After several more minutes they made it past the city gates and onto a path in the forest beyond. A thought came to Silas as he remembered some of his earlier questions.

“Where is all of the technology, like radios or weapons or guns?”

“You’ll find none of that here,” Alric answered.

“Why?”

“There’s no use for it,” he said. “For one thing it doesn’t serve its purpose here like it did on Earth. There are a few conveniences that people haven’t given up. There’s still plumbing for the most part, but you won’t find airplanes or anything. In Marenon people want to better themselves. Technology was making people lazy on Earth.” Alric paused and they both stopped walking for a moment. “It also interferes with the magic.”

“Magic?”

Alric nodded. “Magic is what runs this land. It’s the lifeblood of Marenon and if technology were to advance, eventually all of the magic would be lost. The Erellens claim that much of it has been lost since the entrance of other races, but I think they are full of themselves.”

“Can you do magic?” Silas asked, intrigued.

“A little,” he shrugged. “The girl you’re about to meet is one of the best magic users I’ve ever seen. I can’t do anything even close to what she can do, but she’s shown me a few things. That’s why she’s with us.”

“What sort of things can you do?”

“Shoot some fire, move things, stuff like that. My abilities are miniscule at best, you know.”

“Can you show me?”

Alric looked at the falling sun almost annoyed that he might not make it back before dark. Silas could feel a slight tension, but was too curious about the use of magic to care what Alric thought at the moment. This could be used as a completely different aspect of fighting that his grandfather was never able to teach him on Earth.

Alric moved to the middle of the path away from Silas and closed his eyes. “It takes deep concentration for those who are not masters,” he said. “Some Sorcerers can do tremendous things with magic, things I’ll never be able to do.”

Alric stopped speaking and at that moment, several fallen branches came flying from the woods in all directions. Dead leaves began swirling until there was a small tornado, about as tall as Silas’ leg, of dry brush right in front of Alric. It was a surreal moment for Silas. The tornado grew higher until it reached ten feet above Alric. He directed it to a spot only a few feet away. The air surrounding them whooshed past, flapping their clothes and hair. The leaves rustled loudly as the wind cycled. The whirlwind soon began to shrink until it was only as tall as Alric himself and then every piece set itself in a neat pile as if they were ready to make camp for the rest of the night. Alric opened his eyes and grinned at Silas. For an added measure, Alric opened his gloved hand and inches above his palm sat a small fireball about the size of a walnut. He threw the ball at the pile and it immediately erupted in flames. It was a perfect campfire.

“What would have taken twenty minutes took only seconds with magic,” Alric said. He began to walk and Silas soon followed, wide-eyed and stunned at what he had just seen. They left the fire in the middle of the path to die out on its own.

“Humans are not natural magic users,” he continued as they walked. “That’s why it takes such hard concentration for me. A person like Inga, the girl you’ll meet, was training with a true Sorcerer until a couple of years ago. Erellens, however, are naturals and it usually comes to them pretty easily, but they too have to nurture their power. If they don’t practice often, they will become rusty and less effective.”

They followed the winding path through the woods as the sun fell completely behind the hills in the distance. Questions still flooded Silas’ mind, some of which could not be answered by Alric. Silas decided to keep them to himself for the time being so he wouldn’t come across as a nuisance to the man that would eventually try to help him if he was true to his word. There was no way to be sure of that yet.

The two walked wordlessly until they finally came upon a wall made of stone in a clearing in the heart of the woods. It was secluded enough for them to go unnoticed, yet close enough to the city limits of Canor to go in whenever they desired. The towering perimeter wall kept out any sort of intruder that may be curious enough to wonder what was happening behind the barrier. The wall stood at least twelve feet, leaving no way to see in except from the top of the nearest tree. It was a small fortress that Alric’s group had built for themselves, something that would take a considerable amount of force to overcome. Silas was impressed.

When they came closer to the entrance, Alric stopped Silas and looked at him with a warning stare, his devilish features almost frightening in the moonlight.

“We’re a pretty tight-knit group, Silas. Don’t be offended if they are less than cordial to you.”

This did not help Silas’ uneasy feeling. He didn’t really want to be there in the first place, much less to be treated like he wasn’t welcome. However, he was willing to risk some insults and trouble as long as he could get to his grandfather soon. No one but Silas knew that Kaden had been taken by the Stühocs. Whoever else may be able to help needed to know as quickly as possible.

Alric stood next to the double door, pulled his gloves off his hands and pressed them against a square section of the stone. The square glowed green with acceptance and the doors slowly began to open. He looked back at Silas and motioned him to follow.

Inside the walls there were nearly a hundred torches lining the perimeter, lighting the entire fortress. All kinds of armor, weapons and supplies were neatly arranged in designated areas. Obstacle and training courses were evenly spaced throughout the complex.

To the far right of the small stronghold was what Silas figured were the living quarters. It was a three-story log cabin, and looked to be adequate to house fifteen people or more. Silas imagined that one of those rooms awaited him and he would be allowed to sleep the night away peacefully. He wasn’t going to hold his breath for it. He had no idea what the others were expecting and he really wished he would be told the details of the job that he was supposed to do. For all Silas knew, it could be something that could get him in a lot of trouble. Or killed. With the opportunity presenting itself like it did, however, he didn’t know what else to do but accept Alric’s offer. Silas suspected that what they wanted him to do was something out of the ordinary or particularly dangerous or he would have been told the details by now. He would have to keep a close watch on all of them and observe what they said and how they said it. Surely he could refuse. Alric didn’t seem like the type to kill someone for refusing to do a job, did he? The only Human he could think that might have been like that was Marcus or Theron, and they were only that way because the Stühocs had controlled them. At least, this is what Garland had told him.

Alric led Silas past an obstacle course and two men sparring came into view. Their swords clashed together as sweat dripped on their arms and foreheads. They were in some sort of pit that seemed to have been made for duels. It was similar to pits he and his grandfather had dug in the past. There were boundaries set and one could not leave the pit or he would be disqualified from the duel. Each pit was dug so that it came above the opponent’s head and was square in shape with about a twenty-foot distance from any side. It wasn’t impossible to leave the pit in a fight, but the opponent would have an easy swipe at the other’s backside if he tried. The only other one Silas had ever seen was the one he and his grandfather had made together. He called the type of duel or game, Slicer. It was a crude name, but Silas had always liked it and it seemed fitting. To see the pit and instantly recognize it for what it was made Silas feel that he was exactly where he needed to be.

“Slicer,” Silas said, feeling more relaxed.

Alric turned instantly with an eyebrow raised. “You’ve been out of the gauntlet for only a couple of hours and you know what Slicer is? Tell me how that’s possible! Last I heard there was nothing of it on Earth.”

“It’s just something one of the guards was talking about before we went into the gauntlet,” Silas lied. “This is where they fight?”

In the pit there was a giant man swinging a large broadsword at a much smaller man with a much smaller sword. Neither was gaining the upper hand, but neither was going for the killing strike.

“That’s right,” Alric said. “Slicer is a big sport in Marenon, especially with the new king. He likes to put prisoners up against each other so they can fight to the death like gladiators or something. The original rules are that the fighters play until the other is disarmed.” Alric shrugged. “It’s had its moments of death, no doubt. But it’s fun all the same.”

“I bet,” Silas said, fully remembering the thrill of his first and only victory against his grandfather.

Alric shouted. “You two nitwits quit flirting with each other and come meet our guest!”

The two stopped and pulled themselves out of the pit. The big one shoved the smaller one down when he tried to come out. Alric laughed and muttered “idiots” under his breath. When the two were finally in front of Silas the large one extended a hand and said, “The name’s Coffman. I guess you’ll be helping us with our little mission?”

“Ah, I’m not sure yet,” Silas said, wincing at the crushing handshake the beast of a man had just given him.

Alric interjected quickly. “Uh, nothing’s been decided yet, Coffman. I told him we would all talk to him about it before we asked him to make any decision.”

The two gave Alric a stern look. This did not make Silas feel good about what was to come. He could see that they were hiding something from him, by the way their eyes shifted from each other to the ground. Silas determined that the night would not go by before he knew what was expected of him in the coming days.

Coffman was almost twice the height of Silas and at least four times the muscle. His brown hair was short and his muscles protruded from every part of his body. The smaller man was thin and had bright blonde hair. A pair of slightly pointed ears protruded from his head like an elf from fairytale stories. His face was clean-shaven unlike the thin-bearded Alric and scruffy Coffman. His green eyes flared bright in the torchlight. He glared at Silas and gripped his weapon firmly, his knuckles turning white, as the others waited for him to introduce himself.

After an awkward few seconds Alric motioned to the man and said, “Silas, this is Lorcan Zamire. I’ll go ahead and say he’s obviously not too happy about you coming aboard with us, but I hope that will change in the next day or two,” he said, his eyes screaming for Lorcan to calm himself.

Silas’ concern was not so much that Lorcan seemed to hate him, but that Alric had implied Silas would have to be there for a few days. He really didn’t want to be with this group any more than he had to be. He just wanted to finish the job so they would help him find his grandfather.

Lorcan kept on staring until he finally spoke up. “Have you ever even held a weapon?” he asked.

If he only knew,
Silas thought. “I can take care of myself, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“It doesn’t matter anyway,” said Lorcan, “because where we’re going won’t require you to defend yourself.”

“Lorcan,” Alric said sternly.

“In fact,” Lorcan continued, “there will be no danger to you at all!

“Lorcan.”

“You will be perfectly safe where we’re going.”

“Lorcan, that’s enough! When we take Silas inside, he can decide for himself what he will do. It’s not up to you, me or anyone else but him.”

This gave Silas a little comfort. At least Alric sounded as though he was giving Silas an out if he needed it. Alric motioned for them to all go into the cabin. Lorcan lagged several paces behind thoroughly chastised by his superior and loathing Silas the whole way there. Silas wasn’t sure where all the aggressive anger was coming from, but Alric had warned him nonetheless.

The cabin was not an extravagant building, but it was comfortable. What little decoration it had seemed overshadowed by the empty, wooden walls in every room. It didn’t look as though much time was ever spent in the house. Perhaps these people were very busy, or perhaps they were the type to give little thought to the aesthetics of where they slept. Silas concluded in his mind that it was probably a little bit of both. They all sat down at a long wooden table when they entered through the front door. Coffman sat nearest to Silas and Lorcan took the seat on the far end. He leaned back in his chair with his feet on the table and his eyes smoldered with animosity as if he would like nothing more than to see Silas burn. Alric stepped into the kitchen and quickly returned with a brown jug and several cups in hand. As he poured the drink into each person’s cup, Silas realized just how thirsty he was after his long day. He leaned over to smell it and couldn’t help but wince as the alcohol fumes burned in his nostrils.

“It’s Viper’s Mead,” Coffman said, taking a swig. Even Coffman’s face grimaced slightly as the fire trickled down his throat. “They call it that because of its bite, but I don’t think it’s all that strong. The other guys are a bunch of wimps.”

Silas almost laughed, but suppressed it. Of course
he
wouldn’t think it was strong. He could probably hold five times the amount of liquor as any man in the room. Silas had been too young to drink on Earth, so he knew the effects would be much stronger on him. That is, if liquor worked the same way in Marenon as it did on Earth. He assumed that it did and decided to let his cup sit at a safe distance.

“Where’s Inga?” Alric said.

As if she were waiting for someone to ask, a woman opened the door in the back of the room and strolled toward the table where they sat. When Silas’ eyes lifted to see who had entered, it was as if the air had been sucked from his lungs. He closed his mouth sharply in hopes that she hadn’t noticed his gaping jaw. With his heart beating like a mallet, he wondered if he had inadvertently taken a swig of Viper’s Mead, but he soon concluded he had not. Her black, straight hair fell past her shoulders, and her tight, subtle muscles showed she was not weak, but not masculine in any way. Her intense eyes bore into the newcomer and he felt as though he might melt under her gaze. She couldn’t have been much more than a few years older than Silas.

“Is this him?” she asked.

Coffman said nothing, Lorcan nodded and Alric spoke.

“It’s him if he wants to be. I was just about to tell him what the job is.”

She took a seat next to Lorcan in perfect view of Silas. Silas didn’t particularly like being talked about as if he were not there, but he let it go. He was in the presence of absolute beauty.

Alric took one last swig of his drink and sat up, tearing Silas’ eyes away from Inga.

“I’ll tell it to you straight. We’ve been hired to break into the caves of Timugo to steal a valuable artifact.”

Silas swallowed and glanced at Lorcan who seemed jittery. Inga was calm, her elbows on the table and fingers interlaced, resting on her mouth. Coffman had his head down, sharpening one of his large daggers.

“This job pays well. Really well, in fact,” Alric continued. “The plans, we can go over tomorrow. But it’s really as simple as that.”

“Who are these people that we’re stealing from?” Silas asked.

“The Anwyns of Timugo,” he answered. “They are much like Humans, but have a greenish skin color and are quite the barbarians, savages even. They are peaceful if left alone, but vicious when bothered.”

“How dangerous is the mission?”

“It’s dangerous,” Alric said without hesitation. “I can’t guarantee anything except that if we all come out alive with the artifact we will each be paid 10,000 coins.”

Silas was the one now staring at the table, lost for an answer.

“We have a good plan for obtaining the artifact and getting out alive. We’re really good at this kind of thing.”

“How much is 10,000 coins in Marenon?” Silas asked.

“It’ll get you through a better part of a year. You’ll be starting out much better than most, I can assure you.”

“Is a year the same as on Earth?”

Alric shrugged. “More or less,” he said. “Give or take a day or two. The seasons and times are almost identical.”

Silas was getting frustrated. “You don’t get my point. I’m asking this to show you how little I know. I just died less than a day ago and I’m now being asked to risk my second chance for money?” He shook his head. “I don’t think I can do that.”

“You’d be a fool not to go with us, Silas,” Alric said.

“I don’t know,” said Lorcan. “Maybe he’s smart enough to know he can’t do it.”

Alric flashed Lorcan a glare that quickly made him shut his mouth. He turned back to Silas. “Listen. You will make good money and I have given you my word that I will help you find your grandfather if he is alive.” He placed his hands on the table. He was only moments from begging it seemed, and the fact that he would help him find his grandfather was hard to ignore. Silas knew it would take too long to find him without any help. These people were professionals. They knew their way around Marenon. It was a difficult opportunity to pass up.

“I saw you in the gauntlet. You went through the middle tunnel; I’ve seen you defend yourself.”

“What’s the artifact?” Silas said. He had already made up his mind, but he wanted to know.

“Artifacts, actually,” Alric answered. “Coffman, Inga and myself will be going after something of a more secret nature, far from your position. You on the other hand will be going after the staff of Uriah. It’s a magical staff and in the hands of the right individual, it will turn into any weapon that person needs. Both objects are extremely powerful and our employer will pay a hefty price for them. I would take them for myself if it were only a one-man job.”

For a moment, no one said a word. Then Silas looked up at Alric. “You really think you can help me find my grandfather?”

“If he is in Marenon, I can find him,” he answered with confidence.

Silas didn’t much care what artifact they were going after. He didn’t care that Alric wasn’t disclosing what the other item was and that one was just some staff. He needed to find Garland. He waited and then nodded. “I’ll do it.”

Alric breathed a sigh of relief and smiled. “You won’t be sorry, my friend. This is a good move for you.”

With that, Lorcan stood out of his chair, shoved the back door open and went out into the grass. Within seconds, Coffman and Inga silently joined him. There was no “Welcome aboard!” or “We look forward to working with you,” nothing. Silas wasn’t sure why the group was so angry at his joining them. Perhaps they didn’t want to share the money with a fifth person or maybe they hated the idea of including a fifth wheel in their close-knit group. Whatever the reason, Silas needed to find his grandfather.

“They’ll come around,” Alric said. “Tomorrow we prepare, then we leave the next day. Come on and I’ll show you where you’ll be sleeping.”

As Silas stood, he could see out into the grass where the three others had gone. Inga stole a look back and for a brief moment their eyes met. Alric should have had
her
ask Silas to join them. He wouldn’t have hesitated.

 


 

  

Chapter Twelve

 


It was almost Christmas and Julian Hobbes had just spent his meager allowance on brand new ice skates instead of presents for his family. He knew he shouldn’t have done it, but it was what his older brother Morgan had done. Morgan told him that if he said anything about it he would beat him up again. Julian was only six years old and his brother was ten. His threats were enough to scare Julian to silence. That, and he really couldn’t wait until after Christmas to skate on the pond down the road from their house. It was almost a half-mile away so there was no way they would be seen. Besides, their father had left early that morning to run his Saturday errands, so this was the perfect time for the two of them to try it out.

“Are you sure this is ok?” Julian asked.

Morgan looked straight ahead and smiled as they walked through the tall grass. “It will be fine.”

“I’m just scared that dad will find out and I don’t want him to get angry again. He told us that the ice wouldn’t be ready until after Christmas. I think he might be getting us these anyway,” he said holding up the shiny new blades.

Morgan put an arm on little Julian’s shoulder and pulled him close. “Listen. Pop only said that because he hasn’t skated on an ice pond in years. He’s much heavier than us, too. Of course he should be worried about skating on it, but we’re much smaller. We’ll be fine!”

Julian wasn’t entirely convinced, but again, he always wanted to do what Morgan did and Morgan wanted to go skating. Julian thought of the punishment he would get if his father found out. He wouldn’t be allowed to go out to the pond for the entire winter and that would be after he used his belt to ‘tan his hide’ as he always threatened. He wasn’t sure if his father really would, though. Since their mother had died during Julian’s birth, Morgan said their father had grown soft … whatever that meant. When Julian thought about it, their father’s threats had always been empty.

They reached the pond and surveyed the area. There was no one in sight. Perfect. They quickly took off their shoes and replaced them with the gleaming skates. Julian had never felt more excited. He had been skating on the ice several times, but never with his own pair. He imagined that it would inspire him to become a great skater so that he could be good enough to play hockey. But he needed more practice. Once their skates were on, Morgan looked at Julian and told him to test the ice.

“I thought you said it was fine,” Julian said.

“And it probably is, but you always have to test it no matter how cold it is.”

“Why me?”

“Because you’re lighter, dummy, now go!”

Julian reluctantly took his first step onto the ice, then the next. He then began to shift his weight back and forth until he was actually skating. This seemed to satisfy Morgan who then took off and flew past him. Morgan was better than Julian at everything and didn’t mind letting him know it. He came around for another pass and shoved Julian to the ice laughing hysterically and pointed as Julian sprawled helplessly.

“Hey!” Julian yelled, still sliding.

He got up and then continued to play ice tag with Morgan. They made their way out to the middle of the pond and Julian soon realized that even in such a simple game, he was no match for his larger brother. Over and over he was shoved to the ice. His clothes were covered in the white powder. All he wanted was one good hit on his brother. Eventually, Morgan agreed to give him one free shot to try and knock him down. Taking his chance, Julian charged at him with everything he had. When Morgan scooted out of the way in the last moment, Julian fell flat on his face into the ice.

“You cheated!” Julian yelled, as he rolled onto his back.

“You fell for it, you little twerp!”

Julian shifted himself onto his butt and looked up at his brother. “You’re no fun. You’re always mean.”

“That’s because you deserve it. You’re nothing but a little murderer.”

“What do you mean?”

“You killed mother, when you came out of her. Didn’t you know that?”

“I did not, take it back!” This was not the first time Morgan had told him this.

“I’ve always hated you because you’re just a little killer!”

Julian was on his feet now, moving toward his much larger opponent. He shoved into him, pounding with his fists. “I said take it back!”

“Get off me,” Morgan shouted.

“Take it back!” Julian said still pounding.

Morgan had all he could take and hot anger burned through his skin. “I said get off me!” With that he shoved Julian as hard as he could, landing him on his back once again. He kept sliding until he was a good ten feet away. The wind was knocked out of Julian and the jolt formed surprised tears in his eyes. After a minute he started to stand to his feet once again and then he heard it. A cracking. The noise made him freeze in place and Morgan stood at a short distance staring. The cracking and squeaking of the ice grew louder and louder and then without a chance to get away, Julian fell through.

The sudden shock of ice water on his skin felt like a boiling vat until the cold set in seconds later. His head was instantly submerged and he accidently swallowed a mouth full of water. Julian was a good swimmer for his age, but the skates weighed him down, giving him little buoyancy to move toward the surface. Morgan stood in place. His expression had changed from a look of anger to a devious crack in his lips, forming into a light smile of twisted delight.

Julian tried to cry out for help, but he had swallowed too much water. Why was Morgan not helping him? With his flailing and flapping arms, he was able to bob to the surface, and he caught a glimpse of a running figure in the distance – his hope, his father. Morgan noticed his father too and instantly fell flat on his belly and shimmied his way to Julian. He wasn’t going to be seen doing nothing to save his little brother. He made his way to the edge of the cracked ice and offered his arm to Julian. Julian tried to grab it, but every time he reached, Morgan’s arm went out of range. Julian was losing his strength and he started to sink lower.

He could hear the muffled yells of his father, then another large crack, followed by a splash. A foot under the icy water he came face to face with his now struggling brother. The ice had broken under Morgan’s weight. The bubbles reaching the surface became fewer as Julian tried in vain to swim toward the surface. It was too late to save either of them by the time their father made it out to the pond. Their father’s weight proved too much for the ice as well and he fell in about twenty yards away. He was able to pull himself out from the first break and crawl to his nearly dead sons who were then barely struggling. He dived in and tried to save both of them, but the lake proved too much for even the grown man. Julian’s fear multiplied when his brother and father became still. He reached out to his father and mustered his last bits of strength to shake him. For some reason, Morgan and his father died several moments before Julian did. However, it wasn’t long before he felt his body go warm and the darkness took him.

Julian threw off his covers shaking himself from the memories that now plagued his dreams. On the edge of the bed he set his face in his palms. Why did he keep having these nightmares? That horrible day they all died was the worst possible memory to have, and it was worse to be reminded of it in his dreams where he felt he could not escape it. It made him hate Morgan all the more. It also made him miss his father. After dreams such as these Julian often wondered what his life would have been like on Earth. Who would he have been? Where would he have gone? How much had he missed out on because he died at such an early age? Perhaps he would have been as important on Earth as he felt he was in Marenon. From talks with his father and many others who had experienced much more life on Earth, Julian knew that people there had plenty of problems. In Julian’s mind, however, it was nothing compared to the problems that infected Marenon. The Stühocs were enough of a disease to warrant such a thought, but on top of that, the Humans had a king that was cold and uncaring, and had no remorse for killing people in the afterlife.

Sometimes Julian wished that he had never been sent to Marenon. Sometimes he wished death had been the end of it all. It was a mystery as to why some people showed up in Marenon after their death on Earth. Humanity’s existence in Marenon was part of Erellen lore and a true explanation had never been found. Futile efforts to find answers had been sought out for hundreds of years. The occurrence shook the faith of many who believed in heaven and hell and surprised those who didn’t believe in a god. Those with strong faith still believed in their god and heaven and hell, but just supposed that this was a step in that direction that was never revealed to them beforehand. Some thought that Marenon
was
hell and their fate was to live there and fight its battles forever. Some thought it was heaven fallen under attack by the demon-like Stühocs. Julian felt that it was too nice to be hell, but too evil to be heaven. He was convinced, however, that the death many people experienced in Marenon was their final death. The thought was not based in fact or in experience, but in a feeling, perhaps a hope.

It was still early morning, just a couple of hours before dawn. Julian dreaded the day ahead of him. He had not yet requested an audience with his brother and he hated the thought of doing so now. He still wasn’t sure how he planned to get the medallion. Julian was generally liked and respected by the people of Farlaweer Castle, but his turning away from the kingdom and joining the Dunarians was interpreted as disrespect by Morgan. Those that had been under his father’s kingship felt a certain loyalty to the Dunarians, but they also wanted to keep their well-paid jobs and any sort of reputation that they still had. Yet, Julian had some friends that he thought he could trust.

Even so, Julian was not sure if Morgan would see him. There had been a deep-rooted hatred for each other since their beginning in Marenon. He and Julian both knew that their reason for being there was Morgan’s fault and Julian never let him live it down throughout their childhood in Marenon. The rivalry had been sparked from their death and the two never acted kindly to each other when they were alone. Their father knew of their fighting, but didn’t know that it was as entrenched as it was. Julian never told their father, Ruben, that Morgan did it on purpose.

Only a short time after their death and a few years of learning how to live in a new world altogether, their father came into good graces with the king in Marenon. That king had been instrumental in the beginning of the Dunarian cause, to fight the growing threat of the Stühocs. Ruben Hobbes supported him fully. There could be no Human born in Marenon, thus there would be no heir to the throne. The king, through a will, named his successor. He had appointed Ruben to the position much to the surprise of many others who were expecting to be given the honor and much to the surprise of Ruben himself. He took the position graciously and quickly signed his eldest son Morgan to take his place should anything befall him.

When the Stühocs killed their father in an ambush years later, the rivalry between the brothers became more intense, mostly because Morgan had gained power over the throne. Julian had always suspected Morgan knew who ordered the attack on his father and let it happen, but Julian had no basis for this accusation. Somehow he just knew it was true, and it made his hatred grow even darker. He thought that it had to do with their father’s history with the Dunarians whom Morgan detested.

Julian shook his head as the memories raced by. His brother did not deserve the kingship. If it were up to Morgan, he would let the Stühocs ravage the land and kill all the Humans as long as it would keep bringing in the money and making him more powerful.

Eventually, the sun began to rise over the hills that surrounded Farlaweer and Julian made his way to the window of his small inn room to meet it. The warm light began to flood through cracks, melting the shadows until the side of the castle was revealed in the distance. He would be in the castle later that morning, and would more than likely have to wait until the afternoon before being granted an audience with the king. Morgan did not often leave his place of comfort within the castle. He cared nothing for governing; he merely enjoyed the riches and fame, leaving the governing to his seedy advisor. Julian suspected that he sought peace and reconciliation with the Stühocs just so he wouldn’t have to face them. Their father would have never carried such a fear.

Julian looked down to his wrist where the band was wrapped. The green jewel was still and silent. No activity from the council as of yet. They were all counting on him to get these two medallions; the purple medallion of Farlaweer and the white medallion Timugo. And since Kaden Osric had Canor’s blue medallion, that would mean that there were only three left to obtain. There was the red medallion that the Stühocs held in Mudavé, the orange medallion to the north of Mudavé in Voelif, and the green medallion held by the Erellens in Elysium. Ward Holden believed that the council only needed four of them in order to convince the Erellens to fight the Stühocs and obtain the sixth. Of course it was uncertain, but they were all hoping for such an outcome. If they could get all six, they would need no allies according to Holden. This made Julian nervous, but it would be easier to rid the world of the Stühocs. That was all that mattered wasn’t it? Wasn’t the purpose of the Dunarian cause to eradicate evil from Marenon, starting with the Stühocs? Marenon was becoming chaotic. With the deaths of the innocent in Canor under the edict of King Morgan, the ever-constant threat of the Stühocs preparing for war, and the Erellens acting indifferent to all of their complications, there wasn’t much hope for the land’s future. Every part of it was fragile. One wrong move today and Julian could start a complete vendetta by Morgan against the Dunarians that would ultimately result in their destruction. But, if he played his cards right, he would have the medallion in his hands before sundown.

 


 


 

  

Chapter Thirteen

 


The early morning dew in Farlaweer began to evaporate into a heavy mugginess as Julian made his way up the castle stairs into the entryway. He spoke with a guard who was clueless as to who he was. Julian told him he was a representative of the Dunarian Council and he needed to speak with the king at once. The guard passed along the message and Julian sat waiting for almost an hour. When the guard finally came back, he was directed to a large room with a long wooden table. The walls were lined with large stained glass windows all around. He was told that someone would be meeting him shortly to take him to the king.
So far, so good,
Julian thought. He hadn’t expected to even make it this far. He sat for almost another hour knowing exactly what was being done. There was no need for the wait, but Julian understood the drill. If it was not of dire importance to the king then there was no reason to be in a hurry. The longer he made them wait the busier he seemed to be and the more powerful it made him look. He knew how it was with Morgan. He had done it since his first day as king.

The door in the corner opened and in came two guards followed by a small man in long, red robes, carrying several items that might have been from his previous meeting, if there really was one. The man’s name was Spencer. Julian had known Spencer most of his life in Marenon. The man had been selected as one of Ruben’s several advisors. Spencer was the least liked of the bunch and often pointed out the negative aspect of any issue. Ruben had considered his perspective to be invaluable. Morgan liked him so much that when he became king, he got rid of the others and made Spencer his only close personal advisor. Julian would have fired him the first day if he were in his brother’s position. Spencer’s manipulative behavior was transparent to Julian. Spencer had always known that Julian saw through him too. But there was no reason for him to be afraid of Julian. He knew Julian never had any power in the royal family.

The weasel of a man set his things on the large table in the middle of the room and looked up at Julian with a surprised stare. He obviously had not expected to see him.

“Why Julian,” he said. “I knew we were meeting with a representative from the Dunarians, but you were the last person I would have expected to see.”

Julian stood. “And you are not my brother. I specifically asked to speak with him.”

“The king is quite busy these days, Julian. One cannot simply ask to see him and expect an audience right away. It’s not how it works, you know that.” Spencer pushed up his glasses on his long, slender nose with his pointy fingers. The man had an aura about him that would make most people cringe. It wasn’t from fear or intimidation, but more of a sick feeling like speaking to him was wrong somehow.

“I know how it works with Morgan and I asked to be allowed to speak with
him. What I have to say has nothing to do with you, Spencer.”

Spencer chuckled. “Well, as the king’s personal advisor I will know everything there is to know anyway, young Julian. Your brother relies on my opinion in most situations, as I’m sure he would trust my judgment on any matter you may have to bring before him. Anyway, he has no desire to see you. He detests your existence.”

The words poured out of his mouth like liquid poison and Julian wished Spencer would drown on them. He spoke as if he knew the thoughts of Morgan when in fact he probably planted most of the ideas in his brain. Morgan had few redeeming qualities about him, but Spencer had even fewer.

“I want to speak with him,” Julian repeated.

“Out of the question,” Spencer said, unmoving. His smug grin made Julian flush with anger.

“Does he even know I’m here?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Spencer said. “He would not speak to you.”

“Let
him
make that decision,” Julian said, his face turning a bright red.

“He already has. Through me.”

Julian clenched his fist doing his best not to snap the frail creature’s neck. The two guards in the room were well trained, and should he make a scene, more might come. There was little chance he could take several guards without a sword at once, not to mention that being wanted for murder would hinder his ability to obtain the medallion. For these reasons he held his composure.

“I’m sure that’s not how it worked when my father was in power was it?”

“Ruben Hobbes was weak and incompetent and without the ability to rely on others to help him in any situation. It was cause for much confusion in his kingship. Things work much better this way, Julian.”

Julian snorted. “I’m sure you think so. My father’s only mistake was appointing you to an advisory position in the first place, you snake!”

“I’m sure there are many who would disagree with your assessment,” Spencer said calmly.

“Is that so? I’m sure my father would have done a lot more than fire you if he had survived his attack by the Stühocs.”

Spencer stood motionless.

“Yes, that’s right,” Julian said moving forward. “I believe that you and several others were behind his death. It’s something that has eaten away at me over the years and it’s about time someone faced the consequences.”

“You don’t know what you are talking about,” Spencer said glancing at the guards who stood ready to help.

“I think I do,” Julian said, now only a foot from Spencer. The guards held tight to their weapons, ready for any sudden movements. “I think it was you who planned the attack in the first place. I think you knew if my brother were king he would make you the sole advisor to him. You hated my father and everything he stood for. You hated how he wanted nothing more than to let the Dunarians move on with their plans to eradicate the Stühocs from Marenon.”

Spencer held his position, but was much smaller than Julian. A standoff would not go into his favor. A grin remained on Spencer’s face.

“I think it’s time for you to leave, Julian.”

At that moment the guards went to either side of Julian to escort him out of the palace. One of them made the mistake of harshly grabbing him by the arm. Julian yanked his own arm, pulling the guard’s head down sharply. As Julian’s knee came up to meet it, the crack of a broken nose could be heard and the guard fell, whimpering, to the floor. Then without consideration for the consequences he backhanded the other guard across the face causing him to fall to the ground. In the same fluid motion, Julian grabbed Spencer by the shoulders and threw him onto the table, pinning him down. He landed two punches to the stomach and a slap across the face. A drop of blood trickled down Spencer’s nose as Julian held him by his garments.

“You murdering traitor!” Julian spat. “I should kill you for what you did! You deserve nothing but to be thrown into the gauntlet you conjured up in your twisted brain!”

Spencer could barely breathe. “If you don’t let go of me this instant!”

“What? What will you do, you wormy filth?”

Through the struggle and triumph of facing Spencer and truly telling him how he felt, Julian had let his guard down. Spencer grinned maliciously once again and then all went black.

All Julian could think at the moment was how much the back of his head hurt. A knot had already formed and was tender to the touch.

When he came to, he realized that he was lying on the grass somewhere outside of the castle walls. The two guards and Spencer stood above him, bloodied and battered. One of the guards had apparently gotten back up and silenced Julian.

“The only reason you aren’t being thrown into the dungeons this minute is because I don’t want your brother to know you were here,” Spencer said. “It would cause much distress for the king if he were to find out that you were here to kill him.”

“You don’t want to throw me in the dungeons because you’re afraid I can convince him of the truth about you,” Julian shot back, rubbing the knot on the back of his head.

Spencer and the guards began to move back toward the castle to leave Julian stranded outside of the walls. Before the gates closed on him, Spencer said, “Your brother knows the truth, Julian. He knows it and he’s accepted it. Perhaps you should too.” The gate shut hard and Spencer vanished from sight.

When Julian stood, a wave of dizziness sailed through his head and he thought he might fall over again. One of the guards had hit him hard. He was stupid for having turned his back on them. He toddled down a walkway and eventually made it out to the city where people were walking all around him, not noticing who he was. He preferred it this way. When he got back to the inn he took off his cloak and looked out his window to the castle in the distance. In there sat Morgan, oblivious to the fact that his brother had been in the castle only minutes before, trying to see him. Julian wasn’t sure if Morgan would have cared to see him anyway, but it had been worth a try.

There was still hope for getting the medallion, however. There were two people in all of Farlaweer that held a key that opened every door, every gate and every passageway throughout the castle. Those two people were Morgan and his weasel advisor Spencer. Julian reached into his pocket and pulled out the key he took off of Spencer when he threw him onto the table. The move had been risky and dangerous. Julian was lucky to have escaped with a minor blow to the head, but it was a small price to pay, considering the reward. He smiled as he turned the key over in his palm, then placed it back into his pocket.

 


 


 

  

Chapter Fourteen

 


The sun had barely risen when Silas felt a sheathed sword land on his chest, waking him from his deep slumber. The weight was heavy and the wind was nearly knocked out of him. Through blurry eyes Silas was able to make out the hazy shape of Lorcan Zamire staring down at him with Coffman towering behind.

“If you’re going to make it out alive on our mission, you’ve got to know how to fight,” Lorcan said.

What was he talking about?

“I just want to see if you can handle yourself. Get up, meet me out at the pit in five minutes.”

Lorcan then turned and walked out with Coffman close on his heals. Why was Lorcan giving him such a hard time? Silas didn’t want to be on this job any more than Lorcan wanted him to. Perhaps Lorcan was afraid of being replaced. This was something that Silas was definitely not attempting to do. He had much more pressing matters than to worry about the politics of a shady mercenary group. Silas unsheathed the sword that Lorcan threw at him, studying the polished blade. It was crafted well, strong, and the handle formed to his hand comfortably.

He sat up, sheathed the sword and placed it next to him on the bed. He put on the clothes that Alric had provided him the night before, along with a snug pair of boots. He walked lightly out of the room and through the hallway so he would not wake anyone in the log cabin.

His sleep had been nice and deep, but he remembered that he did not have any dreams. This was not uncommon, but something that made him think.
Do people dream in Marenon?
Was there some sort of cloud that fogged the minds of individuals while they slept through the night? Perhaps he was just so tired from the previous day’s events that his mind didn’t have the energy to think. His stomach felt empty. If given the opportunity he knew he would be able to stuff his face until he was sick. He wondered what sort of breakfast would be prepared. He rubbed his hands through his thick blonde hair. If he wasn’t mistaken, he had just been challenged to a fight. He wasn’t sure what Lorcan was trying to prove here, but Silas had the feeling that he would do just fine in a fight. He had not been in a fair duel in two years, but was confident he could hold his own.

His eyebrows furrowed when he heard loud snores coming from the room to his left, knowing it had to be Alric and thinking that it surely couldn’t be Inga. Such a beauty could never produce that hideous grating noise.

He made his way through the front of the house and onto the grass. He looked to his right and saw Coffman standing over the pit saying something inaudible to Lorcan who was swinging his blade, preparing himself to fight. They both stopped and stared when they noticed him. Silas looked down at the sword in his hands and silently hoped that Lorcan wasn’t planning to make this a fight to the death. He had no desire to kill, but if Lorcan tried to finish him off, Silas wouldn’t hesitate to run him through with the long blade. He made his way to the square pit, neither of them saying anything as he approached. Coffman shifted his weight awkwardly and Lorcan watched intently as Silas approached.

Silas wasn’t sure what to say, so he blurted, “Nice morning for a duel, eh?”

Lorcan simply stared harder. “Shut up,” he said. “I want to see what you can do before we take you out on a job.”

“Is there a reason you want to see this at sunrise while Alric and Inga are asleep?” Silas asked incredulously.

A sly smirked crossed Lorcan’s face. “I guess I can’t pull one over on you, can I?”

“What do you want from me, Lorcan?”

“I want you to prove yourself. I want to be sure you aren’t going to screw this up.”

Silas had had enough. “Fine,” he said as he threw the sheath off the sword onto the ground. There was a ladder into the pit, but Silas just jumped down, landing inches from Lorcan causing him to step back and bring up his sword.

“You want to duel with me? Let’s do it,” Silas said, holding his sword in a defensive position. He winced at the pain in his shoulder. He had forgotten about the deep cut he had received in the gauntlet and he hoped it wouldn’t slow him in this duel.

Lorcan smiled. “Gladly.”

Both of them circled each other; swords held up, ready to strike at any moment. Coffman stood at the top of the pit, occasionally looking toward the house to see if Alric or Inga were coming.

Lorcan struck first. It was a simple blow from the side that Silas was able to parry with ease. His technique might be lacking in finesse since it had been so long since he had dueled, but the muscle memory was still there. Silas knew what he was doing. He had been trained by the best.

Lorcan swung his blade downward, this time with a harsh force. He was strong, no doubt. Poised and ready, Silas parried the next attack and took a swipe that missed Lorcan’s shoulder by a few inches. Lorcan staggered backward, realizing his foe was not as untrained as he had previously thought. In Lorcan’s brief moment of vulnerability, Silas unleashed his fury – going at him with everything he had. The Erellen was able to parry the blows, but not without some difficulty. Silas had taken him by surprise and he exploited Lorcan’s exposure. Lorcan kept staggering backward, not fully knowing what move to make next until he twisted his sword around, catching the hilt of Silas’ blade, shoving both weapons deep into the dirt. The two struggled with who would pull out their blade first. As Silas pulled harder, Lorcan brought his elbow down on Silas’ right jaw, knocking him to the ground. His shoulder’s stitches split open with the impact against the ground and blood began to spill out. Weaponless, Silas rolled to his right and jumped to his feet. His sword stuck out from the ground almost five feet away while Lorcan guarded it warily.

“You cannot win without a sword,” he said, pointing his blade at Silas’ head.

Silas jumped to the balls of his feet, preparing to pivot. He faked to the right, causing Lorcan to swing and miss as Silas darted to the left, spinning and grabbing his sword from the ground. He spun around once more, his blade smashing against Lorcan’s.

“Where did you learn to fight like that?” Coffman said from above.

Lorcan’s eyes narrowed in anger.

“I’ve learned from the best there ever was,” Silas said. A slight smile crossed his face. While their swords pressed firmly against each other, Lorcan seethed, as if his desire to kill Silas continued to increase while the seconds passed.

“You really think you can survive the job?” he said.

Silas held his position. “I have to survive the job,” he replied. “There’s too much at stake for me not to!”

“I asked if you think you can!”

“Of course I can!”

Coffman watched as the two stood in a deadlock. He hadn’t even noticed that Inga was standing next to him. The fight had not gone well for Lorcan, and he felt sick at what he knew was about to happen.

“Then I suppose you’re ready for this!” Lorcan shouted triumphantly. Just as he finished speaking, a burst of red flame exploded in front of Silas’ eyes sending him flying to the other side of the pit. It was like a car had just hit him. He tried to get up, but was hit with the same blunt force again, and again. Lorcan was using some sort of magical power to crush Silas. Through the haziness of the attack Silas could hear the echoing blur of a woman’s voice yelling for Lorcan to stop. Before he lost his consciousness he knew it was the voice of Inga crying out for him. He loved the sound of her voice. He hated the feeling of his head being crushed like an egg against a rock. All went black.

When Silas awoke he was back in his bed, the sun was just rising and his head felt like it was broken. A fresh set of stitches throbbed in his left shoulder. He tried to sit up, but was shushed by a calming voice. A young woman, a few years older than he, was telling him to lie down, and that he had had a rough day. It was Inga.

She rubbed a warm washcloth across his forehead. “You shouldn’t try to get up yet.”

After a few moments of trying to calm the crushing pain in his head, Silas began to understand his surroundings a bit more. He had not been dreaming. Lorcan had really tried to kill him. And it wasn’t sunrise either. He could see through the window that the dim light outside was the setting sun. How long had he been out?

“We were getting a little worried about you,” Inga said. “You got a pretty good dose of Lorcan’s fury.”

“He tried to kill me,” Silas said.

Inga shook her head. “No, no. He wouldn’t try to kill you. He was just trying to see if you could handle yourself. Mostly, he doesn’t want you to go.”

Silas was still confused by why there was so much hatred directed toward him. He had done nothing, but shown up. “Why doesn’t he want me to go?”

“Frankly, I don’t want you to go either,” she said dabbing a small cut above Silas’ eye. “I think there is a better way than to bring in a new person. A job like this takes a trained professional. We’ve been doing this kind of work for a while.”

“You aren’t that much older than me,” Silas said.

Inga smiled; her teeth shone straight and white. Silas felt like he would burst just being so close to her, much less receiving all this attention.

“I am twenty,” she said. “But I’ve been in Marenon nearly my whole life. I know how to fight, and I know how to use magic. These are two things that a person must know if they are to survive a job like this.”

“Then why is Alric going through all the trouble of hiring an untrained person like me instead of getting somebody who knows what they’re doing?”

“We’re on a tight deadline,” she said. “Alric doesn’t have enough time to look, so he went to the place where only the strongest survive.”

“The gauntlet,” Silas said, staring at the ceiling as the realization dawned on him.

Inga nodded.

“Did you ever have to go through the gauntlet?” Silas asked her.

“I came here when I was six years old. The gauntlet has only been around for three years since the new king.”

“I’d like to meet this king and give him a piece of my mind,” Silas said.

“I think a lot of us would,” she answered.

Silas let his eyes travel to Inga’s. She met his gaze with a lingering look that overwhelmed him. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to break it, but he did after a few seconds. Inga seemed to feel the same as she too turned away quickly.

“Where did you learn to fight?” she asked, seemingly trying to distract from the awkward moment.

“My grandfather taught me.”

“The one you want us to help you find?”

“That’s right,” he answered. Silas didn’t even know if his grandfather was in Marenon. “He would have survived the gauntlet.”

Inga nodded. “If there’s anyone that can help you find him it’s us, especially Alric. He was pretty angry when he found out what Lorcan did to you.”

Silas tried to sit up. “Really?”

“Yeah. He yelled at Lorcan for about an hour. I have never seen him so angry. Alric’s convinced you won’t come with us now and he’s not sure what to do.”

Silas said nothing. After the morning’s events, he wasn’t sure he wanted to go with them. How could he trust them after what had just been done to him? Coffman had just watched while Lorcan nearly did him in. In fact, Silas could remember Inga just standing there watching too.

“Why didn’t you stop Lorcan?”

She looked up, wide-eyed. “I had no idea he was going to do that. I thought the two of you were training! And I didn’t know he got you out of bed the way he did.”

Silas looked away. There was no way to be sure she was being truthful. This was a rough group and they were all mostly interested in the money anyway. Silas knew he would not be able to trust them, but he didn’t see any better way to find his grandfather. Silas knew no one would know Marenon better than they would. He had no choice, but to give them a chance.

Silas began to move from the bed, tossing the covers off of him. Inga tried to stop him, but he ignored her requests. His head pounded with each step down the hallway and the room spun around him as he staggered toward the staircase. When he came to the bottom of the steps, he found Coffman sitting at the table with Alric, smoking long pipes and playing some card game. Lorcan sat in a chair in the far corner, keeping to himself. All of them looked up when Silas entered, leaning against the wall to steady himself. Inga stood behind him not knowing exactly why Silas had made this trek. Alric stood as to show a gesture of welcome and remorse.

“Silas, I want you to know…”

Silas held up a hand to silence him. “You are my only way to finding my grandfather and it is really important that I do. A person’s life is at stake and my grandfather is the only one that I know who can help him. I need to know that if I do this job, that you’ll keep your word.”

Everyone waited silently, not knowing exactly what to say.

“And I want to know that I can trust you.”

Alric walked over to Silas and stuck out his hand. Silas grabbed it reluctantly and shook. “Of course you can,” Alric said smiling wide. “Coffman?”

The big man sat silent for a moment then spoke. “Sure, you can trust me.”

“Inga?” Alric asked.

“Of course,” she answered.

All eyes fell on Lorcan in the corner.

“Lorcan?”

He waited a moment, saying nothing. He looked as if he had something he really wanted to say, but just couldn’t bring himself to do it. It was on him whether or not Silas was going on this mission. He would not go if they were not going to help him find Garland. This was the only reason he had to be there at all. After a long moment, Lorcan looked at Silas.

“If your grandfather is alive, and we survive this mission, you have my word that we will help you find him.” At that moment he gave a glaring look at Alric. Silas wasn’t sure, but it seemed that it was one of disdain. He wondered what conversation had transpired while he was unconscious.

Silas looked at Alric. “Then you have me one hundred percent.”

Everyone but Lorcan stood for a moment in silence. Silas considered the gravity of his words, hoping his commitment to this band of coarse individuals was a good one. Alric silently left the room and the awkward quiet felt heavy. In a few seconds, he came from the other room with an arm full of parchments. He set them all on the table and spread them out in an order that only he could make sense of. The papers revealed descriptions, lists and other indecipherable transcripts, but Alric drew their attention to the detailed maps.

“These,” Alric said, “are the plans for tomorrow. Hopefully we can get in there and get out as quickly as possible.” Alric pointed at one of the maps. “The entrance we are taking is to the south, not far from here. There will be a few guards. Inga will hit them hard with her magic and with as little noise as possible.”

Inga nodded, knowing the plans well.

“We won’t be there to kill, just to get the object, Alric continued.”

“Is that right?” Lorcan said looking away in the distance.

Alric ignored him and pointed at a map of what looked to be the underground tunnels leading to the city of the Anwyn people. “Coffman and I will be moving ahead to make sure the lower levels are clear and Inga will scout the upper levels. Together we’ll be clearing the way for our exit to the east.” Alric looked behind him at Lorcan who was still sitting in the corner whittling away. “Lorcan will stay at the south entrance to make sure no one is coming in from behind and after fifteen minutes he’ll come around and meet us at the back exit with the horses.”

Silas was anxious to hear what Alric had planned for him.

“You will be the one that actually steals the staff while we are getting the other artifact and clearing your way.”

“What?”

Alric picked up a smaller piece of paper and handed it to Silas. “This is a map showing the direct route to the staff and to the escape to the exit. We will be clearing you a safe path for your escape and making sure no one comes up behind you.”

Silas shook his head. He had no idea they wanted him to do their dirty work. “This is why you want me? If I get caught you can just escape with all of your friends and leave me to bear the consequences?”

“Silas, if you get caught, we all get caught,” Alric said. “It takes the rest of us to make sure you aren’t caught. If you get caught then we haven’t done our job on the mission.”

Silas shook his head.

“I told you this was not going to be easy,” Alric said.

Silas spent the moment in silence, thinking and rethinking why he was even there. There was no guarantee that his grandfather was alive or could even be found. If there was no finding Garland Ainsley then there was no rescuing Kaden, and in that moment it felt like that was the only purpose that Silas had. There was no other option, he concluded. These people would either help him or they wouldn’t and right now they were the only ones offering.

Silas nodded. “I’m with you.”

“Good,” Alric said sharply. “Now, once you have the staff there will be a loud alarm alerting the Anwyns to our presence. I wager you’ll have about three minutes to make it to the east door and meet with us before any of the Anwyns can get to you. We will wait at the exit and be off.”

Silas nodded. He wasn’t sure he had just made the best decision of his afterlife, but he had made up his mind. He was going to find his grandfather or he was going to die trying.

 


 

  

Chapter Fifteen

 


Julian Hobbes stood on the roof of the inn breathing the cool night air deep into his lungs as he gazed upon the castle of Farlaweer, which was illuminated by the starlit sky. He fingered the golden key, the device that would open any door in the castle, including the one to the king’s chamber. There was no question where the medallion was kept. It hung proudly, perhaps stupidly, around the neck of King Morgan. That is, until he was asleep. Julian knew the habits of his brother, and he knew them well. He had been in the king’s chamber a few times when his brother had begun his reign. For the brief time that he put up with Morgan’s arrogance and condescension, Julian became familiar with his ‘kingly’ routines.

Morgan was an early-to-bed, late-to-rise sort of person. He never let the struggles of kingship or worries of the realm get to him. When the sun faded, Morgan was ready to be finished with the day.
He’s probably already sleeping like a baby,
Julian thought. Morgan had been that way since they were children.

The medallion would be resting on a table next to his bed along with several royal rings and an oil lamp. Getting to the table and taking the medallion would be no problem. The only problem that Julian could foresee would be getting past the tight security throughout the castle. Two guards would be stationed outside the king’s chambers and taking them down quietly would be no easy task. It was a mission of stealth. He could not be seen, heard or sensed in anyway. Fortunately, Julian knew every part of the castle by heart. He knew the guard’s routes, the times they passed by certain points and even when they were allowed a bathroom break. As a teenager, several years after his father began his rule as king, Julian would try to sneak to his room from outside the castle without being seen. The first few times he got caught and could have even been killed, sneaking around a guard like he did, but he never got in serious trouble. Instead, he tried and tried again to see if he could actually do it. Once he figured out the routes and positions of all the guards, it became all too easy for him. It had been a long time since he had done such a thing and he was going to a different part of the castle this time. He hoped the guard’s routes had not changed too much.

He sniffed the air again and could smell the eastern winds blowing from the Ocalan River. The time was right. He left the roof of the inn and made his way through the vacant streets and to the castle. Marenon’s moon was high in the bright, clear, night sky, illuminating his path. Most people were inside their homes by this time. No person would see him, just as he wanted. He pulled his dark cloak close to him and the hood shadowed his face. To a person from any sort of distance Julian would have looked to be only a shadow moving briskly. His sword clung to his back and his dagger hung at his belt underneath his cloak. He hoped that there would be no need for the sharp weapons tonight, but he wouldn’t hesitate to use them if necessary. He was no cold-blooded killer, but he would kill to protect his identity and his life.

If anyone recognized him sneaking through the castle, the Dunarians would be implicated and there would be a campaign set against them. They could not take an all-out war against the king and his army. It would be the end of the Dunarians. Julian knew it was worth the risk, however. Every member of the council knew the risk and was willing to accept it. Having the medallion was key to winning any sort of fight against the Stühocs. It was the only way to create
the weapon.

Julian wondered again about the weapon. The thought of something that could make a small group of people take control over a large world made Julian shiver. He almost didn’t want anything to do with such a thing, but the notion of taking down the Stühocs sounded good. Surely, it would be worth it. Surely, they would be unstoppable. Yet, being unstoppable is what scared Julian the most. That much power could easily corrupt. Julian thought specifically of Ward Holden. Could Holden be trusted? Was there a chance that he would use it against anyone other than the Stühocs? Julian shook away the thoughts. He didn’t need to worry too much yet. The Dunarians only had possession of one medallion, which was last in the custody of Garland Ainsley and now, hopefully Kaden Osric. If everything went as planned, they would have two that night. If Julian’s hired mercenaries paid off, then they would have three. There were only three more after that.

Another medallion, the orange-jeweled relic of power, was to the northeast, possessed by the Nestorians in Voelif. Nalani was currently planning a mission to steal it from them, and if Alric and his group did well in obtaining the medallion from the Anwyns, then perhaps they would serve well in stealing from the Nestorians. It would be pricey, but worth it. The last medallion, the Erellens held close to them. The Erellens probably thought the Humans didn’t deserve to have the medallions.

It was a known fact that Humans were not supposed to exist in Marenon. The Stühocs did not belong in Marenon either. Some Humans came to Marenon when they died in their previous life and according to Erellen history, this had only been happening for the past several thousand years. There was no account of a Human coming to Marenon after dying of old age, or for any natural reason, but only when their life had ended prematurely. There was no explanation for this. It was a mystery to Humans and Erellens.

The Stühocs were an odd sort. Julian had been told that they somehow jumped from world to world, trying to conquer every being they could. They had been attacking and trying to take over Marenon for several years before the Humans came. Why they came, no one knew. Who the first Human was, no one knew. It was not recorded in Erellen history and there were no known texts of prophecy ever referring to the Humans before their coming. And for some reason, in Marenon, they could not reproduce. No Human could be born. Many tried to carry on their name in this world, but it was impossible.
Another sign to us saying, ‘you do not belong here’,
Julian thought.

He gazed upon the castle as it came into view. He often wondered why his life was cut so short, if only to grow up in Marenon, in the castle. To some, coming to Marenon was a second chance at a new life. To Julian, it had been more like the beginning of his first life. So far, it was not the life he would have chosen, but he often reminded himself that it was the life he was given regardless of how he felt.

It had been the same story for his brother Morgan, and their father’s life had been cut short too. Ruben never had the chance to become an old man in either world. Julian would not rest until he could prove the true nature of his father’s death in Marenon. He was sure Morgan’s leech of an advisor, Spencer, had much to do with it. And Spencer may have been lying, but he had said Morgan knew the truth. Julian knew it was carried out by a group of Stühocs led by their vile commander, Maroke. But even the Stühocs were not foolish enough to execute such an act without fear of repercussion. The only reason that would have motivated them to attack without fear would be if they were already at war or if they knew there would be no consequences. There had been none. For this reason, Julian held a personal disdain for just about anyone who worked for the king and an even harsher hatred for the Stühocs.

Julian crept through the shadows along the west wall of the castle, being careful to stay between the walls and the river’s bank. The castle often received shipments from the south and other regions using the river. The embankments along the river were set in such a way that only one ship at a time could come close to the castle to dock. Trees lined the entranceway on both sides. In the event of an attack, ships would be left in the main course of the river, too far from the castle to make an effective trap. It was not the port that had Julian’s attention, however. It was what was under the port. Spring had bloomed and the heavy rains had come and gone. The secret entrance to the castle would not be fully flooded any longer. At least he hoped it wouldn’t. Julian reached the bank and searched for the direction he needed to take. No boat or ship currently docked near the secret entryway. He felt relieved by this, but slightly exposed, even though he looked to the top of the castle wall and saw no guards. Unable to shake the feeling, he took a deep breath and slid into the water until he was completely submerged.

The murky water combined with the darkness of the night made it impossible to see. He remembered when he found this secret way long ago when he was just a boy. He had been fishing and Morgan had thrown his pole into the river, laughing all the while. He had gotten nervous when Julian didn’t come up for air after diving to retrieve his pole. When Julian finally emerged, Morgan thought he had some sort of magical powers to be able to hold his breath for so long.

“Thought you killed me again?” Julian had asked.

Morgan never answered. He simply walked away, white-faced and bewildered.

Swimming the path at night took some heavy use of his memory and some precision. He swam deeper and deeper toward the castle base. The moonlight was now gone, leaving nothing to show him his way. He reached out his hand and finally felt the slimy, stone wall. He moved along to the left, until he could feel the wall disappear into an upward pathway. He swam through the passage until his feet touched stone and he began to walk slowly. After a few more seconds, his head emerged from the water and he was inside the castle wall. He pulled out his sword and with a thought it burst into flames, turning it to torchlight. It was practical magic. His father had insisted that his sons learn it since they were in a land that made it possible. Their tutor had taught them everything from making torches to picking up objects with their mind. Julian, however, took it upon himself to add a few techniques to his repertoire that would assist him in a time of need. It had been too long since he had used it, though.

Inside the watery cave, he stood feet from a marble door, which was delicately carved with a picture of a tree. It was a beautiful piece of art and Julian had always wondered who had crafted it. Leaves fell from the carved branches, but at its base lay something disturbing. It was a figure of a man on the ground, dying from an arrow wound, protruding from his chest. Next to him was a bent crown, possibly symbolizing the fall of the Human king, but Julian could not be sure. Along the walls of the tiny hallway leading to the door were images of war, monsters eating Humans, Erellens making sacrifices of the Stühocs. Julian had never understood any of the carvings. It all seemed so evil. He knew this was not the time to try and decipher who or what might have carved these images. He reached deep into his pocket and produced the golden key he had swiped from Spencer. He slid it into the keyhole of the marble door and turned it slowly. Without any force at all Julian was able to quietly open the door and slip into the castle, underground and out of sight. There were no guards in this part of the castle because few of them even knew about the entrance. Those that may have known about it considered it nothing to be guarded. Julian wasn’t sure if Morgan had ever been told it existed. Julian never told him. Spencer probably knew though, because he made it his business to know any and everything about what happened in the castle.

Julian’s fire-lit sword flickered in the darkness, revealing his path to the end. The underground of the castle had many twists and turns and the gray corridors were startlingly bare, unlike its imaginative entrance. The entrance to the tunnel so intrigued him when he was a child that he eventually ‘borrowed’ his father’s key and found his way through it. Julian would have never gotten caught if his father had not seen him placing the key back on the bedside table during the night.

“I was wondering where the key went missing,” he said. “I didn’t think I would have lost it so easily.”

Julian had thought he was going to be in a lot of trouble, but no punishment came. He quickly told his father about how he found the tunnel and that there was an entire maze down below them. Ruben smiled at him and nodded.

“It’s for our protection,” he explained. “In case we are ever attacked and need a secret escape.”

Ruben made him promise never to go down there again. Having not been there since he was young, it would be difficult to figure out exactly which entrance led to what part of the castle. Julian assumed there would be a doorway directly under the king’s chambers which was on the top level of the northwest corner of the castle. That meant five stairwells. Julian had his work cut out for him.

He thought about his direction, knowing that he came in facing the east. Making a left he headed north until he was forced to turn. Every time he made a turn in the labyrinth he did his best to make sure he was headed northwest. On several occasions he came to a dead end and was forced to turn back until he finally came to a corridor with a shiny marble door. Julian didn’t think this was the northwest most part of the castle, but he was not about to go search for the correct door. This was his first shot at entering the castle, and unless he wanted to risk getting completely lost, he knew he should take it. With another thought, the fire from his sword extinguished, without so much as a puff of smoke. He sheathed his sword, slid the key into the door and it opened as gently as the first. He quietly crouched to the floor and closed the door behind him, locking it noiselessly. The room was foreign to him. Books scattered all about, torn and maimed, while some were stacked in piles, and others untidily place on shelves. Several tables stood situated with no organization throughout the large room. From corner to corner the place was filled with dirty jars and old, rusty weapons. It smelled musky as if some foul creature inhabited it long ago, but left to never return, yet it had the look of frequent use. Having never seen this room before, Julian wasn’t sure what section of the castle he was in. He felt a sudden jolt when he heard voices in the far right corner.

He could see his exit only feet from him on the opposite wall, but the voices sounded familiar to him. They were not that of his brother, or anyone else he could quite place. He knew he would have to get closer to discover exactly who was speaking. The room was large enough for him to move in the shadows, but cluttered enough that he would easily make noise if he were not cautious. He crouched low and slowly crept his way behind a bookshelf. He peered his cloaked head around the side, making sure he was no more than a shadow if one were to look at him. Squinting past another row of cluttered tables he could finally see who was speaking. Spencer!

Julian ducked instinctively when he saw Spencer, seemingly talking to himself. Looking closer, Julian could see on the table, in front of Spencer was a wristband, silver with a green jewel in its center. The jewel shined two different lights onto the wall like a colored projector, just as it would if Julian were to use his own wristband. He looked at his wrist. The jewel was glowing green; meaning one of the council members had tried to contact him. Julian winced.
How could Spencer have an identical wristband?
There was no chance he had one like this by accident. That sort of object was special to the Dunarian Council. Dublin had made them himself so the council could easily keep in contact with each other. The bands were made of magic with the ability to see who they were talking to, either in the jewel face itself or through the light of its projection. One could also simply choose to speak without any sort of visual. It was the perfect way for the Dunarians to communicate secretly with one another over long distances, yet there was Spencer, chatting away on his own. But to whom?

Julian needed to get closer if he was going to hear what was being said. He moved from behind the bookshelf to a table several feet ahead. As Julian shuffled over loose papers, Spencer’s head jerked up and his eyes narrowed, searching the shadows.

“What is it?” the voice said from one of the lights. Julian kept his head down, praying Spencer wouldn’t see him. He had no fear of Spencer, but being caught in the castle would force Julian to do something he wasn’t sure he wanted to do. Kill.

“It was nothing,” Spencer said turning around to the floating faces. “Rats, probably. This place is filthy. What of the Silas Ainsley situation?”

Silas Ainsley?

A deep, gruff voice answered the question. “He escaped me. Osric killed the boy before we could capture him.”

Julian finally managed to look up and was horrified at what he saw. Floating in the green light was the vilest face he had ever known. It was the face of the one who had been responsible for his father’s death; the one who led the company to attack the king of Marenon. Spencer was conversing with Maroke. Rage began trembling through Julian’s veins as he stared at the floating head. This confirmed everything. Spencer
was
behind his father’s murder!

“That means he’s somewhere in your part of the country,” Spencer said nodding to the other image. The image was blocked from Julian’s view by Spencer’s head, but the voice sounded too familiar. Who else could he be talking to?

“There’s no way to know if he survived the gauntlet,” the voice said.

“If he is who the Erellens say he is, he survived it,” Spencer said. “If he isn’t who they claim, then this whole operation is pointless anyway.”

“Not completely,” Maroke said, impatiently. “The boy is just a backup plan. When we get the medallions we won’t need the boy.”

“Yes about that,” the other voice said. “Garland Ainsley is overseeing operations, waiting to see if Kaden will bring Silas back. He will soon get suspicious and will begin searching for the boy.”

Who was the other person Spencer was talking to? Was Kaden dead?

When Spencer shifted his weight, Julian could see the face of the other floating voice and he almost wished he hadn’t.
Ward Holden!
A wave of anger hit Julian like a tsunami. Why was he conversing with these two? The interim leader of the Dunarian Council was supposed to be totally against the Stühocs and here he was, giving out key information to the enemy about The Reckoning!

“I assume your men are ready for Julian?” Holden asked.

“I have extra guards at every possible entrance,” Spencer said.

Not
every
possible entrance,
Julian thought.

“He will not get anywhere close to the medallion tonight,” Spencer continued. “I made sure to have my key on me when he paid a visit earlier today. The key was missing by the end of our meeting, just as planned. He will be dead by morning.”

“Very good,” Holden said. “His defiance would be getting in the way of our work if he were still involved. The king still knows nothing?”

“It’s no secret the king and his brother have ill-will toward each other, but he would not condone a killing such as this,” Spencer answered. “You know how he reacted when we told him of his father. He knows nothing of Julian’s arrival.”

The two heads nodded their approval. Julian wanted to chop off Spencer’s head where he stood, but revealing his location would not serve him well. He wondered who had been trying to contact him through the wristband. Could it have been Holden, making sure he was continuing with his plan?

“Is Kaden Osric secure?” Holden asked Maroke.

“He is secure with no chance of escape,” he answered.

Julian grinned for a moment. Knowing that Kaden was still alive was good news, but his capture by the Stühocs was bad, very bad. He wondered why they hadn’t killed him already.
Are they going to try and turn him?

“Very well,” Spencer said. “I will contact you when we have dealt with Julian. He is the last real threat we have in carrying out our operation.”

“And I will keep you informed on our search for Silas, and if Julian contacts me,” Holden said.

“Maroke,” Spencer said. “Your troops need to be ready in the coming days. It will not be long until we have every last medallion.” With that, he placed his hand on the green jewel and the faces disappeared. Julian ducked under the table as Spencer walked by, placing the wristband back on his wrist and under his sleeve. As Julian watched Spencer open the door to exit, he noticed a portrait in the hallway of a lion, lying down with a lamb. He smiled with relief, realizing exactly where he was. The door had always been locked in the past. In that dark, cold and messy room he sat five levels directly below the king’s chamber.

He sat upright; being sure his head was against the gray, inconspicuous wall. He touched the green jewel on his wrist, waiting for Holden to answer. Within moments, Holden’s face appeared before his own. It took everything in Julian not to curse him with all the evil words known, but he held his composure.

“Someone had tried to contact me earlier,” Julian said.

“Yes, that was me,” Holden answered. “Where are you?”

“I’m just inside the castle.” He took a deep breath acting as if he had just been running. “I am in the southeast corner, about to make my way towards Morgan’s chambers. I’ll be taking the southeast stairwell and cut across through the middle,” he lied. “I know the routes; there will be no problem. I’m still on the second level now.”

A smile crossed Holden’s face. It was one that Julian may not have been able to place if he had not just witnessed the man’s betrayal only moments before. But he knew the smile to be that of victory. As far as Holden was concerned, Julian had just given himself up. As far as Julian was concerned, he had just saved his own life.

 


 

  

Chapter Sixteen

 


Julian crouched low into the shadows as a group of guards ran past him toward the southeast wing of the castle, just as planned. Holden must have just contacted Spencer to warn him of Julian’s presence. With the guards swarming in the opposite direction, Julian would have more than enough time to make it to the king’s quarters without being noticed. He crept down the long hallway and to the bottom of the first flight of stairs and began to climb. He looked in all directions, making sure no one was around. With each step he came closer to the purple medallion.

He quickly arrived at the second flight of stairs without incident.

He could not believe his good fortune to overhear the conversation between Holden, Spencer and Maroke. It was lucky, he knew that, but it was quite unlucky to be plotted against. Holden wanted him dead. They all did. They knew Julian would do nothing but get in the way of their plans. And that was exactly what Julian intended to do.

He now scaled the third flight, still no guards.

He wondered how long ago this plot had been devised. He wondered who initiated the idea. The Reckoning had turned into nothing more than a ploy for corrupt individuals to gain power and Julian had been a pawn, played in a large-scale game of chess. But he was a pawn no longer.

He ascended the fourth flight, almost feeling the medallion within his grasp.

Julian was sure he could turn the game around on Holden and the rest. Operation Reckoning, although corrupted, could still be used for good. It could be used to take down those that would manipulate it to gain power for evil. If Julian survived the night, he would go to the Dunarians alive and seemingly empty-handed. Holden would be suspicious of him and wonder how he escaped, but would still pretend to be on his side. Julian would have to watch his back until he could figure out the next best move.

He reached the top of the staircase, feeling confident that his location had not been discovered. Slowly, he tiptoed to the corner of the hallway and could see the king’s chamber doors shut tight with two guards in front, standing at attention. These guards never left their post. Their duty was to the king, and the king alone. Julian hoped they wouldn’t be too much of a bother. The hallway was long and led straight to the chamber doors. Another hallway ran parallel to Julian’s current position, but there was no way he could flank the guards from the side. If any person were in that hallway, the soldiers would know it. He crouched low, just out of sight and considered carefully what to do next. He did not want to kill these men and he did not want to be seen, but being seen would be unavoidable.

He stood upright and silently pulled his sword from his back. The attack would have to be swift and smooth. It would only work if they never saw him coming. He muttered a few words under his breath giving life to his sword when a burst of blue light shot from his blade, directly into the guard’s eyes. Instantly they covered their eyes, blinded by the brightness. Julian held his magic firm and intense as they cried out. Both of them tried to look up, but it was useless. They could see nothing, not even a silhouette. When Julian reached his foes he swung the hilt of his sword around, knocking the first guard in the back of the head, quickly swinging his fists back, he whacked the other guard on the side of the head. Both of them lay motionless. All they would remember was a bright light, then darkness, and a massive headache. He hoped that no one had heard the guard’s brief cries. He would have to be quick.

Julian pulled out the master key and quietly slipped it into the door and it turned with ease. He took one last look around. No movement. No sound. He glided through the doorway and shut it behind him without a noise. There was nothing stopping him now, but he had to hurry. Once Spencer and the guards realized that Julian was nowhere to be found, their first thoughts would be to make sure the king was safe. The unconscious guards in front of the door would certainly raise alarm.

Julian turned to face the royal room he had remembered so well as his father’s own bed chambers. A sudden sadness and longing for his father permeated his heart, but was quickly replaced by anger at how the kingdom had started crumbling under his brother’s tyrannical rule. Morgan had been too foolish for too long. He had allowed his kingdom to become a rotten mess.

He stared at the four-poster bed across the room where his brother slept silently behind silk curtains. To Julian’s left was a large window-paned door, where the king could step onto an expansive balcony and survey his kingdom from a safe distance. It was large enough to hold more than a hundred people comfortably, yet it only ever held the king and special company. The door was open wide and the wind softly blew the curtains inward. He glanced at the table next to his brother’s bed and saw what he had been looking for. In its glorious, shining majesty, sat the purple-jeweled medallion.

Julian crept to the table. Several rings scattered about, the medallion hung as he predicted, but there was something else that capture Julian’s attention. Next to the majestic jewelry was a sealed envelope. Julian’s curiosity reeled. It bore the king’s seal meaning Morgan had written what was on that paper with his own hand. He shook his head. This was not a time to be curious. He needed to grab the medallion and get out. Julian clutched the chain, from which hung a round, gold metal pendant inlaid with a purple jewel. The purple shined from its center and ancient Erellen symbols danced along its surface, indecipherable. He clung tight to the object and placed it deep in his cloak pocket.

“Were you just going to take the medallion or were you planning to kill me as well?” The startled Julian turned sharply as he heard the menacing voice behind him.

He knew it well. The voice that had taunted him his entire life, the voice that echoed betrayal and hatred was that of his brother, Morgan.

Julian stood upright and pulled down his hood. “I’m here only for the medallion, Morgan.”

Morgan leaned against the side of the balcony door, while his loose fingers held a nearly empty bottle of strong whiskey. Julian had grown so accustomed to Morgan’s habits that he never suspected he would be out on the balcony this late at night. Something must have been truly bothering him. He was drunk. As much as Julian held a strong contempt for his brother, he could not help but feel a slight pang of sympathy. He had let the weight of kingship get to him and his agony screamed from his eyes.

“Brother?” Morgan slurred. “We are not brothers, Julian. I have been nothing of a brother to you, lately.”

“You never have, Morgan.”

Morgan ignored the comment and turned to stare into the night sky. “How’d you get in?”

“Through the front door.”

“Lousy guards,” Morgan murmured.

Julian took a step forward. “I’m leaving now, Morgan. I’m sorry you had to see me sneak in like this.”

“We’re enemies now,” Morgan shrugged. “I expect it these days.” With that he stepped away from the window out to the balcony, heedless of his armed brother.

Julian was surprised at his brother’s apathy, but took it as an opportunity to get out. It was unfortunate that Morgan saw him with the medallion, but it was something he was going to have to deal with later, among many other problems; Holden’s betrayal being one of the most troubling. Just as Julian was about to open the chamber doors, he heard his brother mutter words that Julian would never forget.

“I killed father.”

Julian froze where he stood and slowly turned to the windowed door. Morgan drooped over the ledge of the balcony, bottle in hand.

“Well, I didn’t kill him, but I had him killed.”

Julian was silent as he stared at his brother in disbelief. He had always had his suspicions about Morgan’s involvement in their father’s death, and he had heard some mention of it in the meeting below, but to actually hear it from Morgan was more difficult for Julian than he expected it would be.

Morgan glanced at his brother, his voice stricken with regret. “Spencer convinced me it was the right thing to do.” He shrugged. “He said father was destroying Marenon.”

Anger boiled red-hot in Julian’s face. “So, I suppose he said you could do better.”

Morgan took another swig of his drink and nodded.

“You fool! Father was the best thing that ever happened to Marenon!” He strode closer to Morgan, forgetting his mission for the moment. “He was making things right. He was getting rid of the leeching Stühocs. People were beginning to come together.”

“I never agreed with any of father’s politics.”

“So you killed him?”

“What was I supposed to do?” Morgan raged turning to face Julian. “I had seen it all my life, father screwing up the whole kingdom and then there was someone to confirm my feelings about it. I hated him! I hated you! I hated how he loved you! I always thought he blamed me for our death on Earth.”

“That’s because it was your fault, Morgan. You took me to the ice to die.”

“I was young and foolish. You can’t know how furious I was at you for killing mother.”

Julian’s chest pained. Their mother’s death had always been the foundation of Morgan’s anger. There was nothing Julian could have done to prevent it, but he felt guilty nonetheless.

“I’m not proud of anything I’ve done,” Morgan continued. “I hate myself for it all. I have been a fool and I’m sorry.”

“Sorry doesn’t bring father back. Sorry doesn’t change the fact that you order hundreds of innocent people to be killed every week by having them run the gauntlet in Canor! What kind of person have you become, Morgan?”

“One that wants to change,” he said in a low tone. “I’m a man that is sorry for what he has done.”

“You are beyond forgiveness,” Julian said, now only a foot from the drunken king.

“There’s an envelope on the table next to my bed,” Morgan said. “I’m sure you saw it. You should read it. It’s for you. It’s my apology in writing. I was going to send it to you soon. I’ve been working up the courage.”

“I don’t want any apology from you! By morning you won’t even remember that you said any of this and things will stay just as they are. The Stühocs will be allowed to take over whatever village they want, people will still be dying by the thousands and you will still be as rotten as you have been since the day you killed our whole family!”

Julian had been so taken by his anger that he barely realized he had been punched square in the jaw until he was on the ground. He heard the whiskey bottle crash to the stone floor as Morgan dove on top of him, pounding him in the back. Julian pushed up with all of his might, causing Morgan to fall backward. He stood upright and charged toward him, one blow to the head, and one blow to stomach. Morgan ducked from the last swing and spun around. Julian now stood in front of the balcony ledge and Morgan stood toward the center. He was shaking with a blind fury and without hesitation charged after Julian at full force. Julian reacted instinctively and dipped down catching the weight of Morgan, raising his body over his head. At the speed Morgan ran and with the defensive position Julian took, Morgan was instantly propelled over the ledge. Instinctively, Julian reached out to grab Morgan’s arm. The weight rammed Julian into the ledge as he held to his brother’s fragile grip, nearly pulling Julian over the side with him.

“Brother!” Morgan cried out. “You must forgive me.” Tears flowed from the helpless king. His eyes darted toward the ground, knowing that only the slightest loss of grip would end his life.

“Please,” Morgan said, “pull me up!”

Julian held firm, but made no effort to pull his brother to safety. “Why should I?”

Morgan let out a wheeze. “I want to read the letter to you! It will change all that I have done wrong!”

“You can’t change what you’ve done!” Julian said. He felt his grip loosening.

“I swear to you,” Morgan gasped, “things will be different!”

Julian’s hold on his brother began to slip. “Yes, Morgan.” A single teardrop fell down Julian’s cheek as he looked deeply into Morgan’s eyes. “Things will be different.”

He saw the terror in Morgan’s eyes, as Julian’s weakening grip finally released.

It took only a soundless few seconds for Morgan to reach his crushing death five levels below the balcony. Julian stood too stunned to move. He watched as his brother’s body yielded to death. For a moment, Julian felt nothing. Had he just killed his own brother? Had he just killed the king? Spencer would know it was Julian. He knew he had to move because the guards would be there at any minute. He looked back to the floor of the balcony and saw the shattered whiskey bottle then peered once again over the ledge at his brother’s twisted body. For now the official story would be that the king fell from his lofty balcony in a drunken stupor. Few would discover the truth and those that did, would be people he couldn’t trust. Moment by moment Julian’s life was in more danger.

He ran back into the bedroom and saw the envelope and wondered if it really was for him. He walked over to it and snatched it from the table, staring numbly at the king’s red seal on the back, as it reflected the moonlight. Morgan had killed their father and all he could offer was a written apology. For a moment he considered ripping the letter to shreds, but then thought better of it. The less evidence he left of his being there, the better. He slipped the envelope inside his cloak next to the medallion, then made his way to the chamber doors and pressed his ear firmly to it.

Somewhere along the dark corridors, Julian could hear Spencer’s growling voice, barking out orders to find the intruder. The guards had to think Spencer was insane. There was no intruder anymore. Without detection, Julian flew down the stairs, finally slipping back into the room he had been in when he saw Spencer conversing with Holden and Maroke, and then into the corridors below. Spencer would begin to think that he had gone senseless or that Holden was playing him. He might even think that up until they found the king’s body and no medallion. Then it would be confirmed that Julian had been there. It would be in Holden’s hands then. But Julian had no intention of handing the medallion over to the traitor. He would pretend that there was no way he could get to it and that his mission had been a failure. Holden wouldn’t know what to do. There would be no way he could touch Julian within Dunarian walls. Holden would play it safe as he always had, unaware that Julian knew his secret.

The Humans of Marenon had lost a king that night and Julian had lost a brother. Julian did not know how the people of Marenon would respond to this; he barely understood his own feelings. In one sense, Julian felt emptiness and pain. In another sense he felt that the world was better for it, and so was he.

 


 

  

Chapter Seventeen

 


The night wind blew at Julian’s long hair, whipping it like a horse at full speed. The tears that had stung his eyes did not stay on his cheeks for long as Eden soared through the brisk, pre-dawn air at full speed.
Morgan is dead.
It was all Julian could think.
I killed my brother.
Julian couldn’t comprehend all of the implications that went with the death of his brother. There would be a new, probably corrupt, power to rise as the Humans’ leader. Holden would suspect what happened and would try to find a way to bring Julian down. And Julian was now alone.

The mother he never knew was still gone. His father had been gone for several years. And now, his brother was dead. There had never been much comfort in knowing that his brother was alive and well, but it had meant that Julian was not completely alone. He had always hoped that his brother would see the error of his ways and come to the side of light. But tonight had shown Julian that the side of light was grayer than he would have previously thought. Why was Ward Holden working against the Dunarians? What angle was Spencer playing, and why were the Stühocs working with Humans? What could they be planning? Spencer had told Maroke to be readying his troops, but for what? Who were they going to attack, the Erellens? Even Maroke would not be so brave, or stupid. There was no way that they had that sort of power. Unless they
did
possess the power and the Dunarians just didn’t know it, then all of Marenon was in a lot of trouble.

Julian clutched the medallion in his cloak as more hot tears rolled down his cheeks. Next to the medallion he felt the sealed envelope. What was Morgan thinking? How could any written apology erase the evil he had done? Julian couldn’t bring himself to read it, but neither could he destroy it. He knew that if he simply threw it out now, he would regret his decision, but the thought of reading the tyrant’s point of view on the death of his father, and the way that he brought the kingdom to ruin was sickening. Even in his last words his brother had tried to defend himself.
The coward.

As Julian began to think of what lay ahead of him in the coming days, he considered what he had to do. He wondered if Alric Thirsk’s team would be able to handle the mission ahead of them. If everything went as planned, then they would have the medallion within twenty-four hours. He wiped his face, tired. He had been up the entire night and was running on fumes now. When the incident happened with his brother, Julian knew he had to get out of the Human capitol. The city would be going mad, and news of the king’s death would spread quickly across Marenon. Those in the inner circles would know what happened to the king. However, most would think that in a drunken daze, Morgan tumbled over the balcony to his death, which, in a way, was sort of true. Julian shook his head.
Marenon will be ripping at the seams in the coming days, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.

There would be no time for sleep in the coming night either. Julian would go to Jekyll Rock to give his report and be on his way to just outside of Timugo to meet with Alric and pick up the next medallion. Julian wondered how many days his own instructor had seen like this. Kaden.
Kaden!
What would be done about Kaden? He was trapped and caged like an animal in Mudavé with no chance of escape. His heart grieved for his friend and mentor, but what
could
be done? The only person that Julian knew he could trust on the Dunarian Council was Nalani. He didn’t know who else might have been keeping company with Holden. There was no way he could take a chance with anyone else. Perhaps he and Nalani would figure out a way to get Kaden back, but he knew now was not the time to focus on his imprisoned mentor. The future of the Dunarians was at stake and trying to rescue Kaden could not be his focus yet.

As the sun peeked just over the horizon, Julian flashed his green-jeweled wristband to the guard sitting at his post five miles north of Jekyll Rock. He quickly wiped his face and temporarily shook off any sort of emotional weight he might have been carrying. After soaring past, he touched the jewel again and thought about Nalani’s face and within moments the wristband was signaling her that someone needed to talk. There was no response at first, but after a few moments her face appeared in the jewel of the band. He had woken her, but she didn’t seem to mind.

She expressed her happiness to see him and he instructed her to meet him at the top of the east tower. Within a few minutes he flew past the closer towers and over the cityscape. The early morning sun gleamed bright onto the tower as he headed toward it. Eden dropped low and dove straight in, finally slowing her speed to a stop when she reached her comfortable stall at the end of the loft. As Julian dismounted, he saw a robed figure in the corner who he thought was Nalani at first glance, but the form emerged into the light exposing the figure’s face. Ward Holden had been waiting for him.

“Julian,” Holden said. “I trust the mission was successful?”

“Why are you here?” Julian asked, instinctively turning to close the medallion off from the traitor.

“I figured you would be coming in early and I wanted to meet you as soon as possible.”

“Is that so?” Julian was not prepared to face Holden so quickly. He knew he had to play dumb. There was no way Holden could have discovered that Julian witnessed the group conversation within the castle walls. For all Holden knew, Julian was as loyal to him as he had ever been. It took everything within him not to lash out and call Holden what he really was. Playing ignorant was all that gave Julian the upper hand.

“What of the medallion?” Holden asked.

Julian shook his head. “It was a suicide mission. I was able to steal the key off of Spencer early in the day, but when I finally got into the castle there were guards everywhere. I was nearly caught several times.”

A curious look came across Holden’s face. He stared at Julian seemingly not knowing what to say. “So, the medallion?”

“I couldn’t even get close to my brother’s chamber,” Julian answered.

Holden stood there now fixed on some inanimate object on the ground. Julian could tell he was trying to choose his words carefully.

“If we’re going to get the medallion from Morgan, we’re going to have to find another way. Sneaking into the castle was just too dangerous. It was almost as if they were expecting me.” Julian shrugged. “Spencer probably guessed correctly that I had stolen his key.”

Holden nodded. “We’ll figure something else out. It’s a shame you didn’t get it, though.”

Julian nodded. “I know. Alric Thirsk and his crew will surely pull through for us. When I get back from meeting with them we’ll sit down and decide what to do next.”

“And that’s tonight?”

Julian nodded. “I’m going to attempt to sleep some before I leave.”

As he spoke, the entrance to the tower opened.
Thankfully, Julian thought. It was Nalani, dressed in a warm, green cloak. She had not been awake for long. Julian walked to her and hugged her tightly. Holden stood, gripped in thought.

“How did it go?” she asked.

Julian held her close, hating the fact that their leader was standing there plotting some sort of way to get rid of Julian since his first attempt had failed.

“Not good,” Julian whispered. “I’ll tell you more later.” Julian took one more look back and saw Holden still staring at the ground, deep in thought. For now, Julian had the upper hand, but Holden would soon connect the dots, if he hadn’t already done so, and Julian would need to be ready. As Julian and Nalani walked through the door, Holden called out to him.

“Julian!”

He stuck his head through the archway. “Yes?”

“What entrance did you use to get into the castle?”

Julian’s heart dropped into his stomach. Holden was testing him. If Julian told Holden of the underground passage, he may assume that the conversation was overheard. But Julian did not know whether the other locations were under close surveillance. There was no way to know, so he decided to keep it as vague as possible.

“Through one of the south entrances,” Julian said. “Why do you ask?”

“Which south entrance?” Holden probed.

Julian shrugged. “I don’t really know how to tell you that. There are several. What do you want me to say, the one next to the painting of the knight? I don’t know, Holden.” Julian knew he was talking too much for his own good and so he stopped abruptly.

Holden raised an eyebrow. “Just curious,” he said. “Go, get some rest. You’ll need your strength for the night to come.”

Julian hoped there was no double meaning to Holden’s words. With a nod, he walked down the stairs and out of the tower with Nalani, clutching the medallion inside his cloak the entire way to his room.

When they reached the room, Julian walked to the basin and splashed fresh water on his face. Nalani patiently sat on the edge of the bed watching him as he calmed himself. She could tell something was wrong.

Julian grabbed both sides of the basin and looked into the mirror. His tired eyes were sunken in dark circles. Stubble covered his face. He knew he looked rough. “I’m sorry I woke you,” he said not turning from the mirror. “I just felt I needed to see you.”

“I would be up soon anyway,” she said, smiling.

Julian wondered several times on the flight whether he should tell Nalani that Holden had betrayed the Dunarians. He wasn’t sure whether her knowing such information would put her in more danger. He had decided that when it came down to it, the best thing would be to tell her, for her to be on her guard.

He turned and faced her. “Holden’s in league with the Stühocs.”

Nalani stood abruptly, a look of horror etched across her face. “What? How could that be?”

“I saw Holden in a meeting with Spencer and the Stühoc Maroke. They are all working together to get access to the medallions.” He told her what was said in the meeting and how Maroke was told to begin preparing the troops for some sort of battle. He also told her of Kaden’s capture and that Silas’ fate was unknown.

“But if Spencer had the medallion then why would Holden send you on the pointless mission?” she asked.

“To get me killed,” he answered. “I have a feeling that Holden is targeting anyone who isn’t loyal to him, one by one. It’s no secret that Holden and I have never really gotten along. I would be the first to try and take him down. He knows I wouldn’t follow him down the road he’s taking.”

“What about the others?”

“I don’t know,” Julian said. “That’s why it’s important that we keep this between us. We don’t know who is secretly with Holden, so we have to pretend like I saw nothing.”

Nalani sat back down on the bed with a stare of disbelief stuck to her face. “How could he do this?”

“That’s not all,” Julian continued. “Morgan is dead.”

Nalani’s eyes shot to Julian, wide with disbelief.

“It was an accident,” Julian lied. “We fought and he charged me and fell off the balcony.”

He told her that Morgan had been drunk and that hopefully it would be the prevailing notion that Morgan died in an accident.

He failed to mention, with purpose, the letter that Morgan had left with him. He knew Nalani would expect him to read it then and there and Julian wasn’t sure if he wanted to read it at all.

He showed Nalani the medallion and he knew she understood the weight of what was happening. She had been in this as long as he had.

“Something big is coming, isn’t it?”

Julian nodded. “I’m afraid so.”

“What about Garland Ainsley?”

Julian’s eyebrows furrowed. He hadn’t even thought of the old newcomer, much less of how he might play into the situation. “I really don’t know,” Julian admitted. “He is either really convenient or completely inconvenient for Holden’s plans. I guess we’ll soon see which.”

They talked for a while about what might lay ahead and they both agreed that they had to keep on their toes and look over their shoulder every now and then. Nalani rested her arms around Julian’s waist and laid her head on his shoulder blade. He closed his eyes, feeling her warm breath on his back. He remembered Nalani’s words from the other day when she told him that she would give him an answer about his marriage proposal. As much as he wanted the answer, now was not the time to ask her again. They were all in danger and Julian did not want his mind plagued by Holden’s betrayal when he brought up the subject again. His thoughts eventually drifted back to what needed to be done next.

Garland’s involvement carried no meaning unless Silas Ainsley was to be found soon. Julian never cared much for Erellen lore, but if the Meshulan that the Erellens prophesied of was truly there, then Silas would be of some definite interest. Heroic tales and exaggerations surrounded the stories of Silas and Garland Ainsley. No person was truly sure of what happened in those last few hours before Garland and the tiny baby he held during a battle disappeared.

Julian couldn’t imagine. It was said that Garland, or Barton Teague as he was known at the time, had rescued a baby that had been hunted by the Stühocs. It was rumored that the baby was the only Human to be born in Marenon. The father had been Garland’s son Will, but the mother was an Erellen. Such a union between Erellen and Human had been prophesied more than a thousand years before. The boy had been fought over because the prophecy had stated that such a union would bring about the Meshulan, which was the Erellen word for deliverer. The only problem was that it never stated whom he would deliver. It was assumed by many that if the prophecy was legitimate then the Meshulan would deliver those he was more loyal to. Therefore, all races and people wanted the boy for themselves. Those who raised the boy could lay claim to his loyalties in the hope that he would recue them from the oppression of the Stühocs that had plagued Marenon for so long. The group with the Meshulan would be the one with the power. As the various groups debated their right to this Human, battles and skirmishes raged throughout the land.

Then one day, in the midst of battle, Garland and the baby disappeared. They went back to Earth, though no one understood how. Now the man who had disappeared seventeen years before was staying somewhere in the same castle he had left behind.

Julian felt foolish about how he had treated the founding father of the Dunarians, but he still held firm to the position that no person should come in and try to take over The Reckoning, even if Garland did start it. He knew at some point Garland would become more involved and would be given more power. There was no denying that this would happen. Julian simply hoped that time would not come soon, so that he could finish his own part of the job without interference. But maybe it didn’t matter so much since Holden’s corruption had already hindered his position. Now Julian didn’t know whether he could even trust Garland. As far as Julian knew, there was no possibility that Garland could have been behind this plot with Holden after all these years. Garland had been the main player against the Stühocs. It was the reason for the start of the Dunarians in the first place. However, he did seem to come out of nowhere. Just when the Dunarians were beginning to act, there was Garland Ainsley, ready to serve. Either way, Julian trusted only himself and Nalani. There was no time to trust anyone else.

With a quick kiss, Nalani left with a promise to see him off before he left to meet with Alric Thirsk. Julian attempted to sleep, but rest was impossible. He tossed and turned until midday, his dreams filled with the threat of his own death and the image of his brother falling from the balcony. He woke again with a start and decided that there was no use in trying to rest his mind. He would get no repose until his mission was finished. It was time to leave.

Julian washed, dressed and prepared all the items he would need for the quick journey. He placed the medallion in his fresh cloak and pulled out his brother’s sealed envelope. He stared at it for a long moment contemplating whether he should open it or not. What could his brother possibly want to say to him? He felt sick every time he thought about reading Morgan’s words. He shook his head and set the envelope on the table next to the basin.

He made his way down the corridor from his room hoping beyond all hope to avoid anyone on the council, especially Holden. Nalani would be at the top of the tower where the sarians were kept. He climbed the east stairwell, more tired than he wanted to be. He did not want another night without sleep, but he feared sleep would not come even if he had the chance to take it. He opened the large wooden door not only to see Nalani waiting for him, but another person Julian wasn’t expecting at all. Garland Ainsley. Julian stood motionless, taken by surprise.

“Hello, Julian,” Garland said, smiling.

Julian nodded. “Hi.” He looked at Nalani quizzically. She shrugged, out of Garland’s view.

“Heading off are you?”

“That’s right.” Julian walked closer to where Eden stood ready and waiting to go on their newest journey.

“I was wondering if I might accompany you,” Garland said, walking closer to Julian. “There has been no news of Kaden or my grandson, so I am forced to sit here and wait. Frankly, it’s driving me crazy. Holden suggested that I accompany you.”

“Did he?” Julian said mounting Eden. “I’m afraid that’s out of the question. I need to do this alone and I don’t need anyone around to mess it up.”

“There’s hardly anything I could do to mess this up,” Garland said. “Aren’t you just meeting them and exchanging money for the medallion?” He grinned widely, scratching the back of his head. “Besides, it might be nice to have some backup in case things get ugly. I assure you, I’ve still got it,” he said, patting the sword at his side.

Julian knew this had to be some sort of setup. Why would Holden have Garland of all people come with him on this part of the mission? Was it to spy, or to get his hands on the other medallion? Julian couldn’t determine whether Garland was playing into the hands of Holden or if he was blatantly on Holden’s side. Either way, he was going to prove troublesome. If Julian refused, there may be suspicion, even though there was plenty of mistrust anyway.

“How’d you find your old sarian and get him back to Jekyll Rock after so many years?” Julian asked.

Garland’s look was that of gratefulness as he turned to his faithful bird. “After a Human and a sarian have spent enough time with each other, they are never truly separated until one of them dies. Skarret and I have been through a lot together.” He sighed, turning back to Julian. “When I got back to Marenon the second time, Skarret felt my presence. He found me.”

Julian thought about the old man’s words. He had never thought that way about Eden. He appreciated the beast and knew she would always fight for him, but to know that there was a much deeper bond was assuring.

Finally, Julian nodded. “Saddle up.”

Garland smiled, satisfied. “Skarret won’t take a saddle, but I thought you’d see it my way.” He walked over to a sarian in the far corner that had not been ridden in years, and had been strangely absent since its master’s disappearance. An empty stall had kept the other sarians company over the years, a reminder that Garland Ainsley was gone, but would return.

“Before this week, it had been so long since I’d seen Skarret!” The animal nipped at his owner affectionately, ready to take flight once again.

While Garland mounted the bird, Nalani touched Julian’s leg. Looking up she said, “I’m going with you.”

“I can’t let you,” Julian said. “If he’s going out there to try something I don’t want you to be in the middle of it.”

“I can take care of myself, Julian. If he makes a move, you have a much better chance of getting out alive with me there than if you go it alone. Besides, I don’t want to be cooped up here now that Holden has taken the other side. Wouldn’t you rather have me near you?” she smiled coyly as she gazed into his eyes.

Julian considered this, but he also had concerns about what her presence would mean. With Holden bent on getting rid of Julian he didn’t want the old man to get any ideas with Nalani. She could easily be used to make Julian surrender to Holden’s will. Julian would never forgive himself if anything were to happen to her.

“I’m not helpless, Julian,” she snapped. “I’ve worked my way to this position just as you have. I’m not asking you. I’m going.”

He reluctantly nodded his approval, but she had already walked briskly over to her own sarian, Fury.

“Where’s she going?” Garland asked, Skarret walking under him down the middle of the loft toward Julian.

“She’s coming with us,” Julian said with a firm finality.

Garland nodded. “Well, the more the better, I say.”

“Do you now?” Julian smirked.

Garland gave Julian a wry smile letting him know he wasn’t impressed with his sarcastic tone.

Within a minute they were all flying out toward Timugo where Julian and Alric had set up their meeting place.
Alric better have that medallion, Julian thought.

 


 

  

Chapter Eighteen

 


The group left the wooded outskirts of Canor on horseback, weapons attached to their saddles, just as the sun was edging its way over the horizon. Silas had recovered for the most part, but his body still ached, leaving a bitter reminder that he would need to watch his back while traveling with Lorcan Zamire. Inga had insisted that Lorcan did not have it out for him, but Silas didn’t believe it for a second. The tension among the group was awkward and Silas had the sneaking suspicion that their quiet behavior was not the natural attitude for the four others who had been in many tight situations together. He could sense a fading camaraderie, more than likely owing to his presence among them. Silas stayed toward the back of the riders feeling it was best. By mid-morning they had crossed the Zasca River by ferry and traveled discreetly in the grassy plains. Nobody spoke apart from the occasional chatter between Alric and Coffman about the best way to hunt scowlers, whatever those where.

They stopped at noon to eat and let the horses rest. The skimpy meal was about as silent as the trip had been. It was short-lived and within fifteen minutes they began moving east again. Alric predicted that they would reach Timugo by nightfall and would go in for the artifacts around midnight.

The grassy plains eventually turned into thick forest as they rode single file through a hilly, mountainous region. Set in each hill, Silas could see various caves, which reminded him of how he arrived in Marenon in the first place.
I hate caves,
he thought. As the sun began to slowly descend behind the trees, Alric announced that they had reached Timugo. After another hour of traveling they halted when Alric was satisfied with their location. They had stopped and dismounted amongst a quarry of rocks that surrounded them on all sides. They sat on the damp ground facing Alric who stood in fixed concentration, staring at a set of papers he had retrieved from his saddle. Silas figured the papers were some of the plans for the night. After a few moments went by, he crouched next to them on the ground, eyes not leaving his papers.

“Now we wait,” he told them, glancing up only once.

As they waited, each of them began to look more uncomfortable. Silas watched the others as they fidgeted and squirmed. He knew he would have no comfort until the mission was finished, so he sat, unmoving. The pressure was high and Silas was not sure of the reason. He was nervous, of course, but these people had done this a thousand times and they acted as if it were their first time. Their eyes darted to each other in the soundless night, with only the occasional murmur of uneasiness.

When it was time to begin, Alric gathered them together atop a small mesa looking out toward the south entrance of Timugo, home of the Anwyn people. Alric pointed at one cave opening in particular. It was a large rock that stood above the rest with very few trees around it. In the rock was a gaping hole leading downward to a maze deep under the earth.

“That’s our way in,” he said.

“There’s no guard?” Silas asked.

“There are,” Alric answered. “They just aren’t where you’d expect them to be.” He looked back at each of their faces. “Everyone ready and know what to do?”

All of them nodded and Silas pulled out the map he had been given by Alric the night before.

“That’s the way to the staff,” Alric assured him. “Remember, get there as fast as you can, and out even faster. Can you understand the map alright?”

Silas nodded. The map was simple and straightforward. There were only two right turns then a left. From there was a long corridor directly to the mark.

“If you’re clearing the way for me, then why can’t I just follow you?” Silas asked.

“Because we’re clearing your exit from the other side,” Alric said. “We are not taking the same path.”

“Will I encounter any Anwyns?”

“Very unlikely I would say,” Alric answered. “At least, until you grab the staff. Then, you just have to be quick.”

The answer was not as comforting as Silas would have liked or as Alric had thought it would be. But, then again, there was nothing comforting about the job at all. They were about to steal from someone that had done no wrong to them. Alric and his crew was not a group that Silas needed to be involved with any longer once they finished helping him find his grandfather.

Each of them followed Alric, guiding their horses by the reigns, toward the entrance of the cave. Their weapons were strapped tight, and accessible at any moment. The only one not carrying a sword was Inga who was focused and ready to blast anyone, calling on the magic within her. Silas had yet to see her in fighting glory, but she must have been good to not even consider carrying a weapon.

They were within ten yards of the cave entrance, when arrows of fire rained down in front of their feet causing Lorcan’s horse to rear back, pulling him with its weight. He placed his hand on the creature and whispered to it, calming its nerves. Within moments, two tall figures dropped from a pair of trees near the entrance of the cave. Another one carrying some sort of spear, climbed out of a compartment in the ground that had been concealed with dirt and leaves. What surprised Silas the most was that these were not people or men at all. From the light of the arrows in the ground he could see that they were an olive green color and much taller than he by at least three heads. They wore what looked to be some sort of tribal clothing covering only the necessary parts. War tattoos were etched across their chests and on their faces. The two that dropped from the trees had more arrows flaming and aimed to fire at the first sign of aggression. The leader held his spear ready.

“Who are you and what is your business in Timugo?” the spear-carrier said.

“My name is Alric Thirsk and we are travelers hoping for a place to rest for the night.”

“Timugo is not a place for Human travelers,” the leader said with finality. “Turn the way you came, and leave.”

Inga walked up beside Alric, a look of distress across her face. “Please let us stay the night.”

The Anwyn guard’s mouth curled downward with obvious ridicule toward the woman and he looked to Alric. “You Humans let your women speak when they should remain in silence. Your kind sickens me. This is your final chance to leave. Go.”

Inga bowed her head and crouched to the ground, letting out a cry of despair. Two guards tightened their grips on their bows. Her crying became louder and Alric stepped back, knowing what would come next.

“What is she doing?” The guard said. “Stop her now!”

Then as quickly as her cry came, it left and was replaced with a loud scream. With the scream came a burst of blue light throwing all three guards back into the rock, sending flaming arrows flying in two directions. All of them were on the ground, unarmed and unconscious.

“You killed them didn’t you?” Coffman asked.

Inga shook her head angrily. “I should have, but they’ll live.”

Alric moved ahead, leaving his horse behind. “It’s time to move,” he said. “Coffman, Inga, come with me. Lorcan, tie up these guards and meet us around at the east entrance with the horses.” He looked at Silas. “Are you ready?”

The answer didn’t matter. He was either ready and going or not ready and going anyway. He gave Alric a nod of affirmation and gripped the hilt of the sword that Lorcan had thrown at him the day before. Without a word, Alric, Coffman and Inga went into the cave. Before Silas took a step, Lorcan grabbed his arm firmly. Silas froze, unsure what might happen next.

“Don’t get yourself killed,” he said.

Silas said nothing, confused by the conflicting signals coming from the Erellen.

Lorcan let go of his arm and Silas hesitantly began his trek into the cave. The word of caution from Lorcan was unexpected to say the least.

The entrance was dark and gloomy. Silas held the map in front of his face, barely able to see where to go. The directions were simple, but he was taking no chances. There was no sign of the other three that had gone on before him. He hoped that there wouldn’t be a need to clear a path. He followed the map until he came to the first right turn and further on to the next right turn.
One more turn, he thought. He kept walking and walking. After a few minutes he decided to pick up the pace. A sense of apprehension began to fill him as the stone path stretched out longer that he had expected. Did the map indicate the next turn would be so far? His brisk walk turned into a run. The dim blue light could not be explained, but his path was still eerily illuminated. There was no sign of any Anwyns. This was a relief, but he had been on this path so long that he was beginning to think that he had missed the last turn.

Minutes passed.

What if he hadn’t seen the turn? Was he running right into an ambush? What would they do if they caught him? The map never suggested that the path was so long. He must have missed it. After long minutes of running, he stopped abruptly and fell to his knees, breathless.
How could I have missed the last turn?
Panic was beginning to set in. If he could not find the next turn there would be no getting the staff, thus no finding his grandfather. Alric said everything had to be done within fifteen minutes. It had been at least eight minutes already. Silas wasn’t sure what had to be done to get the staff anyway. Was it sealed? Would it be protected? There was no way of knowing. The questions he never thought to ask before now flooded his mind.

He looked behind him, wondering if he should go back to look for the left turn. Having missed it would ruin the whole operation. He weighed the options in his mind and finally decided to keep moving forward. He knew he didn’t miss it. He couldn’t have. He moved quicker and gradually began to pick up the pace until he was running again. It was almost a full minute later when he saw it. The path he ran went straight, but another cut to the left. He hadn’t missed it! According to the map this would be the path that led directly to the staff.

Going at a jogger’s pace he found that the map was true, however off-scale it was. The footpath led to a large open room. It looked to be perfectly square and the smooth stone walls were covered with many types of markings and pictures. If Silas were to guess, he would say that it was a pictorial history of the Anwyn people, with colorful carvings depicting times of peace
and
war.

The ceiling was high, at least fifty feet. It too bore the history of the Anwyn people. In what order the history began or ended, Silas could not determine. It was a spectacular sight. Much like the path had glowed, so too did the rock walls within this room, but much more vibrantly. If Silas had not been frightened for his life he would have taken the time to admire such beauty and craftsmanship. On the other side of the room was a large wooden double door, and according to the map, this was Silas’ exit.

And in the center of the room was the prize, the item that would lead him ultimately to his grandfather. The staff was not as wondrous as Silas would have expected. It stood upright in the middle of the room above a short stone pedestal, magically floating inches off the surface. The staff was straight except for the top, which was crooked and gnarled. It was not tall and would probably only reach to Silas’ neck while standing, and the surface had a finished smoothness to it. It was certainly a nice staff, but surely this wasn’t all they had come for. Silas wondered what the others were going after. What could be so special about this staff?
In Marenon, anything could be special about it,
Silas thought. For all he knew it carried brilliant magical powers or perhaps it was a key to some hidden treasure. Either way, it did not matter to Silas. Once he grabbed it, he would not have much time to get to the exit as planned. He walked slowly to the floating object as his heart raced. He did not feel prepared to fight a horde of Anwyns. He hoped the others had done their job in clearing a path for his exit.

A second later he was within feet of the staff and reached out to touch the object when he heard loud footsteps approaching from the corridor behind him. He had been followed! He drew his sword and spun around quickly.

“Wait!” the voice yelled as an Erellen came around the corner. It was Lorcan. A sudden urgency gripped Silas. He did not want to face Lorcan again. Silas was confident in his ability to defeat Lorcan with a sword, but he would be crushed by the Erellen’s magic.

“What are you doing, Lorcan? You’re supposed to get the horses ready for escape!”

“Whatever you do,” Lorcan said, bent over trying to breathe, “don’t touch the staff!”

Silas shook his head. “You’ve been trying to keep me from coming on this job since the moment you met me.”

“No, Silas listen!”

“You listen!” Silas yelled, spit flying. “I’m not going to let you get us all killed just because you have some misplaced contempt for me.”

“You’ve got it all wrong, Silas. If you touch that staff, you’ll die!”

Silas couldn’t believe it. He couldn’t understand why Lorcan was saying these things, but if the past two days were any indication, it was probably an attempt to make Silas out to look like the bad guy.

“You want me to fail so you can tell Alric you were right about me!”

“Silas, it was Alric’s plan for you to die tonight!”

Silas stared in disbelief, unable to find words to argue. It couldn’t be true. Alric had been good to him. He had given Silas his word that he would help him find his grandfather. Why would he want him to die?

“We aren’t even here for the staff,” Lorcan continued. “We’re after a medallion.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Don’t ask me what the medallion is or what it does. It doesn’t matter to me. It’s what we’ve been hired to get.”

“Then what’s the point of sending me after the staff?”

“To be the diversion,” Lorcan said calmly. “Alric wasn’t lying when he said an alarm would be raised when you grabbed the staff. What he
did
lie about was what happens when you touch the staff.” Lorcan hesitated. “Every Anwyn in these parts will swarm around you and capture you. There’ll be no attention paid to Alric and the rest of them when they move in and steal the medallion. You would bear the consequences and we would be free.”

Anger seeped in deep and Silas’ blood stewed. “Why are you telling me this now and not earlier?”

“I had hoped,” Lorcan said, “that I could keep you from coming when we fought in the pit. It obviously didn’t work. Alric and I have been friends for a long time, but I feel he’s gone too far this time. The others have felt the same way. Inga, Coffman and I planned this without Alric knowing. We think we can get the medallion without killing you and that’s what we aim to do.”

“Why wouldn’t Alric hear your plan then?” Silas asked.

“Because it is too dangerous. He said the life of a random stranger is worth the assurance of his friend’s safety. He wouldn’t budge.”

Silas looked back at the staff. Judging from the way Lorcan had treated him from the moment they met, there was no way he could be trusted. He wanted Silas dead and he wanted the glory from his leader. It had to be a ploy to destroy him. He looked back at Lorcan, then back to the staff and reached out and grabbed it with both hands.

For a second Silas could hear a brief scream of protest from Lorcan, but was soon drowned by the sound of a thousand trumpets. A light flashed from the stone below the staff, blinding him where he stood. Besides the deafening alarm, the only thing he could sense was that he had immediately been knocked to the ground because of the sharp pain shooting through his cut shoulder and the sudden throbbing in his head from the landing. The staff had been lost from his grip almost as soon as he had grabbed it. How was he supposed to leave through the doors if he couldn’t even see? The alarm was still blaring, his head splitting in pain from the reverberating noises. The white light was so bright that he dared not open his eyes. The Anwyn’s security had proven effective because Silas had lost all use of his senses. An attempt to run would only have him slamming into walls and perhaps suffering a much more painful fate than what awaited him. He lay on the ground with his hands over his ears for what felt like minutes. And then, just as it had begun, it ended. The light went out and the blaring noise stopped. Silas opened his eyes to see, but could see nothing. The ringing in his ears felt as loud as the piercing alarm that had knocked him over. His eyes closed again as he concentrated to regain his senses. He felt foolish. Either this was a serious oversight by Alric, or Lorcan had been telling him the truth. In that moment he wished that he had listened.

Apart from the ringing in his ears he could hear voices and the shuffling of feet. He attempted to open his eyes once again and this time his vision was beginning to come back. What he saw was Lorcan, as blinded and in shock as himself, being bound by a group of large green figures carrying spears and bows. If Lorcan had been telling the truth, then Alric would have his hands on the medallion now and the two of them were going to be left for dead.

How can I have been so stupid?

Silas looked up to see a towering green figure over him. The Anwyn bent down and sniffed. The tattoos on his face gave him the look of a warrior, one who didn’t take too kindly to outsiders intruding on his people.

“Foolish Human,” he said.

The last thought that Silas had before being knocked unconscious was a question.

Why did Lorcan come after him? Why did he risk his own life?

Then, darkness.

 


 

  

Chapter Nineteen

 


The pain shooting through Silas’ head was more than enough to make him regret his decision to work with this group of scoundrels, much less the fact that he was also being dragged to what was more than likely his next death. He could feel the blood still dripping from his forehead as he was hoisted under his arms by two large Anwyn guards. They had not been alerted to his consciousness yet, so Silas kept his head down, trying to think of what he could do to get out of his current situation.

There was nothing.

He stole a quick glance at Lorcan. His head was still dangling, bobbing with each step as the guards carried him. He hoped the Erellen might be able to conjure some sort of magic to get them out of their predicament. Silas stared at the floor. What were they going to do? Was trying to steal a magic staff punishable by death to the Anwyn people? After being carried for what felt like hours the two of them were finally tossed into a dark room.

“They’ll be dinner before the night is over,” Silas heard the head guard say to the others as he closed the cell door behind him, locking it with a loud
click.

Silas waited still on the floor when he saw Lorcan move slightly. “How long have you been awake?” Silas whispered.

“A few minutes,” Lorcan answered.

“Why didn’t you try to use your magic to get us out?”

“Same reason you didn’t use your fighting techniques to get us out,” Lorcan retorted as he sat up. “I was knocked out about five minutes ago, Silas. Using magic takes concentration and strength.”

“I’m sorry,” Silas said. “I just don’t know what to do.”

Lorcan squinted through the barred opening at the top of their cell door and turned away quickly as the light hit his eyes. “I don’t think Alric will just leave us here.”

“You mean leave
you
here,” Silas corrected.

“I’m sorry everything happened the way it did,” Lorcan said. “I should have reached you sooner.”

“I shouldn’t have grabbed the staff. I just didn’t believe you.”

“Well, none of it matters now,” Lorcan said. “We’ve got to figure our own way out.”

“What kind of time frame do you think we have?”

“The Anwyns don’t mess around,” Lorcan said. “Their punishment will be swift if not immediate. They’re always thirsty for action and slumber will not deter them from killing us tonight.”

Silas straightened himself on the cold, stone floor. His experience had gone from bad to worse since he had been in Marenon. He wondered if the medallion Alric was after was the same blue medallion he and his grandfather had been working so hard to keep from the Stühocs. It was a venture that had taken both of their lives and now, as he sat waiting to die once again, he wondered if it had been worth it. He wished Garland would have told him why the medallion was important. It didn’t make sense that this would be the same medallion. Maroke would have surely taken it after making Kaden his prisoner.

Silas had been skeptical of the medallion’s powers before, but now he doubted nothing. He had been attacked by the Stühocs, sent through a gauntlet of death and was now in a prison cell of a race of people that no one on Earth had ever heard of. It had been a long five days and all because of this mysterious medallion.

“Why is Alric after the medallion?” Silas asked.

“Same reason he gave you for stealing the staff,” Lorcan answered. “We were hired to steal it, and for a good price.”

“But do you know anything about it?” He didn’t expect the Erellen to know much more, but he had to try.

“Very little,” Lorcan said to Silas’ expectation. “I know it is important to whoever owns the thing and it provides a lot of magical power to those who know how to use it.” Lorcan paused for a moment as if brainstorming all he knew about the famed object. “I’ve heard that there’s more than one, though.”

Silas’ eyebrows rose. “More than one?”

Lorcan nodded. “I don’t know exactly how many, maybe five, six.”

Silas sat his back against the wall trying to let his excitement subside. He remembered Kaden saying something about there being more than one medallion. But even if this were the same medallion that he and his grandfather had been chasing there was nothing he could do about it. He was a trapped prisoner. Besides, he didn’t know what he would do with the thing if he did somehow get his hands on it. Silas didn’t know how to start a small fire with magic, much less wield some sort of powerful object.

“When they come for us,” Silas said, “are you going to use your magic to fight?”

“Not initially,” Lorcan said. “And you don’t need to fight either. We need to conserve our energy for a suitable moment. If we fight when they open that door, we’ll be overrun within seconds. We’ll wait until we’re more out in the open. There may be a chance that we can fight through it and escape.” Lorcan sighed. “And maybe, Alric and the others will do their best to help as well.”

Silas accepted Lorcan’s statement and leaned his head against the wall. A long uncomfortable hour passed without a word spoken between the two. Silas’ body ached and he wished that whatever was going to happen to them would come soon. He hated waiting. Rest was not an option. Throughout the hour, the two remained alert, trying to think of any possible way they could fight their way out.

“I’m sorry I got us into this,” Silas said.

Lorcan shook his head. “The fault is not yours.”

Without warning, the cell door came crashing open. Both Silas and Lorcan bolted upward, bracing themselves for what may come next. The tall, green guard stood at the doorway and smiled.

“His Excellency is ready.”

The two of them looked at each other then back at the guard. “Where are you taking us?” Silas asked.

The guard chuckled and motioned for two more Anwyns to come into the cell. One grabbed Silas by the arms and the other seized Lorcan. They were forcefully shoved past the cell door and into a long, dark hallway and were instantly surrounded by a large group of guards. The Anwyns were clearly being cautious so their captured prisoners did not attempt some sort of hasty escape. They moved past another long hallway and walked a solid five minutes before coming to a large set of stone doors. Silas couldn’t determine what was happening on the other side. A look at Lorcan produced no answers.

The guard that had burst through the cell door minutes before now stood next to the prisoners. In answer to their confused looks, the green giant smiled and said, “It’ll be over real quick.” His toothy grin was nearly as green as his skin. “When an imposter comes in our territory trying to steal our possessions, it makes His Excellency very angry. The law requires the matter to be dealt with immediately.”

Silas felt sick to his stomach. The sound of the stone doors being dragged open by two Anwyn soldiers was grating and sent chills up his spine. A light burst onto the group as they were prodded into the center of what looked to be a ring constructed after the Colosseum of Rome. The ground consisted of orange dirt with nothing in the ring but them. The seats in the arena were empty of any spectators, save one Anwyn who sat on what looked to be a throne and guards that stood on either side of him, staring at no spot in particular. His Excellency stood from his throne. He wore a full headdress of feathers and beaded jewelry and his tattoos were markings of a life full of battle and triumphs. Almost none of his pure skin was spared from the magnificent drawings. In his right hand he held the staff Silas had tried to steal only an hour or so before.

Lorcan and Silas were led to the spot directly below the leader and he stretched out his arms, raising the staff high in the air.

The quiet was unnerving. His Excellency stood there muttering silently to himself, almost as though he was praying, but then his eyes fell to meet Lorcan and Silas.

“Worms,” he said in a quiet, gravelly tone. “That is what you are.”

Silas glanced at Lorcan. Lorcan did not move.

“Look at me, worm!” the leader spat vehemently. “It isn’t too often we get visitors from the outside world. Not too many are dense enough to walk into our lands and try to steal what is not rightfully theirs. You have tried to take advantage of my people during a time when we celebrate peace. My people would be most distressed to hear of this.” He paused momentarily. “Which is why they shall never know.” A crooked grin crossed his face. “No harm has been done to my people, yet all harm shall be inflicted upon you. After this night, you will be but a lost memory to this world. Curse you for trying to disturb our peace. Curse you for your lack of respect for the Anwyn people. Tonight, I make sure you will never disturb our peace again.”

With those words, Silas felt a release from the guard that had been holding him. He looked back only to see the stone doors being closed as all of the Anwyns that had forced them into the ring slid through and out of harm’s way. This was it. Neither one of them knew what was coming next, but both of them knew it couldn’t be good.

His Excellency sat as several more guards stood beside his throne to watch the event unfold. Silas jumped when a growl behind them belted out in horror, or perhaps hunger. The beast shot up from the ground as some sort of hinge was released from a trap door on the floor. Silas and Lorcan both ducked down as the monster jolted to its feet, growling at its new meal. His Excellency began cheering and clapping, as did his guards. The animal’s fangs were as long as Silas’ arm. It stood on all four legs and had a body like a lion, but was much larger, yet very thin from starvation. Its hunger had left the beast famished and weak, but even in its weakness Silas was sure it possessed more than enough energy for it to destroy the scared Erellen and Human.

Both Silas and Lorcan remained petrified where they stood.

“I hate to tell you this,” Silas shouted, “but without a weapon and no magic abilities I’m pretty useless here.”

“I’ve gathered that you are useless already,” Lorcan sneered. “Run around and distract it, I’ll attack it from behind.”

“Are you serious?”

“This isn’t a good time to ask if I’m serious, Silas, go!”

Without another thought, Silas ran to his left, hoping that the beast would follow him. It worked. The animal charged after Silas. He wasn’t sure where to run with the limited space so he zigzagged, jumped and did everything else he could think to do until he heard a loud noise come from Lorcan’s direction. A burst of red light erupted on the backside of the animal and it instantly turned to find its attacker. Silas was relieved to no longer be its target. There was a second red light and a third. The animal was unfazed by Lorcan’s attempts to stop it. Silas ran to try and distract the monster further, shouting and screaming for it to turn. The beast didn’t acknowledge him. Silas then heard an object zip through the air and turned as the animal reared back in anger and protest.

He wasn’t sure where the sound had come from, until he saw an arrow protruding from the side of the beast’s head. It roared in anguish, gathering more and more anger. Then there was a second arrow and a third. His Excellency shouted in fury and his guards surrounded him, confused as to what had just happened. Silas followed the trajectory of the arrows and saw a large Human quickly scaling down the wall of the ring.

“Coffman!” Silas yelled with relief. Coffman pulled out one of his long daggers and slashed at the beast. It fell back and began running toward Silas, blood pouring from its wounds. Arrowless, Coffman then held the dagger like a spear and threw it in Silas’ direction. The blade landed into the dirt beside him and as the beast came closer, Silas pulled it from the ground and slashed the monster through the face, and in the same twirling motion stabbed it into the rib cage and through the heart. With one last roar of terror the animal fell to the ground, spitting its last breath. The monster had been slain.

His Excellency was livid, screaming for his guards to take the intruder. As the guards left His Excellency’s side, they were halted by another foreign voice.

“Do not move!” The voice shouted from behind the Anwyn leader. It was Alric. He held his sword in one hand and something shiny and round from a silver chain in the other. Silas would recognize it anywhere. It was the medallion, except this one was white, not blue like the one Maroke had taken from him on Earth.

“I hold in my hand the very medallion you have sworn to protect for your people,” his voice projected through the arena. “I know that none of you know how to use its magical powers, but I assure you that I do. If any one of you so much as flinches, I will first destroy your chief, then the rest of you with its power.” He let the words sink in, making sure that there was no hostile movement from the duped guards. When he was satisfied, he continued.

“You will let the prisoners climb the rope peacefully and without interference.”

Silas looked over at Coffman and Lorcan. The two of them studied the guards above them to try and determine if there would be any resistance. Alric commanded the guards to drop their weapons on the ground, and with a wave of the hand from His Excellency, they complied. Coffman climbed the rope first and was met only with stares filled with hatred. Lorcan then climbed and Silas followed close behind him. Once they were to the top they walked to where Alric was still holding the medallion high. His Excellency stared at each of them, blood boiling.

“You will pay for this one day.”

“I doubt that,” Alric said.

“Where’s Inga?” Silas asked.

“She’s waiting, go!” Alric motioned behind him.

Alric looked at the leader and grinned. “Now hand over the staff.”

This stopped Silas in his tracks. “What are you doing?”

“The staff is valuable,” Alric answered. “I told you to go!”

Lorcan spoke next. “Alric, we got what we came for now let’s get out of here!”

Alric stared into His Excellency’s eyes. “Give me the staff of Uriah, or die.”

The expressionless leader handed Alric the staff of power with only slight hesitation. Alric had successfully humbled the Anwyn leader, if even for only a moment.

“I will kill you for this,” His Excellency said, fighting to retain some of his dignity.

“No you won’t,” Alric said pointing his sword as he began to back away.

“We’re takin’ that tunnel,” Coffman said, pointing to their exit. Silas and Lorcan quickly followed. Alric brought up the rear, sprinting from the guards who would surely follow.

Silas could hear the shouts of rage from in the arena behind him. His own anger with Alric was almost as great as his fear of the hostile Anwyn guards who had just been made to look like fools. All of the men ran past the end of the tunnel where they saw Inga.

“Don’t speak to her,” Coffman instructed the others. “She’s transfixed.”

Once they were past her, they stopped and watched. There would be no escaping the Anwyns unless their passage was blocked. Silas could feel the ground beneath him begin to shake and there was a rumbling throughout the rock walls. The Anwyns were surely on their way, convincing themselves that Alric probably had no power at all, even with the medallion and staff. The walls began to crack and the rumbling became louder. Like a crashing wave, the tunnel crumbled in on itself until the passageway was completely blocked. The Anwyns would have to find another route. Inga fell to her knees and Lorcan ran to her side to hold her up as exhaustion set in.

“I don’t usually do anything that big,” she said through short breaths.

“It’s alright,” Lorcan said, brushing her hair back. “You saved us. Just breathe.”

Just an hour or so ago, Silas absolutely loathed everything about the Erellen, but since he had come back to save his life, he almost felt some sort of respect for him. Because of this, he knew he should not feel such anger toward him for consoling Inga, but there was a slight twinge in his stomach that made his face flush a slight shade of red. He looked away and glanced at Alric, as a waterfall of anger rushed over him.

Alric saw the look of contempt on Silas’ face the moment he had turned. “Listen, Silas,” Alric started, but Silas didn’t listen.

He grabbed Alric by the neckline of his cloak and shoved him against the sharp, rock wall. “I should run you through for what you did to me!”

“I just saved your life, Silas!”

“Is that so? Would you have saved my life if Lorcan wasn’t in there with me?”

“Well, yes I think I-.”

“Stop lying to me!” Silas spat. “You were going to leave me for dead in there! You lied to me from the beginning.”

Coffman reached a large hand and placed it firmly on Silas’ shoulder. “Silas,” he said.

He slowly released his grip on Alric and turned away, trying to calm himself. Inga had just stood up, gathering her strength to walk as Lorcan supported her while she moved.

“Silas, I’m sorry,” Alric said. “It was a terrible thing to plan, but you know why I did it. I couldn’t risk the lives of my friends.”

“You risked the lives of all of them
and
me.”

Alric held his head low, ashamed. “What do you want from me?”

“You owe me,” Silas said as his eyes narrowed threateningly. “You gave me your word that you would help me find my grandfather.”

“Silas, I don’t know how to find your grandfather.”

“Then you’ll try.”

Alric sighed.

“We’ll help too, Silas,” Coffman said assuredly. None of them seemed to have agreed with Alric from the beginning. Silas could tell that their remorse for what happened to him and Lorcan was a burden.

Lorcan nodded his agreement and Inga did the same. All eyes fell on Alric.

“You’re right,” he admitted. “I owe you a deed. You want me to help you find your grandfather, then I’ll do my best.”

Silas was satisfied. He didn’t know how great of an effort would be put forth on his behalf, but Alric’s agreement to help was a good start. He was just glad to still be alive. Only moments before, he had been afraid it was the end again, and that all was lost. Even though Alric had betrayed Silas, he still came through just in time, even if it had served his own purposes. Alric was after all, a mercenary.

“We need to get going,” Alric commanded. He glanced at Lorcan. “I’m guessing we don’t have horses?”

Lorcan shook his head. “I let them go. The Anwyns will be hot on our trail too. We’ll have to move quickly.”

“Inga will you be alright?” Alric asked.

“I can make it,” she said.

“Good,” Alric said, straitening the front of his cloak. “Now what do you say we get this stupid medallion to the rich guy and get paid?”

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty

 


Julian Hobbes, Nalani Geldwin and Garland Ainsley had been waiting at the meeting point for more than an hour before the first words of doubt came to any of their lips.

“Perhaps they were caught,” Nalani said trying to read Julian’s stone face.

“If they were, they will be killed tonight; if they haven’t been killed already,” Garland answered.

The thick forest of surrounding trees provided enough cover to remain inconspicuous, but he hoped that its dense foliage had not caused the other party to lose their way in the thick branches and the dark night. Julian had not spoken the entire time. He waited and decided to plan nothing more until the group arrived safely with the medallion.

“Are you sure of the meeting time?” Nalani asked, much to his annoyance.

It was a futile question and something Nalani should have known not to ask. Julian would not have mistaken the time. What it came down to was they had either taken the down payment and run, which would cost them their lives, or they had been killed in the attempt to obtain the medallion. Of course, they could have just run into complications and were running late. In any case, Julian was prepared to camp for the entire night and wait.

He sat with his head against the trunk of a tree while Eden rested her giant beaked head next to him. He had felt uneasy about being accompanied by anyone on this part of his journey, especially Nalani. He knew she could take care of herself, but it was a worry all the same. He also wasn’t quite sure if he trusted Garland Ainsley. The man had conveniently shown up in a critical time for The Reckoning, and yet Julian could not help but feel that it was entirely
inconvenient.

Julian knew that this man had created The Reckoning. He also knew that Garland Ainsley had been one of the most feared enemies of the Stühocs. There was no way that he was in league with Ward Holden. At least Julian was fairly certain of it. There was also no way Julian trusted the man enough to tell him about what he had seen and heard from Holden’s meeting with Maroke and Spencer, even if that meant the old man wouldn’t know his grandson had been killed on Earth and was probably somewhere in Marenon.

Julian and Nalani were the only ones that knew of the evil plot within the Dunarians. This included knowledge of Kaden Osric’s imprisonment, Silas Ainsley’s presence in Marenon, and a secret union with Humans and the Stühocs. This secret had to be kept because Julian had no idea who else may be working with Ward Holden. He hoped that the others were as oblivious to Holden’s plot as he had been only a day before.

If there are others on the council working with Holden,
Julian thought,
then there’ll be a lot of mopping up to do.

His thoughts drifted to his brother. His death had been Julian’s fault. He let it happen. He knew that Holden would discover Julian’s involvement, but he would have to pretend ignorance as not to give himself away. Secrecy abounded and it was beginning to fatigue Julian.

I’ve uncovered their plot, now I just need a way to sabotage their plans.

He watched Garland from the short distance. The older man had been through a lot recently. He had just died a few days ago and was now trying to help finish a mission he had started seventeen years before. Julian did feel sorry for the man. He knew what death was like, and he knew about the transformation from life to death to life again. Garland had experienced it more than once somehow, and the thought baffled Julian. But they were all in the same boat. He just hoped Garland Ainsley wasn’t on the mutinous side of the boat.

Julian’s thoughts of him brought about a curiosity that he could not suppress.

“I suppose it’s no surprise that the famed Barton Teague made it through the gauntlet fairly easily,” Julian said. “I suppose you weren’t expecting such brutality upon entering Marenon for a second time.”

Garland waited a moment, seemingly reflecting on the past few days.

“Thankfully, I was fortunate enough to escape the wrath of the king’s gauntlet,” he said somberly.

“How did you manage that?”

Garland smiled, but it was not a smile of haughtiness or pride, but of thankfulness, it seemed. “All this has been planned from the beginning,” he said. “The Gatekeeper never breaks his promises.”

Julian was about to inquire further when a faint rustling in the distance interrupted them.

He and the other two instantly grabbed for their weapons at the same moment. The sarians simultaneously lifted their large heads in search of the source of the noise.

“Who’s there?” Julian shouted.

“I’ve got your stinking medallion,” came the voice of Alric Thirsk.

*****

Silas Ainsley shuffled behind the rest of the group. In front of him Lorcan still supported Inga by the waist as the other two led the way. The group had been walking at a quick pace for more than an hour before the silence was broken by a shout from a man hidden behind the trees beyond them. All of them stopped walking abruptly when Alric yelled his reply. He then turned to the group to give his orders.

“Lorcan, I want you and Coffman to come with me and make sure we get the money he owes us for this job,” he said. “Silas do you mind staying back with Inga?”

“I’m alright,” Inga said. “I can handle myself.”

“I know you can,” Alric replied. “So you can be our surprise reinforcement if this guy doesn’t hold up his end, alright?”

Inga nodded dejectedly and slumped down with her back against the tree. Silas was more than willing to stay with her. The other three made their way to the group waiting for them. Their voices could be heard, but only slightly.

Silas wasn’t sure if sitting next to Inga at such a small tree would be welcome, but the look in her eyes made him confident that it would be fine.

“I know you don’t need
me
to be your bodyguard,” Silas said. “He just doesn’t want me in the picture at all, I don’t think.”

Inga smiled. “Alric’s embarrassed by you.”

“Embarrassed?”

She nodded. “In the planning of this mission you were never more than a stick figure used to help us draw up a strategy. Leaving you as a scapegoat was the perfect plan for getting the rest of us out of there alive. But when that stick figure showed up at our door it was hard for the rest of us to accept the arrangement.”

“But not Alric,” Silas said.

“You have to understand Alric,” Inga explained. “There are a precious few he cares about in this world. For the most part he figures people have already had their chance to live in their first life. Their second chance isn’t his problem, except for those that he
is
close to.” She sat contently in thought for a moment. “Alric would take an arrow to the heart for someone he cared about.”

“I’m just glad it’s over.”

They both sat in silence for a moment. The voices from the meeting carried on just ahead of them, out of sight. Silas didn’t know what kind of conversation they could be having. They just needed to get paid and go, right? But the medallion was not what concerned Silas at the moment.

“So what about you?” Silas asked. “How did you die?”

Inga shifted slightly, acknowledging that the subject was uncomfortable.

“You know, that’s a really intimate thing to ask,” she said. “A lot of people might find that question offensive.”

“I’m sorry,” Silas said. “I didn’t think about it, really.”

“I came into Marenon when I was six years old,” she said. “Back then there was no gauntlet to keep people from coming in; we came through to the top of the mountain, just as everyone else does, though. Others, who were new like me, helped me. I came through into Canor, and there a man found me. He was a Sorcerer. Sorcerers are rare, you know. But he took me in and took care of me. He told me that I had a natural ability for the use of magic. His name was Silandrin.

“He trained me and taught me for eleven years and I was becoming experienced and skilled. Then, three years ago, he said he had an important quest to make.” Inga took a deep breath. Silas could tell this was a painful subject. “Then he left. He told me that he couldn’t take me with him and that he had to do it alone. He was gone.”

“What did he go to find?” Silas asked sincerely.

“All he said was that it was something that would change the tides for the future of Marenon. It seemed completely random and he never said any more than that. I waited for months, but he never came back. I tried to search for him, but he was nowhere to be found. It was as if he just disappeared.”

“That’s rough,” Silas said after a moment.

“I was only a year or two from becoming a fully trained Sorceress. When I gave up hope of finding him I started looking for work. That’s how I came upon Alric and the others. They’ve been my family ever since.”

Silas nodded, lost in thought, wondering what it was like for her to spend so long here while he had only been here a few days. It then occurred to him that she never answered the question he originally asked.

“So, how did you die?”

She turned her head and looked at him with her dark green stare, gripping his attention. “I told you,” she said with a slight grin, “that’s a very intimate question. We will have to spend more time getting to know each other before you learn that piece of information.”

“I see,” he said, looking down at his feet, feeling awkward. “Do you think you’ll try to look for him again?”

After a long pause, Inga answered. “I don’t know. Sometimes I think so. We had a connection, a bond that only a teacher and apprentice of sorcery can have. There are times when I can feel him near me. It’s almost as if I’m standing there next to him. I think it means that at some point he had crossed the same path as I. But I don’t know for sure. In those moments it feels like I’m in the presence of my teacher even though I do not see him.”

“When was the last time that happened?”

“Only a month ago,” she said. “We were on a job in Berato when I felt it. I started to get visions and feelings. I can’t explain it. But since we were working, I didn’t have the chance to explore where the feelings led.”

“Must be frustrating.”

“It is.”

The two of them sat in silence a bit longer. Silas turned his head slightly, straining to hear what was taking the others so long in their discussion. He could hear Alric saying something about the staff of Uriah and that it was none of their business that he had stolen it too. But then there was another voice, one that sounded distinctly familiar.

“All we’re saying is that by stealing the staff, you’re stirring up more trouble for us in the future,” the voice said.

The voice was faint, yet Silas was sure he knew whose it was.

But… Impossible!

He stood from where he sat and looked toward the group ahead. Coffman covered most of the area, blocking Silas’ view of the others.

“What’s going on?” Inga asked.

“Something,” Silas said mindlessly as he walked toward the group.

“What are you doing?” Inga called out, but her cry was ignored.

Silas took each step as if he were walking on glass, partly to remain unheard, but also out of nervousness. When he had made it almost half way, Alric glanced behind and saw him.

“Go back,” he mouthed, but Silas ignored him too. This caused Lorcan and Coffman to turn, and when they did, Silas could see the others that they were talking to. There was a younger man, a few years older than Silas, a beautiful red headed woman next to him, and then… Silas’ heart nearly stopped. Standing there looking him in the eyes was the man that he thought would be impossible to find. It was his grandfather.

“Grandpa?” Silas said.

For a moment Garland stood there with a shocked stare, his lips began to quiver. “Silas!”

“Grandpa!” Silas yelled as he ran to embrace the man that had died in his arms only days before.

“Oh my goodness, boy!” Garland said during their embrace. “What are you doing here? Let me look at you!” He held Silas out at arms’ length studying him from head to toe. “You seem to be in good health, considering.” Garland’s expression became serious. “So, they got to you. Was it Marcus or Theron?”

“Kaden killed me because Maroke caught up to us,” Silas answered.

Garland said nothing for a moment seemingly lost in thought. “Then what happened to Kaden?” he asked finally.

“I don’t know for sure, but I think he was taken. He wasn’t killed that I know of.”

“Oh my,” Garland said thoughtfully. “This is serious indeed. That would mean Maroke has the blue medallion and Kaden’s their prisoner.”

Julian held his tongue on this issue. This was not the time to let Garland know about what he had seen in Farlaweer.

“Excuse me,” Alric said. “You want to let us in on your little party here?”

They were interrupted by Inga who came running from where she sat.

“Sorry to break in,” she said, “but our hunting party is catching up with us I think.”

Alric went white. “Really could have used those horses,” he said giving Lorcan a long look.

“Forget it,” Garland said. “You can fly with us.”

Julian gave Garland a stern glare. “They aren’t coming with us,” he said.

“Of course they are,” he retorted. “Everyone get on the sarians. The four of you won’t stand a chance against a horde of angry Anwyns.”

Without question each of them got on the sarians with little complaint from the creatures. They were more than capable of carrying a heavy load, even with extras as big as Coffman.

“I expect the full payment after we get out of here,” Alric said.

“You’ll get it,” Julian snapped.

Silas sat on Skarret’s feathered back behind his grandfather. There was much to talk about and much that needed explaining. Finally, it was time to get some answers.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-One

 


The group of eight travelers journeyed through the end of the night and into the morning. It had been decided that Alric and his crew would be taken to Jekyll Rock since it was near Canor and on their way back home.

Julian was not happy with the decision to allow them entry into the fortress, but they had done the Dunarians a great service by getting the medallion and Garland Ainsley thought it best that they journey together and discuss the extent of what happened in Timugo. Diplomacy was the future, Garland had said, and he needed to know how much diplomacy would be required to undo any damage done by Alric and his crew. Alric was unsure at first, but accepted, owing to the nature of who was in their presence. He and the others seemed to be as surprised as anyone on the council that Garland Ainsley was there in the flesh. The story of Garland and Silas Ainsley was well known by most in Marenon. Alric and the others were even more astonished at knowing they had been traveling with the Meshulan himself.

Julian’s thoughts shot in every direction as they came closer to the east tower of Jekyll Rock with Coffman and Lorcan behind him on Eden. Grandfather and grandson had been reunited after a gruesome death. Not much was spoken during the flight, but Julian gathered the gist of what happened to the two, just days before. Garland had promised to explain everything to Silas when they reached the fortress and Julian wondered how much Silas already knew. Did he even know there was such a thing as a prophesied Meshulan? Did he know how much would be expected of him? Julian’s position on the council carried a heavy weight of responsibility, but nothing like what would be expected of Silas in the coming months.
There will be much expected of all of us, Julian thought.

Julian was told that Silas had been picked up by Alric and the others to work on the job that Julian had hired them to do. He had no clue that when Alric said he needed a fifth person that he would be hiring
Silas Ainsley. Silas and Garland were two important figures from the history of the Dunarians that had now seemingly popped out of nowhere. Everything seemed to be falling into place for The Reckoning, except for the situation with Holden. Julian glanced over at Garland and Silas as they flew high in the air. From what it seemed, Silas didn’t know what was happening to him. For a few minutes Julian had Eden fly slightly ahead of the group where he asked Alric and Coffman about this. It was confirmed. Silas had been totally unaware that such a place as Marenon even existed; yet he was a highly trained fighter.
Unbelievable,
Julian thought. The old man hadn’t told the boy a thing.

By mid-afternoon, they reached the east tower and each person, some new and unaccustomed to riding, groggily slid off the backs of the sarians. Each of them rubbed at their stiff muscles and stretched their limbs.

“Nice place you got here,” Alric said walking away from Nalani’s tired sarian, Fury. “Looks bigger from the outside, what do you think, Coffman?”

“I think my legs are ready to fall off.”

“Sarian riding will do that to you if you aren’t used to it,” Garland said as the rest began to converge to the center.

As Julian unbuckled the harness from Eden, he squeezed the medallions that were hidden in his cloak. Unbeknownst to anyone but Nalani, he now carried
two
of the medallions with him. When he walked to the center of the tower where the rest of them stood waiting for him, he noticed that there were only eight sarians present. With the addition of Garland’s sarian, Skarret, there should have been nine. Quickly he searched each one until he noticed which one was missing.
Holden!
What would Holden be doing out?

Council members rarely took their sarians anywhere unless they were traveling on a long journey or charging to battle. Julian knew there was no battle, so it meant that Ward Holden planned to be gone for a while. It was such an odd time. He made a mental note to ask Dublin about it later. He looked at the group, weary and famished. It would be in poor taste not to care for the guests regardless of his apprehension to accommodate them. He felt uneasy about being around a group he had just hired for an illegal operation, but he managed to stifle his hesitation.

“Everyone,” Julian addressed the group. “We’ll make our way into the main hall. I will have Dublin show you where you will all be staying tonight and have the cooks prepare a meal for us.”

He gained several nods of appreciation, and as he walked by the group to lead them to the main hall, he caught Nalani’s eye. She had noticed it too. Ward Holden was missing and at such a crucial time, it could only mean bad news. He would have to talk with Nalani first, but with Silas’ arrival it was now becoming clear that Garland Ainsley had nothing but the same good intentions he had from the beginning. He had to tell Garland about Holden. It was a risk, but one he felt he needed to take because there was no one else on the council that he or Nalani could trust. He wished that he could trust Darius Umar, since the man was captain of the Dunarian Guard, the lifeblood and strength that made the Dunarians the force that they were. And if Holden didn’t have Darius by the reigns yet, then the captain was in danger. With every passing moment, the situation was becoming more serious.

*****

After a few minutes of walking through corridors and with several comments from the mercenaries about the architecture and artwork throughout, Silas, along with the others, made his way to the main hall. Julian called for Dublin as promised and told the cooks to prepare a hot meal for all that had arrived. The news came that they would dine in a few hours, giving everyone else the opportunity to bathe and rest for a short while. When Dublin arrived he stared at Silas in disbelief. His spectacles arched above his long bridged nose and his smile was disarming. Through the wrinkles in his face and the white shaggy hair dangling wildly, Silas had never seen a more happy-looking individual.

“Oh my goodness!” he said throwing up his hands. “The child has returned! What wonderful news this is! ‘Tis glad I am ta know that yeh are here with us Dunarians. Lord knows what would happen if yeh were in the hands of the terrible Stühocs.”

“What do you mean returned?” Silas asked, looking at Garland.

“We have much to discuss, Silas,” Garland said. “Dublin, if you could keep the excitement to yourself just a bit longer, Silas and I haven’t had much of a chance to catch up.”

The old man slapped a hand to his mouth. “A thousand apologies good sir! I didna know. I beg yer forgiveness!”

“No harm done,” Garland said. “Now if you’ll show our guests to their rooms.”

“Ah, yes, righ’ this way,” he said, as he brushed past, his cheeks red.

Alric and the others followed Dublin while Nalani excused herself to her quarters. Julian expressed his desire to talk with Garland before the dinner and the two agreed to meet. Julian made his exit, leaving Silas and Garland the only ones left standing in the main hall.

“It really is good to see you well and alive,” Garland said.

“It took death to bring me here. I’m not exactly happy about that.”

“Neither am I,” Garland said as he motioned to a door. “Let’s go for a walk, shall we?”

Silas followed his grandfather through the door and walked down another hallway wordlessly. Silas searched his mind for what to ask first, but questions escaped him. They crossed through another doorway leading outside and Silas found himself in a beautiful flower garden atop one of the northern balconies of Jekyll Rock. The garden spread across the entirety of the ledge, teeming with life and the sweet scent of flowers. Garland spoke first.

“Silas, I don’t know how to tell you this delicately so I’m just going to say it,” he said turning to face him. “All your life I have lied to you about your past, about who you are.”

Silas remained silent.

“I told you that your mother died in childbirth and your father died while horseback riding in the mountains. At the time I justified this by telling myself that what I said was true to an extent. Your father
was
killed on his horse in the mountains and your mother
did
die in childbirth. But it is not as it seems.”

Silas couldn’t figure where his grandfather was going with this. He knew there was much to be explained.

“Your father, William Ainsley, was a member of the Dunarian Council and your mother was Erellen.”

Garland let the words sink in.

Silas said nothing. The implications of this were enormous, but what was there to say? How could his mother be Erellen? He nodded slowly for his grandfather to continue.

“During our time of fighting the Stühocs, we knew that we could not win the fight without the Erellen’s support. William took a group and tried to convince them to help us. During his expedition your father fell in love with an Erellen woman named Shelinsa, secretly married her and she became pregnant with you. While there, however, the Stühocs attacked Elysium and your father was killed, leaving your mother alone.

“Elysium?” Silas asked.

“It’s where the Erellens reside, in the Northwest of Marenon. Many ancients of Earth believed in a place called Elysium. Whether this is the same Elysium is impossible to know.”

Silas nodded thoughtfully, waiting for Garland to continue.

“Anyway, where was I? Oh, yes. When your mother told others who the father was, most didn’t believe her at first for it was widely known that no Human had ever been born in Marenon. Scholars of the Erellens pointed to a prophecy that such a child would be called the Meshulan, the Erellen’s word for deliverer. Unfortunately the prophecy never stated who it is that person is supposed to deliver, or if it is only symbolic. Either way, word spread quickly about your existence and the Stühocs caught wind of the prophecy. They wanted you for themselves. That’s when I met with the Gatekeeper.”

Silas had heard his grandfather mention the Gatekeeper before, yet he never explained who he was.

“Why did you keep Marenon from me?”

Garland sighed. “I did it to keep you safe.”

“Safe?”

“The Gatekeeper, he told me never to tell you of Marenon while you were on Earth. It was a condition of your protection.”

“Protection from what exactly?” Silas could feel himself getting hot.

“From Maroke,” Garland answered grimly. “He was called up from the ranks of Stühoc soldiers by the Stühoc King, Anithistor and charged with the objective to find you and capture you. Maroke’s existence is solely focused on capturing you for their cause in order to solidify the Stühoc’s takeover of Marenon.”

“Why didn’t the Gatekeeper want you to tell me?”

“He didn’t want you to have any preconceived ideas of Marenon before you got here,” Garland said staring into the distance. “But this condition didn’t stop me from training you.” Garland winked at Silas. Silas didn’t smile. He was concentrating too hard to make any sense of what he had been told.

“What were the other conditions?”

“First let me explain something to you about the Gatekeeper,” Garland said closing his eyes for a moment. “He is a mysterious man. He appears as a Human, whether he truly is, I don’t know. I believe that he appears as what he needs to be when dealing with certain groups. I think his existence is in the magic of Marenon. In essence, I believe he
is
Marenon. This is all theory, of course. No one
really
knows who or what he is, only that he has played a roll in all major events that have happened in Marenon in some way or another, yet few have ever seen him face to face.”

“But you have?” Silas asked.

“Yes,” Garland answered. “And Kaden too. He was there when I brought you before the Gatekeeper as a baby. The Gatekeeper said he would allow Kaden back through the gate, if anything were to happen to me. But I would not be allowed to return to Earth a second time, should I lose my life again. That’s why I sent
him
after I died. That’s why he was your protector.”

Silas was enthralled, bracing himself for the rest of this mind-boggling information.

“You should know that there are three gates in Marenon that are known. There is one near Canor, which you and every other Human that is here have been through. There is one in Elysium and in Mudavé. The Gatekeeper is the one in charge of these gates, or so I believe. I don’t really know where they originated.”

“Was he the dog creature that was reading names from a book in the corridor at the top of the mountain?” Silas asked.

“No,” Garland said. “Their existence is another story altogether.”

Garland paused for a moment to gather his thoughts, and then continued. “The full purpose of these gates is unclear, but one thing we do know is that the Blue Gate provides a connection from this world to our world.”

“What about the Erellens?” Silas asked.

“Erellens going to our world is unheard of,” Garland answered. “Their gate has been shut for many years and it was not used to get from Marenon to Earth. Their gate is a mystery, to non-Erellen people. You have been the only one of Erellen blood who has ever accomplished moving between our worlds when you moved through the Blue Gate.”

“So, the only way to get here from Earth is to die?”

“That is what most think,” Garland said with a twinkle in his eye. “But if the gates are open, and the Gatekeeper has allowed it, then there are ways to travel back and forth without death.”

“Kaden and the medallion,” Silas said, as his eyes lit up in comprehension. “He was using it as a key before I was killed.”

“And if what you saw was correct, Maroke used that key to take Kaden back to Mudavé as a prisoner,” Garland said. “Kaden killing you was the best move for everyone, including you.”

The words were heavy, but Silas knew them to be true. The fate of being captured, brainwashed and turned by the Stühocs seemed demoralizing.

He shook his head, confused. “So, is Marenon the afterlife for
every
Human?”

“Hardly,” Garland said. “It’s not even the afterlife for those that are here,” he said. “Many have believed Marenon to be the afterlife, but in reality it is an extension of our life on Earth, and only a few of us at that. People come to Marenon by the thousands each year. If everyone on Earth were to come here when they died, then there would be a countless number of people coming in everyday. Marenon would be filled and crowded in a matter of months. It isn’t very big, you know.”

“How big is it?”

“One could travel by foot and reach any point in Marenon within a week’s time. Traveling by sarian one could get to the farthest reach of Marenon within twenty-four hours. But there are other lands beyond Marenon, I’m sure. Few have explored into the unknown. I imagine there is a whole world to explore past the borders of this land.”

“I see,” Silas said. He shook his head to try to process this new information, and to clear his racing thoughts a bit. “But back to the Gatekeeper,” he said.

“Ah, yes. To make a long story short, I took you in my arms and traveled with Kaden Osric to Blue Gate Mountain in search for the Gatekeeper. It was a difficult journey because at that time the Stühocs were in every part of Marenon searching for you. I carried with me the blue medallion that you and I were trying to protect only a few days ago. With its power I was able to summon the Gatekeeper to me. We talked, and of course he already knew of you. I asked him if there was any truth to the ancient prophecy in reference to you being the Meshulan or deliverer. All he told me was that the Erellens were of this world and record of prophecy should not be taken frivolously. Of course, this wasn’t the answer I was hoping for, but I did not think it wise to argue with the Gatekeeper. He speaks in riddles much of the time, but his power is greater than anyone in this world, so who would dare question him?”

“So, what happened when you asked him to let you go back to Earth?”

“He understood my predicament,” Garland answered. “I knew that the Stühocs might be able to get through the Blue Gate behind us, so I was bold and asked if he could shut the gate behind me. He agreed and said I could go under three conditions. The first was that I never tell you of this other world so that you learn of it on your own. The second was that the power of the blue medallion of Canor be fused to my life. The power of the medallion would keep the Blue Gate shut as long as I was still living and breathing on Earth. But once I died, the gate would open and the Stühocs would be allowed back in, putting you in danger, which is exactly what happened after Marcus and Theron shot and killed me at the caves.”

Silas nodded, letting the revelation sink in. “You said there were three conditions?”

“The third condition was that when we got back to Marenon that I would give you the medallion and send you to find him.”

“The Gatekeeper wants to speak with me?”

“Yes,” Garland answered. “Those were his conditions.”

“Kaden killed Marcus and Theron,” Silas said with a dazed stare. “We almost got away from the Stühocs, but they swarmed the mountain. We didn’t have a chance and now Kaden is their prisoner.”

“That is quite unfortunate,” Garland said scratching his chin.

“And Maroke has the blue medallion,” Silas continued.

Garland nodded. “Another puzzle we must solve.”

“We have to save him, Grandpa.”

Garland waited for a moment then sighed. “We can’t,” he said.

“What do you mean we can’t?”

“He’s too heavily guarded. A rescue attempt would be futile.”

Silas could feel his cheeks burn red. “You mean to say that after all the two of you have gone through, you’re going to just let him rot with the Stühocs?”

“I don’t like it any more than you do, Silas, but we have no other choice.”

Silas stepped back, away from Garland. “That doesn’t sound like you. I’ve never known you to be so callous.”

“Things are different here.”

“No, they aren’t! He’s your friend, you have to help him!”

Garland held up a hand. “Silas, you don’t understand.”

“Don’t tell me I don’t understand! You didn’t train me for seventeen years just to sit and do nothing while someone who gave up his life for me is in chains awaiting execution.”

Perhaps it was his exhaustion or maybe nerves, but anger boiled inside of Silas. He had never been so furious with his grandfather and he had never seen Garland act so coldhearted either. Silas stared at him for a long moment, turned away and began walking. He didn’t know where he was going, but there was no way he was going to let Kaden be destroyed by the Stühocs.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Two

 


It had been several hours since the group’s arrival at Jekyll Rock and all were exhausted. Julian had given Alric and his gang the payment he had promised from the beginning. It was a large chunk out of the Dunarian budget, but to Julian, it was worth having two medallions in his pocket. There were now only four more to go and they would have this weapon that Holden had told him about. Or at least, Julian would have the weapon. There was no way that Holden would ever get his hands on the medallions if Julian had anything to say about it. He had asked Dublin where Holden had gone and all the old man could say was that there was uncertain business that he needed to attend to and that he would be gone for several days. Dublin found this curious as well.

“It’s no’ often that a member of the Dunarian Council takes off for days at a time and doesn’t say where they’re goin’. I don’ understand what’s becomin’ of the crazy lot o’ yeh.”

Even given the circumstances, Julian couldn’t help but smile at the old man’s animation. There was one thing for sure: Dublin was no traitor. There was not a man more loyal to a cause than he.

Julian wondered what Holden was up to. He guessed that Holden was certain of his presence in Farlaweer castle by now, so he would be suspicious of what Julian had discovered there. Julian knew that Holden was somewhere meeting with the enemy, plotting a new way to get his hands on the medallions and to kill Julian. The man was probably afraid for his life too. With Julian on the warpath there would be no guarantee that he wouldn’t try to kill Holden. But Julian was playing his cards as close as possible. There was no telling who was on Holden’s side.

Word had obviously not yet spread of King Morgan Hobbes’s death. There was probably pandemonium at the castle in Farlaweer, but the people of Canor would not know of his death for several more days. News would then travel to every corner of Marenon and the discussion about a new king would be conducted. Julian knew his brother had not named anyone to be his successor. There was no one that Morgan trusted. This left the throne open to the people to decide who would be the next king. Normally the king’s council of advisors would have a say in the matter, but that group now consisted of only Spencer. Even Spencer could not devise a way to have so much power that he could choose the next king alone, or declare himself so. Julian knew Marenon needed a king that was sympathetic to the Dunarians. It was the only way that The Reckoning could be seen to the end.

The Reckoning. Garland Ainsley had built the operation and Julian needed a strong ally more than ever. He thought that if he could trust anyone to remain true to The Reckoning that surely the one that created it would be the one to confide in. That is unless Garland had created it for a purpose entirely different than what Julian and the rest had been told. Julian doubted this. He knew in his heart that the goal was to eradicate the Stühocs from Marenon forever and send them back to where they belonged. But it was turning into something entirely different by Holden who took advantage of Garland and Kaden’s absence.

Julian paced the halls of Jekyll Rock, distractedly making his way to the dining area.

The dinning hall was through an entrance to his left, but before he turned to join the others, he saw Garland looking out over the city atop the eastern balcony. The man looked as though something had been troubling him and Julian suspected it could be a number of things. Julian walked to meet Garland. He didn’t have the chance to consult with Nalani first about talking to the old man. She would either confirm his instinct or reject it, but he was already determined to ask for Garland’s help, regardless of the outcome.

As he stepped onto the balcony the wind caught his long, brown hair, tousling it to his right. Garland said nothing as Julian approached his side. He was deep in thought.

“Things not go so well with Silas?” Julian asked.

Garland remained silent. The golden sun was slowly falling behind the mountains on the horizon. Garland seemed content to see it off for its journey until it returned the next morning. Julian couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for the man. He wasn’t quite sure why, but Garland seemed sad.

“I want to apologize for the way I lashed out at you in front of the council the other day,” Julian said. “We have been working so hard to obtain a goal and I just didn’t want to see things go wrong.”

Garland broke his gaze with the falling sun only to stare down into the Dunarian city below him. Merchants and shop owners were beginning to close their doors, making their way with the crowds headed for the taverns to sip a cool beverage after a long day of work. “I understand,” Garland said. “I would have done the same if I were in your position.”

“We have worked so hard, but it is for nothing,” Julian said. This caused Garland to finally look Julian in the eyes.

“We have a common enemy and it’s not just the Stühocs,” Julian continued.

Garland didn’t speak, but his stare was confirmation that he wanted to hear more of what Julian had to say.

Julian took a deep breath. This was it. He was putting everything on the line. “I didn’t fail to get the medallion from Farlaweer the other night. I have it with me right now.”

“You what?” Garland said.

Julian raised a hand. “Calm down, old man, I’m not lying about the medallion for my own gain here. I’ve been lying about it to keep it from Holden.”

“Why?” Garland asked.

Julian dared to tell the man what he had witnessed inside the castle. He told him of the meeting with Spencer, Holden and Maroke. He decided, however, not to mention anything of the king’s death. It was a side issue that would have to be dealt with at another time.

Julian then linked the meeting with Holden’s mysterious disappearance.

“Yes, that is quite odd,” Garland said looking toward the sunset again.

Julian told Garland every possible reason Holden might be doing such a thing, but still had no conclusion to offer.

“This is a sensitive matter,” Julian said. “We have no idea who is loyal to Holden. You, myself and Nalani are the only ones that know about Holden’s plot as far as I can tell.”

Garland nodded. “We need to keep it that way.”

“And what of Kaden?” Julian asked. “We have to help him somehow.”

“For now, Kaden stays where he is,” Garland answered.

Julian was about to ask him why he thought this was the best course of action, but he was stifled by the sound of approaching steps.

“Good Sirs!” said Dublin. “Dinner is served. Please make your way into the dinin’ hall. The others are already seated.”

The two of them looked at each other, both knowing that they were at an understanding not to speak about their conversation until later.

*****

As the group started to gather around the prepared table, a cloud of awkwardness shrouded them. Silas’ anger toward his grandfather was subdued only momentarily when Inga walked into the room. Nalani had provided her with a soft green dress that wrapped around her body like a flower ready to bloom in the spring, yet it flowed as gracefully as a willow tree. His breath was taken from him and his excitement heightened even more when she walked to where he was seated and asked if she was welcome to sit next to him for the dinner. At first he was speechless. He then shook his head to bring himself to reality and stood to pull back a seat for her.

“Of course, Inga,” he said. “You look…” Again words escaped him. Her beauty had bewitched him since the moment he had first seen her, but seeing her dressed in clothes of femininity was tantalizing.

“Are you going to ever finish that thought, Silas Ainsley?” she asked as she sat down with an eyebrow raised.

“You’re perfect.” The words came out before he could stop them. A rush of blood ran to his cheeks as he took his own seat next to her at the far end of the table. Coffman and Alric came into the hall and sat directly across from Inga and Silas. Silas felt another twinge of jealousy when Inga motioned for Lorcan to sit next to her on the other side. He hated that he felt that way, but his initial animosity toward Lorcan had yet to be shaken even though the Erellen had saved his life.

Nalani came in the dining hall followed by Julian and Garland, both of whom did not look overly excited about the dinner before them. Julian sat to Silas’ left with Nalani across from him and Garland sat at the other end of the table. Silas’ jealous twinge was replaced with his newfound anger against his grandfather who had just told him that nothing was going to be done about Kaden’s capture. He still couldn’t believe his grandfather. That was not how Silas had been raised. Of course, Silas hadn’t been raised in a place where the Stühocs roamed freely and the potential to be eaten by a dragon was an actual threat, but that was not the point. The point was principle. The Stühocs would torture the man until he broke in an effort to turn his loyalties. Kaden had told him of that danger in the caves before he killed Silas. Kaden had saved him from a fate that many would consider worse than death.

When all were finally seated, Dublin gestured for the servers and cooks to bring out the meal. The table was full within minutes and rows of duck, turkey and ham towered through the middle surrounded by bread, cakes, fruits and vegetables. It was more than enough for the group of eight individuals, and it was a welcome, hearty meal. Everyone dug in without needing to be told.

“Will you be leaving us in the morning?” Garland asked Alric.

Alric’s mouth was stuffed and could not speak. He held up a finger to say he would answer momentarily, but Inga beat him to it.

“Yes,” she said. “We will be gone in the morning.”

“Where will you go?” Garland said.

Alric had swallowed and looked at his three comrades. “This was, uh, kind of our biggest job in a while and the Dunarians have paid well for our services. I think we might take some time off from working for a little bit. We’ll lay low and start again in a few months. We haven’t decided.”

“Going into Anwyn territory and stealing their prized possessions and managing to come out alive is quite an accomplishment,” Garland said. “Not many would be able to do such a thing.”

Alric gave a glance at Silas and blushed. He never thought his plan would have worked without a sacrifice. He looked back at Garland. “We are the best, sir. I’m sure that’s why Mr. Hobbes hired us in the first place.”

“Your reputation precedes you,” Julian said not looking up from his plate.

Silas’ face lit up with an idea as it struck him like lightening. He kept it to himself as Garland prodded Alric for stories about their adventures on some of the jobs they had done. Alric told about how they had all been nearly killed several times, but escaped because some member of their team possessed a skill that they needed. Inga, Lorcan and Coffman chimed in as they relived their adventures. However, they all avoided talking about the recent job in Timugo so as not to dwell on the plan of using Silas as bait.

The new idea in Silas’ brain churned with each passing story until he convinced himself that what he had just thought would be the best plan of action. There
would
be a way of rescuing Kaden from the Stühocs in Mudavé. But it could only be done if he had support from those who knew how to run covert missions. He stared at them intently. Before asking any of them to do such a thing, Silas had to be one hundred percent sure that there was no plan to help Kaden. Garland had made his plans obviously clear, but he was going to give his grandfather one last chance.

“Marenon is full of adventures, isn’t it?” Garland said with a smile after one of Alric’s stories.

“It sure is,” Silas said. “Speaking of adventures, I’ve got one that will top them all.” Silas stood, all eyes fixed on him. “This one was recent, in fact. I remember just like it was yesterday. Here I am, searching for some stupid medallion with my grandfather. He gets shot, and from the dead he sends me a protector named Kaden!”

“Silas,” Garland said, narrowing his eyes.

“I’m not finished,” Silas said as he held up a hand to Garland. “All of a sudden, hordes of Stühocs come after me for some reason I don’t know. After hours and hours of fighting and running, Kaden and I find ourselves cornered and he looks at me and stabs me through the heart!”

“Silas.”

“In the few moments that I’m suspended above my body, I see that Kaden is being bound and taken by the Stühocs and I wake up in a world where I have to fight monsters, steal more medallions and fly on giant birds to get from place to place. On top of that I find out that I’ve been lied to about my parents my whole life and I’m part of some sort of ancient prophecy.”

“Silas,” Garland said a little more loudly.

“And this is the best part!” Silas began walking around the table, all his words directed toward Garland. “Just before I get to eat a scrumptious meal of roast duck and buttered bread, I am told that the man that saved me from the fate of the Stühocs will have to stay in that hellhole for the rest of his days because there is, I quote:
nothing we can do about it.”

“Silas!” Garland stood, his face red and jaws clenched. “You don’t know what you are talking about!”

“I know exactly what I’m talking about,” he came back. “I’m talking about risking my life to help someone that did the same for me. I’m talking about you risking your life to help someone that is about to lose his because of something you ordered him to do!”

“One does not simply walk into Mudavé, break into their prisons and rescue a captive. You are talking about a certain death.”

“Will you help me get him out of Mudavé?” Silas asked.

“Silas, please listen to me.”

“Will you help me get him out of Mudavé?” Silas repeated spit flying.

Garland took a deep breath, never turning his gaze from Silas’ eyes. “Kaden Osric sacrificed his life to keep you from becoming one of them. I will not help you make his sacrifice meaningless.”

They stood there glaring for a long moment. The room was silent as the others watched the grandfather and grandson. Neither would budge and neither would win. Silas turned away from his grandfather and walked out of the dining hall without another word. Garland may not have been willing to help Silas get Kaden back from the Stühocs, but one thing was for sure, Alric Thirsk still owed Silas a favor.

 

  

Chapter Twenty-Three

 


It was near midnight and everyone in Jekyll Rock seemed to be sound asleep except for Silas. For most of the night he had paced his room trying to figure out exactly what he was going to say to Alric to convince him to guide Silas to Mudavé. No persuasive words came to his mind, so he finally just decided to go in and demand it.

He walked down the long hallway, candle in hand until he finally reached the room where Alric was sleeping. He could hear snores of exhausted men roaring through the rough, thick wood. Silas took a deep breath and opened it. When he walked in, he half expected to be greeted with a knife or a sword pointed at his chest, but Alric, Lorcan and Coffman were all sound asleep in their separate beds. There was no movement or even acknowledgement of Silas’ presence, only snorts and wheezes.

He walked to the far side of the room where the remnants of a roaring fire once blazed in the fireplace. Its embers were glowing slightly, the coals still hot. He set his candle down and placed two logs lying on the hearth onto the smoldering remains. Within a few minutes the fire began to catch and Silas added more logs until the room was bright and sweltering. He saw some movement from Alric’s bed.

“Who’s there?” he grumbled.

“It’s me, Silas.”

Alric leaned up on one forearm, his eyes squinting. “Silas? What do you want, it’s the middle of the night?”

“I’ve come to take you up on your offer.”

“What offer?”

“You said after your little escapade in Timugo that you owed me and that you would pay me back.”

“Yeah, and you’re with your grandfather now,” Alric said, lying his head back down in the opposite direction.

“With no help from you,” Silas said. “Being reunited with my grandfather was mere coincidence. It took no effort on your part. You still owe me, Alric!”

Behind him, the other two were sitting up looking as bleary-eyed as Alric. Alric remained on the bed facing away from Silas.

“I don’t owe you anything,” Alric said pulling the covers over his head.

Silas shook his head and walked to the side of the bed. He squatted low and placed both hands underneath the bed frame and lifted it on its side causing Alric to tumble on the floor, landing with a hard thud, covers flailing.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Alric growled.

Silas walked around the heap of fabric toward Alric. “You swore to me that you would help me again in anything that I needed and I need you now!”

“I never said anything of the sort!”

Silas grabbed Alric by the collar and shoved him against the wall. “You’re lying! I told you never to lie to me again, didn’t I?”

The door to the room opened once again, this time with Inga rushing through the entrance. Lorcan and Coffman were now standing, not knowing exactly what to do.

“What’s all the noise?” Inga said. “Silas what are you doing?”

“You heard him,” he said to Inga and the others. “You heard him tell me that he still owed me, didn’t you?”

Hesitantly, the others nodded. Alric rolled his eyes. “Your support for me is overwhelming. I see I can always count on you.”

“I want to hear it from you, Alric,” Silas said.

“Yes, I told you I owe you. What is it you want that can’t wait until morning?”

Silas eased his grip and Alric pushed his arms away. Everyone stood waiting to hear what Silas’ answer would be.

“The other day you told me about your travels in Mudavé.”

The next sound came from Lorcan. “ Oh no, oh no! We’re not going to Mudavé! I am not going to Mudavé!”

Coffman began to chuckle. “Lorcan’s afraid of Stühocs. He refuses to even go near a place where there’s been rumors of them.”

“What about my travels in Mudavé?” Alric asked.

“Well,” Silas said. “You know the area. Or at least you know how to get there. I
don’t
know. Someone very important is being held captive by the Stühocs and the only way he can get out is for you to help me get to him.”

Alric sighed. “Silas, when I said I owed you I didn’t say I would commit suicide for you. What’s your plan? How do you think you can get him out?”

“The same way we got the medallion in Timugo,” Silas said. “We sneak in, and we run out.”

“Mudavé isn’t Timugo,” Lorcan said. “There are Stühocs on every corner, in every crevice, ready to eat you alive!”

“Lorcan is almost right,” Alric said with a slight twist of a smile. “I’ve never seen a Stühoc eat someone, but Mudavé
is
much different than Timugo.

“But you know the area,” Silas said. “You know how to get where I need to go, correct?”

“True, but that doesn’t mean it’s safe,” Alric answered. “I’m not going to risk my life just because I
owe
you.”

Silas slumped back from Alric. “That’s right,” he said. “You care for nothing but money. You don’t care about any other soul but your own.”

Alric lifted a finger. “You watch yourself.”

“I’m sure if I had a lot of money, you’d be ready to go in a heartbeat,” Silas continued, looking away to the fire. “I guess there’s not much more to you than the love of money.”

Alric swore. “Shut your mouth Ainsley! I care about a lot more than money.”

“Prove it,” Silas said, turning his head sharply back to Alric. “Take me to Mudavé.”

“It’s too dangerous.”

“Then would you at least take me as far as you are willing? Perhaps you can leave me on the outskirts and I will go in alone.”

“You wouldn’t last five minutes by yourself out there,” Coffman said.

“But I’m willing to try,” he said, looking at each of them.

“Is this about your friend that’s trapped there?” Inga asked.

“Yes,” Silas said. “He saved my life. No one here will try to help him. I feel like I have to.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but did I hear that he is the reason you are in Marenon in the first place?” Lorcan said.

“If he hadn’t stabbed me in order to save me from capture then I would be where he is right now. I now have the opportunity to get him out alive, so I am going to try with or without you. All I ask now is that you show me the way.”

Alric sighed and sat on the floor amongst his sprawled covers and sheets. He buried his head in his hands and rubbed his face. He was annoyed at this little bug named Silas Ainsley that had buzzed his way into his life. Payment for such operations was his way of life. There wasn’t a chance he would do this for any other person, but he knew there was something about Silas Ainsley that made him want to. He couldn’t place the reason, but he knew it was something he needed to do. He had never felt more of an obligation to help someone for free.

He sighed. “When do you want to leave?”

“Right now,” Silas said. “I thought we could take a few of the sarians and get there more quickly.”

“I’ll take you as far as the edge of the Reemlock Mountains,” Alric said. “From there you’ll be on your own.”

“You can’t be serious!” said Lorcan. “You will not have me along. I will not set foot near the Stühocs!”

“Relax,” Alric said. “You don’t have to go. I’ll take him by myself.”

“I’m not missin’ a chance to kill me some Stühocs,” said Coffman. “I’m coming too.”

“Me too,” said Inga.

Silas’ heart began to feel lighter. He couldn’t believe that this worked. When he came into the room, he never expected them to actually agree. Now, Kaden’s rescue felt like a real possibility.

“You might as well come, Lorcan,” Alric said. “We wont be going where the Stühocs are. If we do cross any, they will be few. It won’t be like before, I promise.”

Lorcan placed his head in his arms, breathing slowly and deeply. Silas was too excited at the prospect of having help, to inquire about Lorcan’s unexplainable fear.

“So, you will take me then?” he asked. “You will show me the way to Mudavé?”

“You’ve got your tour guide, Ainsley,” said Alric. “I just hope I’m not leaving you to the fate I already had planned for you in Timugo.” Alric grinned at himself for this.

“I’ll be the one to worry about that,” Silas came back.

“Yes you will.”

It didn’t take the group long to get ready. They put on their traveling clothes and gathered their weapons. Lorcan kept mumbling to himself about the ferocity of the Stühocs until he was shut up with a punch to his arm from Coffman. With weapons strapped to their back and sides they made their way to the east tower where the sarians slept. The animals woke, one by one and growled their protests as their riders came up to them. One or two snapped at the mercenaries, but no harm was done. They would fly.

Alric and Coffman stood together trying to decide which sarian to take. Coffman stared at Alric curiously. “Why are you carrying the staff?”

“Well, I doubt they’ll want us to come back after they found out we’ve stolen their sarians. It’s valuable, you know.”

“You know how to use it?”

“To me it’s nothing more than an expensive stick,” Alric said. “Which bird are you taking?”

Coffman pointed to Fury. “That one.”

Silas knew exactly which one to take. He stepped over to Skarret, Garland’s sarian. The animal bowed low in acceptance of rendering its services to an Ainsley.
He’ll sure be mad at you, Skarret.

As he got ready to attach a saddle to the large animal, it snapped at him with its large beak. Silas jerked back, confused.

“What’s the matter, boy?”

He walked closer again and this time Skarret flapped its wings at Silas in protest, with another snap of its beak.

“Looks like it doesn’t want to wear the saddle,” Coffman said, standing next Silas.

“Can you ride these things without one?” Silas asked.

“You’re askin’ the wrong guy,” Coffman said with a chuckle.

Silas watched as the others placed their saddles on the sarians without incident, and set his down on the floor. He walked slowly toward Skarret, the beast unmoving. He wondered if the bird was protesting because it knew that Silas was stealing Skarret from its master. But without the saddle, it no longer protested. Silas mounted Skarret without incident.

Each of them straddled a sarian and was ready to leave. Inga had chosen Kaden’s sarian, Cole. Silas smiled at her until Lorcan hopped on the back of the animal with her.

“If I’m going into Stühoc territory, I’m not responsible for flying,” Lorcan said. Inga rolled her eyes, but laughed slightly. Silas wanted to tell Lorcan to grow up.

Within moments they were in the air, all of them flying high behind Alric who led the way to Mudavé. Silas held on tight to the deep-rooted feathers of the animal’s neck almost hugging it. Fear gripped his heart as the beast tumbled and soared at high speeds, flying as it had always been meant to. It took a few minutes, but Silas soon became more comfortable as the sole rider without the saddle, praying Skarret would catch him if he were to slide off the back.

It would be hours before anyone would notice that they had gone, giving Silas plenty of time to get into Mudavé by himself. There was also no way of knowing where to go or what to do once he got there. He was sure that Alric would be able to give him some general direction, but that was all. It was a long shot to expect them to go into Mudavé with him and rescue his friend, but he had to try. Silas feared what was ahead, but there was no other choice. How could he stand idly by, knowing that there was a person in Mudavé suffering to death all because of him? If it had not been for Kaden, Silas would be the one enduring the imprisonment and torture. He knew his grandfather would have tried to get
him
out of Mudavé if it had come to that. Wouldn’t he? Kaden had been the leading member on the Dunarian council in Garland’s absence. That much mattered little to Silas at this point, but it was true nonetheless. If Silas was successful, the council should have no problem with his actions. And if they did, he would go somewhere else and try to start a new life in this land called Marenon. He didn’t necessarily need the Dunarians to do that.

The sun began to rise sooner than Silas thought it would. The cold night air slowly began to warm as they flew their way toward the Midland Pass. The quicker route would have been to fly directly over Timugo, but Alric thought it would be too much of a risk to be shot down in that territory. There would be no escaping a second time. According to Coffman they would be at the other side of the Midland Pass by nightfall and at the foothills of Mudavé. There, Silas would be left alone to fight his way through to Kaden, that is, if he even made it that far.

 


 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Four

 


It was early morning and Julian had just woken after a deep sleep. The depth was surprising considering how much work there was to be done. He thought that perhaps his dreamless slumber had mostly to do with the fact that Ward Holden was not in the castle; therefore there was no immediate threat to his life. He knew there was still a possibility others on the council were against him and ready to kill him at any moment, but there had been no evidence to support that theory. Holden’s absence was disturbing to say the least, but it provided a good chance to collect his thoughts and prepare for what was to happen next.

While in the middle of pouring a hot drink, a loud rapping at the door rumbled through his bedchambers.

“Who is it?” he asked.

“It’s Garland,” the voice said from the other side.

Curious. Julian had expected the old man to come visiting him with some sort of plan soon, but not this soon. Julian stood and walked to the door and unlocked it for his unanticipated guest. Before he had the door all the way open Garland pushed his way through and into the room.

“We’ve got a problem,” Garland said pacing wildly.

“What are you talking about?” Julian wasn’t ready for a
new
problem.

“Silas is gone. So are the others.” Garland stopped, looking Julian in the eyes. “They took four sarians.”

Julian knew what this meant and he knew that it would take Silas and the four mercenaries to a place they did not want to be.

“They’re going after Kaden,” Julian said.

Garland nodded. “Silas was pretty angry about us leaving him in Mudavé.”

“To be honest with you Garland, I’ve been slightly confused about why we haven’t started making plans to get him out of there as well. The past few days have been a little busy for me with all the medallion snatching, Morgan’s death, and traitor catching, but I still think it’s worth a shot.”

“Excuse me, Morgan’s what?”

Julian hoped Garland hadn’t caught his slip up. He bit his lip in frustration of his carelessness.

“Yeah, about that,” Julian said, scratching the back of his neck. “We’re in a bit of trouble.”

Garland’s eyes squinted, quizzically. “What sort of trouble?”

Julian’s stomach had fallen into a pit. He was not expecting to have to divulge this information to anyone, ever. He closed his eyes for a moment, sighed, and opened them quickly, deciding to spill it out.

“I uh… I accidently…”

Garland stepped forward. “Accidentally what, Julian?”

“My brother is dead. It was an accident.”

Garland’s eyes lowered. Anger was welling within him, Julian could tell. “How is he
accidentally
dead?”

“He was drunk. The medallion was in his room. He caught me and we got into a fight. He fell over the side of the balcony. I swear it was an accident.” Julian scratched his chin, averting his eyes from Garland’s stare. He knew he wasn’t convincing the man of anything.

“Was it?” Garland asked sternly.

Julian knew he was lying to Garland and himself. But he didn’t believe admitting that he let Morgan fall to his death on purpose would make anything better. “Are you implying, that I planned to kill him?”

“Was it because of your father?”

“You
are
saying that I did it on purpose!” Garland was stepping his foot into something that was none of his business.

“I know that there has been reason to believe he was responsible for your father’s death,” Garland said. “And I know how he executes most of the Humans that are sent to Marenon. I know he can be ruthless and I know that his existence is in the way of The Reckoning.”

“You have said too much,” Julian said. His breathing came fast and his face was red with anger. “It was an accident.”

“I have said nothing that isn’t true.” Garland shook his head and paced to the window on the far side of the room. He stared out at the cloud-filled sky, deep in thought. A storm brewed in the distance. The gray and black mounds floated with bellies full of nourishing rain that would grace the land of Marenon in their terrible fury. “How many people know it was you?” he said finally.

By this time, Julian had calmed a little. Garland was not showing any more aggression towards him. Perhaps he was just angry that things were not going as planned in The Reckoning.

“Holden probably knows, which means that anyone working with him probably knows. None of them can prove it, though.”

“No one else saw you there?”

Julian shook his head. “No one.”

“Then we have some time.” Garland looked to his right. Julian could see that something caught his attention. Julian glanced over to see what the object might have been when he realized it was the letter he had left on the basin.

“You don’t plan on opening it?” Garland asked.

“I haven’t had the stomach to read a long list of reasons why my brother has done the things that he has done. I’ve considered burning it.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Garland said. “Things may have changed since my absence, but that letter carries the king’s seal. In Marenon, a
personal
letter has never carried the king’s seal, unless your brother has changed age-old traditions, which wouldn’t be surprising. The letter may not be what you think.”

Julian stared at the red wax stamped on the back of the paper. What else would Morgan want to say to Julian? His brother specifically said it was a letter to try and make everything right.

Garland’s input on the letter made Julian a little more curious. He was considering opening it when Garland sighed. “I need the medallions you carry.”

“What?”

“I need the medallions.”

“You’re not getting the medallions.” Julian said.

Garland held up a hand. “Relax. I have something to show you.”

Julian stood with a puzzled look on his face.

“Below Jekyll Rock there is a stone pedestal made to fit six medallions. I’ll show you just one of the many reasons these medallions are so coveted.”

“I know why they are coveted,” Julian said. “We can see every move before the Stühocs make it.”

“You know little of Marenon’s Map,” Garland said. “Forget everything you know about it and come with me.”

Julian found it difficult to contain his excitement. He had known the map was below Jekyll Rock for a long time. He had known that Garland knew the entrance to where it rested. His mind reeled as he walked over to his cloak and wrapped it around him.
What does it look like? How exactly does it work?

Inside the cloak sat both medallions where he had left them. They were not going into the hands of another, at least not until there was a sufficient reason. Garland motioned for Julian to follow and out of his chambers they went. Silently, Julian trailed Garland through various corridors and passageways until they came to a statue. It was a statue of King Harold, the first Human king of Marenon. The man had nothing to do with the Dunarians for the Dunarians had come about long after King Harold’s time. But Garland felt that based on texts, King Harold was the one king that the Dunarians mapped their philosophy after. Julian had known this story and knew that if there had ever been a statue made of his father, surely it would be standing next to King Harold. Julian’s father had been nothing but supportive of the Dunarians and had given them a hope for existence after so much war.

“Why are we stopping?” he asked.

Garland stood staring at the life size statue of a king in full, royal armor. “Holden knows about this, but he has never found a way in. He and I have had our differences over the years, so I had never found a reason to trust him with this information.”

“What information?”

“The entrance to Marenon’s Map.”

Julian’s eyes lit up, anticipating what would happen next. He was about to witness something that few in Marenon had ever seen.

Garland crouched low to the ground and reached out his hands to touch the feet of the statue. With his eyes closed he muttered only a small Erellen word. “Shelinsa.” With a groan, the wall and the statue swung open slowly inward. Past the opening was a long, dark corridor leading to a stairwell going down.

Garland smiled at Julian and motioned him forward. “After you,” he said.

Once the two were inside, the secret door closed shut behind them.

“I’m about to take you to the place where The Reckoning was conceived,” Garland said. “It’s down the stairs a ways.”

Several unlit torches lined the walls and Garland grabbed one for himself. He closed his eyes and in a second the torch was lit, illuminating their path to the stairs.

“Who else knows how to get down here?” Julian asked.

“Just me and Kaden. He was the first one that I recruited for the Dunarian Council.”

Julian knew this piece of information as well. It was no secret that Garland and Kaden had become close friends during the beginning of the Dunarians. Garland had seen the potential in the young man and taught him everything he had learned in the world of Marenon. The relationship of master and apprentice had changed to brotherhood. The story was similar to that of Kaden and Julian except for their recent snag before Kaden took off to try and rescue Silas from the Stühocs. They each felt justified in their positions and had come to an impasse, but Julian regretted how they had left things. Kaden’s capture laid a heavy guilt on his shoulders but there was nothing Julian could do about it yet.

They traveled down the stairs for several minutes, their footsteps echoing off the stark walls. Garland told Julian that they were descending deep under the fortress of Jekyll Rock. He told him that in the old days, it had proven to be a wonderful hiding place and would be so again should there ever be a siege of the castle. The entrance would never even be found by most. But if it were found, it would take significant force and magic to break through the barrier. He also told him that the way it was structured, there was no way that anyone hiding could be burned out along with the castle. Although it was connected, the passageway and refuge that held Marenon’s Map was completely sealed away from the rest of Jekyll Rock. It was a large bunker within a much larger fortress.

Finally, they reached the bottom and came to a large wooden door. “It’s been years since I’ve stepped foot in here,” Garland said.

Together they opened the wooden frame and stepped into a massive room. Almost instantly there was illumination in the room from an unseen source, revealing a comfortable living area. On the two sides of the room were broad archways leading to corridors with rooms. Garland explained that there were various living quarters, a rather large kitchen and other amenities throughout. There was another archway opposite the entrance. Past that particular archway was a passage leading to one small door.

“What’s that lead to?” Julian asked pointing.

“That, Julian, is why we have come down here.”

“Marenon’s Map,” Julian said as wonder and excitement lit his face.

Garland nodded and together they walked through the comfortable living area and through the opposite archway. The hall was long and dark. The door at the end was shrouded in shadows, almost invisible. When they reached the door they stood for a moment.

Garland gave a long look to Julian. “What you have seen today and what you are about to see is strictly private. I show you all of this not because you have earned my trust nor that I have found you to be worthy of this information. Simply put, you are the only one that can help me. You are the only one that there is to trust.”

Julian raised an eyebrow. “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” he said.

“Consider it a return favor for your vote of confidence in front of the council that
I
created.”

Julian could feel his cheeks go red. He had treated Garland horribly in the beginning. There had been no call for it, but at the time he had only been mindful of his mission. To Julian’s surprise, Garland simply opened the wooden door without passwords or locks.

“If one has made it this far into the secret lair, there would be no stopping that person from getting to Marenon’s Map,” Garland said, sensing Julian’s questioning stare.

The open door revealed another enormous chamber, except this time it was not one built for comfort. It was specifically built for Marenon’s Map. The room looked as if it were made out of the rock facing itself, which Julian imagined was the case. The gray, stone walls, plain and undecorated were identical accept for one. The wall opposite of the doorway stood at a slant with jagged, rocky edges. Several feet in front of the wall was what looked like a sundial without the upper attachment to catch the sun’s rays. The hexagonal top of the stone table had six carved, round slots around the sides. Each of them was painted a specific color. Julian figured this was where each medallion would have to be placed for Marenon’s Map to operate.

“Marenon’s Map is the ultimate weapon,” Garland said. “Each medallion allows us to view the corresponding land area at any distance, close or far. With all six medallions, one would be able to see when an enemy is coming, or in our case, search for a missing person. It is the eyes of Marenon and no one can detect its magic, so you can watch with anonymity. It is a dangerous tool, but advantageous nonetheless. In any hands this could be used to destroy an enemy. You can find their weak spots easily. You could direct full-scale wars within the confines of this room.”

Julian had heard this much about the map. It truly would make for a great tool in the Dunarian’s mission.

“You need Canor’s medallion to see Canor,” Garland continued. “You need Mudavé’s medallion to see Mudavé. And we need Timugo’s medallion to see where Silas and the others are at this instant,” he said glancing at Julian’s cloak where the medallions sat. “They wouldn’t be within the Stühoc’s territory yet, I don’t believe,” he explained.

Julian hesitantly reached for the medallions in his cloak and handed Garland the purple-jeweled medallion of Farlaweer, then the white-jeweled medallion of Timugo. Garland took them in gracious acceptance.

He placed Farlaweer’s medallion in the purple crevice, letting the chain dangle off the side. Instantly, like a moving picture, Julian watched as one sixth of the map illuminated before him. It was the most magnificent sight he had ever seen. It was a view of Marenon as if he were watching it from the sky. The rest of the map was black and void, but one-sixth of the map, stretching from Berato to the edges of Farlaweer, was vibrant.

“With the command of thought, you can move anywhere within the province of Farlaweer,” Garland said as he moved the map to zoom in on King Morgan’s castle, specifically a pair of guards marching along the walls.

“That’s what’s happening now?”

Garland nodded. “You can see why this would be so advantageous to have,” he said. “One could memorize the routes and times of any guard. You could learn what fighting techniques are being taught to various enemies, and in turn, teach your men to counteract them. You could see what shipments are more vulnerable than others for interception. It’s all here.”

“And that’s why it’s so important to get Mudavé’s medallion,” Julian said.

“Exactly,” Garland said. “However, more is needed than that. It is believed that having all six medallions not only gives you the power to see
all
of Marenon, but to control certain aspects of it.”

“Such as?”

“Such as weather, or ‘natural’ disasters. All of which are too meticulous to control on a consistent basis, but when fighting an enemy, it would prove unstoppable.”

“One would become a god of Marenon?”

“Essentially a god of war,” Garland said. “Your strength would be derived from a powerful magic. In the wrong hands, all would be lost. That is why this lair is such a secret.”

“If it’s so secretive then why are you telling me about it just to help you get Silas back?”

Garland watched two of the guards taking a break from their post, smoking their long pipes. “Because,” he said solemnly, “I believe Silas to be even more powerful than this weapon you see standing before you. Silas is the Meshulan and he will deliver Marenon from the Stühocs.” He looked at Julian with a grave seriousness fixed upon his face. “But he’s going to need your help. For all we know, you and Nalani are the only ones he will be able to trust on this council.”

“So, that’s the version you believe? Silas is to save Marenon from the Stühocs?”

“It’s all I believe,” Garland said, turning his gaze back to the map. “It will be Silas that is responsible for getting the rest of the medallions and it is he that will use this weapon to eradicate the Stühocs. It is Silas that will find out why we are here at all.”

“What do you mean by that?” Julian asked.

“The Reckoning isn’t just about ridding ourselves from fear of the Stühocs, Julian. It’s about finding out why Humans are in Marenon in the first place. It’s finding out why there are some of us chosen to be here and why most are not. That is the ultimate goal for the Dunarian cause. It always has been, regardless of what others have made it to be.”

Julian was surprised to be hearing this. Never had he been told of a plot to uncover the mystery of humanity’s existence in Marenon. Sure, many had wondered and many had pursued knowledge of the mystery, but never had it been the goal of the Dunarians as far as Julian had known. Kaden hadn’t even told him this. But this was coming from the founder of the Dunarians himself.

“That may be your personal goal, Garland, but you won’t find a Dunarian that doesn’t think the foremost objective is to get rid of the Stühocs.”

“The objective is to defeat them, of course,” Garland answered. “I suspect that is part of the reason we Humans are here. Only by continuing with our planned course of action will we ever know.”

Julian nodded at the man’s words. Hearing the objectives of the Dunarians from the founder himself was somewhat surreal. Julian had not been smitten with the Ainsley’s as others had been, but in that moment, he felt more proud to be on the Dunarian Council than ever before.

“There are a few reasons we need to get Silas away from Mudavé,” Garland said, cutting into his thoughts. “I fear he will be captured. I’ve given my life to avoid his imprisonment by the Stühocs. The Stühocs are possessors. Many times they will torture their enemies for information and many times they will kill their captured foe without regard. But when a potentially powerful enemy is captured, they will try to possess them. I cannot allow that to happen to Silas.”

“Is that what is happening to Kaden?” Julian asked.

Garland nodded. “It is. But we planned it that way.”

“You what?” Julian was stunned.

“Since Kaden and I planned The Reckoning, we knew that Silas would probably have to be killed and the other would be captured. But whoever was captured, would convert to the Stühoc’s side and gain access to information, and ultimately their medallion.”

“But that could take months!” Julian said.

Garland shrugged. “Possibly. Perhaps not. The Stühocs are not the most patient beings in Marenon. If Kaden has not been killed, then we think that he could be ‘converted’ within six months. That way, he would soon have access to everything and we will hopefully have the medallion shortly after.”

“And what if he is
actually
converted?”

There was a long silence. Then Garland spoke. “It is certainly a possibility, but that is the devotion that Kaden has to The Reckoning. And if the Stühocs decided to use him as a ransom instead of converting him, Kaden is prepared to die for the cause.”

Julian couldn’t believe what he was hearing. It was hard to take in. How could one live all those years, knowing that their life might one day lie in the hands of the Stühocs? Julian wondered if he could ever have such courage.

Garland placed the medallion of Timugo in its designated slot and instantly another sixth of the map, directly below the section of Farlaweer, was illuminated. The middle of Marenon shown brightly in the room while the sides of the map remained bare. The two of them searched for several minutes looking for any sign of flying sarians when they finally spotted them soaring through the Midland Pass. They noticed that a storm had been brewing in the middle of Marenon. Garland willed the map with his mind to move in on Silas and the others. A look of determination and anger was spread across Silas’ face. He was tired and Garland could see it. He felt sick for what he had put the boy through because he knew Silas had never asked for any of this. Now he was walking into something that put the entire cause in danger.

Garland placed his hands on the table in front of him and watched as the dark clouds flashed and the rain fell. Silas and the others were soaked to the bone, having to wipe at their eyes every couple of seconds. The sarian’s feathers were being weighed down heavily. They would tire soon and have to land. After a long moment, Garland turned away from the map and looked at Julian.

“That storm has slowed them down,” he said. “They are a day’s flight ahead of us. If we travel now and don’t stop, we can possibly reach them before they get to Mudavé. We’ll be cutting it close. The rain could stop soon, so we should hurry.

Julian nodded. He never seemed to get a break from these adventures.

“I’ll tell Nalani where we’re going,” he said.

Garland nodded, feeling uneasy about the situation. They were out of time and the fate of the Dunarians hung loosely by a thread.

 

  

Chapter Twenty-Five

 


The group had made camp late into the night. The sarians were too exhausted to keep going and their riders were more so. The torrential downpour that had occurred in the afternoon had slowed them considerably, Alric had said.

They settled in a ravine somewhere in the foothills of the Reemlock Mountains, not daring to make a fire for fear of being found by a lurking Stühoc or something else that might get the inclination to attack them. Lorcan had a hard time falling asleep. He was shaking more and more the closer they came to the Stühoc city. Inga tried to comfort him and she even used her magic to try and calm his nerves, but nothing worked until his tired body took over and put him to sleep.

While the others slept, Silas’ sprinting mind kept his eyes wide open. The sounds in the night were haunting and his thoughts raced. He wondered why Lorcan was so terrified of the Stühocs. He had fought gallantly with him in Timugo. What was different here?

By this time tomorrow Silas would be deep in Stühoc territory. He knew nothing of where he was going and knew even less about what he would face. For all he knew he wouldn’t even make it into Mudavé, and he feared that if he did, there would be no chance of freeing Kaden. He was being foolish, he knew. The closer he got to Mudavé the more he realized he was placing himself in an impossible situation. Alric and the others would not take him much further. Then he was on his own. But he was the Meshulan, right? If there really was some sort of prophecy about him being the deliverer then perhaps there was nothing that could touch him. Perhaps he couldn’t die again. He had been lucky in surviving so far, what with the gauntlet and the run-in with the Anwyns. He should feel untouchable.

But he then recalled what his grandfather had said about his fate being unsure. Neither Silas, nor anyone else, knew who or what he would deliver. Perhaps his feeling of invincibility was unwarranted. Perhaps he
was
the Meshulan but he could still die.

Maybe he could accidentally break the prophecy. No one even knew if the prophecy was true. It could have been a hoax to give Marenon a false hope in a time of need. No. Silas couldn’t live like he was untouchable. He wasn’t indestructible and he knew it. Danger lurked around every corner. Lives were at stake. This was no time to act reckless. Then and there on the ground in the screeching night, Silas decided that he was going to live as though there was no such thing as a Meshulan. He would not live thinking he was invincible. He knew that doing so would either get him killed or place him and others in a lot more danger than they needed to be.

Eventually, Silas somehow slept. His dreams were vivid. He saw revelations of war and fighting. He saw himself at the top of a mountain, a shining sword in hand, Stühocs surrounding him. His grandfather lay on the ground injured from battle. Alric, Inga and others were fighting countless Stühocs, keeping them away from Silas. Then there was Maroke, grinning with ferocity. Fear drove deep within Silas as Maroke raised his sword, about to strike Silas with everything he had.
Am I about to die?

Silas jerked awake. Sweat was pouring down his face and back. He looked in every direction, and all was as it had been when he had drifted off. He looked to his left where he could hear Coffman and Alric snoring away. Lorcan whimpered to himself, but someone was missing.
Inga! Silas stood quickly and searched around the camp, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness. She was not there. Since the camp was on the edge of the woods, the only place he could imagine she went was into the forest.
Could she have been taken?
Silas shook his head.
No, not without us hearing it. Inga would have made enough noise to wake the others.
She had to have gone on her own.

Silas looked into the woods, daring himself to move forward. It could be a dangerous move. He knew nothing of this part of the world, but his intuition told him that traveling into the dark forest was not the wisest of choices. He looked back at the others, sleeping soundly and whimpering softly, then back into the woods. He took a deep breath and moved forward, walking as lightly as possible.

He walked past trees and stones, remembering to look back every few seconds to make sure he had not lost sight of the camp. He knew that if he did lose track, he would be lost, and this was not a place to get lost. He kept moving forward, using the light of the moon to guide his path. After a few long, dark minutes he could hear murmuring to his right. When he looked in that direction, he saw her. Inga was kneeling next to a tree posed as if she were praying. When he came closer he could hear her, but could not discern the ramblings she made. He could tell by the stiffening of her body that she knew he was near. She could sense his presence. He was soon within two feet of her and her muttering ceased. There was a rock to the side of her and Silas took a seat. Nothing was said during these moments. Silas had already found himself invading her space and nothing could change that, but he was going to let her be the first to speak.

After a few awkward moments, her eyes lifted and fell upon his face. Then, a slight grin formed at the corner of her mouth causing relief to flood over Silas. He was not sure how she would take his intrusion, but she didn’t seem to mind.

“I hope I didn’t wake you,” she said calmly.

“Not at all,” Silas answered. “I woke and noticed you were gone. This isn’t exactly the best place to be wandering off by yourself, you know.”

“I do know,” she said. “I felt him again.”

Silas searched his mind for what she could be talking about until he remembered their conversation in Timugo.

“Silandrin,” he said.

Inga’s silence confirmed the answer.

“Trails of my former teacher. The presence of his travels is strong here. It’s as if he were here only days ago, but that couldn’t be.”

“Why not?” Silas asked.

“Because he said he was going to come back for me. He told me he was going to finish my training as a Sorceress. The only reason he would not keep his word is his death. I have accepted that he was dead, but the feelings that have erupted tonight have confused me again.”

Silas sat in thought for a moment, not sure what to tell her. “What were you saying to yourself earlier?”

Inga gave him a puzzled look.

“When I came over here, you were muttering something with your eyes closed,” he explained.

“I was trying to conjure the image of the presence I felt. I was trying to see if he actually
had
passed through here before.”

“Anything?”

Inga shook her head. Silas reached out and put a hand on Inga’s shoulder to comfort her. As he touched her, she stiffened slightly, a reaction of rejection that Silas was not expecting. He pulled his hand back quickly, thankful that it was dark enough for the red in his face to remain hidden.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Don’t be. It’s just that your touch is a powerful one.”

Silas looked at her curiously.

“It’s the touch of the Meshulan. It’s one that carries great significance.”

“I’m just me,” he said.

Inga sighed. “Alric and the others do not appreciate who you are the way I do, Silas Ainsley. They’ve heard of the Meshulan, but they know nothing of what you are to become. In their eyes it makes little difference who you are. I think this is the case with many people these days. Magic has begun to leave Marenon and along with the magic, the prophecies and histories of ancient days have diminished.”

“I don’t blame the others,” Silas said. “I’m not sure if I even believe in the Meshulan.”

Inga smiled. “It doesn’t matter if you believe it, Silas. You are what you are, no matter what you want to believe and no matter what I or anyone else believes.”

“But I don’t want to be the Meshulan,” he said.

“Again, a comment that doesn’t change anything.”

Silas’ heart lurched when Inga reached out and grabbed his hand. “Never be afraid to touch me, Silas. I will gladly take the hand of the Meshulan. The Deliverer.”

It took everything in Silas to keep his thoughts focused on what she was saying. All he could think about was the fact that her soft hands were holding his, and the feeling in his stomach was urging him to lean forward and kiss her beautiful face. He pulled his hands away and stood, looking at no spot in particular.

“I am a Sorceress in training,” Inga said. “Some of my training involved learning about the prophecies of old. I know that you are to be a deliverer to a people unknown. I personally think that you will bring deliverance to the Humans.”

“But what does that mean?” Silas said. “What do the Humans need to be delivered from?”

“Most would claim deliverance from the Stühocs. They would say that the Stühoc’s presence in Marenon is oppressive to all. But then the Stühocs claim that you will make them equal to all other creatures in Marenon, to bring a balance. I believe you are here to make Humans a true part of this world.”

Silas still wasn’t able to buy it. He knew so little and all this was being shoved in his face. All he wanted was to rescue Kaden.

“Your grandfather will be angry when he finds out that you’ve gone to Mudavé. It’s extremely dangerous.”

“But I’m the Meshulan, right?” Silas asked in sarcasm.

“As I’m sure you know, the prophecy isn’t clear on what you will become. With reservation, I’ll help escort you to the place that could become your new haven.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that the Stühoc’s lure can be enticing. If your friend is alive then they are doing everything they can to turn him. Once the Stühocs have a hold on you, their disgusting looks and evil ways do not seem so wicked anymore. After a while, you come to like their ways. They do not seem so repulsive. If you are captured, you must know that they will do everything in their power to convert you. I fear that after a long time, not even the Meshulan could resist their pull.”

“How do they do it?”

“It’s an evil, dark magic. It is something that has not been lost from the Stühocs over the centuries.”

“How is it you know so much?”

“Like I said, as a Sorceress, it’s my training to know about all forms of magic, even the dark ones.”

Silas sat back down to the rock, now engaged deeply. “So, how long can Kaden resist the Stühocs?”

“I don’t know Kaden,” she said, “but if he was close to your grandfather and instrumental in the Dunarian cause for all these years, then I imagine he is strong-willed.” She hesitated with her next words, almost as if to make sure she needed to say them.

“I would say you are doing the right thing by trying to help him,” she said. “But I don’t think you should do it alone.”

Silas wanted to reach his hand out and hold hers again. The feeling was so comforting, but he thought better of it.

“You will come with me into Mudavé?”

“I do not think that Silandrin would have it a different way. I think he would call me a fool if I didn’t go.”

“What about the others?”

“Well, I’m sure they will not be eager to go, but if they see that I’m going then perhaps they will reconsider. Except maybe Lorcan.”

“Why is he so scared of the Stühocs?” Silas asked. “I’ve seen him fight. He was fearless before.”

Inga smiled, but not out of joy. It was a sad smile, as though she were trying to remember the details of a very sad tale.

“Lorcan’s story is a terrible one,” she said. “The Stühocs killed his family in the war seventeen years ago. He was just a young Erellen boy. They captured him and tortured him. He never told me details of his capture, only that I know his deepest fear is to be captured again. They must have done terrible things to him. It was probably much harder for a child to go through such an experience.”

Silas stared at the ground, trying to imagine what it must have been like. He couldn’t. This new insight to Lorcan’s life gave Silas a different view of the Erellen. There must have been so much pain.

He was happy to have Inga’s support, however. He had been so worried about trying to get into Mudavé alone and now to have just one companion made him feel as if nothing could stop them. He sat for a moment, looking into Inga’s eyes. He felt at peace with her by his side. He couldn’t explain it, but he knew that he liked it. He knew that he wanted it to stay. He shifted his feet, not sure of what to say or do next. He would have been happy just to sit in silence with Inga the whole night, but a question came to his mind.

“What about Silandrin?”

Inga shrugged. “I don’t know. I feel that he is alive, but I fear that he is gone forever. There is no way for me to know. Perhaps when we get Kaden out of Mudavé I’ll begin my travels in search for him again.”

“I hope we can find him,” Silas said.

“We?”

Silas didn’t even realize he had said
we
but he nodded anyway.

“Yeah. I’ll help you look for him when this is all over.”

Her eyebrows raised in surprise. “Wow,” she said. “Add that to the list of things a person never expects to hear from the Meshulan of Marenon.”

“You’d never think so until you met him.”

She smiled and he returned it with his own.

It was a good night in Marenon, perhaps the last good night Silas would have for a long time.

 

  

Chapter Twenty-Six

 


By dawn, everyone was awake and packing up the campsite in silence. Alric told Silas that he would show him a path in the foothills of the Reemlock Mountains that led to Mudavé. It was one, he said, that seemed the least likely to be watched from afar.

Alric instructed that they all fly low as to avoid being spotted from possible Stühoc scouts. The mountains towered above them. They were not pretty mountains like the ones Silas and his grandfather had traveled through in Colorado. Their immense, looming blackness seemed to look menacingly down on them, warning them that traveling further would only result in a painful end. As foreboding as the mountains seemed, Silas had found a new confidence with Inga flying near him. He was sure that she would be able to convince the others to join them, but even if they did not, he felt as though he could take on all of Mudavé because of her. The mountains were still dangerous, he knew, but most of his fear was gone.

The sky was as gray and depressing as the ground over which it hovered. It was as if the flight into the mountains had suddenly turned from a vibrant green of a lush and thriving environment to a land of dead waste and despair. Silas now realized why there seemed to be no motivation for any people group of Marenon to swiftly run into Mudavé and conquer the Stühocs to claim the land as their own. There was no reason for this land to be desired. There was nothing in this miserable wasteland. A new fear grew that they might not even have enough water to make it. Alric assured them, however, that Inga would be able to change any liquid substance into water if the skill was needed. She neither disputed nor confirmed this claim. The only spots of water they encountered seemed to boil with some crude oily substance that couldn’t possibly be useful to a Human. Perhaps it was safe for the Stühocs and perhaps that is why they were able to find solace in such a desolate environment. What was poisonous to Humans was probably the life source of the Stühocs. It made sense to Silas somehow. Either way, he hoped they wouldn’t have to rely on Inga to do her magic. She needed her strength for the journey ahead.

They flew low for a long while until midday. Silas was surprised that Alric had stuck with him this far. The path had been spotted hours before, and when Silas inquired, Alric simply said that there didn’t seem to be any Stühocs around and that it looked safe to fly as long as they stayed a few miles outside of Mudavé, much to Lorcan’s protest.

Silas felt relieved by the presence of his companions, hoping that their nearness to Mudavé would help convince them to aid him in rescuing Kaden.

They flew for another hour until Lorcan started asking when they would turn back. He was quite emphatic about stopping, but Alric ignored him. Silas watched the cowering Erellen for a moment as he clutched to Inga, white-faced and fearful. Part of him felt sorry for what the Erellen had gone through, but another part of him wanted to slap Lorcan and tell him to keep it together. He wondered what might have happened when the Stühocs captured him.

When Silas finally looked away, he glanced down and saw a figure moving below them. He slumped down for a better look when he noticed a tiny, thin object flying toward him at great speed. Before he could react, Skarret reared back in pain, nearly throwing Silas off its back. The earsplitting cry from the sarian pierced the sky for miles around. Silas’ stomach lurched as Skarret began a free-fall. He held tight to the sarian’s feathered back as they rushed toward the ground at a deadly speed.

He could hear the others scream out his name, but to no avail. Skarret attempted to flap his wings once or twice before hitting the ground, giving just enough of a lift to soften the landing. As the sarian smashed into the dirt, Silas went sailing over the animal’s head and onto the ground with a resounding thud. It took several seconds for the others to fly down to the crash site, all of them panicked and unsure about what had just happened.

Silas could barely lift his head. Dizziness had taken over and he felt as though he had broken his ribs. It didn’t take long for the others to realize that they were under fire by two Stühoc scouts on the ridge above and to the east. All of them took cover behind a large boulder leaving Silas and Skarret out in the open, hoping the Stühocs would think that the two were dead and would not waste arrows on them.

“Silas, can you hear me?” Alric yelled from behind the boulder.

Silas wasn’t sure if he should cry out or give a thumb’s up because he didn’t want the scouts to see him moving. He tried giving an answer, but nothing could come out of his dry throat. He could barely get enough air to breathe much less make significant noise.

He realized that if he didn’t get on his back soon then he wouldn’t get
any
air. He was suffocating. He raised his head slowly to see the two Stühoc scouts each fitting another arrow into their bows and taking aim at Alric and Coffman who had quickly left the cover of the rock in order to distract the Stühocs from Silas. They screamed and waved their arms wildly. With all his strength, Silas pushed up on his right arm and rolled onto his back. The towering mountains above him danced in a circular motion causing his stomach to churn, and he thought he might vomit. He blinked his eyes in confusion when he saw two sarians soaring overhead, spinning and maneuvering in such a way as to dodge any oncoming arrows. He followed the sight, unable to see the riders upon them. The sarians swooped low and grabbed both scouts with their sharp talons lifting them from the ground. Silas worked his way to his knees watching as his rescuers took off at full speed higher and higher into the air and then dropped the Stühoc scouts from a tremendous height with no chance for survival. Their gray blood splattered in all directions as they smacked the ground. The sarians that had rescued Silas fluttered down serenely until they were only feet in front of him. Inga was the first to rush from behind the rock to Silas’ aid. He assured Inga that he was okay, but when he saw who had just rescued him, he did not feel okay. His is stomach dropped at the site of Garland Ainsley and Julian Hobbes.

Both of them dashed to Silas’ side.

“Maybe a cracked rib or two,” Silas said. “We need to check Skarret.” At his order they moved to the sarian. Skarret lay on the ground as the other three sarians surrounded him. A long, black arrow protruded from the animal’s chest.

Garland was on his knees caressing the helpless beast.

“Is he going to make it?” Julian asked.

Garland sighed, not turning from Skarret. “I don’t know. The arrow missed the heart, but we are deep into Stühoc territory. It isn’t likely that we’ll be able to get him out.”

Silas felt nauseous at the thought of the critically injured sarian, wishing he knew of something to do to help the poor creature.

“Grandpa, I’m sorry.”

The group was silent as Garland worked to pull out the arrow. Inga sat next to Silas, helping him to his feet. “You are all foolish,” he said tugging gently. The animal cried out in pain with each pull. Finally the arrow came free and Garland held a cloth against the bleeding wound.

“I told you that there would not be a rescue attempt to help Kaden,” he continued. “But you wouldn’t listen to me. You had to do things
your
way didn’t you?”

“I’m doing what I have to do!” Silas said.

Garland had begun to instruct Lorcan to hold the cloth on the Skarret’s wound. He immediately thought better of it, noticing the Erellen’s shaking, and asked Coffman instead. Then he stood glaring at Silas.

“You don’t have to do this,” he said. “What is it within you that drives you to Mudavé? You don’t even know Kaden.”

“I know that he sacrificed himself to help me.”

“A sacrifice that will be in vain once you step inside Mudavé. You do not realize what you’re doing, Silas.”

“I know exactly what I’m doing.”

“Kaden is a prisoner because he wanted to be a prisoner!”

“What are you talking about?”

“It’s part of the operation,” Garland said pacing. The others watched as the argument unfolded.

“One of us was going to be captured by the Stühocs. It’s the only way that we can collect all of the medallions and defeat them once and for all.”

“And how do you think he’ll do that in captivity?” Silas said.

“By becoming one of them, by gaining their trust.” Garland said. “We’ve always known it to be a long shot, but we cannot send a full-scale attack to Mudavé. We don’t have the manpower. If we already had that, we wouldn’t need the medallions in the first place.”

“It
is
a long shot.” To everyone’s surprise the voice was from Inga. “To turn someone into one of them is what the Stühocs are known for. Possession of the soul. No man, not even Kaden can withstand such an evil magic. That is why Silas is risking everything to go after him.”

“It is folly to go in there,” Garland said.

“That may be,” she said. “But Silas is going in with or without you. I, for one, am not going to let the Meshulan go into Mudavé by himself just to be captured, turned and possessed by our enemy. I’m going with him.”

“What was that?” Alric said turning.

She looked at Alric. “I don’t care if you don’t owe him anymore.” She then turned to Garland. “I don’t care if you think it is reckless. I’m going with Silas. The rest of you can stay behind, but I believe that he is meant for great things that will benefit us all and I know that I want to be a part of it. Besides, neither Kaden nor any other Human stands a chance in resisting the Stühocs alone.”

Silas couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The unwavering support he was receiving from Inga was unexpected. He knew that she had given it to him the night before, and he expected her to follow through, but this was something else. She spoke with a passion that he never knew could be meant for him. It was deeper than a sense of duty or pride in the Meshulan. The more she spoke, the harder his heart beat. In that moment she seemed more beautiful to him that she ever had before.

Alric put a hand on her shoulder. “Inga. Have you thought this through?”

She placed her hand on his. “You have been a wonderful friend. I want you to know that if you decide not to go into Mudavé with us then I understand. I will not think less of you.”

“Inga,” was all he could get out. Silas wasn’t sure, but he thought the man was trying to hold back tears.

Coffman stroked the feathers of the downed sarian with one of his large hands and held tight to the wound with the other. “Over the past few years, Inga, I’ve known you to wield great power, and you’ve become a good friend. Silas, I don’t know you very well, but if all this stuff about you is true and Inga believes in it, then I’m with you too.”

“So that’s it then?” Garland asked, looking at each individually. “You’re all going in regardless of the plans that Kaden and I have both made?”

Silas looked at his grandfather with hopeful eyes, sharing a moment together that the others may not have seen. It was a moment of understanding. It was Silas telling his grandfather that if this was going to be
his
path as a Meshulan then he needed to be supported. Silas wasn’t sure at first, but he thought that his grandfather might have given in.

“Will you come with us?” he asked.

Garland stood gripped for a moment, contemplating the future. With a sigh he nodded.


“If you will not listen to me then I’ll do everything I can to make sure you get in and out alive.”

Silas couldn’t believe his ears. He had gone from being a lone crusader to being a leader of an entire team.

“What about you Julian?” Silas asked.

Julian nodded. “Of course.”

Garland walked over to Kaden’s sarian. “Now I suppose you were just planning to go into Mudavé without any sort of disguise. That would have been foolish.” He opened the saddlebag and started throwing fabrics and what looked to be wooden masks to the ground. “These,” he said, “are the clothes and masks of the Nestorian people. I’ve brought enough for each of you.” Silas gave him a puzzled look. “I expected that I wouldn’t be able to convince you to turn back,” Garland said, a slight smile lighting his features.

One by one each person picked up a robe, sash and mask to cover their faces for later.

“The Nestorians come and go into Stühoc territory often to try and barter for Humans to be their slaves,” Garland continued. “Today their atrocities actually benefit us. With these disguises we will actually gain an audience with the Stühocs. We will be close to Kaden.”

“Where did you get these?” Alric asked.

Garland grimaced faintly. “I’ve had them stored away for a long time. Just put them on.” All of them did as they were told. “From here we will walk,” Garland said. “Flying will leave us exposed. Besides, Nestorians are not known to ride sarians.”

Coffman held up the garments he had been given. His massive hands were too large for even the armholes. “Anyone have anything bigger?”

No one answered.

Garland walked over to Coffman. “Do you think you can stay behind and try to figure out a way to set a harness for the other sarians to carry Skarret?”

Coffman looked back and forth from Alric to Garland. “But, but I want to go with you.”

“I know you do friend,” Alric said. “But you have to stay behind. If you don’t then you’ll give us all away and we’ll be killed for sure.”

“I’ll stay with him!” yelled Lorcan. “You could use some help making that harness anyway.” His eyes shifted to the others sheepishly. “He doesn’t need to be out here alone, you know.”

“That’ll be fine,” Garland said.

The rest of them donned their Nestorian cloaks and pulled up their hoods, holding their masks to the side until they would need to wear them. Weapons were hidden away easily under the disguise. Silas started to walk, but found it to be extremely difficult. It was as though a knife was digging away at his chest. The crash landing may have hurt him worse than he had previously thought.

“Will you be able to walk?” Garland asked him.

“I think so,” Silas answered.

Alric moved to Silas and held out an arm. “Here,” he said handing him the staff of Uriah. “Use it to help you walk. Just make sure I get it back when you’re done. It’s worth a lot of money.” Alric winked as he said this and Silas smiled, thanking him for the gesture.

Silas studied the polished staff and its intricate features. As he leaned on it, he felt a slight pulsation of energy, almost electric. It was as if the staff had begun humming or vibrating in his hands, but no one else seemed to notice. He knew the staff was magical, and he remembered what Alric had said it could do, but he was just happy to have the support. The feeling was strange, however.

Julian made sure to leave his wristband with Lorcan and Coffman in case the larger group needed to contact them. He told them how to use it and that all they had to do was think of Garland and his band would begin to glow. With Lorcan and Coffman left to tend to the fallen sarian, the others said their temporary farewells and continued down the path toward Mudavé.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 


Julian hadn’t fully expected to be running into Mudavé when Garland had convinced him to help retrieve Silas and the others, but the thought of finally getting the chance to reconcile with Kaden and perhaps even getting his hands on another medallion was good incentive to keep going. He hoped they weren’t simply walking into a death trap, however.

There was one overarching suspicion that drew Julian to the filthy city. That suspicion was Ward Holden. Having disappeared without any notion of where he went, and after overhearing the conversation he had with Spencer and Maroke, there was only one place that made any sense for Holden to be. Mudavé. If he were there, Julian would confront him and seek justice. Holden’s actions against the Dunarians must not continue.

He also hoped to figure out what sort of army the Stühocs were amassing and who they might be getting ready to attack. There was a lot left open from the conversation he had overheard in Farlaweer and he intended to find out what it had been about.

He held the Nestorian mask in his hands and rubbed the wooden edge with his fingertips as he trailed behind the group of travelers. The mask was flat until the bridge of the nose where it then protruded into what looked to be a place for a large nose. The top had holes cut out for the eyes, and slits on the nose for easier breathing. Julian wondered why the creatures wore the things, but all of them did. Neither he, nor any person that he knew of, had ever seen a Nestorian without their famous masks. Perhaps Garland had seen them, since he was the one that brought the clothes and masks in the first place.

All of the group seemed as weary as Julian felt. It had been an exhausting week with little sleep, and so much had happened that it was difficult for Julian to keep up. There would be a lot of changes with the Dunarians in the days to come. The whole situation felt so fragile. Anything could go wrong at any moment. That is why it was imperative for Holden to be confronted soon. He couldn’t be allowed to take control at Jekyll Rock.

Julian thought of those that he cared about – or at least one. Nalani. It took much convincing to make her stay behind. He hadn’t wanted her involved with this one in case they
did
decide to move into Mudavé. His instincts had proven correct and she was now safe within the castle walls. She had not been pleased with the result of their argument, but Julian was glad to know that she wasn’t angry with him. Before he left, she kissed him gently on the cheek and said that when he got back he had no obligation other than to spend the next few days resting. Julian agreed to do so, both of them knowing he would never actually make good on the agreement. There was simply too much to get done. Their hopes of marriage would have to be put on hold as well. With the revelation of a possibly hostile council, there would be no time for love, no time to do anything but fight for the future of the Dunarian cause. However, he hoped that when the Holden situation was resolved and the council was back on its feet, the two of them would finally be married. He longed for days of peace.

The group traveled for just under an hour when the front of the line came to an abrupt stop. None of them spoke as they observed the city from a distance. Smoke billowed with the scent of fire, which flowed through crevices throughout the city. The gray rocks all around were the same color of the mountains they had been traveling through the entire morning. The sun behind the clouds cast a red hue over the entire city, adding to the smoke and ash making it look as though the city were on fire.

There were some buildings scattered around, but most of the structures were built within the rocks. There seemed to be no vegetation to speak of which wasn’t surprising. It was a land only the Stühocs could inhabit. A jagged wall surrounded the massive city, probably to keep out aggressors. Small living quarters dotted the city, each of them dwarfed by the towering fortress at the city’s center. The stronghold itself was a small mountain, the inside carved into a maze of corridors, hallways and rooms for the city’s most esteemed.
The fortress isn’t totally unlike Jekyll Rock, Julian thought.

Military leaders, perhaps even Maroke resided within that fortress. The Stühoc King Anithistor was rumored to have only visited it. Anithistor himself resided elsewhere in a secret location. Every bit of the refuge had been hand carved to fit the needs, not the comfort, of its residents. Along the outside of the fortress looped various paths, all of them leading to the mountain’s plateau. From Julian’s perspective it looked as if the whole mountaintop had simply been sheared off to create a flat viewing deck over the entire city. However, it was so vast that it could hold more than a thousand soldiers comfortably. It was a marvel to gaze upon, but because the Stühocs were the occupants of this marvel, it deserved nothing less than to be destroyed.

“Everyone,” Garland said turning to the group. “It’s time to put on your masks and act your part. Remember, I will do all the talking.”

“What if they aren’t open for business?” Alric asked. “I would hate to be Stühoc lunch because we came on a holiday.”

“Just follow my lead,” Garland said as he put on his mask. The others followed suit.

As they began to walk, Julian stepped next to Silas. “Are you up for this?” he asked.

Through the mask it was impossible to read any sort of facial reaction, but Silas’ words spoke louder than any expression.

“I suppose you think I’m not?”

“That’s not what I was saying at all,” Julian responded. “You’ve been face to face with Maroke before and there is a strong possibility that it will happen again today.” Julian held out a hand to slow Silas from the others until the two of them were following out of earshot.

“I don’t think anyone else knows this but me so I’m telling you,” Julian said. “The staff you carry is the staff of Uriah. When I was looking for a way to steal the medallion from the Anwyns I came across texts about this staff. It wields a lot more power than anyone really knows.”

“Yeah?”

“The staff of Uriah turns into any weapon that the holder needs it to be. If your enemy is at a long distance then perhaps it will become a bow and arrow. If your opponent is coming at you with a sword, it may become a sword. At first, the staff controls what it becomes until it has been with the holder for some time. After a while, the wielder will always know what weapon he needs. It’s as if the staff is the trainer.”

“Yeah, Alric’s already told me that,” Silas said. “It’d be pretty nice for anyone to have. I wouldn’t sell it if I were Alric.”

“It’s no use to him, though.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that the staff of Uriah only works for a person born in Marenon. To any of us Humans born on Earth, it is nothing more than a really good stick to prop ourselves up with. To you, if you are who we think you are, it’s the best weapon a person could ask for. I’m quite jealous to tell you the truth.” Julian gave him half a smile.

Silas didn’t know what to say. Would the weapon work for him? He had felt the staff shake with some sort of energy, an electrical current perhaps, when he had touched it for the first time, but nothing more than that. Whether Julian realized it or not, he had just presented Silas with a test. If the staff did not work as a weapon when he needed it, then all this talk about the Meshulan would be false. Everything his grandfather had told him would have been a misunderstanding. That is unless Julian was lying to him, but what reason could he have for doing that?

“You two, catch up!” Garland shouted from the front. “We’re almost there.”

He was indeed correct. They had moved close to the outer walls of the city. It looked much larger than it had from their previous distance. The jagged, smoky mountains surrounded Mudavé, and if the group had not known where they were going, they would have never found the city – or worse, found it by accident and come face to face with the Stühocs unexpectedly.

The group of five quickened their pace, trying to keep up with Garland. Silas did everything he could to keep up and was beginning to feel strengthened. Perhaps it was the sight of Mudavé that gave him a rush of adrenaline. Within his bones he felt a mixture of confidence and all-out fear. He held tight to the staff that he carried. If what Julian had told him was accurate then there was a great possibility that this weapon would be everything he needed. He knew that fighting was not the mission here. The mission was to get to Kaden and get out. He feared it would not be that simple, however.

As they continued walking toward the outer walls of Mudavé, they began to hear horns blowing, a warning call to all the city of their arrival. All in the group hoped that it was a routine sounding, but most doubted it. There were no
visitors
to Mudavé. One either had business with the Stühocs or they came by accident. In either case, that person would more than likely be killed. That is, unless that person was Nestorian. The wall towered above them and a large stone gate sat directly in front of them. Julian watched the top of the wall and saw several Stühoc soldiers peering over the side, eagerly waiting for what they hoped would be a grueling conflict between the Nestorians and the Stühoc guards walking out to meet them.

There were ten in all. Silas had never seen any Stühocs other than Maroke and the Leapers he had commanded on Earth. He was astounded to see how Human-like these other Stühocs looked to be. They had the general build of men, and their facial features were the same as any Human’s. That is where the similarities stopped, however. Their hair was thick and their eyes black. Their skin was mostly gray and the armor they wore was a black, scaly substance. The features of several of their faces were unnaturally deformed. Scars swiped from their cheeks down their necks, perhaps from a battle or fight. Several of them bore tattoos of sorts, their meanings incomprehensible. The one that seemed to be the leader of the group stood tall in the middle, his armor the thickest of the bunch.

“Nestorians,” the leader spat, his voice deep and strained as though he spent every day yelling. The sound sent chills up Silas’ spine. “You’re early. My master doesn’t like it when his clients are not on schedule.”

“Forgive our intrusion,” Garland said, barely above a whisper. “It is of a matter that simply cannot wait.”

The Stühoc sniffed then scowled. “That’s what I expected you to say. That’s what you always say.”

“And you always let us through to your master,” Garland retorted bravely.

“I have a mind not to,” the guard answered back. “If it wasn’t dishonoring to my master I would rip you to pieces where you stand.”

“A notion I hope you will never indulge,” Garland said.

Again the Stühoc guard spat on the ground and motioned for the other guards to surround the ‘Nestorians’.

An escort?
Silas wondered if this was normal, but he wasn’t about to ask. Maybe it was to keep the other Stühocs away, fully knowing that the guests would be mauled if they were not given protection.

As a group they marched past the gated entrance in silence. The announcement of their arrival had brought out all kinds of curious Stühocs peering out from behind corners and from windows in their huts and shanties. Silas had to grip the staff tighter to keep from shaking. They were in now and there was no turning back. Whatever decision they could have made to avoid this predicament was now lost to them.

As he looked from side to side, Silas was stunned to noticed how distinctly different each Stühoc appeared. Many had gaunt faces and sharp bones, but their structures varied. Their clothing was of various styles, yet still dull, lacking any vibrancy in color. Silas had always imagined that they spent their time dressed for battle and outfitted with armor. While that still may be their philosophy, what struck him so deeply was how
Human
they seemed to be. Obviously their skin tones and deep black eyes were quite different and they all carried a strong sulfuric smell about them, perhaps a gift from the land in which they abided. What kept them from being Human, it seemed, more than outward appearances, were the looks they gave the newcomers. Seething scowls were etched on every face as though murder was on their minds. Silas felt as though he was being chopped up and boiled in a stew in the imaginations of each of them. He shuddered at the thought.

They marched toward the fortress that towered above the city. The pits in their stomachs grew and fear gripped each of them. The fake Nestorians grew rigid as they reached the fortress gate, all of them knowing the most significant part of their travel was just beginning. They wished, as Silas did, that they were somewhere else. How in the world would Kaden have survived this environment for even a week? Surely his spirit would be broken by now. Silas could feel the weight of hatred and loathing all around him even though the Stühocs believed him to be a simple Nestorian trader. He couldn’t imagine what sort of environment Mudavé would be without the disguise.

After the guard did some talking with another, the gate to the fortress opened slowly inward. It was large and heavy, meant to delay any sort of siege that would come against it, should the outer wall ever be breached. The lead guard motioned for the group to follow. They traveled through a dead courtyard, made of the same gray stone as the mountain stronghold above it. Few statues lined the wall, many of them depicting war with figures missing limbs and looks of fear on their faces. They finally came to a large stairway that led to the interior of the fortress and climbed steadily until they were settled in an entrance hall lit by torches and fireplaces throughout. The rough floor along with the soot covered walls made for a less than appealing place to be by any standards. The Stühocs seemingly cared nothing of comfort. All they desired was their own power over the rest of Marenon.

Once they came to the middle of the square entrance hall, the guard turned to Garland.

“Wait here,” he said. “I will fetch my master for you. I am sure he will be most displeased that you are here this early.”

“Please tell your master that we are sorry for any inconvenience,” Garland said.

The guard frowned and spat on the ground once again. “Lord Maroke cares nothing for the apologies of anyone, much less Nestorian scum.”

The guard turned and walked away spitting and muttering to himself. Each of the five looked at the other, their eyes wide.
Maroke?
This was not what they had intended. Now they were to face the second in command over all of Mudavé.

Silas couldn’t help but feel that his plan to save Kaden may not have been wise after all.

 

  

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 


The group’s escort had moved back to the surrounding walls, keeping a close watch on them as they stood huddled and waiting in the dimness. They bunched together quietly to discuss what needed to be done next, but there were no answers.

“What do you mean we just have to face him? We’re not going to face him!” Alric said in a harsh whisper.

“It’s all we can do,” Garland said. “If we don’t then we will be caught and killed, or worse, turned.”

“He’s right,” Silas said. “Facing Maroke is our only way to get Kaden out of here.”

“What about all this about being early?” Inga said. “It sounds like they’ve been expecting a group of Nestorians.”

“It’s troubling me as well,” Garland said. “I never thought Nestorians scheduled anything. They’re usually just buyers that show up when they need more slaves.”

“Let’s just sit tight,” Julian said. “As long as we keep our masks on, we’ll be fine.”

After a few moments they heard noises in the distance. There were footsteps and animated speaking. Then they saw him.
Maroke.
He stepped from the archway at the end of the room surrounded by a handful of armed guards. His black armor flickered brightly with the reflection of the firelight. He stood taller than any man or Stühoc; his thick hair was pulled back and trailed down over both broad shoulders on the back of which was strapped a thick sword that could cut through stone. Beside him stood a Human.

Julian’s eyes widened when he saw him. Garland discretely placed a calming hand on Julian’s back reminding him to keep his composure. The man that walked beside Maroke was none other than Ward Holden.

I knew it,
Julian thought.
That smug traitor will pay!
Maroke stood feet from the small band, towering above them, his square jaw tense. The scars running down his cheeks were tributes to wars of the past, wars in which he had fought against the man he was about to make dealings with.

“Why are you here?” Maroke belted out.

“To do business,” Garland answered.

“We should not be doing business for another week at least,” Maroke growled. “You come here unannounced and a week early.”

Garland remained hushed for a moment, no doubt weighing his next words carefully.

Julian stared at Holden, wishing more and more that he could confront the turncoat. For the good of the group he had to look at the ground. His breathing became heavier as anger coursed through him.

“We do apologize for the intrusion, but we need to meet now,” Garland said.

Maroke stood silent. Holden spoke. “Lord Maroke, however inconvenient their presence seems to be at this moment, it would not be wise to dismiss them. Our proposition is of significant importance.”

Maroke did not seem to be happy with a Human telling him what was wise and what was not, but he considered his ally’s comment anyway.

“Very well then,” he said with a snarl. He looked at each member of the group scowling, then gave a quick nod to the other guards that instructed them to leave and then addressed Garland. “Follow me.”

Not a word was said as the group of faux Nestorians followed Maroke and his Human ally, Holden, through the corridors of the fortress. There was little to no art throughout the stronghold. It felt as empty and heartless as an abandoned cave in the wilderness, and nearly as dark. They followed a maze of twisted hallways for several minutes until they finally reached the backside of the fortress. The group shielded their eyes as they stepped out onto a smooth stone rock. It was somewhat of a relief to be out of the dark hallways, even if the daytime was just as dull and gloomy with its hazy ash-filled air. He walked them out to a ledge overlooking an immense field completely packed with stone cages. The field seemed to go on for miles until at the very end was a wall that stood as a perimeter surrounding the area. In various spots they could see Stühoc guards garnishing whips and flogging the sides of the cages.
Slaves!

“We told you that we had something special for you, should you decide to join our ranks against the Humans and Erellens.” Maroke motioned his hand to the field. “And here it is. The finest slaves we have to offer. They will all be yours as long as you swear your allegiance to us. You can use them in battles, for work, whatever you wish. Most of them are brainwashed to serve whatever master they are given.”

“Most?” Garland said.

“Of course, the new arrivals are still resisting,” Holden said.

Silas looked down at the village of oppressed Humans. They were no different than he, except they had been stripped of their humanity, meant to serve any who claimed ownership. Kaden was somewhere down there at that moment, probably being slowly transformed. From what Silas could see, it looked as though none of them had been fed in weeks. How could the Stühocs do such a thing? His heart thumped hard with anger, but was subdued when he felt a slight squeeze on his hand. It was Inga. He turned to face her, and through the mask he could see her blink at him with reassurance. Behind his own mask he couldn’t help but smile at her. The squeeze had been just enough to settle his nerves, but not his disgust with what stood before them all. He turned away from her quickly. The towering Stühoc and the Human were planning something big. Were they getting ready to launch an attack on the Humans and Erellens at the same time? What kind of army did they have? Furthermore, what kind of army were the Nestorians gathering?

“Before we decide,” Garland said, “may we have a look at them? I want to see exactly what we will be receiving.”

Maroke huffed. “I have nothing to hide from you, Nestorian.” He turned and yelled over the ledge. “Gilrod!”

At that moment, a smaller Stühoc poked his head from behind one of the cages he was harassing, and when he realized who had called his name, he stood out in the open at full attention.

“My lord!” Gilrod belted.

“I want you to show these Nestorians whatever they wish to see down there and bring them back to me when they are finished.”

“Yes, my lord!” With that he began running toward the stairs and to the ledge where the group waited.

“I will be in my chambers,” Maroke said to no one in particular.

Garland bowed at the waist and the others imitated him. “Thank you, Lord Maroke,” Garland said.

“Do not wait too long to give an answer,” he said. “Time is of the essence.” Maroke turned his enormous frame and walked away from them all.

Holden gave a slight nod to the rest of them and left in the same direction. Gilrod was at the top of the stairs, breathing heavily from his run. Silas felt an immense amount of relief after Maroke left their presence. Perhaps there would be no conflict after all. It seemed that they were now on track to actually getting to Kaden and taking him out of there, assuming he was among the other slaves.

“Gilrod, at your service,” the miserable little Stühoc said with an awkward salute.

“Gilrod, we wish to see your most recent arrivals,” Garland said.

“Er-, all right,” Gilrod said, wiping his wet nose with a grimy hand. “Kind of a strange request to make.”

“All the more reason to see them,” said Garland.

Gilrod sighed. “Very well.”

They followed Gilrod down the stairs and into the field where the cages stood. Row after row, caged people sat in their own filth with nothing but buckets of fetid water to dink. Many of them had been crowded and shoved into a cage already filled to capacity. This left each person little room to rest. Silas could see their defeated spirits through sunken eyes. Without food or sleep, and under constant torture from their captors, these men and women had barely any humanity left. Many of them had no clothes on their backs, but were clothed, instead, with the scars of a Stühoc’s scourging. Regardless of what afterlife they were intended beyond Marenon, this was their hell.

The group walked on, row after row until they reached the end of the stony field. Every one in the group was looking for any sign of Kaden, but there was none. Finally, Garland asked Gilrod if there were any slaves captured within the week, and the creature told him that he was looking at them.

Garland looked in every direction to see if they were alone and saw there wasn’t a Stühoc anywhere in the vicinity other than Gilrod.

In a split second, Garland whipped off his mask and pulled his sword out from under his cloak, shoving it under the Stühoc’s chin.

“What are you-”

“Shut up!” Garland said, cutting the Stühoc short. “We are looking for Kaden Osric, where is he?”

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” the Stühoc cried.

Garland shoved the creature to the ground and thrust the blade deeper into its neck so it began to cut. “If you don’t tell me where he is, I will kill you myself.”

Gilrod seemed to be crying, but no tears came. Finally he began to point to his left toward an opening in the wall at the end of the compound. “Hroth said to keep him secluded from the others. He’s a special one!”

“Show me!”

Garland pulled Gilrod from the ground and shoved him forward, his sword pointing at his back. Reluctantly the Stühoc walked through the opening in the wall. With one last look over their shoulders each person in the group took off their mask, relieved to get the weight off their faces. Gilrod led them down what looked to be an outdoor hallway with no ceiling leading to another opening that contained only one cage. This cage enclosed a battered and bloodied, yet still alive, Kaden Osric.

Gilrod pointed. “There,” he said. The Stühoc’s eyes traveled to his left, finally resting on Silas.

“Humans,” he spat disapprovingly.

Garland reared back and slammed the hilt of his sword on the back of the Stühoc’s head. The creature thumped to the ground and Silas bent down to grab the keys from his belt. He ran to the cage where Kaden was crouched, unaware of their presence until Silas came clanging to him.

“Kaden!”

The man turned and saw Silas as disbelief and then joy filled his face. Then he noticed the others. His eyes were wide. “Silas? What are you doing here?”

“We’ve come to get you out,” he answered, finally finding the key to open Kaden’s cell.

“But why?” He looked at Garland. “Why?”

“Silas, as well as these others, are convinced that our plan to let you gain the Stühoc’s trust is faulty,” Garland said. “And after what I’ve seen today I would have to agree with them.”

Kaden said nothing as Silas handed him a sword. “Hopefully I’m not going to need this later,” he said and gripped tighter to his staff.

Kaden lowered his head. He looked as though he hadn’t been fed since he had been captured a week before. His face was heavy with a thicker, untidier beard than when Silas had seen him before, and his clothes barely clung to his frame because of all the rips and slashes. “It’s good to see all of you. Where did the four of you get Nestorian masks?”

“The four of us?” Alric asked.

The puzzled group quickly looked in every direction, noticing that they were missing one of their own. Silas scanned every face seeing Inga, Alric, Kaden and Garland.

Julian was gone.

 

  

Chapter Twenty-Nine

 


Julian darted in the shadows of the dark, vacant halls of Maroke’s fortress, searching for any sign of the direction Holden could have gone. He had slipped away from the group before they went down the stairs to follow Gilrod. He hoped that they had found Kaden in good condition, but Julian had come for the purpose of confronting Holden. This would be his only chance to face him alone and without support from any other traitor that might be travelling the halls of Jekyll Rock. He would deal with this situation and get back to the others. And if he couldn’t meet up with them, he would find his own way out.

He continued the way they had first come and followed the path he saw Holden taking when he had left with Maroke. He sneaked through the corridor and back into the square hall that had since been deserted. He then silently made his way through the stone archway on the north side and continued down the dimly lit path until he came to a split. He walked cautiously down the corridor to the right, aware that there were too many possible directions Holden could have taken for Julian to stumble upon him accidentally.

As he crept around the corner he slid to a halt and hid behind the stone wall when he heard the footsteps of oncoming guards. Instinctively, he felt for the dagger under his cloak. Their voices and steps sounded closer and heavier with each passing second. One muttered to the other something about food and a strange smell from the Nestorians. Julian gripped his dagger under his cloak firmly with one hand and his sword with the other. When the two Stühoc guards came into view, Julian jumped out, stabbing one through the throat with his dagger and shoving the other Stühoc against the wall, pressing his sword against his neck. Julian had been so quick that the guards didn’t have time to even cry out.

Julian motioned with his eyes to the dying Stühoc on the ground. “If you make a sound I
swear
that will be you before you finish a word.”

The shaking Stühoc said nothing.

“Where is Ward Holden staying in the fortress?”

The Stühoc remained silent.

“Answer me or you’re dead!”

Julian could sense the genuine fear from the Stühoc, fear that would cause him to say anything to live.

“On the third floor,” the Stühoc said. “West wing, fourth room. It’s the only occupied room on that wing.”

Julian sniffed and the stench of the Stühoc’s rotten breath made him want to vomit. Julian hated killing in cold blood, but since he was dealing with a Stühoc and since he couldn’t afford to leave any loose ends, he knew what he had to do. Without another breath he pressed his sword tight against the Stühoc’s throat and cut it cleanly through. As the Stühoc fell to the floor with gray blood spilling from the neck, Julian retrieved his dagger from the throat of the other Stühoc and stepped over his first victim toward the stairs. The second Stühoc bled out in mere seconds.

*****

At first, no one could figure what the next move should be in getting out of Mudavé. It was obvious what Julian was doing and that fact left him out of consideration when planning their escape. If Julian was around when they left, fine. There would be no second rescue attempt. Alric and Silas threw the unconscious Gilrod into Kaden’s former cell and locked it. He wouldn’t be making noise for a while. By the time he woke they would hopefully be long gone.

“I don’t mean to complain,” Alric said, “but you devised a clever way of getting into Mudavé, and now you have no suggestions for finding a way out.”

“There wasn’t much planning going on at all was there?” Garland shot back. “Julian gave Coffman and Lorcan his wristband. I’ll contact them and tell them to fly the sarians in after us.”

“They can’t very well fly down here,” Kaden said wearily. “They’d be filled with arrows before they could land.”

“We could go there.” Silas pointed to the top of the fortress at the plateau. “There is a path to the top and it’s high enough to avoid being shot down.”

The others seemed to consider Silas’ suggestion and in a moment Garland placed a finger on the bright green stone. Lorcan’s voice could be heard from the device.

“I don’t know Coffman, I’ve never messed with one of these things before.”

“Lorcan,” Garland called. “Can you hear me?”

“Yes,” he said. “How are things your way?”

“Better than expected so far. How’s Skarret?”

“He’s lost a lot of blood.”

Garland winced. “Listen. I need you and Coffman to fly in here and pick us up. We’ve got Kaden, but there’s no other way out.”

There was nothing but silence on the other end.

“Lorcan did you hear me?”

“I don’t know if we can do it,” Lorcan said. Silas thought his voice sounded a bit shakier than it had seconds before.

“What do you mean you don’t think you can do it?” Garland demanded.

Inga walked over to Garland and grabbed his wrist, pulling it up to her mouth. “Lorcan! We’re stranded here surrounded by thousands of Stühocs and we need you to come pick us up. We’ll be on the plateau at the top of the fortress. If you don’t get here then we’ll die, do you understand?”

Silence.

Everyone waited for an answer, looking at each other awkwardly.

The next voice was not Lorcan’s, but this time it was Coffman’s. “We’ll be there in a few,” he confirmed.

“We’ll see you at the top,” Garland said.

“Nice work,” said Silas once Inga moved away from Garland.

“Sometimes you just have to talk some sense into his head,” she said.

“Let’s move,” Kaden commanded. “We don’t have much time before they realize you aren’t Nestorians.”

They heeded Kaden’s advice and moved through the outdoor corridor, weapons drawn. Silas had nothing but the staff in his hands, truly hoping that Julian was correct about the staff’s powers, and that Garland had been truthful about who birthed him. Silas couldn’t know either until the time and situation warranted such a revelation.

The steep path began on this side of the fortress inside the slave field and wound around the entire mountain. It would not be easy to keep out of sight but they hoped that the eyes of the Stühocs would not be looking their way.

*****

Julian had a feeling that the Stühoc didn’t lie to him. There was no time to be chasing lies. He moved to the fourth room in the hallway. The wooden door had been left slightly open and he could hear a voice coming from the other side. It was Holden speaking animatedly to someone through his wristband.

“Yes, they have already come.”

“But that’s impossible.” It was the voice of Spencer. “I was just in contact with them this morning. They are not visiting for another week. Perhaps you should check who is under those Nestorian masks, Holden.”

Holden said nothing.

“You’ve been fooled,” Spencer said. “You need to deal with the imposters. They cannot get both medallions.”

“I carry the red medallion with me,” Holden said. “It is safe.”

“Let me know what you find out.”

Holden’s glowing wristband faded and he stood rigid when he realized he wasn’t in the room alone.

Without turning, he sighed and then spoke. “I suppose you’re here to kill me aren’t you, Julian?”

“How did you know it was me?”

“Who else would be in Mudavé, dressed as a Nestorian, trying to get every last medallion?”

“Your day is done, Holden. You aren’t getting away with anything. You’ve allied yourself to the Stühocs and it’s going to cost you your life.”

Holden pursed his lips and smiled. “It already has,” he said. He turned only to be met with a bloodied sword pointing at his chest, mere feet from him.

“You’re foolish if you think killing me will stop what is already happening. There are many more pieces to this puzzle than just me, I assure you.”

“So you aren’t working alone?”

“What do you think? I’ve got the entire council under my thumb, save three,” he said proudly.

This couldn’t be. How could so many on the council be in favor of a Stühoc uprising?

“Which three?” Julian said.

“Kaden and you obviously,” he said. “And there is one in particular that I don’t think would turn as long as you were alive.”

Nalani.
She had always been true to the cause. Julian knew she would never turn. But knowing that the others were working with Holden would make this mission more difficult. He knew that Nalani would never betray the Dunarians. But how could all the others do so?

“I know what you’re thinking, Julian and you should stop. How many original members of the council are still members?”

Kaden and you,
Julian thought.

“And how many members of the Dunarian council did I recruit myself?”

The rest of them.
Julian cursed.

“Nalani and I weren’t original members and you never came to us for your little plot!”

“You both were high recommendations from our military,” Holden explained. “Politically it would have been foolish not to put you on the council. We were coming to you eventually, but things stirred into motion so quickly, we decided to use you rather than turn you. And you have done rather well, I might add. You’ve brought us two medallions, which I still have yet to see, but I know they are at Jekyll Rock.”

You will never see them.

“And you carry the red medallion of the Stühocs with you,” Julian said. “If you were smart you would have hidden it.”

“I am smart, Julian. You just don’t realize how smart I really am.”

“We’ll see,” Julian said.

“How about this?” Holden continued. “You managed to kill your brother which is one less thing that we have to worry about. We can now put in one of our own people to take the kingship and merge all of humanity’s causes together. Together we will bring peace to Marenon where all will live tranquilly.”

“You preach peace but you ally with the Stühocs against your own kind,” Julian said through his teeth. “You are nothing but a snake.”

“It doesn’t matter what you think, Julian. You’re out. The council has voted.”

Julian wasn’t sure what to believe now. What if Holden was lying about the council? What if he was alone in this and he was just trying to get Julian to turn against everyone?

“You’re lying,” Julian said. “You’re saying they’re with you just to get to me. It’s
all
false isn’t it? You’re working alone in this, Holden, and now you’re scared with no place to go.”

“If only you were right,” Holden said. He pulled a chain from under his shirt revealing a large golden key. “I’ve got the proof right here.”

Julian’s brow furrowed at the sight of the key.

“What are you talking about?”

“You don’t think I cheat without protecting myself? In case the other council members decide to betray me, I’ve kept a record proving who has been on my side and who hasn’t. This key opens the door to that record.”

“I don’t believe you,” Julian said.

“As I said before, Julian. It doesn’t matter what you think. What is true is true. What is false is false. What you have to say about it changes nothing. Now if you’ll step out of my way, I have to deal with your friends.”

Holden began to move past Julian, but he stood firm, sword pointing to the traitor’s face.

“You don’t want to fight me, Julian,” Holden warned.

“You’re right. I want to kill you.”

Before Julian could even register what had happened, Holden’s sword was out deflecting his. Without hesitation Holden slashed again, while Julian barely had time to parry. He had been taken by surprise and didn’t have the proper footing for a duel. Again, Holden jabbed and slashed. Julian was scarcely surviving each blow as each swing barely missed, until finally Holden cut high and Julian was able to duck and take a stab of his own that was blocked by Holden. Julian had met a formidable opponent, but he would not let Holden get away this time.

 

  

Chapter Thirty

 


The group rushed up one of the circular paths, winding around the mountain. Silas was thankful to have regained some of his strength since the crash with Skarret, but he still did not feel quite up to the task of reaching the top. He hoped that Coffman and Lorcan would be there soon to fly them out of this nightmare.

The pain in his chest stabbed at him repeatedly with every step he took, and the cut on his shoulder was throbbing. He was sure that he had broken at least two ribs in the crash, and his sword wound from days before was slightly split open again causing small trickles of blood to drip down his arm. Up they ran, the group moving faster and faster without rest. It was imperative that they make it to the top of the fortress in as little time as possible. If Lorcan and Coffman made it to the plateau before the rest of them, the sarians would be exposed and vulnerable. Silas couldn’t bear to think of what might happen if his group made it to the top and Lorcan and Coffman were shot down. They would be left without any chance of escape.

Silas fell behind the others as the pain in his chest continued to deal one crushing blow after another. Without warning, his feet gave out below him and he tumbled to the ground. The staff rolled to the side closest to the mountain wall, but Silas found himself rolling uncontrollably to the ledge. He could hear the cries of the others as they tried to reach him. His skin scraped against the rock as he reached out trying to grab anything to stop himself from falling. If he were to fall over the edge the drop of a thousand feet would surely destroy him. Seemingly out of nowhere, he felt a hand grab his arm as his legs dangled off the side path and over the cliff.

The moment seemed to go in slow motion and in that split second, thoughts of his former life and his brief life in Marenon burst through into consciousness. Hanging from the side of the fortress he could see out over all of Marenon and the sun broke through the clouds as if it was the first time it had been birthed into Mudavé. He looked below at the fields past the outer walls of the city and saw himself astride a white horse, leading thousands of troops into battle against the Stühocs, with Inga and others at his side. Thousands were following him willingly as if they would go into the depths of this demonic hell for him. In this glorious scene, in the middle of the brutal, vicious fight was a man, dressed in white robes staring into Silas’ eyes. Like a dove he opened his arms and flew from the battle to be within inches of Silas’ face. It was an old man. The light that followed him blurred his features, but his presence felt more familiar than anyone he had ever known before.

“Silas,” the man said.

He spoke as though the two had known each other for many years. All Silas could say was, “Why me?”

“Because you were chosen,” the man said. “Today is your first test as the Meshulan. Do not be afraid. You are here for a purpose.”

“What about the others?”

“The others will follow you if you keep on the right path. Stray but a little and all could be lost.”

“How will I know what is right?”

“You will always know what is right,” the man answered.

And almost as quickly as he had come, the man began to fade away.

“Don’t leave!” Silas shouted.

“Follow the right path.”

“I need you,” Silas said, a hot tear rolled down the side of his face.

“You will know the path to take.” Then he was gone.

As the man in white vanished, so did the battle below him like a fog that disappears without a trace. Silas slowly regained his wits, hearing shouts from above him as his companions pulled him upward. Alric had grabbed his wrist just before Silas went over the edge, saving him from a most gruesome end.

“Are you all right?” Alric asked.

The rest now surrounded Silas. “Did you see that?”

“Of course I saw it, I pulled you up, you git!”

“No,” Silas said. “The man. He was floating! He was right in front of my face.”

Alric gave the others a curious look and shook his head. “We gotta get out of here, Silas. I think the fumes are getting to you.” Alric pulled Silas up hoisting his arm around his shoulders. Inga handed Silas his staff, which he used to support himself with in the other arm.

“We’re almost to the top,” Kaden called out.

Indeed they were close to the top when all of a sudden they heard a loud horn sound in the distance. It sounded like a war horn. Then to the east they heard another one blare out, then another. Bells from below were clanging and the sounds of the horns were blaring louder and louder. They had been discovered.

“We haven’t got much time,” Garland yelled. “Come on!” The others ran up to the top with Silas hobbling along side Alric and Kaden bringing up the rear.

On the plateau of the fortress Silas saw that they were essentially on top of a circular platform with a large pillar in the center. The pillar had to be more than a hundred feet tall, casting a long shadow across the center.

“They’re not here!” Inga yelled.

Alric pulled Silas along and finally sat him against the pillar. Silas was relieved to finally have a chance to sit down. It felt as though his ribs were stabbing his vital organs, his breathing more labored. Alric held him at arm’s length.

“You’re not dying are you? I can’t put myself through all this just to see you die, you know.”

Sweat dripped from Silas’ brow as he shook his head. “I just need to rest,” he said.

The others peered over the edge to keep a watch on the path. Below them, with the sound of horns and thunder, hundreds, perhaps thousands of Stühocs charged up the side of the mountain in pursuit of the counterfeit Nestorians.

“All I can say is that Lorcan and Coffman better get here soon,” Garland said, “or we’ll not be long for this world either.”

*****

Julian cried out when Holden’s blade sliced through the meat of his shoulder splattering blood against the wall behind him. Julian had been temporarily distracted when the horns sounded and the bells began to ring. He knew they had been discovered.

“Do you hear that?” Holden said, with a hand to his ear. “That is the sound of your end. Soon you and your comrades will be killed and there will be nothing to distract me from completing my goal.”

Julian held his sword up and winced at the throbbing pain in his shoulder. The cut felt deep. He was finished with Holden. Listening to his words was poison to the ears. With a cry of rage, Julian used his uninjured arm to crash his sword against his opponent’s. Holden seemed to be taken by surprise at the sudden burst of energy that Julian displayed.

Julian attacked with one blow after another, leaving Holden barely able to keep his balance while he tried to deflect his opponent’s sword. Julian’s anger burned in his eyes like a madman and Holden began to lose strength as the sparring continued. Julian slashed over and over, again and again until finally the end of his blade caught the hilt of Holden’s sword and sent it flying to the other side of the room.

Holden fell backward onto his side, groping for the sword that was much too far out of his reach. He had been defeated. Julian’s eyes widened at his newfound position.

Holden swallowed hard. “Don’t be a fool, Julian. You know you need me alive.”

“I don’t need you,” Julian said, his words as cold as frost. “You are lower than scum, Holden. You would kill innocent people for the sake of power.”

“Are you going to kill me like you killed your brother?”

Julian had not been ready for the stinging words. The accusations coming from the venomous snake angered him deeply. He clenched his jaw, his veins protruding.

“What happened to my brother was his own fault.”

“Of course it was,” Holden said. “He deserved it.”

“I don’t need you alive,” Julian said. “You said so yourself as you stood there, so pious. All I need is the key around your neck and the medallion in your pocket.”

“You don’t know how to use the key.”

“I’m sure I’ll figure it out.”

Julian raised his sword.

Holden held out a hand and his chin began to tremble.

“I’ve seen the map, Holden. Marenon’s Map is in the castle, below Jekyll rock and I’ve seen it.” A grin formed at the corner of his mouth.

“Julian, please.”

Julian considered his words for a moment, realizing that Holden had dropped his pretentious demeanor and was now begging for his life. He truly was lower than scum and he now faced the prospect of dying that way. There was nothing left of the man but genuine fear.

With one quick motion, Julian thrust his sword forward and shoved it through Holden’s heart. There was no sound but for the man’s last feeble, wheezing attempt to breathe, then his eyes glazed and Ward Holden was no more.

Julian hurried to yank the key from Holden’s neck and pulled the red-jeweled medallion from his cloak. Why did Holden carry it with him? Surely Maroke would not have trusted him with such an object. Knowing Holden, he had probably stolen it and was planning something else entirely; perhaps even to turn against the Stühocs. There was no way to know now.

Julian raced out of the room and through the corridors, a strong hand held tightly against his bleeding shoulder. He had no fear of running into Stühocs, for most of them were responding to the raised alarm. Finally he made his way to where he had left the others overseeing the field of slaves. He instantly noticed the horde of Stühocs traveling up the mountainside with a determined viciousness. He now realized that his friend’s only move was to go up the mountain. He felt a small amount of guilt, knowing that he had abandoned them for the short time, but the decision had been worth it.

The sharp cry of the sarians soaring overhead toward the top of the fortress made him look up and notice Eden among those flying. He pulled out his sarian call from the chain around his neck and blew. The bird instantly recognized its master’s call and dipped toward the resonating sound to where Julian stood waiting.

“There’s a good girl,” Julian said, mounting the large beast. “Take me to the top, Eden, go!”

*****

Silas could hear the screams and chants of the Stühocs charging to the top of the mountain and Alric had brought the group’s attention to multiple pathways, at least seven of them all around. And there was still no sarian in sight.
What could be taking them so long? He stood and leaned against the pillar where the others had come to join him at the center, not wanting to be near the edge when the Stühocs eventually made their way to the top.

Garland kept looking at Silas and he couldn’t determine what the old man was thinking. Of course Silas felt at fault for all that was happening, but it wasn’t over yet. Lorcan and Coffman would be there, right?

“I’m sorry,” Silas said looking to each of them. “We shouldn’t have come here. Because of me you are all in danger.”

“You cannot blame yourself, Silas,” Garland said. “You were right to come here and we were right to follow.”

“I for one am glad you came, whatever the outcome,” Kaden added.

“I will remind you, we’re not dead yet,” Alric said. “Coffman and Lorcan are on their way. I can handle a few Stühocs at a time.”

We’re going to have to,
Silas thought.

“Look!” Alric shouted as he pointed upward at the shadowy figure soaring through the sky. At first everyone thought it was the sarians, but at a second glance, the blood drained from their faces as dread overtook them.

“What is that?” Silas said

“It’s Maroke,” Garland said. “He’s riding a dragon!”

“It’s the sarian’s nemesis,” Alric said, not taking his eyes away from the beast.

Maroke practically stood upon the saddle astride the monstrosity. The dragon was at least three times the size of an average sarian and was completely black with thick, sharp scales along its entire body. It let out a screech followed by a stream of fire.

Maroke flew around the entire plateau, rallying his Stühocs to push forward. His face revealed a maniacal bloodlust for battle, however small the fight would be.

Within moments of spotting Maroke in the sky, the first wave of Stühocs tore their way to the top, led by a group of Leapers.

“Here they come!” yelled Kaden.

All of them stood ready with their weapons held high. Silas looked at his feeble staff hoping it would manifest itself as Julian said it would. Kaden looked at Silas and pointed.

“Remember what I told you about how Stühocs fight?”

Silas racked his brain until he remembered what Kaden had told him back on Earth about the hordes of Stühocs whose power came only in large numbers.

“Meant to overrun,” Silas nodded.

Silas quickly glanced to his left and noticed Inga standing, focused in her position, a green orb of light surrounding her body.

“Inga!” Alric yelled. “Do it!”

Everyone watched Inga with confused looks until the burst of light sprang from her outstretched arms shooting toward the first surge of Stühocs. The light hit a group of Leapers with an explosion causing more than fifteen of them to fly in the air and over the side. The stench of seared flesh filled the air as she again sent the green light into the attacking horde. She did it again and again until finally the pathway began to collapse causing hundreds of Stühocs to fall to their crushing deaths.

Garland looked over at Inga who began focusing on the next path.

“How many paths are there?” he said.

“Seven at least,” Kaden answered.

He looked to Alric next. “Can she keep doing that?”

“Not forever, and don’t bother her, she’s transfixed!”

Another flash exploded from Inga’s arms for the next path. She blasted away until it too created a barrier to the plateau.
Only five left, Silas thought.

“Come on,” Silas said, struggling to his feet and motioning to the others. “We need to form a perimeter around Inga so she can keep blasting these paths.” Silas pointed at Alric and Kaden. “You two, control the path to the east! Grandpa, come with me to the west!

All of them heeded, but the Stühocs were beginning to flood in from all sides. As Inga focused on the third path, and the others defended theirs, it left two clear paths that immediately began filling with Stühocs.

Alric and Kaden charged through a group of Stühoc regulars and Leapers, hacking and wailing, blood splattering in all directions as they cried out in fury. Stühoc regulars flooded through by the hundreds. Garland and Silas ran toward their designated side when the massive black dragon landed only feet in front of them. Garland and Silas both fell backward at the sudden surprise. The dragon roared its cry of rage and swung its tail around, hammering Silas in the already throbbing ribs, flinging him to the ground. His vision went white as the pain spun through his body like a hurricane. Then he felt nothing. He tried to open his eyes, and perhaps they were open, but there was no sight. Was he dead? Was it that easy? Was it that simple to just die? This death was so unlike the first. He hoped and pleaded in his mind for strength to keep going. He couldn’t die yet.

No. He was not dead. Although he could no longer move his body, he noticed that he could hear perfectly. He knew his grandfather was ready, sword in hand. No person or Stühoc could combat his grandfather when he held a sword, but a dragon was something else entirely.

“Garland Ainsley,” he could hear Maroke speaking from the top of his dragon. “I never thought you would be so foolish to bring the one and only Meshulan into my territory.”

“He’s not yours!” Garland shouted. “He never will be!”

“That is not for you to determine.”

“You’re right,” Garland said. “It
is
his
decision.”

Maroke spat on the ground, disgusted at having to converse with the Human. “You will not survive this day, Garland Ainsley!”

The beast on which Maroke sat roared with ferociousness, clawing and snapping at its prey, forcing Garland to try and deflect with his ineffective sword.

Light began to show through into Silas’ eyes. As they opened, his vision slowly became clearer. He was on his side, and blood dripped from his mouth. The pain from his ribs had returned and he was now fully conscious, but he still could not move. On his side he could see the mortal battle happening between the Stühoc general astride his beast and the founder of the Dunarians. His head rolled slightly. He could see Inga in the distance protected in her magical sphere, daring the Stühocs to come anywhere near her. Within her green-bubbled shield stood Alric and Kaden, weapons dented and bloodied, crouching from the onslaught of Stühoc attacks. Silas’ eyes rested on the falling sun, a sun that was partially blocked by some mysterious bird flying in his direction. It was more than one bird. It was four of them. His eyes widened with recognition. Two of the sarians carried a harness. Lorcan and Coffman sat high on their two sarians. Silas watched motionless as one of the sarians dipped below the horizon out of sight and reappeared suddenly with another figure on its back. Julian!

Silas gathered every ounce of strength he had left to pull himself on all fours. His broken ribs dug into his inner flesh, and more blood spilled from his lips. The sarians came in with a collective shriek. While two of them gently placed Skarret on the ground near Alric, Kaden and Inga, the others tore through the mass of Stühocs surrounding them. The sarians used their large talons to grab the nearest Stühocs and throw them over the edge, as their riders, Coffman and Lorcan brandished their weapons to cut, slice and decapitate. Lorcan seemed to have been able to conjure up his bravery once again. Alric, Kaden and Inga began to fight more fiercely without the fear of being overrun. Many of the Stühocs began running back down the mountain, which caused an avalanche of Stühocs with hundreds falling to their deaths at once.

The sarians’ next target was Maroke’s dragon. They soared past the weary Garland and attacked the beast from all angles. Maroke’s only defense was to jump to the ground, away from the furious birds. Garland seized his opportunity and slashed at Maroke, knocking him off his feet. He rushed on top of the Stühoc leader and began beating him, smashing him in his face with his fists and the hilt of his sword. Maroke didn’t have the chance to get in one blow.

Silas looked in every direction for his staff until he spotted it, several feet away toward Garland and Maroke. He winced at the pain that drummed through his body as he crawled to the weapon. Once he reached it, he turned back to see his grandfather reaching for Maroke’s neck and tugging at something, ripping it free. Something small dangled from his grandfather’s hand. What was it? Silas squinted until he noticed the object. It was what had brought them to Marenon in the first place. Hanging from his grandfather’s grip was none other than the blue sapphire medallion of Canor for which they had both died.

Without warning Maroke reared back and kicked Garland in the gut pushing him off. He reached for his sword and swung around, taking advantage of Garland’s disorientation, and with a menacing grin on his face, he sliced the old man across the chest.

Silas tried to scream out but no sound would come. Garland jumped back and held his wound with his hand as he fell to the ground soundlessly.

Maroke marched over to Garland and raised his sword to finish him, when Silas finally found his voice.

“Stop!”

Maroke turned steadily and grinned an evil smile.

Slowly he walked toward Silas until he was only a few feet away.

“Child,” he said gently as if he were a father trying to coddle his hurt son. “Do you not see what these people have done to you?”

Silas put all his focus into breathing.

“They are warping you, telling you that you are meant to be this Meshulan! Perhaps you are. Only, do not let others dictate who you want to become. Perhaps you are meant to free the Stühocs,” he said. “Perhaps you are here to change our ways and make us better. We are sick, Silas! We need redemption as much, if not more than all of Marenon! Help us obtain it!”

Silas’ eyes fell on Garland. He could see the old man taking shallow breaths.

“You are beyond helping,” Silas said. “You would use me for your own purposes.”

“As would your grandfather,” Maroke said.

“I will never help you,” Silas repeated as his eyes narrowed in disgust.

“You are making the wrong choice,” Maroke said, his eyes getting darker.

“I’ve already made my choice,” he answered. “I am going to lead the Dunarians against your kind and rid Marenon of scum like you!”

“You are quite unwise,” Maroke said, eyes narrowing.

Energy began to course through his veins. His breathing came more deeply despite the pain. “As Meshulan, I will deliver Marenon from the fear of the Stühocs!”

Maroke tightened the grip on his sword and Silas hurriedly readied his staff, holding it like a sword.

Maroke let out a laugh. “You would attack me with your stick?”

Silas said nothing as he felt the wood begin to vibrate in his hands.

“So be it,” Maroke said. “If you will not willingly help us, then we will force you to help us, even if you are in pieces.”

Maroke charged forward and Silas gripped the staff as if it were a sword and swung it as hard as his strength would allow. He closed his eyes, and when the staff clashed against Maroke’s sword, he didn’t hear metal on wood, rather metal on metal, sparks flying with the smell of fire and smoke in the air.

Maroke could not hide his surprise at the transformation and neither could Silas, but he was not going to let the surprise get the best of him. He swung the shining, silver sword again and again pushing Maroke backward. He maneuvered in every direction just as Garland had taught him for all his young years. Maroke continued to move backward as Silas advanced with more intensity. Maroke must have realized he was getting too close to the edge for safety. They were now only feet from the edge of the precipice. Maroke tried to call for his dragon, but the sarians had outnumbered the beast and it had flown away, abandoning its master. Just at the edge, Silas stopped.

A confused look came across Maroke’s face as his attacker ceased fighting. Thoughts took Silas back to the moment when he first defeated his grandfather in training. That day he had learned to wait.

Maroke’s breath began to get heavier, his red eyes glaring in anticipation for Silas’ next move, but none came. The silence around them was deafening. In that moment it was as though no one was on top of the mountain but Silas and Maroke. Silas waited patiently, grimacing slightly at the pain in his ribs.

“What are you waiting for, Ainsley? Fight me!”

Silas didn’t move.

Finally, Maroke let out a heave of frustration and took a swipe at Silas’ head, sacrificing his footing in the process. Silas saw the move coming and ducked. As the blade swiped inches from his head he pointed his sword upward and shoved it through the ribcage of the Stühoc.

Maroke let out a deep cry and dropped his sword as Silas’ blade slipped through his body and out his back. Silas stood upright staring the Stühoc in the eyes. No words were needed. Silas’ defeat over the feared Stühoc was absolute. He lifted his leg and shoved Maroke off of his sword and over the edge of the plateau. Maroke fell without so much as a scream.

Silas dropped to his knees and his sword instantly turned back into shining, polished wood. He struggled to pull himself back up, leaning all of his weight on the staff as he hobbled toward his grandfather. In the distance he could see that most of the Stühocs were either on the run or were being dispatched one by one. The defeat of Maroke had shot a fear deep inside every one of them. Once he reached Garland he went to his knees again.

“Grandpa,” Silas said.

“Silas,” Garland’s voice was quiet and weak. Silas placed a hand on Garland’s injury, trying to stop the bleeding.

“It’s done, Silas.”

The words stung Silas’ chest worse than his broken ribs. He needed his grandfather. This was the second time in a week that his grandfather would die in his arms, except only this time it would be permanent. A painful tear crawled down Silas’ cheek at the thought.

“I don’t want to lose you again,” Silas said.

“It’s my time,” Garland said. He lifted his hand to show Silas the medallion. “We finally got it, didn’t we?”

Silas smiled, more tears dropping. “We did, Grandpa. We did.”

The others had finally finished off the rest of the Stühocs that were left on the top of the plateau, and were now watching and waiting as Garland and Silas spoke their final words to one another. The Stühocs were scared for now, but they would be back.

“You must take it,” Garland said placing the medallion in Silas’ hand. “Kaden is still your man, Silas. He will direct you where you need to go from here. The Reckoning is running its course as planned.”

“The Reckoning can’t happen without you, Grandpa.”

“You’re wrong, Silas. The Reckoning is
you. It has always been
you
that would carry out the mission.”

Silas’ tears fell freely. Why did it have to be this way?

“Remember what I have taught you,” Garland said.

“I will.”

“And Silas,” Garland said, his voice becoming more faint. “Find the Gatekeeper. He is the key to everything.”

“How do I find him?”

“You will find him.”

“How?” Silas’ grip on his grandfather’s hand became stronger while his grandfather’s weakened.

“You will find a way.”

Garland released his hold on Silas and closed his eyes. The only person that Silas had ever truly cared about in both of his lives was now dead. Garland Ainsley was gone forever.

 

  

Chapter Thirty-One

 


Julian Hobbes stood along with the rest of the council and some fifteen others surrounding the funeral pyre of Garland Ainsley on the western bank of the Zasca River, a few miles away from Jekyll Rock. Nalani placed a warm hand in his as they stared at the body where it would soon turn to ash. It was almost sunset and the river was blanketed by the sun’s shimmering warmth.

He looked to his left and saw Silas standing next to his former mentor, Kaden. Silas would be Kaden’s new project and Julian was fine with that. Julian’s training had long since finished and he knew Silas deserved to learn from someone like Kaden. Kaden still did not approve of Julian’s method of getting the medallion from Timugo, but the two had more or less reconciled over the argument. It was behind them now and they had gained some valuable allies in the process. He feared, however, that overall, their allies were thinning.

Julian’s gaze drifted to the faces of the rest of the council, one by one. The only ones he could trust from the council were Nalani and Kaden. The others, Katherine Fallera, Darius Umar, Myron Lloyd and Quincy Todd stood there innocently, probably contemplating their next move for takeover, but Julian smiled as he thought about how they would not be able to do any such thing. Ward Holden and Maroke were both dead. These were two key figures in their plot. Of course, the official story was told that Holden had fought with them gallantly, but his body had to be left behind. Julian knew the others had to accept this story as true as not to give away their position. He reached his hand in his pocket and felt the golden key that he had taken off of Holden. According to the traitor it was proof against the others on the council. Julian would have to confirm this proof before there could be any confrontation.

He also thought about the four medallions the Dunarians now possessed. The blue medallion of Canor, the white medallion of Timugo, the purple medallion of Farlaweer and the red medallion of Mudavé were all safe. Only a precious few knew they were now hidden underneath Jekyll Rock where only Kaden had access. Thanks to Garland, Julian also had access to the lower chambers of Jekyll Rock, but this was something he kept to himself. The less others knew about his knowledge, the safer he was. Until Julian and the others were able to obtain the other two medallions, the green medallion of the Erellens and the orange medallion of the Nestorians, there was no need to use any of the others, at least not yet.

Next to the golden key in his pocket lay the folded letter that his brother Morgan had given him. Julian had taken Garland’s advice and read the letter instead of destroying it, as he would have originally liked to do. He read the letter continuously until he had it memorized. He reread the message in his head, paying close attention to every word, every sentence, just to make sure it said what it blatantly meant to say.

 


To the esteemed Julian Hobbes,

I write this letter to you not only as your brother, but also as your king. As king it is my duty to choose a successor before my time in this land is done. By neglecting to do so, I leave the throne to ones whom I do not desire to sit upon it.

It is with many hours of thought and long heartfelt reflection that I name you, Julian Hobbes, as my successor to the throne at Farlaweer, to rule over Humankind throughout all of Marenon. Do not think of accepting this responsibility as an honor to your brother or king, (for I have been neither to you), but to the honor of Marenon. It can be better served by one with values that hold true to the principles of our father and those that wish and have always wished for the betterment of Humankind.

A copy of this letter has been personally handed to the royal magistrate by my own hand, along with the instructions to tell no one of its existence, or to contact you unless you specifically ask for it. I hope you will accept this responsibility. You would make our land stronger and our father proud.

Your King, your brother,

Morgan Hobbes

 


Julian had told no one about the letter, not even Nalani. He would eventually have to, of course, but there was much more work to be done. Within days Julian would be king over Humankind in Marenon and there was nothing the Stühocs could do to stop it. This, he knew, would be the path to destroying the Stühocs, fulfilling The Reckoning. He couldn’t help the pain that stabbed his heart, however. That night he and his brother fought on the balcony would forever haunt his dreams. Morgan
was
trying to reconcile with Julian and Julian had let him die. It was a hard truth that he was going to have to live with. He did, however, find some satisfaction in the death of Holden and Maroke, for the two were instrumental in his father’s death. Ruben Hobbes had been avenged.

The fire was lit. Julian felt sad for Silas that he had to come back into Marenon the way he did. He came into life as every other Human had in Marenon. There was no peace. There would be no peace until the Stühocs were gone. He pulled Nalani closer to him and kissed the side of her head. As long as Julian was alive, the fight for peace would go on. He now held the power to
make
peace happen.

*****

Silas held to his staff with one hand and wiped his eyes with the other as he watched his grandfather’s pyre burn brighter than the setting sun. It had been several days since their fight had taken place on the fortress plateau in Mudavé, and now Silas was being hailed as a hero throughout the city of Jekyll Rock. He didn’t feel like a hero, however. He felt as if he had lost everything. There was no direction for him to go. He knew he had to find the Gatekeeper, but that was all he knew. He didn’t know if he had the strength to ask more questions, and he certainly was not ready to search all of Marenon for some elusive man. Kaden was there, however, ready to take the next step with Silas when the time was right. He had promised to help Silas along the way and to get him ready for the months to come. The defeat of Maroke was only a small step in the right direction, Kaden had told him. There was much more work left to do and much more to be planned in The Reckoning.

Two hands gently grabbed ahold of Silas’ arm. Inga. Even amid his grieving, he felt a jolt in his heart every time he saw her. He was glad to see that Inga, Coffman, Lorcan and even Alric had decided to stay in the city of Jekyll Rock for a while. Alric joked that the Dunarians had paid him enough to retire, but Silas knew that none of them wanted to leave. He never asked, but he thought that perhaps Alric and the others had finally found what they had been looking for. Perhaps instead of going from job to job for money, helping the Dunarians was what best suited them. The decision about whether they would be granted a position with the Dunarians had yet to be determined. Many tasks were put on hold out of respect for Garland.

Every sarian, except for Skarret, soared overhead, honoring their fallen leader. The injury to Skarret was harsh and painful, Dublin had told them, and the creature wouldn’t be flying for several weeks.

Silas learned before the ceremony that funerals in Marenon were extremely rare for Humans. Most people did not desire to be observed more than once, but for someone with such renown as Garland Ainsley, a funeral was expected. It was a symbol of honor and respect.

He looked across the way and saw two men standing tall and strong, almost angelic. Their blonde hair and slender build gave away
what
they were, but
who
was a mystery. They were Erellens, perhaps friends of Garland’s or maybe they had fought beside him many years ago. He sighed and looked at Kaden.

“So, what happens next?”

Kaden turned his head from the flames to meet Silas’ eyes. “From the beginning I swore to protect you, Silas.” Kaden paused for a moment then continued. “The best way for me to do that is to train you for the fight ahead. Defeating Maroke was a victory, but it was a small victory. The Stühoc King Anithistor still drives his legions to a deeper hatred. A fallen general is easy to replace in his eyes.”

Silas shuddered slightly and turned his gaze back to the fire. He watched the smoke that rose into the darkening sky, feeling the pain of losing his grandfather again.

Wherever Garland was this time, he hoped that he was finally getting some peace and quiet.

The thought made him smile.
  

 


Book Two:

The Gatekeeper
  

Chapter One

 


Silas Ainsley was no stranger to death, but that didn’t mean they were friends. Even in this afterlife, death seemed to pursue him with vehemence.

The arrow flew at a blinding speed, finally embedding itself into the tree only inches from his head, as he dropped to the ground for safety. Whoever shot it had not intended to miss.

The trees surrounding him in the wooded terrain provided sufficient cover, but he would not be able to stay there for long. He glanced to the sky, noting that the light was fading, giving him maybe an hour before darkness stole the sky completely. He had been trying to track Kaden and Inga for a while now as part of his training. The three of them had gone into the woods just outside the city of Jekyll Rock during the early afternoon. They were teaching him to use magic. He had no sword, no bow and arrows. He also had not been allowed to carry the mystical staff of Uriah he obtained just over three months before. He had only been allowed to use the power of his mind; the magical power that flowed through his veins: the power of the Meshulan.

He knew the arrow that had missed him by inches was not from Kaden or Inga. They never fired at him, but only shouted, letting Silas know that he had left himself vulnerable and it was time to try again. Also, Inga never carried a weapon. Her magical powers were stronger and more effective than any sword or arrow could ever be. No. This was someone else. Someone who wanted Silas dead.

He knew he couldn’t stay on the ground. The would-be assassin saw him drop for cover, and would have obviously seen the arrow miss. Silas strained to hear any sort of sound; leaves rustling or twigs breaking under the pursuant foot of the assassin, but he heard nothing. Perhaps the attacker was watching for Silas to peek his head from behind the bushes, an arrow fixed in front of a trained eye that would not miss a second time. He had the gut-wrenching feeling that the assassin was on the move. He didn’t hear it. He didn’t see it. He could feel it.

Taking short, shallow breaths he dug his elbows into the dirt beneath him, pulling himself forward as quickly as possible. He knew he could not escape the shooter this way, but perhaps he could crawl to another point in the woods before he began to run. If his attacker was expecting him to stay still, this could heighten his chance of being missed by a second arrow. He wished that he had gotten a good look at whoever was after him. A brief glimpse was all he managed before taking to the ground; and all he had seen was a dark figure, possibly wearing a mask, but he wasn’t sure.

After a few more seconds of inching his way on the ground by his elbows and knees, he knew he could not keep moving in such a way. If the assassin caught up to him, Silas would be dead in a moment. He stood to a low crouch, in the hopes that the trees safely hid him from his follower. The assassin could be flanking Silas from either direction. With this in mind, Silas took off in a sprint, praying another arrow didn’t follow. As fast as his legs would allow, he ran in a zigzag pattern, jumping over fallen branches through the thick of the woods. The enemy would have a difficult time aiming directly at Silas with the sun going down, and tracking him would become more difficult. He didn’t doubt the assassin’s ability to find him in the dark, however.

He thought about Kaden and Inga. They would eventually start looking for him and shouting out his name to let him know that they were finished for the day. The pursuer would obviously hear them and perhaps kill them as well. Both of them were highly trained and competent individuals, but an unexpected arrow could kill even the greatest of warriors.

Silas had been on their trail for the last thirty minutes and was very close to tracking them down before the assassin had taken his shot. He wished more than ever that he had his staff. The staff of Uriah was a tremendous weapon that turned into anything the bearer needed in a moment of trouble. Silas almost never let the weapon out of his sight since he had used it to kill the Stühoc leader Maroke, but it now inconveniently rested in a strap across Kaden’s back.

After several long minutes of running as fast as he could, he stopped to listen, which proved difficult with his labored breathing. Apart from his own tired body, all he could hear was the summer wind blowing through the leaves above him, masking any sort of movement that could give him an indication of where his attacker might be. It didn’t matter. Silas knew he had not run far enough, and running was not necessarily the answer. It would only be a matter of time before the assassin tracked him down, and Jekyll Rock was in the opposite direction of where Silas now headed.

As his breathing calmed, he rested his body against a tree. Running away might have given him temporary respite, but he knew something else needed to be done. He searched the forest ground for something that might help him: a rock, a solid stick, anything. A few feet away he spotted a fallen tree branch and hurried to it. He grabbed one end and yanked up while he kicked at the middle with is foot. A loud crack echoed through the trees as the branch split in two. Silas winced and glanced up, fearing he had just given away his position. He hoped the branch’s usefulness would outweigh the risk. The split end seemed sharp enough to stab, but it was more about the comfort of holding something in his hands to make him feel less vulnerable. The stick would be no match against a trained fighter, but it was something tangible unlike the magic he had not even come close to mastering.

He leaned against the tree again and took a deep breath.
Magic.
He had been learning it at a rapid pace for the past three months, but that didn’t mean he was any good at it. Every time he used it, he felt drained and exhausted. Inga was a good teacher, but her abilities far surpassed Silas, which left him feeling like he could never be as skilled. He needed the magic to flow through him now more than ever. He had learned mostly defensive magic; they had spent little time on attacking. But perhaps that would help him here.

He tried to calm his mind, letting the magic of Marenon flow through him like a stream. He could feel it in his chest, his arms. He was going to use what he was best at. Defense. The shield he had been taught to use was effective, but the amount of time he could keep the green bubble of light around his body amounted to very little. His greatest strength was his ability to fight with a weapon, however, and he still felt most comfortable with a sword. But the branch would have to do. He would attack first and defend second.

He waited for several moments, listening more intently for any sign of the assassin. Above the whisper of the wind-rustled leaves in the treetops, he heard the sound of footsteps coming closer. The steps were slow and light, revealing that the walker was being cautious, anticipating his prey to be very near. Silas had not had the chance to cover his tracks and he had been easily followed. He hoped that the stick in his hands would prove effective. There would be only one chance to take out his pursuer.

The sounds of each step became louder as his tracker came closer to Silas’ exact location. This was it. With his back against the tree, Silas took in a deep breath and gripped the stick tightly like a spear. He waited until he was sure the assassin was only a few feet away. He closed his eyes one more time, gathering the strength within him to show no mercy, and to strike for the kill. With a scream like a wild man, Silas spun around with the sharp end of the wood, aiming for the assassin’s head. As he stabbed, the assassin swung his sword around and cut the stick in half, falling to the ground in the process. Silas stood unmoving when he saw the man flailing on the ground letting out swears and grunts. This was no assassin.

“Kaden?” Silas said, confused.

Kaden slapped his hand on the dirt, a look of anger on his face. “This is about magic, Silas! You aren’t supposed to attack with a weapon.”

Silas was unsure of what to say at first. Had Kaden been the one to fire the arrow at him? “I thought you were someone else,” he said.

Kaden pulled himself up from the ground and brushed off the leaves that clung to his hunting cloak and thick, brown and gray beard. “Who else would I be Silas? It was either me or Inga.”

“Did you fire an arrow at me earlier?”

“When?”

“Just a minute ago.”

Kaden shook his head. “Inga wouldn’t have either.”

“Exactly my point. Someone else is in these woods! Come on!”

Kaden heeded Silas’ words and followed him to cover behind a set of trees. They lowered themselves to the ground, searching for any sign that someone else might be near.

“Did you get a good look at him?”

“No,” Silas said. “He was wearing dark clothes, maybe a mask. I couldn’t tell. I felt the arrow go by and I took off.”

Kaden nodded, his eyes darting in every direction around the tree. He quickly unstrapped the staff of Uriah from his back and handed it to Silas. Once Silas’ hands wrapped round the staff, it instantly turned into a bow and arrow. They both glanced down at the weapon then to each other.

“That must mean he’s within range,” Silas whispered.

Kaden acknowledged this by resting his sword upright against the tree and pulling his own bow and arrow from his back.

“I’m jealous of your weapon, Silas Ainsley,” Kaden said as he readied the arrow.

Kaden had a right to be jealous. The staff of Uriah had been extremely useful to Silas and he had grown to depend on it. In their training, Silas had seen the staff turn into many weapons including a sword, bow and arrow, mace and a spear. It had even turned into a shield on one occasion. However, only Silas was able to wield the staff effectively. No other Human was able to use it. The magic of the staff only worked for someone who was born in Marenon, and since Silas was the only Human to fit that requirement, he was the only one with the ability to use the staff.

There was such a mystery surrounding the reason Humans were in Marenon. Nobody understood why, but some Humans who died on Earth, were sent to Marenon to live. But there were limits to the life they could have. No Human could reproduce in Marenon. No Human had ever been born here. None, that is, until Silas. His father had been Human and his mother, Erellen. The Erellens were the fair-skinned race of beings, who resided in the northeast region of Marenon. But surely his parents had not been the only Human and Erellen couple to have existed. Silas was the fulfillment of a prophecy that the first Human to be born in Marenon would be the Meshulan, the Erellen word for deliverer.

Initially, there was some speculation as to whom Silas would be delivering, for the prophecy awkwardly left out this piece of information. However, with Silas’ defeat over the Stühoc lord, Maroke, he had made his decision. His purpose was to deliver all of Marenon from the oppressive Stühocs. That was the reason Kaden had been training Silas so intensively, and why Silas’ responsibility was so much greater than it had ever before. That was probably why someone was sent to kill him.

Silas held the bow and arrow ready in his arms, searching carefully for the assassin. The staff did not direct Silas to where the danger lurked; it only equipped him with the proper tool. Sometimes Silas felt like the staff was training him, as Julian Hobbes had told him before they had entered Mudavé. He knew the staff would begin to give him more control as he became more proficient. He had not yet mastered what weapon would be best for every situation, and it had not yet let him choose. At times this was frustrating, but it kept him out of his comfort zone, which Kaden said was a good thing. It also made his training more effective. The staff’s unwillingness to allow Silas to choose his weapon was invaluable now because it let him know that the assassin was in range to be shot with an arrow, but not close enough to be fought with a sword.

“Sometimes I wish this thing would aim and shoot for me,” Silas whispered. “Why isn’t Inga with you?”

“We split up,” Kaden answered. “She thought you might try to follow us through to the western trail.” He scanned his surroundings. “She wasn’t too far off.”

Silas held firm to his weapon, wishing he could see his attacker. Looking through the slim openings of all the trees produced no sort of help, but that’s when he heard the sound. It was as subtle as the wind, but the wind did not blow in that particular moment which is probably why he was able to hear the noise. Behind him he could hear the tension of a bowstring being pulled back slowly. His head jerked around to look behind him, causing him to see the dark figure crouching only twenty yards away, his eyes aiming through the thin, black mask. Silas managed to yell out for Kaden to take cover as he too leapt to the side. The arrow soared near him, missing Silas by inches.
How did he get behind us?

Kaden jumped in the opposite direction of Silas, creating two targets, so the assassin ran forward to the nearest tree. While the attacker had his defenses down, Kaden let an arrow fly. Silas too pulled back on his string and sent an arrow sailing into the tree. An arrow instantly appeared in Silas’ hands after he shot his first. He wasn’t sure how the assassin got behind them, but he was at least happy to have him pinned down.

Kaden and Silas both stood in position, arrows pulled back, trained on the tree the assassin used for cover. If he so much as flinched, he would be a dead man. The assassin had almost won, but he stood no chance now. They moved in slowly, creeping their way to flank the stranded warrior. When the masked man was nearly in view, a sudden white light burst from where he stood, blinding both Kaden and Silas, sending their arrows flying in random directions. Without the ability to see, Silas could hear the loud grunt of the assassin as he ran toward them. He felt the bow and arrow turn instantly into a shield, so he instinctively held it up. He knew his instincts were correct because he felt a sharp pain in his arm as the attacker crashed into his shield. Silas stumbled backward, just as he began to regain his sight. Again the masked man swung his large sword at Silas and it landed square in the middle of the shield, this time throwing Silas off his feet. The shield tumbled from Silas’ grasp, turning back into a useless staff instantaneously. He was defenseless.

The assassin was a terrifying sight. The man wasn’t very tall, but his muscles bulged through the gaps in his metal armor. The dark mask he wore only showed his bloodthirsty eyes. His movements were quick and relentless.

The man rushed forward, his sword held high, howling with determination. Silas had no time to reach for the staff and he lay frozen in place. He closed his eyes, willing the magic to flow through him, now begging it to finally work. The assassin swung his sword with all his might at Silas’ head, but a sudden burst of green light appeared around Silas’ body deflecting the blow, sending the assassin’s sword sailing to the side. The magic had worked. With the assassin disarmed, Silas now stood a chance, but something wasn’t right. The green shield was still around him, but Silas had never been able to use the magic for longer than a fleeting moment. Normally he could only make it stay around his body for a second or two, but time was beginning to pass and he didn’t even feel an effect. His confidence began to soar. He felt like a Sorcerer.

The assassin reached for his sword and turned to attack Silas again, but he stopped, when something beyond Silas caught his attention. Then without warning a flash of blue lighting crashed into the enemy, throwing him to the ground. Inga stood behind Silas, all her attention focused on the assassin.

In that same moment, Kaden came running to Silas’ side, sword in hand. Everything had happened so fast, but they finally had him.

“Good thing you aren’t any good at covering your tracks, Silas, or I might not have been here to save your hide,” Inga said coolly.

Silas then realized that the green magic shield was not that of his own doing, but hers. She glanced at Silas with a grin on her face. He looked down at the ground, embarrassed, not wanting to face her flashing green eyes. He should have learned the magic by now.

“Thanks,” Silas said awkwardly.

He walked over to his staff to pick it up, and it turned into a dagger in his hands. Kaden held his sword ready as he watched for the assassin to make a move. Inga stood ready to blast him with some sort of spell. Silas stepped forward, wanting answers.

The man held his head with one hand while his other lay on the ground empty. He had been defeated. Silas wondered if the staff wanted him to slice the man’s throat since it had turned into a simple dagger. The man on the ground didn’t seem to be a threat any longer.

“Be careful, Silas,” Kaden warned.

Silas stood over the dazed attacker.

“Who are you?” Silas demanded.

The masked man glanced up at Silas and began to laugh an eerie spiteful laugh that made Silas cringe. Who was this guy? Three people surrounded him, ready to kill, and he was laughing.

“Stop it!” Silas yelled.

The laughing became harder and shriller. Kaden and Inga exchanged glances. Silas dared to move closer, ready to shut the man up for good when from out of nowhere, he heard a deafening explosion behind them. The blast shook them as all three ducked to the ground, looking back to see a tree completely consumed by fire.

Silas looked back to the assassin, but he had vanished.

“He’s gone!” Silas shouted. He began to frantically search in every direction as he felt the dagger in his hands change into a bow once again. If the staff changed, that meant there was still a chance of danger.

“Can you see him?” Inga asked.

“There!” Silas shouted when he spotted the man in the distance.

Maybe fifty yards away, the assassin stood, staring at them, probably mocking them in his mind. Silas took no time to ponder why the assassin stopped or why he had tried to kill Silas at all. He simply pulled back the arrow in his bowstring, took aim, and fired.

His arrow quickly found its target and sliced through the assassin’s left arm and out the back. The man let out a terrible scream. In his anger and fury, he sent another commotion of random explosions throughout the woods, and the others took cover. Inga set up another shield around each of them in case one should happen to land near, but it didn’t keep Silas from feeling the heat of each blast. The smoked thrust its way into his nostrils, causing his nose and throat to burn. Each explosion pounded his ears like fireworks going off next to him. The green shield kept any of them from dying, or getting injured severely, but Silas wasn’t sure the explosions were meant for harm, but only as a diversion for the assassin’s escape. When the smoke finally cleared, there was no sign of the enemy. Inga dropped her shield from around them, and Silas cursed loudly, slapping the wooden staff against the ground.

“We almost had him!” he yelled. “How did we let him get away so easily? What was that?”

“Simple magic,” Inga said. “I should have been ready to stop it.”

Kaden stroked his beard looking off into the direction of where the assassin had run. “This isn’t good, Silas,” he said.

“Yeah, I didn’t think it was,” he answered, pulling himself off the ground.

As they walked cautiously through the woods back to Jekyll Rock, Kaden decided it would be best to tell the rest of the Dunarian Council about what had happened that evening. He felt the council might hinder what Silas had to do next, but it was important that they know about the attack.

Silas had grown tired of reporting to the council. They had insisted that they know everything about his day-to-day training and progress. He wished his grandfather was still alive and on the council.

Garland Ainsley. In his last breaths, Silas’ grandfather told him that he needed to find the Gatekeeper of Marenon for his next phase in The Reckoning. Silas knew The Reckoning was a complicated operation formed by Garland and the Dunarian Council to help find Humanity’s purpose in Marenon. Humans had been coming through for thousands of years, and only a handful at a time, and no person in the land knew why except for this mysterious Gatekeeper.

The next move for Silas and Kaden had nothing to do with training. Ready or not, it was time for Silas to move forward with his responsibilities. Traveling would be dangerous. The assassin had only been injured, not killed. Silas had hoped for a better shot that would have at least left the man immobilized, but he feared the injury only added fuel to the assassin’s fury.

Finding the Gatekeeper would be difficult enough. Finding the Gatekeeper with an assassin on his trail would make it impossible.

 

  

Chapter Two

 


Julian Hobbes stared at the golden key in his hand as it shined in the light of the setting sun, wondering what it could open. Ward Holden had told him that it was the key to proving that most of the Dunarian Council was plotting against the Humans of Marenon. He didn’t understand why they would do this, for they were Humans too. Was it power? Greed? Did they fear that the Stühocs would eventually take over all of Marenon and they wanted to be in their good graces? Julian assumed it was probably for all of these reasons.

He sat up in the chair on the balcony, which was just off of his bedchamber. The responsibilities of ruling at Farlaweer had been proving too much for the new Human king of Marenon. He had taken a different room with a very different view than that of the royal chamber. Too many bad memories flooded that place.

Some servants objected to Julian’s choice at first, but he didn’t care. He didn’t need the lavish, oversized room. He just needed a place to be by himself with time to think. His new bedchamber was spacious as well, and the balcony provided a wonderful view of the city. Guards still stood outside his doors, and the servants were sure to make the room as comfortable and royal as possible. He was the Human sovereign of Marenon. He deserved nothing less. Of course, Julian didn’t think this way. He didn’t ask to be king. His brother asked him.

The letter left to him by Morgan declared Julian to be the king in the event of Morgan’s passing. Julian deeply regretted what had transpired between the two of them. A day didn’t pass without his thoughts drifting to that terrible night. He could have let his brother live, but he chose not to. No one knew that Morgan’s death had not been an accident. Obviously it would have to stay that way. If word got out that Julian had killed the king and days later took the throne, Julian would be ousted, possibly executed by the Royal Guard. The people, however, would have praised him for it.

The responsibility of cleaning up his brother’s mess was a daunting task. On his first day as king, Julian had ordered the disbanding and destruction of the gauntlet-bridge on the river near Canor that had been responsible for killing thousands of Humans for no good reason. He also fired most of Morgan’s former staff and threw the close personal advisor, Spencer, into the dungeon. Julian had been sure that Spencer would know some sort of information about the key Julian had taken off of Ward Holden’s body, but he had not even had the chance to ask the man himself. Duties of the kingdom were cumbersome and Julian had found no time for himself or personal time with others.

He rubbed his tired face as his thoughts drifted to Nalani. These last three months had been rough for the two of them. Not only had she never answered his proposal for marriage, he had only seen her twice since he had taken on the kingship. Daily, he was bombarded with learning how to do various tasks and trying to manage the kingdom. He had tried to hire most of the advisors that had worked for his father. Some happily obliged, relieved to have a different king on the throne, while others saw him as no different from his spoiled brother, Morgan.

They would see differently, Julian thought.
Someday.

This had been the first time Julian had any quiet moment to himself in months, and only because he had demanded it. His advisors were in place. His rule was set in stone. Few doubted King Julian Hobbes. Citizens knew his agenda and his stance. He was planning to make peace with the Erellens and make war with the Stühocs who were attacking Human homesteads and villages up and down Marenon. Most of the battles they had fought thus far were against smaller bands of Stühocs, and the Stühocs had not advanced much farther than the Midland Pass.

The newly famous Silas Ainsley, the so-called Deliverer of the Humans, had overshadowed Julian’s rule. Word traveled quickly after Silas slew the Stühoc, General Maroke, and he was being hailed as a hero among the Humans.
As he should.
Julian had been in the thick of it all. As a member of the Dunarian Council, Julian had been essential in carrying out The Reckoning, the move toward bringing down the Stühocs. Silas’ grandfather, Garland, had told Julian that The Reckoning
was
Silas and that the goal wasn’t necessarily to destroy the Stühocs, so much as to find out the reason for Human existence in Marenon. In Julian’s mind though, his purpose in The Reckoning was to get rid of the vile Stühocs for good. Although Humans could not reproduce in Marenon, that did not mean they were not an established part of the land. The Stühocs were trying to become the dominating force, and Julian aimed to stop them no matter the cost. The Reckoning wasn’t for the Erellens or any other people-group in Marenon. It was for Humanity.

He missed being able to talk to Nalani about these things. Her perspective and support were vital to him. He didn’t know what she was doing at that particular moment, and he didn’t know if she wanted him to know. When he told her about the letter from his brother, she didn’t say much. She supported him, of course, but Julian had the feeling that she knew what it would mean. He had asked her again to marry him, but she reluctantly told him that she could not think about that sort of thing yet. There was so much happening with the Dunarians and she was not ready to abandon her post.

“Half of them are traitors!” Julian had argued.

“There’s no way for you to know that,” she said turning away. “You’re basing that off the word of a man who
was
a traitor, Julian. He’s just trying to get you to turn against the rest of them.”

Julian held the key out for her to look at it. “He told me this would lead to real information. He told me it was proof of the council’s disloyalty. I believe him because he said all of this right before he tried to kill me! He didn’t expect me to live and try to confirm his claims.”

She turned on him sharply. “Until it has led to proof, then I will not pretend it’s real.” She sighed and turned away. “You seem to wish it were true.”

The words stung Julian. Kaden had said something similar to him when Julian had approached his mentor about it. Of course Julian didn’t want it to be true, but he couldn’t ignore the possibility. Nalani had begun to walk out of his room in Jekyll Rock and he had reached out and grabbed her arm firmly.

“You’re not going,” he said.

She wrenched her arm away from his, her face flushed with anger. “I am on the Dunarian Council, Julian Hobbes. I will remain on the Dunarian Council.”

“I want you to come with me to Farlaweer.”

Nalani waited a long moment, no doubt trying to think of the right words to say. “Things are different now,” she said. “I love you. I’ve always loved you, but right now we both have responsibilities we must take care of. I’ve been planning a mission to Voelif to snatch the orange medallion. You’ve got to use your new royal status to help make the Erellens ally themselves with us. Only then can we have all six medallions. Maybe in another time Julian…” She paused, and took a deep breath. “Maybe.”

She turned away, tears forming in her eyes. She hated what she had to say, but Julian knew she was right. He loved her more than anything in the world, but their paths were drifting apart and he couldn’t force her come with him.

He hated that he was so far from her. She had probably already left for Voelif. He had offered to help her with the mission in any sort of way, but they both knew that it was an offer of desperation, another attempt to stay connected somehow. He slumped lower in his chair, watching as the sun set over Farlaweer. He loved her more than she loved him, he knew, but it didn’t matter. He would get her back when The Reckoning was finished. When the Stühocs were defeated and peace was in Marenon once again, maybe, just maybe, the two could find the time to be together.

He rubbed a hand through his long, dark hair. Nalani would eventually be in danger if what Holden had told him were true. She was at least safe from the council for the time being, although being sent on a mission to Voelif would place her in a new danger, assigned to her by the council. Julian knew that if he didn’t find out the truth about the council, he would never feel comfortable with Nalani’s dedication to them. He clutched the key in his hand until his knuckles turned white. With all the responsibilities, with all the requirements that demanded every moment of his new life, Julian decided immediately that he would not focus on anything else until the mystery of the Dunarian Council was solved.

He stood from his seat, beginning to pace, deep in thought. He considered the possibility of traveling to Jekyll Rock and confronting the council on their own turf, but he knew this would be foolish. His thoughts drifted to that moment when he had crept into the castle and saw Spencer in a meeting with Ward Holden and Maroke. Holden and Maroke were dead. The only person that could possibly know anything about the key would be the man chained in the lower dungeons only a short walk from Julian. For Julian’s three months of rule, he had never gone to question the scoundrel. Julian feared how he would act toward the man that had plotted his father’s death. As far as Julian knew, Spencer was the only man left alive that had a hand in the murder. A last bit of retribution remained if Julian would choose to avenge his father. It would take only a word from Julian, and Spencer would be taken out and executed. Or if Julian preferred, he could simply pull out his dagger and kill the man himself. Either would be kept quiet, and no one would have to know. The people of Marenon would probably praise him for it anyway. Unfortunately, Julian needed the snake alive. The time for learning his kingly duties was over. The responsibilities of his day-to-day routine would have to be put on hold. This would be the day to discover the truth.

Without another thought, he stormed out of his bedchamber, and the guards instantly saluted him as he passed by. He made his way down several long flights of stairs and through a dark corridor that was rarely used on the west wing of the castle. The corridor led to another door, protected by two more guards. They unquestioningly began to open the door for him. The passageway beyond the door led to an annex of the castle that was completely sealed off from the rest of the structure. It took several moments for the guards to pull the wheel that latched the door shut. It was impenetrable and could not be opened from the other side, so Julian would have to leave the doors opened behind him.

It was customary for one of the guards to accompany the king or any other high official that might be going into the dungeons, but Julian held up a hand, refusing the guard. He didn’t want anyone watching. He didn’t know how the interrogation would turn out, and he knew his own temper. The presence of an escort would encourage restraint on his part, which is exactly why he refused it. Such a refusal would be ignored were he any other person in the land. Even the military commander Robin would be denied access to the dungeons without an escort. He held out a hand and asked the guard for the dungeon keys and the guard complied without question.

The dark, damp passage beyond the door captured a sense of eeriness. The soundless dungeon beyond would be empty of other prisoners save for one small cell. Julian took a short step forward, hating that he even had to go into such a foul place. He doubted many kings before him had even been in the dungeons. It was a place meant for dirty work with which the king should never have to worry himself. Julian was still new to all of this, and he didn’t quite trust anyone for this sort of work anyway. Sure, he had Spencer questioned by the guards, but he never expected anything from it. He had known from the beginning that he would have to face the weasel himself.

The walk down the passageway seemed to take too long. He supposed that it was a good thing, making the dungeons so far from the main part of the castle. Only the soft echoes of his footsteps kept him company, adding to his feeling of isolation. As he walked further and further, he began to wonder if he should have had one of the guards come with him after all.

He shook his head. No. This was his job, alone.

At the end of the passage he came to another door. It too could only be opened from the outside. He turned another wheel to unlatch it, and it swung open with a loud groan. A blast of cold air hit his chest while the smell of Human waste and rot assaulted his nostrils. Instinctively, his hand covered his mouth and nose, trying in vain to block the odor. Prisoners of the Farlaweer dungeons never got the luxury of a bath. Although there was only one prisoner that currently stayed there, the stench had been left from the many prisoners that had been there before. A prisoner would only be given a meal once per day. The cell would be cleaned once per week. It was a filth-hole that meant only to serve as a temporary holding place for the worst of criminals before they were imprisoned indefinitely somewhere to the south of Farlaweer. He walked by many cell doors. Each of them was a simple barred cage like any jail cell Julian had ever seen. Spencer’s cell was separate, however. At the end of the row was a door, closed off to the rest of the dungeon. Julian held up the keys he had been given by the guard and inserted the correct one. Before turning the key, he took a deep breath, not knowing exactly what he would say to Spencer. He had to be confident, knowing he couldn’t go into that cell with apprehension. He had to go in full-force, letting Spencer know that he hadn’t yet ruled out the option of killing him on the spot.

With his jaws clenched and anger swelling, he swung open the cell door. He wasn’t prepared for what he saw. Spencer sat shriveled in a corner. If he had not been breathing, Julian would have thought the man was dead. He didn’t even have the inclination to look up to see who might be visiting him. It was as if he didn’t care or he had given up. Three months in darkness, with hardly any food and the stench of his own excrement, had taken its toll on the man. Julian stared at him from the doorway, unsure of what to say. Would Spencer even be responsive? The man had always looked frail and grimy, but this was a new level of fragility. As much as he hated to admit it, Julian almost felt bad for him. He shook his head, pushing sympathetic emotions aside.

This man would have us all dead if he had his way.

“Spencer,” Julian said, his voice bouncing off the bare walls of the dungeon.

Spencer’s head lolled slightly. He brought his hand to his eyes to shield the light behind Julian as he began to look up.

“Who is it?” His voice was barely above a whisper.

“Stand up.”

Spencer’s head simply dropped back down to his chest.

“I said stand up!” Julian shouted.

Spencer took a deep breath. “Julian,” he said. His deep breath turned into a chuckle and his chuckle into a laugh from the belly. It was a menacing laugh that should not have been coming from such a frail creature. Julian wanted to kick him. Whatever feeling of sympathy he may have had a moment before had all but disappeared.

“I wondered when you’d be coming to visit,” he said, wiping his eyes.

“Stand up, you filth!”

It took a moment for the frail Spencer to find the strength to bring himself off the ground, but using the wall to support his weight, he was finally able to stand, slouched and beaten.

“Your Highness?”

“I’m here to ask you something.”

“I’ve been asked all the questions, Your Highness,” Spencer said disgustedly.

“You haven’t answered this one.” Julian reached inside his cloak and pulled out the golden key. “What does this key open?”

Spencer’s eyes betrayed his knowledge of the object, but he was not going to gratify his enemy.

“It’s just a key, Your Highness,” Spencer said looking at the floor. “I’ve seen plenty of those.”

“You lie!” Julian said, stepping closer to the prisoner. “This key is the only one of its kind isn’t it?”

Spencer shook his head. “I’ve seen hundreds.”

Anger seethed through Julian’s veins. He knew the man was lying to him. “You will rot in here for the rest of your days if you don’t tell me the truth.”

Spencer managed to look up at Julian and meet his eyes for the first time. “You mean you plan a different ending for me?” he asked dryly.

“If you tell me what this key is for, I will consider making your sentencing easier. You won’t be sitting here in your own filth.”

Spencer considered the king’s words then lowered his head again. “I’ve seen hundreds of them.”

Julian raised his arm and slapped Spencer with the back of his hand. Blood instantly began to trickle from the undernourished skin on the prisoner’s cheek.

“What does the key open?” He slapped Spencer again across the other side, this time the man fell to ground, whimpering in pain, unable to even try to deflect the blows.

Julian bent down and pulled him up by the neck, forcing the captive to look him in the eyes. He held the man with one hand easily and with the other he pulled out his dagger from underneath his cloak. Spencer’s eyes went wide with fear.

“Tell me now, or you will die here.”

“You’d kill me like you did your brother?” Spencer managed. Julian tightened the grip on the man’s neck. He wouldn’t even need the knife to kill him. As he held tighter, he began to feel the throat give beneath his grip until finally, Spencer tried to wheeze out a few words. He was ready to talk.

Julian let go of Spencer’s neck and shoved him to the ground. “This is your last chance. I swear if you lie to me again, I’ll cut your head off, myself.”

Spencer sat himself upright against the wall, coughing and wheezing from the death grip Julian had administered. After a long moment of trying to compose himself, he looked back up at the furious king and began to speak.

“I don’t know how much Holden told you,” he said. “All I know is that it’s a key to a door, a door that seals information.”

“What kind of information?” Julian asked, testing the frail man.

He shook his head. “Information about who was on our side.” Spencer’s mouth formed into a smile, but was quickly replaced with a cough. “You won’t like what you find, Your Highness.”

“What exactly will I find?”

“Proof. Your Dunarian Council members are not as loyal as you think they are,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean the Dunarian Council used you. Probably still are, somehow.”

“They were in league with you, Maroke and Holden?” Julian asked.

Spencer nodded. “Every last one of them that I know of. That is, except Kaden and your precious Nalani.” He let out another wheezing cough.

“Where can I find this door?”

Spencer shrugged. “The forests are filled with villages and towns south of Farlaweer. All I know is it’s in one of them just outside of the forest. Go to a small village called Homestead, northeast of Clover Mountain.” He let out another cough, thick with phlegm. “Once there, you’ll ask for a man named Wilkes. Show him the key and he’ll show you the proof.”

“What kind of proof is it?” Julian asked.

“Holden never showed me, he only told me what I just told you.”

Julian nodded then wordlessly turned to leave. He stopped when he heard the disgust in Spencer’s voice.

“You’re still going to let me rot in here?”

Julian turned slightly, not quite looking at Spencer. “Only if you’re telling the truth. If you’re lying then I’m going to kill you myself.”

He walked from the cell and slammed the door shut, leaving Spencer in his own waste.

 

  

Chapter Three

 


The Stühocs destroyed the entire village. They had started by torching it with flaming arrows and when they were satisfied with that, they charged into the village square. It was a farm village with perhaps two hundred people. Three of the villagers managed to escape, and one of them barely had any life left in him. The three sat huddled in the mouth of a cold, damp cave in the hills above the village. As they shivered, they silently watched the smoke of the village fluttering serenely, almost mockingly in the setting sun. Most of the fire had already gone out because there hadn’t been much to burn.

Dink’s jaw clenched as he watched the Stühocs make camp among the ashes and dead bodies of the villagers. The foul Stühocs didn’t lose a single soldier in the conflict. Then again, it had hardly been a conflict at all. It was a massacre. Once the Stühocs had cut the number of survivors down to about fifty villagers, they started to round up the rest and tie them up with rope. Dink hadn’t been in Marenon for more than a few months, but he knew it wasn’t normal for the Stühocs to take so many prisoners. From what he had learned, the Stühocs desired mostly to kill. After watching, horrorstruck, as row-by-row, barred carriages passed through the smoldering village ruins, it seemed that they had been busy picking up prisoners all across the central region of Marenon. There were hundreds of carriages filled with prisoners. He wondered silently to himself what the foul Stühocs might be planning.

He held a canteen to Richard’s mouth, tilting it slightly until the last of the cool water was swallowed. Richard nodded his thanks and Dink took another long look at the arrow protruding from the man’s chest. The arrow must have missed the heart because Richard was still alive, but the blood seeped through enough to show that his time was limited.

“Don’t even think about trying to take it out,” Richard said.

Dink nodded and glanced at Emma who sat against the cave wall, staring blankly at the village. She had not been injured, but shock was apparent on her face. He turned his head back down to the dying man.

“What do you suppose we do?” he asked, knowing there wouldn’t be a good answer.

Richard started to sit up straighter, but the pain was too great. With a slight groan, he slumped back down and breathed slowly.

“You and Emma need to go north,” he said. “You’ll find safety there and you’ll be able to warn the northern villages. If you can make it to them, they won’t face the same fate as our own. They’ll at least be able to put up a fight.”

“There were hundreds of them,” Dink said, “maybe a thousand.”

“And if you don’t warn the villages, they will be taken by surprise,” the man let out a deep painful cough mixed with saliva and blood.

Dink watched him sadly, unable to help him in any way.

“It’s coming,” Richard said.

“What is?”

“It’s here.”

In that moment, Richard’s eyes went wide and his body began to shudder slightly. With one final breath, he reached out to Dink, but his hand dropped to his side as he closed his eyes and fell silently asleep, breathing no more.

Dink sat petrified. He had seen a hundred or more people die that day, but this had been the hardest. Richard had become a friend. The man had been the village leader, and all who lived there had looked to him for guidance in every aspect of their lives in Marenon. Losing him was surreal. Dink had only been in Marenon a few months, but he had found this village, just weeks after surviving the gauntlet in Canor, a sick game set up by the previous king. He had been searching for his wife and found her among the people of this village. She had been there for two years. Richard had taken her in and treated her like a daughter. When Dink showed up at the village, Richard called for a celebration feast, for they had heard many stories from Emma about Dink, and how much she wanted to be with him again. Fate had brought the two together. Dink found happiness with his wife once again and a new satisfaction with his work in the village. There was a certain peace about it that captured everything he had wanted out of his previous life. It was ironic that it had taken death to finally make Dink happy.

Now he stared outward as the flames of the Stühocs incinerated his happiness. He cursed them for their callousness. They came in and destroyed on a whim, not caring about the sacred lives of the people. Dink wanted to help those who were taken prisoner, but Richard was right. He and Emma needed to warn the villages to the North. What good would one man and one woman be against an army of Stühocs? Trying to free the prisoners would be folly.

He wiped the sweat from his forehead and scooted next to Emma. He wrapped one of his big arms around her and stroked her long, brown hair. She buried her head in her arms, tears flowing uncontrollably. Dink’s heart ached to see his wife in such pain.

“Emma,” he managed, not knowing what to say. What could he say? She had just lost most of the people in this world that were important to her. He would wait. She didn’t need to be hurried. They would be traveling through the night to reach the northern villages and it would be an exhausting trip. He looked again to the smoke, then to the Stühocs below.

In a split second, fear tore into Dink. At the bottom of the rocky hill, he could see a patrol of Stühocs slowly making their way to the top. The path they took led straight to where he and his wife sat. His sudden surprise caused Emma to look up as well, and she saw the same thing. He looked at her, wishing he could ask if she were ready to move, but it wouldn’t matter. It was time to leave.

“We can’t let them see us,” he said.

She nodded, wiping away the last bit of her tears as she set her jaw firmly. Weaponless, they took each other by the hand and crouched low as they moved from the mouth of the cave to the outer edge and up. Dink feared with each step that their movements would be spotted. His fear changed to terror because within seconds of leaving the cave entrance they were seen by the patrol. One of the Stühocs shouted to a few soldiers below while the other three sprinted up the path. Dink was at least relieved to be in an area where there were tall boulders in every direction. It wouldn’t be impossible to lose the pursuers. They clambered up the hill, but they were moving too slowly. The two were in good shape, but they would never be able to outrun the furious Stühocs who had battle-trained stamina.

They looked in every direction searching for some place to hide or some weapon to use. Emma looked further up the hill and saw a giant rock surrounded by trees at the edge of the forest.

“Let’s go there!” she pointed. “They might split up on the path below and pass us by.”

“It’s worth a try,” Dink agreed. They sprinted up the hill as thoughts of survival quickly replaced the thoughts of mourning for their loss. They climbed to the peak of the largest boulder, hidden among a patch of bushes and trees. Emma stood quiet to listen, but Dink grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her around.

“What are you doing?” she asked him.

“You need to run,” Dink said. “Go on without me. I’ll stay behind and distract them, while you keep running north.”

Emma shook her head violently. “We stay here!”

“If we stay here they’ll probably catch us both.”

“What exactly do you plan to do?” she asked.

Dink waited a moment and said nothing.

“Please don’t go down there,” she pleaded.

“I’ll be fine,” he said. “There are only a few of them.” He reached down and picked up a fist-sized rock. “Besides, I’ve got a pretty good throwing arm.”

“That’s the dumbest idea I’ve ever heard!”

“It’s better than getting caught up here,” he said. “It’s all I’ve got, do you have a better idea?”

Emma said nothing, still angry that Dink was putting her in the position of being the sole survivor while he sacrificed himself. “What if they kill you?”

Dink could feel her limbs shake underneath his grip. “You keep running. No matter what you hear or see, don’t stop until you know you are safe. I’ll catch up with you soon, I promise.”

Emma squeezed him tight and then kissed him on the lips. She had lost so much, but to lose her husband would be losing absolutely everything.

Dink held her out at arm’s length. “Go.”

With a hesitant step she turned and ran.

Dink watched for a moment as she made her way up the side of the hill, then he looked down to his hand, turning the rock over. What was he thinking? Did he really believe he could defeat a group of Stühocs with a small stone? He probably wouldn’t, but it would give Emma enough time to get away. That was all that mattered. If the soldiers had the desire, they could track the two of them together easily, and would eventually catch up. At least this way, he could keep their attention and give Emma plenty of time to get away.

He walked back down the path, and when he came to the fork, he waited. Gradually, he could hear the loud breathing and heavy steps of the Stühoc soldiers. When they came around the bend, they spotted him immediately and stopped, weapons held ready.

Dink stood, casually tossing the rock up and down in his palm.

“Evening gentlemen,” Dink said. “Nice weather ain’t it?”

The ugly gray Stühocs looked at each other, confused. “We need to take him alive,” one of them said.

“I say we kill him,” another said.

“Yeah, we’ve got all the prisoners we need.”

Dink held firm, watching each of them intently.

“I say try to kill me,” Dink said, trying to sound as brave as possible. Emma would need all the time she could get. “But if you can’t, turn around and go back to the hell you came from.”

The three Stühocs looked at each other, snickering. “What, you think we won’t be able to kill you?” the middle one said.

“I think if you tried to kill me, you’d be slightly embarrassed at yourselves.” Dink was stalling, and he knew the Stühocs would catch on soon. Any amount of time he could give Emma to get further away was good.

“What should we do first, cut off his limbs or go straight for the heart?”

“Limbs!” the other two shouted at once.

As they started to move, Dink held up his hands and yelled for them to wait.

“Let’s not be too hasty, good fellows!” They stopped again. They had probably never seen such a lighthearted victim. “If you take my limbs first, then I won’t be able to put up any sort of a fight, now would I?”

“We’re not interested in a fight,” the middle one said.

Dink snarled at the grotesque figures in front of him. Their gray skin peeled and cracked, and their stench was that of the sulfur from their burning land. Their faces were deformed and scars cut across the cheeks and down their necks. Dink continued.

“Perhaps you would be interested in something else,” he said.

“And what’s that?”

Dink had no idea what he was about to say. He had only said this to keep them occupied. He looked down at the rock in his hands and then back to the group of three. Without any more hesitation he pulled his arm back, taking a quick, careful aim and threw it as hard as he could at the middle Stühoc. His aim was true and the stone landed in the middle of the soldier’s face, shattering his nose on impact. The other two looked back at their screaming comrade, gray blood spilling from his face, then they charged after Dink.

With nothing in his hands, Dink readied himself for the fight. The left one swung his sword hard at Dink, but he quickly jumped out of the way. The other did the same and missed, but this time Dink tackled him full-force to the ground. He reached for the Stühoc’s weapon, but he sensed the other was behind him so he rolled onto his back. He had been correct. Now he was on the ground and two Stühocs towered over him, swords pointed at his chest. He was done. There was no running now, no more fighting. He had been beaten.
At least Emma got away, he thought to himself, relieved.

“You’re not as smart as you think you are,” said the Stühoc on the left.

“I consider myself smarter than most,” Dink uttered. He tried to remain confident in his final moments, but he could hear his voice shake when he spoke.

The Stühoc gripped the sword tighter and got ready to swing down on Dink. He closed his eyes, waiting for the deathblow to take him away from Marenon, when he heard the Stühoc cry out in pain. When he opened his eyes, the Stühoc was on the ground, holding his head. Dink followed the gaze of the third and saw that Emma stood at the top of the nearest boulder, rocks in her hands. Her next rock landed in the chest of the third Stühoc, causing him to drop his sword. Dink reached for it and stabbed the creature and it wailed in pain. Dink stood upright quickly and ran to the next one, stabbing him through the chest. The first Stühoc that Dink had thrown the rock at was still moaning on the ground. He stood over the disgusting form, thoughts of the day’s previous battle reentering his mind. They showed no mercy, why should he? With a hard swing, he brought the sword down on the Stühoc, killing him instantly with the sound of breaking flesh and bone. He pulled the sword out and walked to meet Emma. She ran to him and they embraced each other with relief.

Dink was not going to scold her for coming back. If she hadn’t, he would be dead.

With no more Stühocs on their trail, the two traveled northward to warn the villages of the coming horde. Maybe, just maybe, the other villages would stand a chance.

 


 

  

Chapter Four

 


Silas stood at the end of the long table as the Dunarian Council sat before him within the fortress of Jekyll Rock. He hated how they talked openly as though he was not there, trying to decide if he should be going on a journey to find the Gatekeeper.

“He’s a target,” Myron Lloyd pointed out. “Someone wants him dead, so I don’t think it would be wise to send him out into the open like that.”

“I agree,” Darius Umar said from across the table. “There’s too much of a risk.”

Silas looked down at Inga, wishing the two of them could just leave the meeting to practice his magic and forget about the incident that happened only an hour before. She sat across from the Erellen, Lorcan Zamire, who had also been invited to sit in on the meeting of the council. All four of the mercenaries, Inga, Lorcan, Coffman and Alric, had been asked to take part in council meetings because of their expertise. Each of them had their strengths that could greatly benefit the Dunarians and Kaden had spotted the potential immediately. It was a desperate time for the Dunarians and they needed all the help they could get. In fact, Alric and Coffman had left the day before to accompany Councilwoman Nalani on her mission to Voelif. Silas, on the other hand, had been doing nothing but training for the past three months and he was ready to see some action, to accomplish what he was meant to do. It was time to find the Gatekeeper.

“We beat the assassin in the woods,” Silas said. “We can beat him again if we have to.”

“It’s not a matter of beating him again,” Darius retorted. He raised a finger at Silas. “He knows what he’s up against and he will be able to find another way to kill you. You aren’t ready to go out alone.”

It was Kaden’s turn to chime in. “I’m afraid you all forget that Silas is not under our control. He is his own man and can make his own decisions.”

Katherine Fallera spoke next. “Of course we aren’t here to tell him what to do, Kaden, but he should hear us out.”

“And I want to,” Silas said. “I just don’t think it’s as serious as you make it out to be.”

The council sat silently, acting as though Silas was a little child and he had said something cute. He was tired of being in Jekyll Rock. He loved training and learning more, but he had been made to stand before the council every week to report his progress. It was humiliating because he had not developed nearly as quickly as he thought he would, and he knew the council felt the same. He was the Meshulan, wasn’t he? He was supposed to be more powerful.

The meetings were not Kaden’s idea. Although he was the leader, he would not deny the request of the council to evaluate Silas. They wanted to know everything about the Meshulan and wanted to
help
him in his journey. Silas figured they just wanted to keep an eye on him, to make sure his loyalties held true. Many were uneasy about the fact that the prophecy did not specify which group the Meshulan would deliver. Obviously, the Humans assumed it would be them. The power of the Stühocs was growing despite of Silas’ defeat over General Maroke. The Stühoc king, Anithistor, needed no single general to keep his troops in order.

Silas let out an annoyed breath. This meeting had only been called to address concern over the assassin. Kaden felt it was his duty to tell them of what was going on and their reaction had not been very supportive. Silas figured they were getting a little antsy because he didn’t seem ready to be the Meshulan. Silas didn’t agree, of course. His magic abilities may have been next to worthless, but he was still an excellent fighter that carried a magnificent weapon. He held tight to the staff as he stood listening to the council talk. He glanced over at Dublin who sat in the corner, taking note of everything spoken. The old man never missed a word.

There were six council members remaining in all. The death of Ward Holden, and Julian’s absence, after he had taken the kingship in Farlaweer, had left the council shorthanded. With Nalani gone, it left only five at the table.

Eight members had been the chosen number by Garland Ainsley years before because he thought it was perfect. The council often voted on issues, and because of the number there were often four-to-four ties. Whenever there was a tie on an issue, it meant it was time to reevaluate and work on a new solution to whatever problem they faced. It called for long, arduous meetings, but it worked. Most votes would end with unanimous consent.

There had been no motion to add any new council members. Kaden had mentioned it to the council, but they said with the Meshulan here, there was no need to focus on such a thing. Kaden let them win, knowing it wasn’t worth the fight.

Silas wasn’t sure, but it often seemed as though Kaden didn’t completely trust the council. He never said it outright, but several conversations left Silas thinking that Kaden would be happy if there was no council at all. He never asked Kaden this, because there had never really been an appropriate time. He would, though. Sometime.

“I think we should elect one of our own to go with Silas,” Quincy Todd said. “Darius is an excellent fighter and tracker.”

“Darius needs to stay in control of the Dunarian Order,” Kaden said. “The soldiers need Darius’ leadership now more than ever, especially with the growing threat of the Stühocs. The troops need to be ready to fight at any moment.” He paused for a moment, to look at every one of them. “I’m going to take Silas to the Gatekeeper. He will not go alone.”

All of them looked up at Kaden, surprised.

“Your leadership is needed here,” Katherine Fallera said.

“I can best fulfill my duties in The Reckoning by accompanying Silas,” Kaden said. “I have been to the Gatekeeper before. I have seen him and I know where he has stayed in the past.”

“But that was years ago,” she came back. “How can you know that he is still there at all?”

Kaden stared at her for a long moment. “If you remember, it was Garland Ainsley that appointed me to be Silas’ protector in the first place. Why do you insist that I not go?”

“Because you are the leader. We need you here.”

“Not been much of one lately,” Quincy Todd added, from his seat. The round, short man huffed. “Of course you want to go out.”

Kaden gave him a warning glare. “What do you mean by that?”

“I simply mean that you’ve been out of the walls of Jekyll Rock more than you’ve been in them lately. Do you know how many meetings we’ve had without you here? You’re supposed to run these meetings! We do a lot more than The Reckoning. In case you haven’t noticed, we run an entire city of people. They have problems, problems that we have to address on a daily basis. You’re rarely here to help, much less lead.”

“We have a mission to do,” Kaden said. “Our biggest goal is to help Silas accomplish what he needs to do, and right now, that’s to find the Gatekeeper.”

“He doesn’t need you to do that,” Quincy said.

Kaden slammed his fist against the table. “He does!” The shout echoed off the walls of the large room. Even Dublin sat in a stunned silence.

Kaden closed his eyes for a moment and breathed slowly, collecting himself and calming his nerves. “He needs my help, and he’s going to get it,” he said softly. “I’m sorry that I’ve been away from the council dealings so much, but you know what I must do.”

Each of them looked at Silas, studying him, probably wondering what the young man could ever actually do for them.

“Yes, a city was built in our name. Yes, we must take care of our people, but we must not forget that we are here only to pave a way for Silas to do what he needs to do. If Silas doesn’t accomplish his goal, it’s not going to be because we didn’t help him.”

“I say we put it to a vote,” Darius said. “I think it would be wise for someone other than Kaden to go with Silas. I personally think you need a rest, Kaden.”

Kaden’s jaw clenched at the man’s words. “This meeting’s adjourned.”

“We’re voting on this,” Katherine said. She looked down her sharp nose at Kaden in an attempt at finality.

“This meeting’s adjourned!” Kaden repeated. “I do not have to discuss this with you any further. I’m leaving with Silas in the morning. I do not need the council’s approval to do this. You are all dismissed.”

Each of them stared daggers into Kaden. Silas didn’t know what to think about what he had just seen. The council was on edge and he wasn’t sure why. What was the big deal? The trip would take no time at all. It was troubling that the council seemed determined to prevent Kaden from going with Silas. Everyone stood and the four council members wordlessly made their way to the exit, followed by Dublin. Kaden stood at the end of the table, looking at Inga, Lorcan and Silas.

“I’d say that was one of the more entertaining meetings I’ve sat in on,” Lorcan said.

Inga slapped him on the arm and he jerked back with a smile. Silas ignored this.

“I’m glad that you’re going with me, Kaden.”

Kaden looked up from the table. “Inga and Lorcan, you will accompany us in the morning won’t you?”

They both nodded. “Good. The four of us is all the team we need.”

“It’s not like you haven’t been gone before,” Silas said. “Why are they giving us a hard time?”

“I think there’s more going on here than a group of four people wanting me to stay behind for budget meetings and the like.” He took a deep breath. “I fear that something Julian has told me may be correct after all.”

Puzzled faces stared at Kaden, waiting for an explanation, but none came. This was not the time nor the place to explain what Julian was working on. There was no proof of their betrayal yet, and until there was, Kaden would say nothing.

“Just make sure you keep your chamber doors locked tonight.”

 


 

  

Chapter Five

 


Julian had awoken early before the sun had risen, but the Royal Guard, along with their leader, Robin, had been ready and awaiting their journey long before the king had made his way to his horse. Julian preferred to ride his sarian Eden, but that would leave him unprotected and vulnerable because the guards wouldn’t be able to travel with him, and Robin would have none of that. Julian had been out on surveys outside of the city on several occasions, and Robin insisted that at least some of the Royal Guard accompany him each time. This time was no exception. Gone were the days of Julian being able to do as he pleased or ride where he wished. Robin had insisted that Julian’s recent ascent to the throne after the death of his brother, Morgan, made the potential of hostile threats more likely.

Julian doubted anyone he encountered along the way would want to kill him unless he came across a war party of Stühocs. Regardless, the Royal Guard followed intently. There were fifty in all, not including Robin, each with his own horse. They also boasted the claim of being the best-trained fighters in Marenon. Julian felt protected, sure, but he also felt the group attracted more attention than he would ever want. He wasn’t used to it, but it came with the territory, he supposed.

Julian also hated riding a horse.

Sarians were much faster and would even help in a fight. The horse was useless. It just made it easier to be surrounded by the Royal Guard. Julian would take flying high in the air over guarded protection any day, but the large bird remained in the stables just outside the castle walls. Sure Eden could fly as she wanted, but she missed her master and Julian longed for the freedom of flight. As the long line of soldiers moved along slowly on their horses, Julian felt for the whistle that hung around his neck. If he ever needed his sarian, all he had to do was blow it and she would be there. Letting go of the whistle, his fingers brushed the golden key that lay next to it on a separate chain around his neck.

He had not told Robin about where they were going exactly. He told them he was headed for a village called Homestead, which Robin had heard of before. Robin said there were prisons near it that kept some of the worst criminals. It was all right though. Robin had no place to question Julian and they both knew it. Julian did not have to explain to him where they were going or why unless it posed a specific threat to the king’s well being.

Robin had just been happy to have a king to protect again. Morgan Hobbes had never left the castle; therefore Robin and his men were never needed. It had been almost three years since Robin and the Guard had seen any sort of action and they were more than happy to provide support.

Robin was a short, stocky man who kept his hair cheek-length and his beard thick. He had been handpicked by Julian’s father, Ruben. As soon as he became king, Julian made it a point to talk to Robin about the circumstances surrounding the death of Ruben. Julian had been busy with the duties of the Dunarian Order at the time, and never had the chance to ask Robin about it.

“To my greatest regret it was one of those times that your father insisted that I not go with him,” Robin said. “I insisted that he take at least
some
of the Guard with him. He didn’t always like our company, and he said over and over that it was just a survey mission. We went out looking for him and the rest of the party after too much time had passed. It was obviously Stühoc work. We could see that they came down from the ridge and took them out from the flank.”

Julian had listened in intense silence, but knew Robin was not to blame for Ruben’s death. The only people to blame were Spencer and Julian’s foolish brother.

Julian had known Robin for a long time. He had even been the one to first teach Julian to use a sword and the little bit of magic he knew. Julian had been about thirteen years old and he loved every session they had together. King Ruben eventually began working outside of the kingdom, however, and Julian started seeing Robin less and less as the captain accompanied the king in his travels. The thought had never occurred to Julian that he could possibly be king someday and that Robin would be there to try to protect him from harm. It was good to be with an old friend again. But being old friends didn’t mean he had to tell Robin what he was up to. It wasn’t Robin’s business. It was only Julian’s.

He had told Robin that it was a diplomatic mission in an attempt to show the smaller villages that they were just as important to their king as were the larger cities. Robin nodded and smiled, no doubt thinking the mission was pointless, but of course, he held his tongue.

Julian had dressed himself in his dark hunting cloak, which he felt was considerably more comfortable that the usual ‘kingly’ garb he wore during his working hours. Where he was going he wanted to lay low, and he wasn’t sure how he would accomplish this with all the soldiers riding behind him in the red royal armor. At some point he was going to order them to stay behind. Robin would have a fit, but he would ultimately have to listen to the king wouldn’t he?

They traveled mostly in silence, passing by several villages and towns along the way. In each place they passed, people would stare as they paraded by. Julian couldn’t help but smile as a group of children marched side-by-side with the Guard, pretending to be grand soldiers until their mothers called them back. Some villagers seemed honored and stood at attention as the travelers on horseback passed. Others waved cheerfully, and some barely looked up before getting back to their duties.

By the early afternoon they had come to the outskirts of Homestead. As Julian stopped his horse, Robin raised his fist as an order for the others to do likewise. Robin gave Julian a puzzled look and asked him if anything was wrong.

Julian tapped his finger on his thigh, thinking of what he would say. For some reason he felt nervous, like he would get in trouble if he asked to go in alone. It was stupid, he knew, but he had never been in this situation before. He decided that asking would not be the way to go about it. He was the king. He would
order
it.

“I want you and the rest of the men to stay here until I get back,” Julian said not taking his eyes away from Homestead. He wanted to look nonchalant about it, as though it were a simple order that would be taken easily, but he knew he just didn’t want to face the unbelieving stare of Robin.

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty, but that’s out of the question,” Robin said with a bit of hesitation. “Homestead isn’t the most reputable place in Marenon. I would not be doing my job if I let you go in there alone.”

“You wouldn’t be doing your job if you didn’t follow my orders.” Julian bit his lip as he said the words, knowing he should not have let them pass his lips. He was coming across as rude and authoritative to a man that had known him since he was a child. His words reminded him of Morgan and he hated it.

Robin sat on the horse without speaking, clearly put in his place. Julian tore his eyes from the small town and looked at the man apologetically.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” he said. He pulled his horse in front of Robin’s so he could face him directly. In a low voice, almost a whisper, he spoke. “I didn’t exactly tell you the truth about my reason for coming here,” he explained.

Robin said nothing.

“I’m looking for someone, a man named Wilkes. He’s got information about something that I need to figure out, and I can’t go marching in there with fifty soldiers. I have to be more discreet than that.”

“I’ve already lost one king by heeding that command,” Robin said. “I request that you will be willing to at least let me go with you. Surely I would not be putting your mission at risk by being near you, my lord.”

Julian considered his words for a moment. Having Robin next to him would be undoubtedly beneficial should things not work as planned. What if Spencer was sending Julian to a trap and Wilkes was a hired thug to kill Julian when he came calling? Spencer would have known that Julian would come asking questions wouldn’t he? The more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea of Robin coming. He still didn’t want the whole Royal Guard to follow him, but one other sword would prove helpful indeed.

“Your colors,” Julian said as he raised his eyebrows in appraisal of his friend. “Do you have anything less…red?”

A faint hint of a grin formed at the corner of Robin’s mouth as he crawled off his horse and dug into his saddlebag for supplies. “They’ll never know men of Farlaweer ever came into their midst as far as I’m concerned,” Robin said.

After changing his armor and ordering the rest of the troops to make camp far from viewing range of the town, Robin got back in his saddle and the two made their way to Homestead.

The village was small, but not so small that it didn’t carry some measure of defense. To the east and south of the town was an open field of grass that seemed to have no end. The north and west part of the town was covered by wooded terrain. Encircling the village stood a thick wooden wall with each post sharpened to a point. It was by no means Farlaweer Castle or even Jekyll Rock for that matter, but it could hold its own.

The two of them finally reached the gate where two guards stood at the entrance carrying a couple of axes, large enough to cut through a horse. From the looks of them, Julian wondered if they weren’t so much as guards as they were merely two men who were on watch as part of their weekly duty. One of them held up an arm as they approached.

“Ho there!”

Julian lifted a hand in acceptance. “How goes it?” Julian called back.

The man walked closer as the horses came to a stop. Both of them were untidy, almost dirty, and very stocky with thick bulging arms. Judging by their blackened hands and soot-covered hair, Julian figured they might be the town’s blacksmiths, which would mean they probably made the axes themselves.

“What brings you to Homestead, friends?”

They weren’t hostile, their words were friendly, but the axes in their hands were warning signs telling troublemakers not to mess with them. Julian liked them instantly.

“I’m traveling from Farlaweer on my way to Berato,” Julian said. “I was hoping one of you fine gentlemen could show us to the nearest pub where we can settle down for the evening.”

“Still got a few hours till dark don’t ya?” asked the one on the right.

Julian nodded. “I get thirsty real early if you know what I mean,” he grinned mischievously, hoping one of them would bite.

The two guards looked at each other and the one on the left nodded. “I’ll show you where it is.”

“Great!” Julian said as he and Robin dismounted their horses. The guard from the left walked next to them as they entered the city, still holding his axe firm and ready. Julian assumed this was merely standard procedure, and not a threatening gesture.

“Sorry about the hesitation,” the guard said. “It’s not often we get outsiders and when we do, we like to be careful. We’ve heard the Stühocs have been on the move. We know you ain’t Stühocs, but you can never be too careful, you know?”

“Oh, I know,” Julian said.

“The name’s Charlie,” he said, extending a hand. Julian and Robin both shook it as they continued to walk. “The other guard you saw was my brother Travis. He’s only been in Marenon about four months. Got shot in the war.”

Julian raised an eyebrow. “War?”

Charlie nodded. “Yep. Big one. Travis said it’s Earth’s biggest yet. I don’t guess it matters here so much.”

The three walked together down the streets of Homestead. It was not a crowded bustling city like Farlaweer or Canor, but more spread out and spacious while still teeming with life. People seemed generally happy. Some small children played with each other as their mothers watched. Some worked diligently at their jobs and all went about their day, not even noticing the Human king of Marenon and his royal guard.
This is good, Julian thought.

After a few minutes, Charlie pointed to a small pub to his left, and showed them where they could tie up their horses. Julian offered to pay him for his assistance, but Charlie refused. “Today it’s my job to defend and help,” he said. With a wave, he turned and walked back to his post at the end of the town.

Julian and Robin both walked into the pub and were instantly hit with a cloud of smoke and the strong smell of alcohol. Julian hadn’t expected it to be so busy so early in the day but it was crowded.
Good.
They found two seats at the bar and the bartender walked up to them. He was a small man, skin-and-bones and pale as a ghost, but he seemed friendly enough.

“New faces! Haven’t seen any new faces in while now. What drink are you having?”

“We’re looking for someone,” Julian said right out. “His name is Wilkes, do you know him?”

The man’s smile vanished quickly and was replaced by narrowing eyes and long scowl. “I’d prefer if the two of you just bought drinks and went on your way. Or you can skip the drinks and just leave now.”

Julian raised an eyebrow. “I’m sorry, is there something wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” the man said tapping his fingers on the bar. “I just need you to order a drink or leave.”

“You obviously know something about this man, now please, just tell us where we can find him.”

The bartender stood unfazed by Julian’s raised voice. Instead he looked over their shoulders and nodded to someone in the back corner. When Julian and Robin turned they were met by a very large man whose sleeves could not conceal the massive stone-like muscles underneath.

“They don’t seem interested in ordering anything,” the bartender told the man. “I thought I’d give them another chance to get a drink or leave. Then it’s up to you.” He looked back down at Julian and Robin. “Now, gentlemen, what are you having?”

Julian sat with his jaw clenched tight. Robin tapped him on the back. “I think we should probably go, Your Highness.”

Julian couldn’t help but wince at Robin’s words.

“Pshht… Your Highness?” the bartender mocked. “Who’s this guy, the king of Farlaweer?” A few men who had been listening in let out a small chuckle. “I really don’t like the strange type that come in here,” the man said. He reached down behind the bar and pulled out a long dagger and stabbed the blade into the wooden bar, leaving his fist wrapped around the handle. “In fact,” he continued, “when I see strange guys come in here, not even bothering to get a drink, asking about people they shouldn’t be asking about, I start to think they just might be one of the enemies.”

Robin instantly grabbed for his sword, but Julian held up a staying hand, not looking away from the bartender.

“Listen friend,” he said, lowering his voice below a whisper. “I’m not an enemy. I
am
the king at Farlaweer and I’m looking for a man named Wilkes. Tell me where I can find him.”

The bartender burst out in laughter and smacked his hand against the bar, causing Julian to jump unexpectedly. “Did you hear that boys? This guy’s the king! The real Human king, sitting in a pub in Homestead Village!”

This caused several to laugh out wildly, while most others just kept to themselves, not wanting to be bothered with anything. The bartender’s face suddenly became very serious as he looked up to the large man behind Julian and Robin, and motioned to the back door. Before either of them could draw a weapon, the man grabbed the two by their cloaks and pulled them off their seats. He dragged them through the back door where they came to a back ally, hidden from view of any passerby. Julian and Robin both yelled to be let go. The large man threw them to the dirt and stood ready, daring either of them to try and fight him. Of course, Robin instantly drew his sword, standing in front of his king to protect him.

“No!” Julian said, half to Robin, half to the oversized man. “We don’t want a fight. We just wanted to find out some information.” He desperately didn’t want a bloodbath. He was confident in his abilities with the sword and magic to eventually be able to defeat the man, but he didn’t want to fight. This man was a citizen of Marenon. It would not do well to have him killed or injured by the king, or the king’s bodyguard.

“If you let us go, we’ll be on our way,” Julian said.

The man just snarled more, not acknowledging that words had even been spoken to him. Julian wondered if the man even knew that he was talking. He reached under his cloak, feeling for his dagger, knowing he may have to fight if it came to it.

Behind the large man, the back door of the pub opened slowly and the small bartender came into view with a loaded crossbow in his hands, pointing it at Julian. Robin instantly put himself between the arrow and Julian.

“The only reason you’re not dead right now is because your little guard-dog here called you Your Highness,” the bartender said. “When somebody comes in asking for Wilkes, I ask them what they’re drinking and they tell me that a water with lemon will suffice. You said no such thing. So tell me, why shouldn’t I put this arrow between your eyes right now? I’m giving you one chance to answer, so you better make it count,” he said training his sight on Julian’s head.

Releasing his hold on the dagger underneath his cloak, Julian reached his hand to his neck and pulled out the chain holding the golden key underneath. “This is why.”

A look of recognition spread across the bartender’s face and he lowered the crossbow slightly. “Where did you get that?”

“I don’t know any secret words, I don’t know what this key opens. I just need to find a man named Wilkes. I’ve been told he can tell me what this is for.” Julian let out a breath, not able to even guess what the man would do next. “Please tell me where I can find him.”

The bartender looked at the ground for a moment then back up to Julian and let out a sigh. “I don’t know who gave you that key, and I don’t know who you are, but I can show you to him.”

“You can?” Julian said, relieved.

The bartender nodded. “Yeah, you’re looking at him.”

 


 

  

Chapter Six

 


Nalani Geldwin wiped the sweat from her forehead and handed the scope to Alric Thirsk on her left as the huge man on her right, Coffman, struggled to pull the dusty cloak over his head. The noonday sun was beating down on them in the desert dunes and Nalani knew they wouldn’t last long in the blistering heat without shelter.

They had left the three sarians about a mile back because they were so close to the city and the small group needed to be completely covert. Before Nalani left, Julian had given her a small whistle, identical to his own, that now hung around her neck. The call would summon the sarians to her whenever she would need them. It was a nice gesture by Julian, but she hoped she wouldn’t need it.

“All I can see are fumes,” Alric said. “Coffman, you got anymore water?”

“We’re out,” the big man answered.

“We gotta move.”

Nalani nodded. This was her mission and she was happy to have Alric and Coffman with her. No others knew the terrain quite like they did, and she needed all the help she could get. She had spent the past five or six months planning a way to get the orange medallion from Voelif, but every plan seemed to have holes in it. Finally when the mercenaries showed up and she learned of their knowledge of Eastern Marenon, she knew she would have to ask them for help. The fact that Coffman and Alric agreed to help came as a complete surprise to her. She had no money to offer them, nothing but the satisfaction that came in knowing it was for a good cause.

Alric didn’t seem to care much about good causes, but his companions did. Coffman seemed to have a heart of gold that wanted to help everybody. Inga was so enthralled with Silas, the Meshulan, that she wanted nothing more than to stay and help train him. Nalani sensed that Lorcan wanted to be near Inga, but Alric? Alric didn’t care so much about the Dunarians. They had never done anything for him other than pay too much for one medallion. But here he was, working for free, offering his services. She knew Alric craved the adventure, but to do it without payment wasn’t usually his style. She didn’t expect him to have the same loyalty to The Reckoning as she did. He never would. Nalani felt that her devotion to the cause was as strong as anyone’s. With the threat of betrayal within the council’s ranks, she knew she had to remain strong. For all she knew, she and Kaden were the only ones left on the council who weren’t secretly working with the Stühocs.

With the constant thought that danger loomed in every hallway, she felt relieved to be under the burning sun, so near to the enemy city. It felt safer somehow. Of course there had been no proof yet. The idea that the council was working for the Stühocs seemed to be an absurd accusation, but Julian had felt so sure about it. She knew he would be working to find the proof somehow. She hoped desperately that Julian was wrong, though.

She shook her head, trying to erase the thoughts from her mind. It didn’t matter now. She had a job to do, council or no council. She reached down into her pack, pulling out the Nestorian mask and Alric did the same. The mask was flat until the bridge of the nose where it then protruded to accommodate for a large nose. It was wooden, though the holes for eyes provided no cover. Putting on a mask in this kind of heat seemed like a horrible idea, but there was no other way they would get into the city. The plan was simple. Since Coffman was too big to be a Nestorian of Voelif, he would have to pose as their prisoner, another slave to add to the camps.

Coffman would be a good catch too. The Nestorians would be proud to have him, possibly giving Alric and Nalani better access to information. They weren’t sure yet about how to get information about the orange medallion, but they knew it was there.

Before putting on his mask, Alric looked through the scope one last time. “Should be pretty routine,” he said. “Their slave population isn’t too big, so its not like we’ll lose Coffman in the crowd or anything.” He looked at the big man for a moment, smirking. “Not that we’d ever lose you in a crowd anyway, right?”

Nalani grinned briefly, but then her eyebrows furrowed. “How many slaves do they have?”

“When we last came in, it was only a few hundred,” Coffman answered. “I don’t think going in and getting out will be too hard.”

“Getting the medallion is the hard part,” she said.

The other two agreed in silence.

They put on their masks. It felt heavy and foreign on Nalani’s head, but she was surprised that it actually cooled her as it blocked her face from the sun’s exposure. She then pulled out some leather straps, instructing Coffman to tie one around his neck as she tied another end around his wrists. It was a common hold that wouldn’t normally keep a man his size in check, but it would have to do. She felt for the dagger underneath her Nestorian robe and made sure it was hidden from view. She wasn’t going in without any protection. After that, she unstrapped her wristband and placed it in her bag. Her only means of communicating with the outside world couldn’t be used within the city; at least not out in the open.

The plan for Coffman to go in with the slaves had actually been his idea. He had made the point that key information was often passed among the oppressed because they would often overhear guards talk about such things. It was a long shot, but if Nalani and Alric were captured, he would still be there, possibly able to help them out. But they couldn’t get caught. Even if they were, and Coffman was able to free them, there would be no chance of getting the medallion after that, and that’s all that mattered. She wasn’t sure what would happen if she failed. Having all of the medallions was key in defeating the Stühocs. She knew of the weapon under Jekyll Rock and what it could do. With all of the medallions present, one could create terrible storms and natural disasters and completely decimate an enemy. No wonder the Stühocs had wanted it so badly. Four of those medallions sat underneath Jekyll Rock and only one person had access. Kaden Osric. With Julian’s distrust of the council, it had taken a lot of convincing on Kaden’s part to make Julian leave the medallions below Jekyll Rock. He wouldn’t have done it if someone else had asked him, but he respected his former mentor.

She missed Julian. She missed him a lot. While she blamed his duties in Farlaweer for the tension in their relationship, it wasn’t only his ascent to the throne that was pulling Julian from her. It was The Reckoning. She thought back to the day that he first asked her to marry him. She was hesitant because they were both on the council and she had worked so hard to get there. She didn’t want to compromise that. He almost had her convinced that it wouldn’t matter, but that’s when everything started falling apart. She had even promised him an answer when he came back with the purple medallion of Farlaweer. But when he came back, he was different. He was distant and distracted.

Obviously Julian had been through a lot with the death of his brother, and then his flight to Mudavé where he discovered the council was possibly working with the Stühocs. Then he found out he was supposed to be king. It had been a crazy week for all of them, but especially Julian. He had attempted to keep the relationship alive, but she couldn’t live that way. She needed a break. She needed The Reckoning to be finished. When there was peace in Marenon and her duties fell back to voting on whether the Dunarians should have a walkway through the middle of the city, she would be comfortable focusing on love. For now, there was real work to be done.

She yanked on the leather strap a little too hard, causing Coffman to grumble in protest, but she didn’t care. She was in character now. She was Nestorian and she hated this Human scumbag. He would make a great addition to the slaves. Alric followed behind with a short spear pointed at Coffman’s back, a typical sight seen by Nestorians every now and again.

When the Nestorian guards saw them from a distance, horns began to blow, calling a greeting party to meet them before Nalani and the others could reach the gates. Alric would do the talking. None of the three were exactly sure how the Nestorians felt about women working as soldiers. In fact, for all they knew, there were neither women nor men in their ranks. When they spoke, they sounded like men, but not much was known about what the Nestorians actually looked like under their masks. The disguises that Nalani and Alric now wore had been in the possession of the recently deceased Garland Ainsley. They had already used them in one operation, so they found nothing wrong with making use of them again.

Nalani wore her clothing loose and had her long, red hair tucked away to disguise her gender. As they approached, one Nestorian came up wordlessly and immediately began checking Coffman.

Nervous bumps crept over Nalani’s skin despite the sweltering heat. Coffman was in more danger than any of them, putting his life on the line just to help her get some medallion. The full weight of his risk had not hit her until that very moment. The city guards circled the group and looked Coffman up and down.

“He’ll make a good addition to the others,” one of them said, his voice low and gruff. “Where’d you find him?”

“South dunes,” Alric answered. “He seemed to be hunting something, but he won’t talk. He’s been silent the whole time.”

The Nestorian laughed. “We like them that way.” He paused for a moment and looked at each in the group. “Take him to the slave quarters for orientation. This one will be a lifter. We’re in need of as many of those as we can get.”

“Yes,” Alric said. “We were happy when we caught him.”

The Nestorian looked at him quizzically, his eyes the only feature distinguishable showing his slight confusion. Nalani froze, looking at Alric. From the look the Nestorian was giving him, this was not the way they talked to each other. Alric said nothing more and simply began walking into the city. Nalani followed, pulling Coffman slowly behind her. She dared one look back, and the Nestorian was still watching them intently, no doubt trying to decide what was off about them. They kept walking until they felt they were a safe distance away. They now faced another problem. Where were the slave quarters? They couldn’t simply ask for directions. That would give them away. Voelif was huge and crawling with masked people. They seemed to live as normal people did, but their masks made them appear robotic. Most looked exactly the same as the next. Looking around, Nalani did finally notice women among them. Their masks were much narrower and came to a sharper point. This meant she was posing as a male Nestorian, and a much smaller one at that. Suddenly, pulling Coffman behind her felt supremely out of place. But if anyone found them suspicious, it was too late to do anything about it. They just needed to find the slave quarters.

“You two gotta get rid of me fast,” Coffman said under his breath.

“I know,” Alric answered. “I don’t know where to go.”

Nalani looked in every direction, hoping to get a glimpse of something that remotely looked like slave quarters. They were obviously not going to do themselves any favors by roaming the streets of Voelif looking lost. This was the best way to get caught. She stopped in the middle of the street and halfway turned to Coffman.

“Are you ready to be in pain?” she asked him.

“What do you mean?” he asked with his eyes narrowing slightly.

“Hit me, shove me to the ground… Try to escape.”

“What?” Coffman and Alric said to her at the same time.

“You’ll be mauled, but we have to find the slave quarters.”

“I don’t know,” he said looking around.

She knew they didn’t have time for Coffman’s indecision. It was time to make the big man angry. She reared back and punched him in the gut and his breath escaped him quickly. The blow stunned him, and his face turned bright red in anger instantly, and he now knew what he needed to do. He grabbed the strap around his throat and tugged hard, bringing Nalani to the ground. He brought a fist down, but she dodged in the last second, and from the ground, she kicked him in the chin, dazing him again. In an instant, Nestorians were on top of him. Nalani watched as four Nestorian guards ran to her aid. They began hitting him with their clubs and he was bloodied and unconscious within moments.

Nalani felt horrible for what had just happened to poor Coffman, but it had been necessary. Alric just stood their staring at the mass of man on the ground.

“Where were you taking him?” one of the guards asked.

Nalani couldn’t answer because she would be given away, but Alric didn’t even look like he had heard. The guards were looking at her for answer!

“Where were you taking him?” the guard asked one more time.

Say something Alric!

“Excuse me?” The guard whistled this time, still looking at Nalani who was giving herself away more and more by the second.

Alric shook his head abruptly. “The slave quarters!” he nearly shouted.

The guard paused for a moment and nodded. He looked back at Nalani with concern in his eyes. “You ok? He must have hit you pretty hard.”

Coffman never hit her. In fact she was sure that his punch missed her on purpose. There had been anger in his face, but it was not directed toward her. He knew his duty and he had played it out well.

“I think he’s fine,” Alric said, talking about Nalani. “Just dazed. Let’s get this guy to the slave quarters.”

The guard waited. “I think you should come with us,” he said. “Let me get you to the infirmary. He’s not even talking!” He said, looking to Alric. “The man must have hit you hard.”

No!

“No,” Alric said. “I’ll take him. Can you four carry the big guy to the slave quarters?”

The guard nodded. “Yeah. Make sure your friend gets to the infirmary quick.”

“Right,” Alric said. “I’ll do that right now.”

With a heave, the four guards lifted Coffman’s unconscious body off the ground and began carrying him toward the slave quarters.

When they were a safe distance away, Nalani and Alric followed them.

“Sorry about that,” Alric said.

“What happened?”

“I’ve never seen Coffman out like that,” he answered. “It was weird, like he was dead or something. I never imagined anything that could kill that guy.”

“Well, he had to die to get here,” Nalani said.

Alric let out a snort. “If only you knew how he actually got here,” he said.

Nalani didn’t ask what happened to him. She didn’t want to know. Knowing how people got to Marenon was never a topic she was comfortable with discussing. She hated the thought of death. She never wanted to think that she could die again. It was a foolish thought, because it was inevitable for all of them, but that didn’t mean she had to dwell on it.

The pair walked at a safe distance from the guards and Coffman, but kept them in their sights. They needed to know where he would be when it was time to leave. They might even have to come looking for him in case he had some sort of information they needed. They still had a lot of work to do.

The city street climbed slowly uphill and Nalani could tell that the guards were struggling to keep Coffman’s body off the ground. The man weighed a ton. When Nalani and Alric came to the top of the hill they stopped instantly, dumbfounded at what they saw before them.

Alric had been wrong about the number of slaves the Nestorians had. He had said there were probably a few hundred or so. Before them, at the bottom of the hill, was a massive pyramid-like building that was nearly finished being built. Surrounding the base, and climbing all of the building on scaffoldings, were not hundreds, but thousands upon thousands of Human slaves laboring away.

With the mask on her face, no one could see how far Nalani’s jaw had dropped. Not even Coffman would stand out in a crowd of people this large.

 


 

  

Chapter Seven

 


Silas was happy to finally see Skarret in the air again. When the bird had been shot down near Mudavé, he didn’t think the animal would make it, but here Silas was, flying high above Canor with his four companions. Kaden flew on his own sarian, Cole, while Lorcan and Inga flew on ‘borrowed’ sarians. They used Autumn, who belonged to Myron Lloyd, and Storm, who was Quincy Todd’s mount. Kaden had assured the group that the owners would never notice. The two councilmen never left the castle and it would be good for the enormous birds to get out and stretch their wings.

This was Silas’ first time near Canor since he had gone through the gauntlet. That had been a horrible day with so many deaths. The city below them was still busy as he had seen it then, but when they flew over the river they could see only the charred remains of the gauntlet. As soon as Julian had become king, he ordered the gauntlet destroyed.

As they flew past, Kaden led them up the side of Blue Gate Mountain. Silas’ memory was flooded with thoughts of hopelessness and death. He had never felt so vulnerable to the elements like he had on that day. He shuddered at the memory, knowing that he had led more than a hundred people to the gauntlet and only five had come out alive.

As they flew, their course changed. Instead of following the path that Silas was familiar with, Kaden began to fly around the side of the mountain, staying below the snowcapped edge where the air was still warm and teeming with summer life.

They flew silently until Kaden pointed to a clearing among the trees and instructed them to land. Silas hadn’t noticed how beautiful the mountain was before. He had been too worried about surviving to actually appreciate the serene nature and magnificent view. When they landed, the others gathered their packs from their sarian saddles. Skarret would never take a saddle, but it didn’t matter. Silas didn’t need anything but his staff. He had managed to fasten a comfortable strap to his back so that he would never have to carry it in flight, but he felt much more at ease holding the weapon as he walked. The attack yesterday left him feeling vulnerable. He had come to rely on the weapon and its many uses. Lorcan and Kaden kept their swords near and ready at any moment and Inga, of course, carried no weapon.

“From here we walk,” Kaden said. “Where I met with the Gatekeeper before isn’t too far from here.”

“What about the sarians?” Lorcan asked.

“They’ll be here when we need them,” he answered.

They walked through the trees and eventually found a path leading upward. The woods felt eerie, not allowing the sunlight to shine through as it did on the other side. Nervousness crept through Silas’ body as he thought about finally meeting the Gatekeeper. His grandfather had told him that it was the next thing he needed to do, and that the Gatekeeper would be waiting for him. It didn’t ease Silas’ troubled feelings though. He had no idea what kind of person the Gatekeeper was. No one had ever told him. Was he good? Evil? Perhaps he was neither. Maybe he only acted on what benefitted him the most. Silas shook the thoughts from his head. There was no point in wondering. He had a job to do. After meeting the Gatekeeper, he would find out what his destiny was in Marenon. He was at least glad to know that he was heading in the right direction as the Meshulan. He knew there was a lot expected of him as the Deliverer, but he didn’t even know what or whom he needed to deliver. He hoped that this was information that he would learn whenever they finally met with the Gatekeeper.

Word had spread of Silas’ coming to Marenon. People, especially in Jekyll Rock, wanted to meet him. His existence had all but been dismissed as legend after so many years, but with his return and the killing of Maroke, hope in the Meshulan had become more real. He didn’t even know the significance of defeating Maroke until a week or so after he had done it. The Stühoc general had been feared among the people of Marenon for a very long time. He had killed so many of them with his own hands. He had even taken part in killing a Human king. The name of Maroke had been synonymous with Stühoc, but now he was dead, thanks to Silas. When Silas had learned of how important Maroke was to the Stühocs he thought he had fulfilled his role as the Deliverer. He thought the people no longer had to fear. This simply wasn’t true. Maroke’s death had fueled the flames of the Stühoc’s fury. Kaden had told him that their biggest enemy was Anithistor, the Stühoc king. As long as he lived, there would be no peace. But Kaden wasn’t going to presume that this was Silas’ mission from the Gatekeeper.

“I wish I could tell you what is expected of you,” Kaden had said one night. They had been training, and they had traveled too far from Jekyll Rock to reach the city before nightfall so they had decided to make camp. Silas was whittling at a small stick, throwing the bits into the fire to watch them burn. It gave him something to do with his hands, and anytime a conversation about his own purpose would come up, he needed something to do, something to fidget with. He didn’t know why, perhaps it was nerves, or anxiety. To be so important and to have a mission where he would have to deliver a whole race of people, and not know how or why was an exhausting idea.

“How can there be such an ambiguous prophecy?” Silas asked. “How can anyone believe it? How can I even believe it?”

“Most stopped believing it after a while,” Kaden answered. “Those of us that had witnessed your birth and knew about you directly had no doubt. Seeing the first Human born in Marenon was proof enough for me.”

Silas continued to whittle away until there was nothing left of the stick but smoldering coal and ashes. “So, you knew my mother? My father?”

Kaden nodded. “Yes, I did. They were good people.”

“My grandfather said my father died in battle?”

Kaden nodded, staring into the fire. “Your mother was pregnant when the Stühocs attacked Elysium. Your father led the charge to try and stop them, but he was killed. There were several big explosions in that battle from what I hear. It’s believed that William Ainsley was in one of them.”

Silas didn’t know how to feel. He knew that part of him should be sad at hearing the tale, but he had never met his parents. He had never felt their warm embrace. They were nothing but stories to him.

“Will wasn’t always the most rational person. He was a caring individual, but he had his demons. Marenon really got to him.”

“How do you mean?”

“Some people can’t cope with it. They spend too much of their life here trying to figure out why we are here, and what’s the purpose of our existence in Marenon. People forget that we aren’t always meant to have the answers.”

“My grandfather said that’s part of what The Reckoning is,” Silas said. “To find out why we are here.”

Kaden nodded. Silas knew he wanted to say something, but he didn’t want Silas to be angry at his words.

“It’s alright,” Silas said. “You can speak your mind. All I want is the truth.”

Kaden sighed. “The Reckoning was contrived by your grandfather, but its goal never had anything to do with finding out our purpose in Marenon until your father died. From the beginning, it had always been about the deliverance. About Humans truly becoming a part of Marenon. It’s always been about the prophecy.”

“Have you seen the prophecy?” Silas asked.

Kaden thought for a moment then shook his head. “Not directly. I’ve only heard of there being a written record. I heard the Gatekeeper say it when your grandfather and I took you to him. You
will
deliver us.”

“But for all you know it could be false,” Silas said. “My being born in Marenon is true, I guess, but you’ve only heard the prophecy recited. What if it said nothing about a deliverer? What if it really said that I would destroy Marenon, and the Gatekeeper just said something else with hopes that he could make it different?”

Kaden shrugged at the thought. “I doubt it. I’m not going to say it’s impossible, but I think the issue would have been raised by now. The Gatekeeper is not a liar, but he doesn’t make it a habit to divulge every bit of his knowledge with everyone. We learn what he wants us to learn.”

“Sounds manipulative to me,” Silas said.

After this, Kaden had said nothing. He seemed deep in thought for a long moment but then turned over on the ground with the fire at his back and fell asleep. Silas had angered him somehow, but neither of them mentioned the conversation when they woke the next morning. Silas eventually figured that he had struck a nerve because he had been questioning the very thing that Kaden had devoted his life to. In fact, Silas had questioned his grandfather’s reason for dying without even realizing it. He had questioned everything that the Dunarians were about. He felt horrible, but when he thought about it more, he knew that they were valid questions. None of them were around when this prophecy had been made. What if they were all wrong about him? What if Silas was not who he was supposed to be? From then on he kept his doubts to himself, knowing they wouldn’t help the cause. The Gatekeeper would probably address any doubts he had anyway.

So many people believed in him though.

As they followed Kaden on the path through the woods, he glanced at Inga and she smiled at him. She believed in him too. She had told him that it didn’t matter what Silas believed about himself. Truth was truth no matter what he believed or didn’t believe. It had been what he needed to hear in that moment. That conversation three months ago and her actions after that had made Silas fall for her. He wasn’t sure how deep his feelings were for her, but he knew that he loved being near her. From the beginning she had wanted to be near Silas and help him. Even in his first days with their group, when Lorcan had knocked him out, he had woken up with Inga wiping his cuts and bruises with a towel.

Lorcan.

Silas still wasn’t sure about him. There were moments when the Erellen seemed to be a friend to Silas, but his love for Inga was apparent, though Inga did not reciprocate beyond friendship. At least, as far as Silas knew, she didn’t. He knew that the two were close friends. All four of the mercenaries were close. They had been through so much together. Fighting, near-death experiences, and adventure can make people become very close, very quickly.

Training with Inga had been his favorite part about the past three months. He had learned quite a bit of magic, yet he was nowhere close to being able to do what she could do. He wouldn’t dare go anywhere without his weapon, yet she was free. She was confident enough to never carry one. He briefly studied her features. Her long black hair was pulled back into a braid, her green eyes staring straight ahead. She had a look of determination as though every step was more important than the next. Seeing her made him wish that times were simpler in Marenon. If they were, perhaps it would make sense for them to pursue some sort of relationship. She wasn’t much older than Silas. She was only twenty and Silas was nearing eighteen. Such a tiny gap may have made a difference back on Earth, but here in Marenon, Silas didn’t think it would matter. Maybe when this was all over, when he finished delivering whoever needed it, he would pursue her. Maybe. He didn’t even know if her interest in him went beyond the fascination of the Meshulan. Perhaps she wanted to walk side-by-side with the one who was supposed to make history. She had said that her Sorcerer instructor, Silandrin, had told her all about the prophecy of the Meshulan. She respected who Silas was, but was probably most enthralled by the concept of helping Silas accomplish his goal, whatever it was.

Kaden broke into Silas’ thoughts when he squatted low to the ground, holding a hand out for the others to do the same. Silas held tighter to his staff, noting that it hadn’t turned into any sort of weapon, so they were safe, right? He had not yet completely figured out the staff’s magic, but it had been consistent.

“Any of you hear that?” Kaden asked.

“I did,” Lorcan said, scanning to his right.

Silas had heard nothing, but as he listened harder, another sound came. It was to their left and sounded like an animal was running, but then it abruptly stopped. It happened again to their right and each of them stood ready to fight anything that might come at them. Silas held firm to the staff, wondering why it had not changed.

Kaden and Lorcan both had their bow and arrows ready to fire at anything that moved. Inga stood, hands stretched. The sound came again, but this time much more slowly. It now sounded like normal footsteps walking through dead leaves. Finally from the woods to the right, a creature appeared. Silas recognized it instantly.

The creature stood upright on its hind legs like a man, but its body and face was like a dog, covered in fur. The creature wore long flowing robes and spectacles. It was the judge that called the Humans as they left their unlocked prison cells and passed through the burning circle into Marenon. Silas saw that he was not the only one who noticed the dog-man.

“Want me to kill it, Kaden?” Lorcan asked, closing an eye to take a solid aim.

Kaden eased his grip on his own arrow and held up a hand for Lorcan to do the same.

“That would be very unwise,” the judge said. “You are surrounded by twenty more of us.” He scowled at Lorcan. “I don’t exactly take kindly to being called an
it
either.”

Lorcan looked at the ground sheepishly and Kaden stood from his crouch.

“The Gatekeeper has been wondering when young Silas would be coming to see him,” the judge said.

Memories of Silas’ death flooded into his brain as he recognized the dog-man and how he had so brutally allowed his minions to tear someone apart because he had been too afraid to pass through the gate. The creature had been so callous and indifferent about it. He also thought about how he had stalled when Silas had given his name. He had left the room, seemingly to speak with someone else, but came back only to tell Silas to move on like the others. He wondered what might have happened when the judge left the room. Obviously, the creature had recognized Silas, but the dog-man never gave an explanation for his brief absence.

“I am the Gatekeeper’s servant,” the creature said. “My job is to keep the record of all that come into Marenon by way of the Hall of Wandering Souls, which is simply a fancy name for an alternate path to Marenon. My name is Judoc. It’s good to see all of you.”

“I’ve seen you before,” Silas said.

“Yes,” Judoc said looking away for a moment. “We were all very surprised to see you coming through the Hall. I hear that Kaden is the one that actually sent you there,” he said with a slight laugh. Silas could see Kaden’s face turn a little red, but he let the comment pass. Something wasn’t right about Judoc. Silas wondered how the man-dog would know that kind of information.

“You weren’t in the Hall when I first came into Marenon,” Kaden said.

“No,” Judoc said. “Much has changed over the years.”

“I welcome you all to follow me. My master has been waiting for you for some time.”

Silas glanced back at Inga and she shrugged at him.

As Judoc began to walk, Kaden motioned for them to follow.

“Why aren’t you ushering people through the gate?” Silas asked.

Judoc didn’t turn but talked as they moved forward. “Interesting you should ask that, Mr. Ainsley. Since the day of your appearance, there have been no Human arrivals in Marenon. Your group was the last to come through. Another testament to who you are, I suppose.”

No Humans at all?
Of course people in Canor would have noticed this, but there had been no news in Jekyll Rock. What could it mean? Silas couldn’t fathom, adding it to another question of an ever-growing list he would have to ask the Gatekeeper. They walked for several more minutes along the path through the wooded mountainside. Every now and then Silas would catch a glimpse of another man-dog walking parallel with the group. One of many perhaps.

They eventually came to a clearing and at the end of it stood a small house. It was not nearly as extravagant as Silas would have expected. He had tried to imagine what the Gatekeeper lived in, but he never expected a normal house. Along the outside of the yard was a short fence. To Silas, the whole place looked like it belonged on a farm.

As they approached, Judoc turned to them and motioned them past the gate and to the house. “He’s waiting for you.”

Kaden nodded his thanks, and glanced at Silas behind him. Silas didn’t feel good about this. There had always been something about Judoc that made Silas feel uneasy, and right now, he wasn’t making his case any better. Silas could hear heavy breathing behind him and he turned to see Inga struggling to get a breath. He rushed to her and put a hand on her shoulder.

“Are you ok?” he asked.

“Something’s not right,” Inga said, reaching out to the fence to hold herself steady. “I don’t know what it is, but something’s happening that I’ve never felt before, a sense.”

Silas looked at Judoc, knowing he could hear, but he didn’t care. “Is it the dogs?” He lowered his voice in vain. “Are they planning something?”

“I don’t know,” she said through short breaths. “I can’t tell the future, Silas. I just… I just…” She let her head down and concentrated on breathing.

Lorcan stood behind her, looking all around. Slowly the other dog-guards began to make their way into the yard, forming a circle around the group of travelers.

“I assure you,” Judoc said. “We are here to protect you. The Gatekeeper is waiting inside.”

“Kaden?” Silas said almost as a warning.

Kaden nodded. “Get your guards to back away,” he said to Judoc.

“This is no way to treat us, Kaden. We are your escorts and faithful servants of the true Gatekeeper. I ask that you treat us as such.”

Silas stared at Kaden, neither of them knowing whether they should proceed. “Is this the house you came to before?” Silas asked.

“Yes,” he answered. “I didn’t have an escort, though.”

“That was seventeen years ago,” Judoc said. “The Gatekeeper is weaker than he used to be. He now takes the added precaution.”

Kaden’s facial expression did not change, but he began walking to the house anyway. Silas turned to Inga.

“Are you going to make it?”

“I’ll be fine,” she affirmed, holding on to his shoulder. “I wish I knew what was happening.”

The two of them walked behind Kaden toward the house with Lorcan following slowly behind, his eyes fixed directly in front. Silent. Expressionless.

When they reached the front door of the home, Kaden didn’t knock, but opened it slowly. The door creaked as they walked through and the first thing Silas noticed was the stale air as though no one had been living there for years. The darkness inside seemed out of place, considering the outside was bright. Old furniture sat in various places in rooms all across the house. A fireplace in the main room sat empty and cold. Almost all of the light in the house came from the foggy windows and the open door they had just walked through. There was one more light that Silas noticed and it came from the top of the stairs in the middle of the house. He squeezed Inga’s shoulder, questioning her silently if she noticed the same thing, and she nodded briefly before focusing her attention on the ground. He wished he knew what was wrong with her. What could she be feeling? He let go of her for a moment and tapped Kaden on the shoulder, directing his eyes to the top of the stairs with his staff. Kaden also nodded and began to walk in that direction. Silas turned to Lorcan, but he was already following Kaden. Inga came beside him and they too followed.

The light flickered like a fire or candlelight in the crack under the door. Each step sounded too loud, and Silas had a horrible feeling that they were about to open the door to some sort of monster that would rip them to shreds and eat their bodies. At the top of the stairs, Kaden stopped and pressed his ear against the door for a moment, then looked to the others and shook his head. Nothing.

Kaden slowly reached his hand up and knocked lightly. No response. He looked back to the others who nodded with affirmation that he should open it and see what the source of light could be. He reached out and grabbed the nob with his hand and turned it. The door pushed open with a small whine and they walked through. The large room was dim except for a small fireplace in one corner, fresh with warmth and light. In the other corner sat a man, tied to a chair with cloth wrapped around his face to keep him silent. The terrified man was shaking through his whole body at the sight of the newcomers. He struggled to make words, but the cloth kept most of the noise at bay. Was this the Gatekeeper?
Surely not,
Silas thought. He sat shaking, staring into the eyes of each individual, but finally coming to rest on Silas. The look of recognition was apparent. Kaden walked to the man and pulled the cloth from his mouth.

“You shouldn’t be here!” the man said. “You’ve walked into a trap. Judoc has led you to your death!”

“What do you mean?” Silas asked. “Who are you?”

In that instant, all of them heard the front door slam shut. Beyond was the sound of the door being closed off and sealed from the other side.

“My name is Jessup, and I’m a servant of the Gatekeeper,” the man said. “I decided to stay and wait for you, to tell you where you can find The Gatekeeper, before those vile creatures showed up.”

Smoke.

It started to billow up from the entrance of the house. The crash of breaking windows sounded from the bottom as Judoc’s servants spread the flames throughout the house.

“They’re torching us,” Lorcan said.

Kaden pulled out his dagger and cut Jessup free from the ropes. Jessup rubbed his wrists trying to get the blood flowing in his limbs again. “They came just a few hours ago asking where the Gatekeeper went. When I didn’t tell them, they tied me to the chair and left.”

Each of them brought their shirts up to cover their noses and mouths trying to breathe without sucking in too much smoke.

“We can’t try to get out the front,” Kaden said. “They’ll be ready and waiting for us.”

“Yes we can,” Inga said. “Follow me, I know what to do.”

“Can you use your magic?” Silas asked.

“I just got a weird feeling, Silas, I didn’t lose my abilities,” she retorted. All of them followed her down the stairs, mouths covered and weapons ready. On the way down, Silas’ staff instantly turned into a sword, readying him for the fight to come. The smoke was getting thicker and the fire throughout the rooms was growing, eating away at the wood and furniture. Whatever Inga had planned, she needed to do it fast because they would be dead in minutes.

She walked to the front of the house and stood near the door. Everyone now had to hold their breath, for even breathing through cloth burned their lungs. “Everyone stand back,” she said, and they complied by hunkering down to the floor several feet away from her.

She stood, gathering all of her magical strength, transfixed on the wall in front of her. A glowing red began to form around her, and for a slight moment, Silas thought she had caught fire, but this wasn’t the case. Her magic was beaming; pulsating through her body like it was ready to explode. Her teeth clenched tight and her eyes were unaffected by the smoke wafting past. With a loud scream, she released her energy on the door and wall in front of her and it exploded outward. Anyone who may have been waiting on the outside would now be ducking the debris from the explosion. Half of the house stood while the other half lay in pieces on the ground.

Each of them fled the burning house, weapons drawn and ready to fight. Enemies gathered themselves off the ground while some of the man-dogs lay injured with shrapnel wounds. Standing at the end of the yard was Judoc. Next to him was a person that made Silas’ stomach drop, and his heart beat faster with fear. The assassin. He stood with his left arm bandaged, a wound given to him by Silas the day before.

“I didn’t imagine we’d be able to keep you out,” Judoc said. “It’s why I came prepared.”

The assassin held up his bow and arrow and shot directly at Silas, but Inga’s quick thinking placed the green shield around all of them, deflecting the arrow.

“You can’t keep the shield around you forever,” Judoc said.

“You’re right,” Inga answered. The green shield instantly turned into a bright red fireball in her hands and she shot it straight at the assassin, landing it on his left side, setting the bandaged wound on fire. The masked man shouted out in pain as he tried to extinguish the flames. Judoc yelled for his minions to charge, and the group was instantly attacked on all sides. They were outnumbered heavily, but their fighting skills far surpassed the vicious dogs. Lorcan slashed through two of them at once, sending them to the ground. Silas and Kaden had their own hands full trying to keep the dogs off of Jessup. Two ran to Silas’ right and he stepped over to confront them. As he was about to swing his sword, it abruptly turned into a bow and arrow. Frustration and anger came over him as he was about to make the kill, but when he turned he saw the assassin taking aim at Inga who had her back turned, electrocuting an attacker with her blazing magic.

“No!” He knelt to one knee as Kaden dispatched the dog-men Silas had meant to take down. He took careful aim at the assassin. Before the assassin released his arrow, Silas let his fly. He missed the assassin by a foot, but the distraction was enough to make the assassin’s shot toward Inga go wide. Silas leapt from his spot and charged after him, his staff turning from a bow to a sword. Their blades clashed and sparks flew. The assassin used only one arm to deflect Silas’ blows, but it was enough. He was a skilled fighter and would not be taken down easily. Even with one arm he was able to go on the offensive and Silas found himself struggling to maintain his balance. He parried one blow after the other. His attacker didn’t even look as though he was trying. Silas was outmatched and he knew it. It was all he could do to deflect. Several swipes came too close to ending his life in Marenon. Lorcan, Kaden and Inga had their hands full with Judoc’s minions, so no help would be found there. With every deflection, Silas found himself stumbling. The masked assailant was unrelenting, and finally, Silas’ foot caught on a rock beneath him and he fell to the ground. The assassin stood silent, staring at Silas for a moment. Silas was defeated and it was now over. Any attempt to get back up would only cause the enemy to lop his head off. It was over. When the assassin stepped forward, he was stopped by a warning voice behind him.

“The Meshulan will not be killed by the likes of you!” It was Jessup. He stood ready, holding a small sword shaking slightly. “He is the prophesied Deliverer and I won’t let you take his life!”

The black-clad warrior took a step toward Jessup and gripped his sword tighter. Silas seized the opportunity and jumped to his feet. With his wounded arm, the assassin deflected Silas’ blow, and with the other arm, he pulled out a dagger and sent it sailing to Jessup’s chest. The dagger sliced through cloth and skin, and Jessup slumped to the ground with the impact. Silas went at the assassin with everything he had, but it wasn’t enough. The masked soldier easily blocked his every move.

Silas’ eyes lit up at the sight of four sarians flying in, smashing the dog-men into trees and rocks. Skarret swooped down at the assassin, and he swung his sword to try and kill the bird, but Skarret dodged the swing and came back down in an attempt to slice him through with his large talons. The assassin took off in a sprint, knowing he was not equipped to fight a sarian and Silas at the same time. They had not been ready for the birds. Judoc’s minions scattered in all directions, fleeing from the ferocious animals. The assassin disappeared into the woods, but Silas didn’t doubt he would be waiting nearby.

Silas rushed to the dying Jessup, thankful the man had saved his life. The three others joined him at his side, and Kaden placed a hand on the man’s bleeding wound, hoping he could help him, but one look showed that the man would be dead any second.

“The Gatekeeper wanted to leave behind a vision for you, an apparition,” he said. “He told me not to stay behind, but I wanted him to conserve his strength. The apparitions he leaves drain his power.” He took a deep breath, trying to stay alive long enough to tell them what they needed to know.

Apparitions? Visions? Silas’ thoughts instantly went to the moment he had fallen over the cliff in Mudavé, only to be caught by Alric in the last moment. He had seen a vision, a faceless, ghostly figure telling him to choose the right path. He never knew what it meant, and he had never told anyone about it, but could that have been a message from the Gatekeeper?

“Hanzad,” Jessup said. “Go to Hanzad. Look at the… at the… the root of dwelling.”

“The root of dwelling?” Silas asked. He looked from Jessup to Kaden who shook his head.

“What do you mean? What’s the root of dwelling?”

“Judoc knows Hanzad is the place… he… he just doesn’t know how to…”

Jessup’s eyes closed slowly and they were all left with the same lingering confusion.

Judoc knows Hanzad is the place?
The group exchanged confused glances.

With Judoc still alive, that meant the assassin would also know Hanzad would be the next stop and would probably be on his way now. Silas and the others just needed to get there first.

 


 

  

Chapter Eight

 


The revelation that the bartender was Wilkes came as a surprise to both Julian and Robin. He led them out of Homestead and into the woods telling them that the key belonged to a prison cell. When Julian asked what was in the prison cell, Wilkes looked at him strangely. “A prisoner.”

“Are you really the king, or are you two just a couple of numbskulls who came across this key, and now you’re looking for trouble?” Wilkes asked them.

Julian first thought it might be better to tell Wilkes that he was just a numbskull, but he decided on the truth.

“Can’t say I cared much for your brother,” Wilkes said. “Hope you do better than he did.”

“Me too,” Julian said.

Once Wilkes was assured that Julian was actually the king, his demeanor lightened a little, though his harsh tone remained unchanged. The prison was a mile or two outside of Homestead, and it held some of Marenon’s most vile criminals. It had been kept a secret for the most part. No doubt, some may have heard of it before, but most had never bothered to confirm the rumors, so its existence remained hidden. Julian had expected the proof of the council’s betrayal to be in some sort of locked vault; he hadn’t expected this key to lead him to yet another person he would have to question. He growled under his breath at the memory of his last meeting with Spencer. He hated Spencer for everything the man represented, and he hated the meeting he had with the man. It left Julian feeling like he was the bad guy, but he knew he wasn’t.

The thick woods were dark despite the cloudless summer sky. Julian didn’t like the idea of walking with a man who would so readily kill another for not saying the right words, such as “I’d like a water with lemon.” Robin walked directly in front of the king and for the first time on this journey, Julian was truly happy to have the man with him. Julian had too often found himself in dangerous situations where he could have used a fighter like Robin. He was beginning to see the benefits of having a personal guard.

They eventually made it to the prison. It was old and almost looked abandoned. The decrepit, crumbling walls barely stood around it, and just a few guards could be seen walking the perimeter. Seeing the place in such disrepair, and knowing that it held the most dangerous criminals in Marenon was a little unsettling. Wilkes apparently noticed the expressions of his new travel companions.

“It don’t look like much, but it’s secure,” he assured them.

Most of the cells were on the inside of the small fortress, but there were several lined up outside, exposed to the elements. Each cell was tiny. It was tall enough for a man to stand, yet so narrow that it only allowed enough space for the prisoner to sleep in the fetal position. Inhabited only by the broken and battered, the stench from the small prison was horrific, and Julian had to cover is nose and mouth to keep himself from gagging.

“You get used to it,” Wilkes said, glancing at Julian. “Every prisoner is provided with a meal and a bucket each day. That’s it. That’s more than they deserve too.”

“What about the one I’m looking for?” Julian asked, not wanting to see anymore of the prisoners.

Wilkes stood silently for a moment, studying the king, probably wondering why in the world a person such as Julian would be out in the dumps of Marenon at all. Julian didn’t expect Wilkes to believe him, and he probably didn’t. But Julian carried the golden key that he had taken off of Holden’s body. The key was all the proof Wilkes needed. With the key, he got no questions. Without the key, he was a dead man.

Wilkes spat on the ground and sniffed. “Yours is a special case. His name is Daniel and he’s been in that prison cell for two years.”

“What did he do?” Julian asked.

“That’s just it,” Wilkes said. “Some old guy comes in with Daniel and tells us to lock him up. No questions asked. He has his own guys put a lock on it that can only be opened by that key.”

Holden,
Julian thought.

“Daniel kept screaming that he never did anything,” Wilkes continued. “Over and over, that’s all he would say. I talked to him about it one night, and I believe him. The man’s got a wife and was a farmer. I don’t think he did anything.”

“Then why is he in prison?” Julian asked.

Wilkes nodded. “Daniel’s got a scar on his chest, like a surgical thing. I’ve been told that kind of scar is from the implantation of a memory orb.”

Julian shook his head confused.

“I’ve heard of some people having memory orbs implanted in themselves when they have memories that need to be recorded, but also need to be hidden. Looks like Daniel is the victim of someone’s personal diary,” Wilkes continued, appraising Julian with a condemning look.

“I assure you it’s not mine,” Julian said quickly. “If what you say is true then that man carries everything that I need.”

“Yeah well, where it’s inserted it looks like it might be fused with his heart.”

Julian wasn’t sure what this meant or how it even worked, but Wilkes seemed sure.

“Only way you’re getting that orb is if you cut it out.”

“Cut it out?” Julian asked.

“Of his heart,” Wilkes nodded. “That might not go over real well when you ask him for it.”

Julian placed a hand on his forehead. Holden. He was a genius, taking an innocent man and fusing his life with proof of the council’s treachery. He had no doubt done this to cover his own back. Julian had heard of memory orbs before. With an orb one could simply take hold of it and it would record every memory the person ever had. The only hitch was that it wouldn’t accept specific memories alone. It would record everything a person had ever known without exception. Using such a magical item was considered dangerous, especially for those who took part in governmental affairs or had any sort of secretive life. A memory orb could always be used against another in the courts, but it could also prove one’s innocence.

“Daniel was never convicted in any court, but that’s not our concern. We get paid by you to keep the criminals we’re sent.”

Holden must have posed as a servant of the king, and for all Julian knew, his stupid brother Morgan might have unwittingly given Holden the credentials to have this operation done. If Morgan didn’t do it then Spencer did. Either way, Daniel had suffered for their little game, and Julian had no way of getting to the proof. Holden had been smart to do it this way. He knew Julian wouldn’t kill an innocent man just to get to the truth. To do such a thing would make him less than Human. He looked at Robin then to Wilkes.

“Show me to the prisoner.”

Wilkes led them down a path and to a prison cell that was set apart from the others. He wasn’t sure what he should do after this. He didn’t know why he wanted to speak with him. Daniel would live, go back to his family and that was that. What could he do now? He supposed he could question each of the council members one by one, but that would produce nothing. None of them regarded Julian as superior, even with his new status as king. He had been a scrub on the council, the least of any of them. And of course he couldn’t try to torture the information out of them because he only had the word of a traitor and a dead man. The only proof of any sort of betrayal by the Dunarian Council he held was fused to the heart of an innocent man that Julian would never touch. The thought only made him angrier with Holden and Spencer. They knew this chase would only leave him in the dark and drive Julian to madness.

Standing in front of the cell, Julian could only feel pity for the man. He was balled up like a cat, sleeping his day away, for there was nothing else to do. In Daniel’s case, sleeping would be a better life than remaining awake in his misery. Julian yanked the key from his neck and handed it to Wilkes. “Set him free.”

Wilkes moved forward without question and slid the key into the lock and opened the cell door. Daniel didn’t even move. The movements going on outside his tiny cell had long been mushed into background noise. The opening of the door didn’t even register until Wilkes called his name a third time. He looked up from the floor with a slightly confused look on his untrimmed face. The clothes he wore hung loosely around his skinny frame. He said nothing but waited for an explanation.

“You’re free,” Wilkes said. “Time to go with the king here.”

Daniel looked toward Julian and Robin. “Are you here to take me away and kill me? Can I please see my wife before you do?”

“You don’t let him see his wife?” Julian asked Wilkes.

“I don’t exactly run the place,” Wilkes said defensively. “The wife is allowed in once a month to talk for a few minutes.”

“What do you do exactly?” Robin asked Wilkes.

“I’m a bartender,” he said. “Can’t really tell you what Wilkes does though,” he winked slyly.

Julian looked back down to Daniel. The man was as good as dead. It would not come as a surprise to anyone waiting for him on the outside that he had died, exposed to the weather. Perhaps his wife would think that the heat got to him. No. Daniel had done nothing to deserve this fate, and too much of his life in Marenon had already been taken away from him. It was time for Daniel to go home.

“You’re free to go to your wife,” Julian said. “You can go there and stay.”

Daniel’s eyes widened and he pulled himself up to his feet. “Are you the one responsible for my imprisonment?”

“No,” Julian said. “I only learned of it today. I am the Human King of Marenon, Julian Hobbes.” He motioned to Robin. “This is the captain of the Royal Guard. We’ve come to release you.” Julian took a deep breath, disappointed. He thought he had finally found the proof of the council’s deception, but he had nothing.

“All I ask is that you answer some questions about who brought you here,” Julian said.

Daniel scratched at his long beard, no doubt filled with fleas. “Do you think I can get a bath?”

Of course,
Julian thought. He had been so thoughtless. How could he just start asking a man who had been wrongfully imprisoned for two years to sit under the questioning of a king he had never heard of? The man had not even flinched at the declaration of the king standing in front of him. He didn’t care. The man just wanted a bath and a shave before he met his wife in his newfound freedom.

“Wilkes, make sure the man gets a new set of clothes, a bath and a clean shave,” Julian said.

Wilkes nodded and took Daniel away while Julian and Robin waited just outside of the prison complex. There was a set of chairs normally used by a few guards, but they were obliged to allow the king and Robin to rest undisturbed. Julian looked at Robin, knowing something was on the man’s mind, but he wasn’t sure if he wanted to hear it. But Julian knew he needed to listen to people around him more. He was too self-reliant.

Begrudgingly he asked Robin what was on his mind.

Robin didn’t answer for along moment, obviously trying to choose his words carefully.

“I just wonder,” he said, “what is your plan? I doubt Daniel has much more to say. You aren’t going to try to get the memory orb are you?”

Julian couldn’t believe his ears. “What do you take me for, Robin? Do you think I’m a savage?”

“Of course not, Sire! I just don’t know what is to be done. It’s such a delicate matter.”

“Robin, you have known me for along time. Please do not take me for a cold-blooded killer. You know that I could not do it.”

“What if he was a true criminal? A murderer perhaps?”

Julian looked at the man, surprised by his bold questions.

“I hope I have not overstepped my boundaries,” Robin added humbly.

“You have,” Julian answered. “But to answer your question, I really don’t know. That sort of information may very well be worth the life of a criminal, but I can’t justify it being worth the life of an innocent man.” Julian stared at no spot in particular. “Even if it could save the lives of thousands.”

The two sat silently for nearly an hour. Daniel was no doubt taking his time getting clean and trimmed for his wife. When he came out from his bath, he was dressed in fresh clothes and he looked like a completely different person. His sunken eyes and emaciated frame still showed that he had been a victim of a terribly long and uncomfortable imprisonment, however. Julian and Robin stood to greet him, and probably for the first time in two years, Daniel was smiling with true joy. He walked to Julian and fell down to his knees, muttering over and over his thanks and appreciation for what Julian had done for him. Julian glanced at Robin feeling awkward. Robin grinned.

“Please, stand,” he told Daniel. “You don’t need to thank me.”

Daniel stood reluctantly and wiped a few tears away from his now bare cheeks. His clear blue eyes were bright with anticipation. “You must meet my wife. She must know the man…the king that saved my life.”

Julian started to protest, but Daniel wouldn’t hear it.

“Please. You must be a great king. My wife is a wonderful cook. She will make you the best, heartiest meal in all of Marenon.”

“I imagine you two will be wanting alone time,” Julian said.

“We’ve the rest of our lives for that, thanks to you.”

Julian glanced at Robin, hoping the man would help him with an excuse to leave, but he just shrugged.
Thanks for the support,
Julian thought.

They left the prison and Daniel wouldn’t stop speaking. It was probably the most interaction he had in two years with someone who wasn’t a guard. As they walked out of the prison, Wilkes gave a kind nod and whispered an apology for threatening his life earlier behind the pub. Julian accepted it and they were on their way, back to Homestead.

Julian and Robin nearly had to jog to keep up with Daniel. His excitement of finally being able to hold his wife without a set of bars between them had taken him over. The man couldn’t stop talking about his plans, how much he loved Martha, who Julian gathered was Daniel’s wife, and how good it was to finally get out of that disgusting prison. There was no way in the world Julian would be able to kill Daniel for the information. The man was as innocent and pure as any soul Julian had seen. To even consider the possibility of killing him for the memory orb was terrible.

On the outskirts of the town, Julian and Robin stood by silently as the homecoming played out. Daniel and Martha hugged, kissed, cried and thanked Julian over and over without stopping. When they had finally calmed from their surprise and elation, the couple invited Julian and Robin inside for hot drinks while Martha began preparing a warm meal at once. Julian protested several times, but neither Martha nor Daniel would hear it. Daniel had been freed and that was all that mattered. After the excitement and disbelief began to dissipate, Daniel’s face became hardened and he turned to Julian.

“Do you know why I was imprisoned?”

Julian shook his head, not fully knowing why Daniel had been chosen for such a fate. “I wish I did,” he answered. “Did you ever do anything deserving of imprisonment?”

Daniel shook his head vigorously, but Martha was the one to answer. “Of course he didn’t. Some men came during dinner and placed him under arrest,” she said as she stirred the pot in front of her. “Next time I saw him, he was in the prison and we were never told why.”

“They took me to a cave in the forest,” Daniel said. “I don’t know where exactly. They drugged me, so I was out of it. I suppose I was there for about three days or so, but I can’t really say. Next thing I know, I wake up in a jail cell and I have this scar on my chest.”

“Do you know what that is?” Julian asked.

“No idea. I woke up and it hurt like something awful. I’ve had chest pains ever since then, though.”

Julian glanced at Robin. He wasn’t sure if he should let the man know what had happened to him or leave him in the dark. Would there be a point in telling him that there was a memory orb attached to his heart? That it contained valuable information that could help in the war against the Stühocs, but the only way to get it would be to kill him? Julian shook the thought from his head. Of course it would do no good to tell him. There was nothing to be done. Telling him would only burden the man with information he didn’t need. He needed to enjoy the freedom that had been stolen from him. The search for proof was finished. Now his only option left would be to question the Dunarian Council individually, but he knew it would produce no results. Maybe it was time to finally cut off all ties with the Dunarians and focus on a campaign with Canor and Farlaweer against the Stühocs. The Dunarians would have been a valuable asset, but with the possibility of betrayal, he couldn’t afford to trust them. Not now since the proof was unreachable.

They ate their meal, letting Martha and Daniel do most of the talking. Martha mostly filled Daniel in on what was happening around Homestead, and Julian was content to sit back and listen. He had not been able to sit and enjoy a meal for a long time. He noticed that Robin seemed happy to be there as well, but in their fleeting moments of contentment, Julian knew it had to end.

He stood and Robin did the same. “I’m afraid we won’t be able to stay any longer,” Julian said. He held up a hand before any more protest could be made. “I appreciate all you’ve done, I really do, but we must be on our way. We have very important things to look after in Farlaweer.”

Daniel nodded solemnly. “I’ll walk you out.”

When they walked out of the house, Julian turned to Daniel to say his farewell, but shouts and a bell in the distance interrupted them.

“That’s the warning bell!” Martha cried out. “Something’s wrong.”

Indeed something was wrong. A crowd had gathered in the town square surrounding two individuals. Robin gave a warning look to Julian as if to say it wasn’t their problem and that they needed to go, but Robin didn’t have the authority to tell the king such a thing.

“Let’s go see what’s happening,” Julian said, giving a slight wink to Robin.

The four of them raced to the city square, and when they got there, they could see a woman slumped to the ground and a man holding on to her shoulders, both of them out of breath.

“How long before they get here?” a shout came from the crowd.

The man shook his head. “Could be days, could be hours. All I know is that you need to get your people out of here and move them up north toward Farlaweer.”

Daniel tapped the shoulder of a man in front of him and asked what had been announced.

“Stühocs on a warpath,” the man said. “Headed this way apparently.”

Daniel gave a worried look to Martha, then to Julian.

“My name is Dink, and this is my wife Emma,” the man in the center said. “We are from a smaller village just south of here and they nearly wiped us out. They took some as prisoners, but they killed the rest.”

“What do they want with prisoners?” a shout came from the crowd.

“I don’t know,” Dink said. “But you don’t have time to figure anything out, you have to leave here!”

“Wait!” The shout came from Daniel. “We don’t need to flee!”

Julian’s face drained of blood as he realized what Daniel was about to say. He tried to stop him, but was only able to say his name before he announced, “We have the king with us. He can send for soldiers. We can defend Homestead.” He pointed a finger at Julian and all eyes fell on him.

“You’re Julian Hobbes?” a voice said.

Reluctantly, Julian nodded. “I am.”

“Can you get us soldiers?”

Julian looked at Robin, knowing what had to come next. Politically, Julian could not leave these people to fend for themselves. They would hate him for it. He had to fight.

“I’ve got the Royal Guard waiting for me, not one mile away. Rally all who can fight and begin fortifying Homestead,” Julian said. He looked at Robin, knowing they had put themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time. Robin stared back, showing only caution in his eyes. Julian had known about small raids being made by the Stühocs on a few villages, but he had no idea they were this serious. It was time to deal with the Stühocs on his own terms.

“Today we show the Stühocs that the people of Marenon will not be enslaved. Today we fight!”

 


 

  

Chapter Nine

 


“How are we going to find Coffman later?” Nalani asked in a low voice.

Alric shook his head, but spoke confidently. “We’ll find him. He knows his job, and he knows ours. We just have to worry about the medallion for now.”

Nalani couldn’t believe the number of slaves before them. Thousands, not hundreds, labored to build the huge structure that looked like a pyramid. Nalani and Alric wondered at the purpose of this new building project. They both tried to find a clue from the surroundings to surmise what it could be, but there was no point in trying to guess on their own.

The two of them walked through the city streets, unsure of where to start. They knew they needed to find out where the medallion could be hidden, but there was a lot more going on in Voelif than they had originally expected. The city was crowded and bustling with individuals hard at work, with most of the people focused on the massive structure at the city center. The majority of Nestorians wouldn’t know about the orange medallion, much less be able to tell them the location. Perhaps the giant structure would be the key in finding it. The building was obviously significant, and Nestorian Officials would most likely be in charge of such a project. With the presence of important people would come special knowledge. Finding out the structure’s purpose was the first step. When Nalani told this to Alric, he agreed. They walked for a while until Alric stopped at a pub.

“Why here?” she asked him.

“In my experience, people are a lot more willing to talk and a lot less willing to question your motives when they’re drunk,” he said. “And in a busy place like this, there’s always a drunk ready to give away free information, no matter what time of day.”

He opened the door, but Nalani reached out to his arm to stop him momentarily. “Just remember that I can’t talk, ok?”

“Right,” he said. “I won’t let it happen again.”

They walked into the pub not knowing exactly what they would find. Did Nestorians take off their masks when they were inside? This would prove to be a problem for them both if this were the case. Much to their relief, no one on the inside had taken off his or her mask. All the drinks were sipped through some sort of straw to accommodate the mask. Most of the Nestorians looked identical. Nalani wasn’t sure how any of them distinguished themselves from another. There were subtle variances among some of the masks. Some had special markings, probably to display accomplishments they may have made in their career, or perhaps to show at least a little style. She didn’t know.

The pub seemed hotter than the outside had been. The rank smell of sweat and dust, and ale permeated the pub. The humid air made it hard to breathe and she could feel sweat begin to trickle down her back.

“What exactly are we looking for?” she asked Alric.

“The drunkest person here,” he said.

As if on cue, a Nestorian caught both of their attention as he began swaying back and forth, singing at the top of his lungs. Occasionally he would yell out a profanity and then say something about the stinking Stühocs. This was their man.

Nalani and Alric glanced at each other and nodded. As they moved closer to the Nestorian’s booth, he started to quiet himself, squinting his eyes at the approaching couple.

“I’ve got no apology for any of you!” he said, slurring his words.

“Drunk in the middle of the day isn’t going to get us anywhere is it?” Alric said.

“Don’t wanna go anywhere,” the Nestorian retorted. “I just wanna drink.”

Alric motioned to the bartender to ask for a refill of the Nestorian’s drink. “That’s kind of you,” the Nestorian said, and when the drink came, he slurped through the straw until there wasn’t a drop left. Nalani felt that the Nestorian would be too drunk to be of any help, but then again, maybe this was exactly what he needed. More alcohol.

“What’s you’re name, friend?” Alric asked him.

“Grif!” he proclaimed. “That’s what they call me.”

“Well Grif, why aren’t you out helping with the building at the city’s center?”

“What building?”

They both sat in silence. It
was
a building wasn’t it? Grif sat thinking for a moment, then an eyebrow cocked. “You mean the Pyramid? The building that holds the Sphere?”

Nalani’s eyebrows furrowed, although the mask concealed it.
The Sphere?

Alric hesitated a moment, but nodded. “Yes. Why aren’t you working with it?”

“Not my department,” Grif said. “I deal with foreign relations. It’s a fancy term for accommodating the Stühocs when they come for their visits.” He ended the sentence with a snarl, almost as though he was ready to vomit.

“Not happy with the alliance?” Alric asked.

Grif’s eyes narrowed behind the mask, studying Alric then pointed a thumb at Nalani. “Does he talk?”

“Nope,” Alric said. “Mute. Hasn’t spoken since he was eleven. Handy worker though.”

Grif nodded, but kept his eyes on Nalani, obviously suspicious. “I don’t talk about Stühocs and Nestorian business with people I don’t know. An easy way to get me in trouble.”

“I understand that,” Alric said, motioning for another drink. Grif accepted it graciously.

They listened to Grif talk about nothing in particular for the next couple of minutes while he finished his drink. Nalani felt they were wasting their time. Alric eventually came back to the important questions. She gave him a warning stare, letting him know that he shouldn’t press too hard. The Nestorian may not remember the conversation tomorrow, but he could still cause the two of them a lot of trouble if this wasn’t done right.

“How often do the Stühocs come in to Voelif?” Alric dared to ask.

“Too often,” Grif answered. “I just found out there’s a big group coming in the next few days to inspect the production. This might be the big one too. I hear Anithistor himself might even show up.”

Anithistor!
Nalani had to fight to contain herself. This could not be good. If he was overseeing production of this Sphere, then that meant it was something extremely significant. Was it a weapon? How could it benefit the Stühocs? This made getting the medallion that much more important. If the Stühocs and Nestorians were developing something powerful, then the Humans wouldn’t stand a chance without having all the medallions. They needed all six medallions in order to defeat the Nestorians and Stühocs for good.

She nudged Alric in the ribs and motioned her head behind them. He nodded and told Grif they would be right back. He was too drunk to care.

“What is it?” Alric asked when they were out of earshot.

“This is huge,” Nalani said. “We need to find out what the Sphere is. I guarantee whoever is overseeing it will have the medallion. If Anithistor is coming in, that means we’re running out of time. Let’s get to the bottom of this quickly.”

“I’m doing what I can,” he said. “I’m about to throw this mask against the wall, it’s so stinking hot in here.”

Nalani suppressed a laugh and they made their way back to the table. Alric got straight to the point.

“I’m starting a taskforce,” he said. This got no reaction from Grif. Alric swallowed and continued. “I don’t think the Stühocs should be here. I don’t think you want them here either.”

Grif looked up, now alert. “You’re not the secret police or anything are you?”

“If we were the police, we wouldn’t tell you would we?”

Grif stared blankly for a moment then burst out in laughter. After a moment he asked, “What is this taskforce of yours?”

“Anti-Stühoc taskforce,” Alric said. “And we need your help, Grif. We don’t think the Nestorian people should allow ourselves to be weakened by relying on the Stühocs. The Stühocs want nothing more than to take over. They’re just using us.”

“Some would argue that having them has helped us grow.”

“Yes, but have you seen the number of slaves they’ve brought out here?” Alric said. “They far outnumber us. If they ever got the inclination, they could overrun us. We need to focus on what we want to accomplish. Not what the Stühocs want.”

“I agree wholeheartedly,” Grif said. “Talk like this isn’t usually tolerated, you know. You could get yourself killed.”

“That’s why I came to you,” Alric said. “I know your allegiance. I’ve been studying you for months now. You’re the one to help us.”

Nalani couldn’t help be amazed at Alric’s genius. He almost had her believing him. His ability as a con artist shone through in that moment and she would not forget this. The Dunarian Council could use an asset like Alric.

Grif considered Alric’s words carefully. Then he nodded. “You’re right,” he said. “I am the right man for the job. I just don’t know how to do it. I don’t know how to stop what’s happening.”

“Leverage,” Alric said. “You need leverage.”

“What do I have that they would want?”

“You don’t now,” Alric answered. “But if you point me in the right direction I can help you get it.”

“What’s that?”

“Who carries the orange medallion?” Alric asked.

 


*****

When Coffman awoke, he felt like someone had dropped a boulder on his head. Everything had happened so quickly. He remembered Nalani attacking him and then a group of guards had knocked him out. The room where he sat was dark, soundless and bare. The pounding in his head was unnerving, and it was everything he could do to keep his stomach from heaving out everything he had eaten that day. He let out a sigh, knowing that this had been the only way to proceed with their mission. He hoped Nalani and Alric would find out something about the medallion. He wasn’t sure what he could do from this end. The slaves had far outnumbered the predicted amount, which might be good for keeping a low profile, but bad for obtaining information. With such a large group of people it would be difficult to find anyone with useful information. He sat up and leaned his large frame against the wall opposite the door and rubbed the side of his head. He hadn’t been stuck in a jail cell since his life on Earth. He had no desire to be in one back then and certainly no desire to be in one now.

He was jerked from his thoughts when he heard a rattling of keys at the door. He jumped to his feet as the door swung open, causing his head to swim in pain. At the door stood two Nestorian guards with their sticks ready to subdue the giant man should he decide to fight again.

“You’re going to come with us,” one of the masked guards said. “Don’t make any kind of sudden movement.”

Coffman didn’t doubt his ability to take on two measly little guards with sticks. Back in the city, earlier today, he had been subdued because Nalani had caught him by surprise, and then four guards were on top of him. But fighting now would not help him get information about the medallion, nor would it help him get out of the city when it was time to leave. He put his hands in the air and walked toward the door. One guard stepped behind him while the other led the way past a long line of cells and through another corridor. In a few moments they stood in a room with several more guards and one Nestorian man sitting at a table. The room was filled with books and what looked to be important papers. The man at the table looked up at Coffman. Maybe he grinned, maybe he scowled, Coffman couldn’t tell with the mask.

“Name please,” the man said.

“Coffman,” he answered willingly.

“And where were you captured, Coffman?”

“Why don’t you ask my captors?” This answer landed him with a swift punch in the gut, causing all his breath to be knocked out of him. He suspected the guard’s hand hurt worse than his stomach, however.

“Where were you captured?” the man repeated.

Coffman stood himself upright and straightened his shirt. “In the desert somewhere. I don’t know.”

“What were you doing so close to Voelif?”

“Tracking scowlers,” Coffman lied.

The man sat for a moment as if to weigh Coffman’s answers. “You can find more scowlers to the south, you know. Foolish of you to look near here for those foul creatures. They don’t taste very good either.”

“I’m in it for the pelts.”

“I see,” the man said. The man had written Coffman’s name in his little book and probably a short description of him as well. He sat looking at no spot in particular, probably deciding what to do with him. Coffman saw the list of names in the book on the table. It was a list arranged in chronological order by when each prisoner arrived. There was a date and a description for each person and the book was obviously filled. In fact, as Coffman glanced at the shelves in the room, he saw a hundred more just like it. Thousands of slaves had been brought here. He remembered what the others had said about the slave fields in Mudavé, and how wretched and abused the captured people seemed. The Nestorians must have bought their slaves from the Stühocs. Either way, they were never released. Once a man or a woman was caught and used, there was no hope of freedom. That is, unless they managed to escape, which was Coffman’s plan, of course.

“I think you’ll do well in helping us finish the production of the Pyramid around the Sphere. There’s a lot of heavy lifting to be done.” The man wrote some things next to Coffman’s name and then turned the book around so Coffman could see it.

“Sign your name,” the man instructed.

Coffman bent down and grabbed the pen held out for him. He quickly glanced at the other names on the list, people that had been processed before him as recently as the day before. One name in particular caught his attention. In bold letters was written a name than Coffman had heard many times. Daewyn Florelle. It was an Erellen name and the surname Florelle was one of power and recognition in Marenon. Jiaros Florelle was the king over the Erellens. Daewyn was his son. Next to Daewyn’s name was not the man’s Erellen signature as would have been expected of him. Coffman wasn’t surprised to know that the Nestorian didn’t catch what the Erellen had written beside his own name. They were two Erellen words that Coffman was able to translate roughly. The words were pronounced,
Motemiam Seloriam. Find me. Help me.

 


 

  

Chapter Ten

 


With the sarians soaring high and fast, Silas had no fear that he would not reach Hanzad before the assassin or anyone else for that matter. It would take the masked menace the rest of the day on foot, while the group of four would be there within the hour. This gave Silas and the others some measure of comfort, but not a lot. None of them still had any idea what Jessup was talking about when he told them to search at the root of dwelling. It meant nothing to any of them, and there were few other clues to work with.

Kaden soared ahead of them next to Lorcan talking about something Silas couldn’t hear. Next to Silas, Inga flew only a few feet away. He couldn’t help but stare at her as the wind caught her hair. She was beautiful. He knew he shouldn’t be thinking about such things when they were supposed to be concentrating on the mission ahead of them, but he couldn’t help it. His feelings for her were growing every day and he wished he could just tell her. He didn’t know how she felt about him though. He knew she admired him, but wasn’t that because he was the Meshulan? Wasn’t it out of respect for what he could do for Marenon? Maybe. Maybe not. The past three months training alongside Inga had been the best months Silas had in recent memory. And yet it was a difficult time, having lost his grandfather. There was a huge weight on Silas’ shoulders too, and much was expected of him in the near future. But Inga always had a way of bringing him back down to a place that felt more real. With her he always felt he was in the right place.

He remembered one night in particular, about two weeks before. Kaden had sent them out to work on magic training, and they had gotten lost in the woods. They tried to find their way back for a several hours, but obviously neither of them was trying too hard. Silas knew that if they really needed to get back to Jekyll Rock then they could do it fairly easily. But the illusion of being lost together was too much fun.

They had come to a large waterfall that Silas had seen several times when training with Kaden, and he remembered how bright Inga’s eyes had become. She looked sideways at Silas and ran for the pool at the bottom of the falls and jumped in, embracing the cool water as it engulfed her. Silas had not been far behind. They swam the afternoon away, talking about everything but training and the problems of Marenon. It was the first time since his arrival that Silas was able to get away and be himself for a little while. It felt good to talk with someone who wasn’t telling him that he needed to be prepared to fight at any moment, or that some people wanted him dead, or that Marenon was a dangerous place for the Meshulan.

Meshulan.

He was beginning to hate the word; he was so sick of hearing it. Silas knew what his duties were and he knew that the future was dim. He didn’t need to be reminded of it every moment of every day. Inga had provided him with such an escape. Their friendship had truly started when she stood up for him and convinced the other mercenaries to join with Silas to go into Mudavé. That day at the waterfall had solidified their friendship.

However, Lorcan’s presence made things complicated. Silas had no doubt that Lorcan held deep feelings for Inga. He could see it in the way he spoke with her and how he treated her. The Erellen loved her. For this reason, Silas found it hard to like Lorcan. Sure, Lorcan had saved his life in Timugo, or at least attempted to. It was an honorable thing to do, but there’s only so much friendship two men can have when they fall for the same woman. Silas knew he was crazy to think he was falling in love with her. He knew he didn’t have time for love and all the stuff that went along with it. He had an important job to do that couldn’t be distracted with a relationship. That said, he wouldn’t turn Inga down if she came to him and said she was in love with him. He knew he wouldn’t care about the mission ahead of him. But he believed that she would stand next to him no matter what, and he would be able to accomplish his destiny with her by his side.

Silas shook the thoughts from his head. What was he thinking? If he spent half as much time working on his magic as he did thinking about Inga, he would be quite competent in his abilities. He couldn’t push the thoughts of her from his head, though. They saw each other every day, and even when they weren’t near each other, he still thought about her. The way she smiled, laughed, cried, all of it. But he felt pathetic that he had never been able to voice his feelings for her. She had been merely feet from him for most of the past three months, and he could not so much as tell her that he truly enjoyed being around her. He didn’t want to lose what they already had. What if he made it awkward? If he told her how he felt even a little bit, she might become distant. Better to have her near and enjoy her presence than to have her near and feeling detached. He would not tell her about his feelings. Not yet anyway. Besides, he needed to be concentrating on the
root of dwelling, or whatever madness Jessup had spouted out before he died.

It was still early in the afternoon as they flew north over the forests and over Hanzad. It was a smaller city, not as big as Canor, and the buildings were not as tall as Jekyll Rock. It was an inconspicuous place and off the map for most beings in Marenon. This is how the people of Hanzad preferred it. There was no need to dabble in the affairs of other cities, although the city guards were still employed by the king as they were in every major Human city.

Silas could see people below them shouting and pointing as they flew over the city. Most had probably never even seen a sarian before. They landed the birds on the north end of the city, and when they dismounted, Kaden gathered them around.

“I think we should split up,” he said. “Ask around, see what you can find out. Try not to draw too much attention to yourselves, though. Especially you,” he said to Silas. “Here,” he said as he reached inside his saddlebag and pulled out a long, black cloak. “Word travels fast in Marenon, and I don’t want people to recognize you. Put the hood over your head so no one will see your face.”

Silas held up the cloak and looked at the others. “How does this keep me from drawing attention to myself?”

“It will conceal you,” Kaden answered. “I don’t expect any trouble, but if someone recognizes you it will slow us considerably. Act distant, but be forward enough to ask questions.”

“The root of dwelling?” Lorcan asked. “Do you think it’s safe to just be asking about it? What if it’s something ultra-secretive to people around here? They might not like strangers asking about their private matters.”

Kaden shrugged. “It’s all we can do. Let’s meet back in an hour to see what we come up with.”

“Here?” Inga asked.

Kaden shook his head and pointed south. “The Birchwood Pub. It’s on the other end of the town. We can rest there and get some food before we head out again. Any questions?”

None of them spoke.

“Then I’ll see you in an hour.”

Kaden turned and began walking in one direction, a look of determination showing that he knew where he needed to look. Lorcan stayed behind for a moment, but decided to go in the opposite direction, giving Inga a small wink before he took off. Inga stayed behind with Silas.

“We can go together,” she said. “It will make it easier if you’re nervous that someone will recognize you. Kaden’s right though. It would take a lot of our time if people knew the Meshulan was in their midst. We’d never get out of here.”

“Sounds good to me,” Silas said. “I mean, about you staying with me.” He pulled the cloak around his shoulders and lifted the hood over his head. Inga bent down, trying to see his face as Silas made an effort to conceal it.

With a nod of affirmation, Inga said it was perfect. “Virtually invisible.”

“Couldn’t you cast a spell or something that would actually make me invisible?” Silas said with a chuckle.

On cue, Inga closed her eyes and stretched out the palm of her hand and Silas felt a sudden rush of cold air come around him. It was one of the strangest feelings he had ever experienced before. His skin felt as though tiny particles of ice clung to it, and when he looked down at his hand, all he saw was the ground. He looked at his feet…dirt. Even the staff in his other hand was missing. It was the ultimate disguise.

“How did you learn to do that?” Silas asked.

“It took a long time to get it right, but once I learned to do it, it was easy,” she answered. “I call that particular magical power
shadow.”

“That’s appropriate,” Silas said. “How long can it last?”

“The more I concentrate, the longer it will last, but at the most I can only do it for a few minutes.”

“This is incredible!”

And as quickly as it had come, Silas’ disguise disappeared.

“I’m glad you think so.”

“Do you think you could teach me to do that sometime?”

“I think we need you to master the shield first,” she said with a wink.

“I’m probably the slowest person you’ve seen at learning magic, aren’t I?”

“No, no,” she said with a laugh. “I taught Alric to move things around and make a fireball once. It took him a month to even get a spark.”

Silas grinned at the memory of Alric showing him the magic. That was exactly what he had done to make a campfire in the middle of the path, showing Silas for the first time that magic existed in Marenon.

Inga led the way around the city, asking various people about the
root of dwelling.
Some people just gave her a strange look and shook their heads, while some would look at Silas standing with his face half-covered, holding his staff, and they would nervously walk away. They soon decided it was best that he stand farther away from her so people didn’t get anxious by his ominous look. It didn’t help, however, because no one seemed to know anything about the
root of dwelling.
Silas thought about the term a little bit. It was an odd phrase and didn’t seem to fit anywhere. What could Jessup have meant by it? It sounded like a place, but such a vague description was leading them nowhere.

The hour went by quickly and the two had come up with no answers. They asked someone how to find The Birchwood Pub and were directed to it. The inside was smoky and full of people who had finished working for the day and wanted to get some refreshments. They looked around in search for the other two, but neither Lorcan nor Kaden had made it in yet. Silas and Inga snuck into a small booth in the corner across from each other.

“I envy you,” Silas said. “Your powers, I mean.”

“Is that so?” she asked with an eyebrow raised.

Silas nodded. “It looks like it comes so easy for you when I can barely move simple objects around.”

“It wasn’t always so easy,” she said, scratching at her hands on the table. “It took years of studying and long days of training.”

“With Silandrin,” Silas said.

Inga didn’t hide her surprise. “You remember well,” she said. The two of them had not spoken of the Sorcerer that had instructed her since the day in the forest after escaping the Anwyns. That one small conversation revealed so much about Inga and her past, yet left so many more unanswered questions. He had asked her how she died, and she responded by telling him that it was too intimate of a question to ask. He vowed to himself never to ask her again. If she wanted him to know, she would tell him.

“Have you felt him?” Silas asked. “His presence, I mean.”

“I felt something at the old house today,” she said. “It was sort of like feeling Silandrin, but much more powerful. I can’t really explain it. It was as if he was there, or had been there recently. It did nothing to me physically, but it wrecked my concentration.”

“Could it have been the Gatekeeper’s magic?”

“Maybe,” she said. “It didn’t affect any of you, but only me. I would imagine that means it had something to do with magic.”

Silas nodded. He wondered what it was like being so attuned to magic. The power that one could possess was unlimited. Inga had more power stored within her that she didn’t even use. She could take just about any man down with her abilities, but she respected her magic. She knew it was a tool to serve a greater purpose.

Inga lifted an arm in the air and gave a slight wave when she saw Kaden and Lorcan walk through the entrance of the pub. They spotted her and made their way beside them.

“Any luck?” Silas asked as Kaden took the seat to his right.

Kaden shook his head and let out a sigh. “Nothing. I’ve never felt so lost. This root of dwelling could be anything and nobody seems to know what I’m talking about.”

“Same here,” said Lorcan. “Only they stare at me longer because they act like they haven’t ever seen an Erellen.”

“So what do we do now?” Inga asked.

No one said anything for a long moment. “We get some food and drinks and think about it,” Silas finally said. Kaden patted him on the back with satisfaction, and Silas got up from his seat and walked to the crowded bar. He stood between two gruff men. The one to his right looked nearly as drunk as a person could be without passing out, and the other seemed stiff, almost nervous. Silas caught him glancing at him and he turned to his drink quickly, as though he hoped Silas hadn’t seen him. Silas wasn’t sure why the man would be acting in such a way. He had taken the hood down, so he didn’t look so formidable. And he thought Kaden had been a little overcautious with the hood anyway. He didn’t believe anyone in Hanzad was going to recognize him. Most in Jekyll Rock barely recognized him. So why would they notice him in a city that kept itself secluded from the rest of Marenon?

“What would you like?” the bartender asked.

“I recommend the fish and stewed potatoes,” the man to Silas’ left said without looking up from his drink.

Silas looked at him for a long moment, then to the bartender. “Four of those please.” He looked back to the man beside him at the bar. “Have we met?”

“No sir,” the man said. “I know you though.” He looked up from his mug revealing a rough beard and cheek-length hair. Silas could tell from his build that the man was short, but very strong and no stranger to hard work. He also couldn’t help but notice the man’s wrist, displaying a small tattoo of what looked to be a dragon. “You’re the Meshulan, aren’t you?” he whispered as he pulled his sleeve down closer to his hand.

Silas jerked his head back suddenly, shocked to hear this from a complete stranger. He wasn’t exactly sure what to say. Should he deny it and pretend to be someone else? That’s probably what Kaden would have him do, but Kaden didn’t know everything. This was just another man that was happy to see the one who was famous for killing Maroke.

“Don’t worry,” the man said. “Your secret is safe with me. I understand the need to keep a low profile. But you are him, aren’t you?”

Silas looked from side to side, then stuck out a hand. “The name’s Silas Ainsley,” he said.

The man accepted his hand and shook it excitedly. “Very nice to meet you sir! Very nice indeed! My name is Saul, game hunter extraordinaire.”

“Extraordinaire?”

“Well, I like to think so,” he shrugged. “I’ve come across many things while hunting, but you can’t get better hunting grounds than around Hanzad.”

“Been here a while?” Silas asked.

“All my second life,” the man laughed heartily. “It’s been a lot of years now. Longer than most around here.”

Silas considered this a moment. It had never occurred to him that many of the people in Hanzad might be new arrivals to Marenon. If the landmark that Jessup had whispered to him about was an older one then most people might not even know about it.

“Maybe you could help me, Saul.”

“Anything sir,” he nearly shouted.

Silas held up a hand. “You gotta keep it quiet.”

Saul placed a hand over his mouth sheepishly. “Sorry,” he whispered.

“I’m looking for something called the root of dwelling. I honestly have no idea what or where it is, but someone like yourself that’s been around a while might know something about it.”

Saul sat for a moment, seemingly racking his brain for the information Silas requested. Silas had all but given up on the man’s resourcefulness when his eyes turned bright and he looked up at Silas almost shouting out his next few words. “I know what you are looking for!”

“Shhhh!” Silas said, looking around to see if anyone was paying attention. Most were too drunk or didn’t care.

“I know of such a place,” he whispered. “No wonder you haven’t had any luck. It’s really old. There’s an ancient tree about a mile or so south of the city. Most people have never heard of it, but I’ve seen it a few times. I once asked a fellow hunter about it and he told me that it was once called the Dwelling Tree. It symbolized a place of life where people and creatures could live and dwell forever and ever in the forest’s richness. The root of dwelling could only mean you’re looking for something at the roots of the Dwelling Tree.”

Silas couldn’t believe his ears. The luck of having run into someone with information about where they needed to go was simply splendid.

“I would be happy to take you there,” Saul told him.

“Why don’t you come meet my team?” Silas motioned him to the table where the others sat. He had Saul repeat to them the same information he had told Silas. They sat together and ate their food and when they were finished, Saul gathered his hunting bow and arrows and led them out of the pub. The sky was beginning to darken and the air was getting cooler. Night would be upon them quickly.

Saul led them into the thick of the forest where it was dark already, and the tree frogs were beginning to belch choruses in sync with the crickets. When they came to the Dwelling Tree, Silas was a little disappointed in how short the thing actually was, but the trunk was at least ten feet wide. In all its years of living, it never seemed to be able to grow upward, just out. It grew no leaves like the other trees around it, but it wasn’t dead either. It was no surprise that no one knew what Silas and the others were talking about when they had asked. Silas wondered if its name had been pronounced too early and the name-giver had seen it in its lush youth, crowded with leaves and flowers.

“This is it?” Lorcan asked with an eyebrow cocked.

“Yep,” Saul declared. “It’s a beauty ain’t it?”

“It’s something,” Silas said, walking around the thick base of the tree to inspect its trunk. “We’re looking for a root?”

Before anyone could even answer Silas saw it. Between two roots stood a shovel and a mound of dirt. Next to the mound of dirt was a large hole in the ground leading to the base of the tree. The others stood behind him looking at the same thing. A door, built directly under the tree, stood cracked, ominously inviting anyone to enter if they dared. There was no doubt, this is where Jessup had wanted them to go, but someone else had gotten there first.

Silas looked at Kaden. “We going in?”

“We don’t really have a choice,” Kaden said.

“Saul, you’ve been here before, any idea what’s down there?”

The man shook his head. A look of wonder and excitement had been replaced with fear and hesitation. “First time seeing this,” he said.

Silas took in a deep breath and nodded. “Ok. Let’s go then, shall we?”

Saul shook his head. “I appreciate what you’re doing sir, I really do. You are the Meshulan and I would love nothing more than to help you with any problem, but I don’t really think going down there is the best idea for me. I think I might wait for you up here, is that alright?”

Silas smiled. The man had done so much more for them than he would ever know, Silas was sure. “Thank you for everything, but you don’t have stay up here.” With that he patted the man on the arm, and Saul let out a shout, startling everyone.

He lifted a hand to his face. “Sorry about that. It’s a recent hunting accident. Nothing serious. It just hurts real bad is all.”

Each of them stood for a long, quiet moment. “I’ll be on my way,” Saul said, and he turned to leave.

The open door below them was like the mouth of a lurking monster ready and willing to take them and devour them all. What lay ahead, none of them knew, but it was evident someone had been there first. This left them with a few scenarios to consider. Either the person before them had gone in and taken what he or she needed, died, or saw what was in there and took off running from it. In any case, uncertainty was their path, and that was always a dangerous one to follow.

 


 

  

Chapter Eleven

 


The sun was on its way down in Voelif when the guards finally left Coffman with his quartermaster Cecil. He learned that Cecil was a slave just like himself, but because of hard work and good behavior, he enjoyed certain perks that most slaves did not get. He was a scrawny little man without much muscle to do any sort of heavy lifting, but he could yell. Perhaps that was why he had been promoted.

“Just don’t do anything stupid and do what I tell you, and neither of us will get beaten,” Cecil told him.

“What exactly are we working on down here?” Coffman asked.

“The Pyramid,” he answered. “It’s the structure that houses the Sphere. It’s a weapon of sorts. Hasn’t been tested out yet, though.”

“What’s it supposed to do?”

Cecil shook his head, leading him toward the Pyramid. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” Ignoring Coffman’s inquiry, he continued. “It’s like a big blue sphere of energy.”

“What does it do?” Coffman asked again.

“Yep. A big, stupid sphere.” Cecil shook his head again as though to bring himself from a daze and looked back at Coffman. “Better to not be standing around talking. They’ll beat us both.”

Coffman’s eyes squinted at Cecil, who didn’t seem completely sane by the way he carried himself. He watched as he kept shouting out orders to other slaves, telling them to do certain things. Perhaps Cecil truly thought this was his job and that he needed to do it well. Had he forgotten that he was merely a slave to these people?

At the approach of a group of Nestorian guards, Coffman pretended to be busy, lifting a heavy bag of rocks to take to the base of the structure. Once they passed, he dropped the bag and moved down a side pathway between a set of buildings. Security did not seem nearly as tight as Coffman would have made it if he were in charge. He also wondered if the slaves knew just how many more of them there were compared to the Nestorian guards. It would claim some lives, but an uprising was not out of the question. These people could free themselves. Why wouldn’t they?

As he followed the pathway, he came to an opening with even more slaves, laboring, carrying things, working toward building the gigantic structure. He wanted to get closer to it. What was this sphere on the inside? Cecil said it was some sort of blue energy. What did that even mean? He made his way down, not gathering any sort of looks from others, which was good. How Alric and Nalani were going to get to the Medallion, he had no clue. This whole operation seemed way too big for the three of them to handle. He had thought that he would be able to find out some information among the slaves, but that didn’t seem like it was going to be a possibility. These slaves were cut off from any sort of information. The thought came to Coffman’s mind that perhaps Cecil didn’t even know what the Sphere was for and that he ignored Coffman because he didn’t want to seem like he didn’t know anything. Coffman finally decided he would let Nalani and Alric deal with the medallion on their own. He wanted to find out what this weapon was for. Then there was the matter of the Erellen prince. Was he just an average slave working on the structure? A person of such importance would have surely been recognized.

As soon as the thought entered his head, he saw it. Across the road from the half-finished structure was another building with large stone pillars towering over a set of stairs leading to the entrance. Hanging from the archway above the stairs were five cages, big enough to only hold one person. Four of them were empty, while the one on the far left end seemed to be occupied. Coffman couldn’t really get a good look at who was in it, but his gut told him that he knew. He moved closer, trying to remain inconspicuous. In a normal crowd, he would have stuck out, but here most people kept their eyes on the ground and never looked up. The guards seemed too engaged in conversation to actually care about what was happening with the slaves until someone dropped something or fell over. They would then pull out their short sticks and beat them mercilessly. Coffman would use their inattention to his advantage as he casually moved toward the columned building.

Once he was finally near the steps and could see into the cages, his suspicions were confirmed as he looked up into the cage. Daewyn Florelle.

The prince sat in his cage, taking notice of no one as he bit his fingernail and whistled some tune unfitting for his surroundings. When he finally did look down, he jerked his head sideways in surprise.

“Whoa there!” he said. “I’ve had a few people stare at me over the past couple of days, but you my friend are by far the biggest.”

Coffman looked over his shoulder to see if anyone was paying him any attention. He was safe for the moment. “I’m here to get you out,” Coffman whispered.

Daewyn pushed his nose between two of the bars in the cage. “Forgive me for not believing you. You wouldn’t be approaching me during the day if you were telling the truth.”

Coffman waved him off. “I never said I have a plan. I know who you are. I saw your name on the list when I was brought in today. I know you’re the son of Jiaros Florelle. Which means you aren’t supposed to be tied up in a cage in enemy territory. ‘Find me, help me, right?”

“You speak the Erellen tongue?” Daewyn seemed surprised. “I left that note in case any of my companions were picked up as well. I didn’t expect a Human to be able to understand it.”

“I have an Erellen friend,” Coffman said.

“Do you? You mean to say that my countrymen are out fraternizing with the Humans now? Please, tell me, who is this Erellen friend of yours?”

“Lorcan Zamire,” Coffman answered.

Daewyn’s eyes fell sharp on Coffman and his blond brow lowered. “I know of this Erellen.”

“You do? That’s great!”

Daewyn shook his head. “It’s not great. I don’t think I can accept your help.”

This confused Coffman. How could Daewyn not want his help?

“Lorcan Zamire is a wanted man in Elysium. He’s nothing more than a criminal!”

Coffman scratched his head, not knowing what just happened. “What in the world are you talking about?”

“You don’t know?”

Coffman shook his head. “Obviously not.”

“Your friend Lorcan never told you who he was?”

Again, Coffman shook his head.

Daewyn sighed. “I don’t suppose it would matter to you anyway.”

“He’s my friend. Of course it matters.”

Daewyn slumped back down against the cage, looking nowhere specifically. “I suppose you also don’t know that Lorcan was once selected to work as an advisor trainee under my father? That would have made him my close personal advisor whenever I become king, if I so choose. And I would have too. Lorcan was brilliant.”

For a moment, Coffman wasn’t sure they were talking about the same Lorcan, but when Daewyn said something about Lorcan being worthless against the Stühocs, Coffman knew it was the same man. But how? Lorcan had never told him any of this.

“To make a long story short, Lorcan did something terrible, fled Elysium, and will be punished should he ever return.”

Coffman shook his head. “I don’t know anything about his relationship to the rest of the Erellen people. He’s never mentioned it.”

“That’s not surprising,” Daewyn said.

Coffman was about to ask what Lorcan could have done when the movement of an approaching guard hushed him. As Coffman began to walk away, he spoke over his shoulder.

“I’ll find a way to get you out. The Meshulan has returned!”

Daewyn shifted in his cage a bit as Coffman continued onward. “Meshulan what?” But Daewyn heard him correctly.

*****

Grif had been more than willing to give up the location of the Orange Medallion. He had looked at the two of them like they were idiots when Alric suggested that they steal it to have leverage. Nalani didn’t think going all in and telling a Nestorian their plans had been the best move on his part, but Alric told her several times that he had it under control. The disadvantage of not being able to speak was annoying. She was used to doing things her way, not allowing anyone but the council to question her. But all talking and apparently decision-making had to be made by Alric. She made sure to let him know how unhappy she was with the current plan.

Grif told them that the location of the medallion was no secret. A Nestorian called General Mintuk held it under lock and key in a safe, and a guard stood watch near it at all times. It was near the center of the city in a tower that was hardly ever used by anyone, except some of the top commanders when there were meetings. This would be advantageous to Nalani and Alric since it didn’t seem likely there would be a meeting in the next few hours. The real action would be taking place whenever Anithistor marched in with his soldiers to oversee what was happening in Voelif. They would surely be holed up in that tower and the medallion would be untouchable. This would be their only chance to get to it.

Night had fallen when the two of them made it to the tower, and it seemed cold and empty. Nalani was confident in their ability to subdue one guard, take the key and get the medallion, but something didn’t seem right. Was it really that simple? What if the guard didn’t have the key? Even so, it was worth a try, and they were out of options. They walked slowly through the front entrance of the tower; hands ready to draw their weapons should anyone come attacking. For all they knew, no Nestorian was allowed in the tower without proper clearance.

The inside seemed much larger than the outside revealed. They walked through a massive dining hall with various tables and chairs scattered about, and the mess of drinks and stale food left unattended. The tower had the look of frequent use, but there was no one there right now. Nalani looked at Alric questioningly, but said nothing. They were both thinking it. Grif had said the place was barely used, yet it looked as though someone had just left. They walked to the other side, and Nalani spotted the stairwell that spiraled upward to the top.

“This is the way,” she whispered.

Alric nodded and followed close behind her. She had a bad feeling about this. Why would the medallion be left unguarded? Was it not as important to the Nestorians as it was to other people groups? The flight of stairs went on for a long time until it came to an abrupt end at a wooden door that stood half-opened. No forced entry, no fiddling with locks, this was too easy.

She looked into the room. It was as large as the room on the bottom floor, but this one did not have the look of frequent use. There were tables, but they were empty. Only one was filled with large papers scattered about with figures strategically placed in various positions upon them. Maps. They were battle maps of Marenon. At least, this was Nalani’s first thought. She took a step forward with a quiet-but-ready Alric behind her. When she peeked around the other side of the door, she found no one else inside. The tower was empty.

“This doesn’t look like a place you’d find the medallion,” Alric said.

“Maybe we’ve caught a lucky break,” Nalani replied.

“Maybe we’ve walked into a trap.”

Ignoring the suggestion, Nalani made her way to the table of maps to have a closer look at what the Nestorians might be planning. Alric walked around the room scanning for the ‘guarded’ chest that held the medallion.

Nalani’s attention immediately went to the map with the figurines scattered across the top of it. There were different colored pawns, each representing a specific group. The red figurines, which were spread out from Mudavé, represented the Stühocs; the Nestorians were blue and the Humans were yellow. The Anwyns and Erellens didn’t seem to be represented on the map, suggesting that perhaps they were not part of whatever plans were being made. What concerned Nalani the most was the sheer number of red figurines there were. Village after village had a red figurine set on top of it, suggesting that the Stühocs had either taken them over, or were planning to soon.

Wouldn’t we have heard of this if they had taken control of so many villages?

“There’s no chest,” Alric said, now standing next to her. “The little runt lied.”

“Alric look at this,” she said, not taking her eyes from the map.

Alric did as she said, but had no emotion behind his observation. “So what? They’re planning to attack. They always plan to attack.”

“No but look,” she said pointing. “There’s a pattern. All the villages they want or have taken over are leading toward the same place.”

Alric’s eyes widened as he noticed what she was saying. “Jekyll Rock.”

“The Stühocs are planning to attack it. I would have never thought they’d be moving this soon.”

“Looks like they’re getting pretty close to finishing the weapon too,” Alric said.

“We’ve got to find out what the weapon is and warn the council.”

“We’ve got to find the medallion,” Alric countered. “In case you haven’t noticed, it’s not here.”

“That’s right.” The voice made them both freeze as it bellowed from behind them at the doorway. “I have it with me. Always.”

Nalani and Alric turned, knowing not to even attempt to move for their weapons. They saw a large Nestorian man with several guards surrounding him, ready to kill at the slightest threat. His mask was different than the others, wider and decorated with elaborate colors. It set him apart from any other guard. Standing just behind the large Nestorian was Grif, angry, perhaps filled with pride at his new accomplishment. Alric hung his head in defeat and let out a sigh.

“Is this the medallion you’re looking for?” The large one held it up from his neck and let it dangle in his fingers, taunting them with its orange glimmer.

“You must be General Mintuk,” Alric said.

The Nestorian nodded.

“Grif’s told us so much about you,” he said giving the small traitor a look of loathing.

Two guards moved to either side of them and they gave no fight. They would be killed if they tried to resist. The guards removed Nalani and Alric’s mask. None of them held their surprise at seeing two Humans, especially a woman, under the masks.

Nothing was said for nearly a minute as Mintuk soaked in their identities. Finally, he broke the silence.

“Throw them in the cages.”

 


 

  

Chapter Twelve

 


Julian’s war cry had inspired the entire populace of Homestead Village. Though only a few had heard it, word spread quickly, especially when the Royal Guard came in on horseback.

Julian watched as the village began to prepare for the invasion, and he was frustrated with Daniel for putting him in this position. If only the man would have kept his mouth shut, Julian could have left Homestead and then sent troops to aid the village. Deep down, however, he knew it would be too late by then. Homestead would have been overrun before he even made it to Farlaweer. Instead, Julian stood in the village square, watching as men, women and children prepared for the fight of their lives. What if this was his last stand? What if everything he had done in Marenon came to this point and today he would die? Julian shook his head at the thought. It couldn’t end this way. He was the king. Dying for a small village on the outskirts of nowhere was not the way he wanted to go, but like his untimely death as a child on Earth, he knew it could happen again.

The walls surrounding Homestead would hold for a while, but not against any kind of large attack. Many questions had flown toward the man Dink and his wife Emma, about the size of the attack force. Dink assured them that it would be a difficult one to win, but with the Royal Guard on their side they would probably survive. Julian’s presence spurred confidence in all of them.

The sun was falling quickly and there was no sign of an invasion, precisely how the Stühocs would want it, quiet and dark. The Royal Guard sat ready on their horses as citizens placed themselves at the top of the wall overlooking the horizon. Others formed lines and strategic positions all based on what Robin had instructed. This was his area of expertise, Julian knew. Robin hadn’t even waited for the go-ahead, but he was obviously the one that knew what he was doing. Julian was a good fighter, but he was no battle organizer. When Julian walked up to him at the top of the wall, Robin bowed his head and placed his hand over his heart.

“Forgive me, Your Majesty, for not asking your permission to direct the troops,” he said.

Julian shook his head, not taking his eyes away from the blood-red sun. “You don’t need to apologize or ask permission. You know I’m only a source of inspiration and little more.”

“Little more?” Robin said, eyebrow cocked. “If I understand correctly, you were the best fighter on the Dunarian Council, were you not? That’s saying something, especially with Darius Umar next to you.”

“It’s debatable,” Julian smiled. “I think you’re just saying that because you’re the one that trained me to fight.”

Robin shrugged. “Maybe.”

Julian let out a sigh and turned to leave. Before he could climb the ladder down the wall, he saw Daniel at the other end, suiting up and carrying a sword. Julian’s eyes narrowed as he decided against the ladder and moved forward to meet him.

“What are you thinking?” he asked when he was close enough.

“Your Highness?”

“The sword, the armor, what are you doing? You should be seeing to Martha, hiding! You are in no shape to fight.”

Daniel said nothing for a moment. Being addressed by the king in such a way was something he probably never expected to encounter.

“I want to help,” Daniel said. “I don’t want to hide from anyone.”

Julian didn’t know why, but Daniel’s response made him feel a twinge of anger. Julian hadn’t just freed the man only to watch him die now.

“I just…” He paused, then sighed. “Just don’t get yourself killed.”

“Your Majesty, I will do whatever possible to avoid that.” With that he gave a small salute. Julian turned away from him, not knowing fully why he had confronted the man in the first place. For some reason, Julian felt he had a certain responsibility for Daniel’s life. Perhaps it was because he had just given the man the freedom to live again, and now he knew it could be taken away in a matter of seconds.

Then a different thought struck him.

The memory orb!

Would it be unacceptable to obtain the memory orb after the untimely death of one of his citizens? He shook his head vigorously as if to physically shake the thought out from between his ears. How could he think in such a way? Of course he wouldn’t take it. He would not maul a man’s body just to get information. He certainly didn’t want to hope that something bad might befall the man. No. He wanted the villagers to survive this battle. Julian was the king and he would lead his people to victory. Sure, Robin was the tactical genius and would give the orders, but who did Robin take orders from? Julian.

Walking into the village square, he pulled out his sword and began to swing it from side to side. He stabbed and parried at an invisible enemy, occasionally throwing small flames through his sword, using the defensive magic he had learned as a child. He became determined and too focused to even notice anyone else around him. He saw nothing in front of him, but the great battlefield in his imagination. For a moment, he was gone from the shabby village of Homestead and commanding the largest army Marenon had ever seen. His first enemy was a Stühoc, then it turned to a Nestorian slave trader. For a brief moment he even relived his duel with Ward Holden. Lastly, he saw his brother. Anger flooded his veins. He had mourned for a time about letting his brother die, but he had finally stopped regretting it. The death of Morgan Hobbes was the best thing for the Humans in Marenon. He swung at his imaginary brother’s head and then stabbed at the chest. He let out a yell and swung with all his might, catching his brother’s side and killing him instantly. With the phantom's death came the disappearance of his imagination. He hadn’t even noticed the crowd that had gathered around him. Dink was among them, and was the first to speak.

“You really want to help us don’t you?”

Julian didn’t know what to say to the man. Of course he wanted to help them, but he wanted to do so much more than that. He wanted to destroy every last Stühoc for good and be rid of their mess. Why did they have to be in Marenon? Why did there always have to be problems to solve?

“I really want to help you,” Julian answered. “I really want to let the Stühocs know they can’t just take any village they want. I want them to fight us today and realize they don’t have enough power to destroy our lives in Marenon.”

“It means a lot to have a king that would stand with his people,” Dink said. “You’re a good man.”

When Dink finished speaking, he lowered himself to one knee and bowed his head. The crowd of people around him did the same, giving honor to their king, thanking him for staying with him. When others saw what was happening, they too went to the ground. In every direction citizens of Homestead, and even the Royal Guard were bowing to Julian. This was the first time it had actually happened out of respect rather than obligation. These people were truly happy to have their king with them. Because of Julian, they would fight with hope and determination.

After a moment, Julian held his hands out. “Rise!” he said. “You must keep your eyes on the horizon. You must-.” He was interrupted by the sound of bells ringing, an alarm of warning. The first sighting of the Stühoc horde had revealed itself in the distance. Immediately citizens took their positions and readied their weapons. The Stühocs were not coming in secret either. Their own horns blew in the distance, and a loud chant could be heard from their vicious ranks. They wanted the small village to know they were coming. They wanted to drive fear deep into the hearts of the people as they waited for the battle.

Julian climbed up the ladder to see over the wall. There were more than he expected. Dink found his way to Julian’s side, watching as the army that had destroyed his village marched to fight him once again.

“How long did it take them to destroy your village?”

Dink shook his head. “Minutes. There are so many of them.” He pointed to the caravan with hundreds of horse-drawn carriages that followed after the Stühoc army. “After destroying almost everyone else, they started taking prisoners. For what, I can’t be sure.”

Julian remembered the field full of slaves that stood in the cages in Mudavé. Some would be brainwashed to serve the Stühocs while others would be sold to the Nestorians. Julian knew exactly why the Stühocs came with the carriages, but saying it would do nothing but make them fear. Julian would rather die than be captured. Being stuck in those cages only to be turned or enslaved would be the worst fate a man could imagine.

His thoughts suddenly went to Nalani, for some reason. Deep into Nestorian land, she was probably in more danger than Julian now faced. He feared for her life, but she was deeply dedicated to her task, and humanity needed her to get the orange medallion. After that, there would be only one left and the Erellens carried it. Once the Dunarians possessed all six of them, they would be able to use the weapon below Jekyll Rock and never have to fear the Stühocs again.

He knew Alric and Coffman were with Nalani, though their lawless kind would never be his first choice as companions on such a dangerous mission. They were good at what they did, but in the end, he considered them just mercenaries that thought only of money and themselves. He hoped they wouldn’t take off with the medallion and try to make the Dunarians buy it back from them. Julian had already overpaid them just for the medallion from Timugo, leaving the Dunarians in a financial strain. It had been Julian that found the group in the first place. They had done their job well, but now they were responsible for helping Nalani, the only woman he had ever loved. If something happened to her while working with the thieves, it would ultimately be Julian’s fault. He didn’t think he could live with himself.

If he survived this day and she came back from Voelif safely, he would win her back. He had to. She meant more to him than the kingdom. He would leave it and they could start their lives in some distant part of Marenon, away from war, away from any more death. The thought gave Julian inspiration, more so even than the respect of Homestead Village. He wanted nothing more than to be done with this battle and get Nalani back. He would do it. He had to do it.

The Stühocs marched with an ominous, steady pace that toyed with the soldiers waiting to defend their homes. There were lines and lines of foot soldiers carrying blazing torches. Their skin and armor, normally gray, seemed coal-black in the night. Their Human-like features were marred by deformities and scars, which drove fear into any enemy. Citizens of Homestead stood at the top of the wall. Having left their horses, the Royal Guard stood at the wall with their bows and arrows drawn, ready to strike when the Stühocs came within range. Robin stood behind them, telling all to wait for his orders. He gave one last glance to Julian, who nodded in affirmation.

The gate was shut, reinforced and all stood ready to fight. Closed in. There would be no chance of running now. Thanks to Dink and Emma, Homestead was prepared, but were they prepared enough? Julian looked at most of them, knowing that many had never seen battle before. But there was one thing all of them had over the Stühocs. They had all seen death. They knew what it had to offer them and they were not afraid to fight.

The Stühocs charged.

Their screams were loud and terrible, the need for blood evident on their cruel faces. They had never been beaten; they rarely even lost a soldier when taking the small villages. Nothing would stop them, especially a little village like Homestead.

Robin shouted the order for his men to release their arrows. In one unified motion, the arrows flew into the bodies of the rushing Stühocs, taking many down at once. The soldiers instantly pulled out their second wave and waited for Robin’s next order. It came, and again they sent their arrows soaring. Even with thirty or so dropping at a time, the Stühocs charged onward. Julian watched as the attackers came in toward the front then split to either side of Homestead, surrounding the village. Robin noticed instantly and sent some of the Royal Guard to aid the villagers at the top of the wall.

The Stühocs carried no ladders to breach the wall because most of the villages did not have such protection. They did, however have a battering ram making its way to the frail gate.

Arrows flew, but it served only to delay the Stühocs. There would be no avoiding a fight. The Stühocs sent volleys of their own arrows, and villagers dropped one by one. Robin yelled for them all to shoot, then drop, reload and shoot. None of these people had any sort of fighting experience, but they followed Robin’s orders flawlessly.

Boom!

The battering ram had made it to the gate. Julian ordered several men to follow him to the gate to be ready to take on anything that came through. The Royal Guard and citizens at the top of the wall kept firing on the soldiers that carried the battering ram, but with every Stühoc that fell, another immediately rose to replace him. Julian stood in front of a hundred or more men and women, weapons ready to take on the relentless enemy.

Boom!

The gate began to split. A group of citizens had tried to fortify the gate, but it was useless. The only way to survive this battle would be with spilt blood.

Crash!

When the gate split, the Stühocs poured in. Their vicious screams wailed through the night as they charged in with weapons held high. Julian was the first to move. Igniting his sword with a blazing fire, he crashed into the first wave of Stühocs. Stabbing, slashing, gray blood flying in every direction, the line of Stühocs didn’t stand a chance in the king’s fury. His determination inspired the others to fight with as much tenacity, and the Stühocs weren’t ready for it.

He sliced through another soldier and turned to send a ball of fire in the face of another. Even though the Stühocs kept dropping one-by-one, they kept pouring in through the gate. Villager and Stühoc alike were dropping all over the place, and Julian was forced to call them back. The Royal Guard left their positions on the wall to aid in the fight below. Robin tried to stay near Julian at all times, but found it nearly impossible to keep up with him. The Stühocs scattered about Homestead like an overturned anthill, shrieking and tearing at anything that moved, but still the villagers fought back. Unfortunately, the number of Stühocs coming in was too great, and the villagers were heavily outnumbered.

Julian had lost count of the Stühocs he had killed. After dispatching another, he could hear a distinct cry for help from the distance. He looked for the source of the cry, but found nothing until he saw one man fighting off a group of Stühocs.

“I need help!” the man yelled. He fought in a far corner of the village, unseen by most because they were preoccupied with their own enemies. Julian rushed to help the man. With the number of Stühocs around him, Julian was surprised the man had lasted so long. Getting to him was no easy task. Julian killed at least four Stühocs, just trying to move in the direction of the cry. He came within twenty yards of the surrounded man when what he saw caused him to stop abruptly.

Daniel.

The man swung his sword with all of his might, but Julian could tell that his already limited strength was failing. His natural instinct was to help Daniel, to fight by his side and destroy the Stühocs, but something kept his legs from moving. Julian would have never thought to kill the man in cold blood for valuable information, but this was battle. He didn’t have to help him did he?

Daniel swung his sword harder and harder. “Somebody, help me!”

Julian moved back against a building, peering around the corner. Surely Daniel would be able to take care of himself, wouldn’t he? Julian shook his head. He took a small step forward with his right leg, but he brought it back, hesitating. The man had five Stühocs trying to kill him, and he probably did not possess the skill to fend them off on his own. It was Julian’s duty to help Daniel. Still, he could not get his legs to move forward. If someone else were doing the killing, Julian’s hands would be clean. He gripped the sword handle harder, wanting to save the man from a gruesome fate, but he knew that the proof contained in the memory orb would ultimately save more lives. It had to.

The thoughts left him when Daniel spotted Julian standing there waiting. The fight that Daniel had within him faded instantly, as did any kind of hope for survival. In that moment, Daniel let his guard down. His disappointment in seeing Julian unwilling to help him, made him lower his arms. One of the Stühocs’ weapons caught the hilt of Daniel’s sword and sent it flying. Another Stühoc reared back and swung his weapon deep into the man’s chest while another went through his side. Daniel’s eyes never left Julian’s. Julian recognized the look of confusion on Daniel’s face, begging a reason why the king had freed him only to let him die hours later. Julian let out an involuntary scream as he ran to Daniel’s aid, a full minute too late.

The Stühocs were caught off guard and the first three were dead on the ground before they even knew what happened. Julian sliced through the neck of another. The last one began to run away, but Julian closed his eyes and sent a blast of fire from his palm through the back of the vile creature’s head. When they were all down, Julian lowered himself to Daniel’s side. The injured man clung to what little life he had left and grabbed Julian’s arm firmly.

“You’re not the king I thought you were,” he said barely above a whisper.

“I didn’t mean for this to happen,” Julian answered back. “You must know that your death will save us.”

Daniel’s eyes darted back and forth. “Martha!” He tried to yell, but she would never hear him.

“I will tell her of your bravery,” Julian said.

Daniel looked up at Julian in his final moment. “You are not good,” he said. “You are just like the men that sent me to prison without a reason.”

Julian tried to protest. He tried to shake his head and tell Daniel that he was wrong, that he was very different, but he could say no such thing. Daniel had breathed his last breath and died.

The battle still carried on in Homestead, but the sounds of screams and fighting felt a million miles away. Julian was only inches from the truth. He looked in every direction to see if anyone was watching. As he expected, there was no one. He walked around to the other side of Daniel and pulled him by the arms to an even more secluded spot behind an old barn about a hundred feet away.

I let him die.
Julian couldn’t shake the thoughts from his head.
I stood there and watched as the Stühocs slaughtered him. I let him die!

A heavy weight formed in his chest as he stared down at the lifeless body. Who had he become? He had done the same thing to his brother. He let him die, all for the sake of saving lives. How many more lives would have to be destroyed until Julian was satisfied with the rest of Marenon’s safety? What bothered him the most was that Daniel knew Julian had been watching. He knew what kind of person Julian was, and he had declared it in his last breath. It was the first time that Julian had ever heard words of accusation directed at him. Julian had never thought that his own actions were of an evil nature; he had always been able to justify them.

He slipped his dagger out of its sheath and bent next to Daniel’s body. Taking a deep breath he slid his knife into the man’s chest under the sternum and ribcage and tugged. This is where the memory orb was kept. The knife had penetrated through the scar that had been left, proof that someone had been there before. This was something Julian had never done. He didn’t know how hard to pull. He didn’t know the best way to cut out a man’s heart. With a sharp jerk, the chest gave a little and he knew he had what he wanted. He didn’t want to pull it out completely. He wasn’t barbaric. He reached his hand inside the newly produced hole and felt around with his fingers until he touched something that felt completely out of place.

The bloody sphere was no bigger than a small rock, and when Julian held it in front of his eyes, he could see that everything had been true. The key he had taken from Ward Holden had led him to the proof he needed so desperately. It would tell him if the Dunarian Council had been working with the Stühocs.

It was said that a memory orb could not be false. No one could fabricate the memories that it recorded. When used, it would take every memory that a person had ever had and retain it all within the orb. Whatever Julian was about to see was the truth, whether he liked what he would see or not.

Blood dripped from his fingers as he gripped the orb. It was time to see. He couldn’t wait any longer. The battle waged on, but the town could defend itself. They weren’t the reason he had come in the first place. When he had learned of the orb’s location, he had all but given up. Now fate had brought him to the truth and he wanted it.

He sat with his back against the barn and the dead body lying next to him. He didn’t have time to care about Daniel anymore. The man had done Marenon a great service. Because of him, the lives of thousands could possibly be saved. He looked back down at the orb, not knowing exactly what to do. He closed his eyes and gripped it firmly in his fist. Then he felt it.

A tingling sensation came over him in waves. It was as though he were being transported into a different dimension, yet he could sense that he was still sitting next to a dead body against the barn. What he saw, however, was completely different. He was in Ward Holden’s memory.

 


 

  

Chapter Thirteen

 


The door leading underground was covered with dirt and scratch marks from the shovel, but it opened inward easily enough. The group of four slowly stepped through with Silas leading, Inga and Kaden right behind, and Lorcan following in the back. They found a narrow corridor leading to a black nothingness. Silas wrapped his dark cloak around him and brought the hood up to fight off the cold that devoured them in the corridor. Inga held out her hand and instantly a white light shot out from it. The orb stalled then floated above the group, giving them enough light to see where they were going. They were in a dirt tunnel, and whoever dug it out had not taken the time to reinforce it, it seemed.

Silas turned his head to Inga. “I’ve seen you cause a cave-in. Can you prevent one?”

She shrugged. “If it came to it. I guess we’ll have to see.”

“Let’s hope we don’t,” Kaden said, urging them forward.

They walked for several long minutes. Silas’ staff had not changed into any sort of weapon, so they were not in any immediate danger as far as he could tell. He wondered what could be there. What would the Gatekeeper have left here that was so important? Surely the Gatekeeper himself would not be staying in this hole.

As they kept walking, they began to see the path more clearly, as though there was another source of light ahead of them. The staff again provided the perfect warning system. It instantly turned into a war hammer, letting him know that a fight was just up ahead. The staff had never turned into this weapon before. Seeing the warning sign, Inga immediately extinguished the light, and the four of them crouched in the darkness. They could see only a little as the light from the distance provided some blue illumination on the path. They could see that the path widened up ahead into what looked to be some sort of large cavern.

“What do you see?” Lorcan whispered from the back.

Silas wished he could see something, but all he had to go on was the staff. “Nothing.”

“Let’s keep moving, just be cautious,” Kaden urged.

Silas moved his legs slowly, fearing any sort of noise would tip off the threat that loomed ahead of them. In his mind he tried to think of which enemies could be taken down by a hammer, but there were too many possibilities. It could be anything from armed men to giant rats for all he knew.

With every step they moved closer to the wide opening. The blue light, seemingly with no source, became brighter. When they came to the opening, they saw that it was actually the ledge of a much deeper cavern with a stone stairway leading down. They were able to hunker low behind a rock and peer over it. What they saw would have made most people turn back. On the ground floor below them, marching in a unified motion, were ten stone statues. They walked like men, but they were at least ten feet in height, and their weapons were massive. They were carved to look like kings. Most of them had long stone beards and wore variations of crowns on their heads. Every bit of them was stone, so that explained why the staff turned into a hammer. Silas was meant to break his enemy to pieces. Still, he wasn’t sure how the four of them would be able to take on ten enchanted statues.

He looked past the statues and saw another wooden door on the other side of the ground floor. That was where they needed to be and their enemy was directly in their path. Silas conveyed this information to the others. Kaden swore under his breath.

“Lorcan and I aren’t going to be much help with these,” he said holding up a sword.

“Silas can’t go in there by himself,” Lorcan said. “He’ll be smashed to pieces.”

“Thanks for the confidence,” Silas said, though he knew the Erellen was right.

“I can go in,” Inga offered. “If you two can provide distraction, Silas and I should be able to take them.”

Silas was glad to hear that Inga believed in their abilities, but he wasn’t so sure. Those statues were big.

“Inga, what about
shadow?” Silas asked, remembering what she did in the city only a few hours before.

“What are you talking about?” Kaden said.

“Shadow,” Silas said. “Inga has the ability to make us disappear for a short time.”

“I don’t know if I can do it for the whole group,” she said.

“But maybe one at a time, just until we can get to the door,” Silas answered.

Inga scratched her head thoughtfully, then shrugged. “I can try, but I don’t know if the statues can sense magic. Disappearing is great when used against normal people, but these are magical beings. They might not see at all, only sense that you are there. If that’s the case then there’s no point.”

“We have to try,” Silas countered. “I’m willing to go first. If it doesn’t work, then come help me in the fight. It’s what we have to do anyway.”

“This is crazy,” Lorcan said. “We don’t even know what’s behind that door.”

“If Jessup said it was important for us to be here then I believe him,” Kaden said. “The Gatekeeper is either here or has left a clue of some sort. We must find out what is here.” He turned to Inga. “I think it’s best if you try.”

“You sure you want to do this?” Inga asked Silas.

Silas thought for a brief moment then nodded. “There’s nothing else to do, other than fight them head on. I would at least like to try.”

Inga nodded and closed her eyes.

“Just be ready to come in and fight,” he said to the others.

“We’ll be ready and waiting,” Kaden assured him.

In that moment, Silas felt the familiar sensation of cool air falling all around him. Lifting his hand, he could see that he was invisible. Nothing could be seen of him, not his staff, skin or his black hooded cloak. He took a deep breath, war hammer in hand, and moved down the steps to walk among the enchanted statues. With each step he remained aware that the statues could attack at any moment. He held the hammer like a baseball bat, ready to swing at the slightest movement of hostility, though he wasn’t sure how effective his attack would be against such challenging opponents.

As he stepped among the stone giants, he became convinced that they did rely on their sight and other senses to detect an intruder. Silas then assumed that he could also not make any sort of noise or they would be tipped off. This caused him to move slowly, though he knew Inga’s time with this magic was limited.

The statues marched on the stony ground in a circular motion as loud thuds accompanied each uniform step. Silas moved between the first line of statues, safely in the middle of all of them. He then only had to go past one more line of them, and then he would be at the door. As he moved through the middle of them, his foot caught the pointed edge of a small pebble on the ground. In any normal situation this would not have been a problem, but one of the statues reared its giant head in the direction of the foreign noise and stopped marching. Fear gripped Silas into a frozen state; he did not dare to move, knowing if he did, the statues would come down on him in seconds.

Each of the statues stopped marching at the sight of the one alarmed stone figure. The first one took a step out of formation, looking for the source of the noise. It gripped its stone sword tightly, making no sound, but watching intently. Silas looked behind him and he could see the alarmed faces of his comrades. Inga remained focused on not letting Silas reappear, but he could sense that she was trying with all of her might not to be distracted.

Now that the statues had stopped moving, Silas knew he could not make his way to the door with the sound of his heavy footsteps, but he was also running out of time with his invisibility. Unless the statues began to march soon, there would be no getting out without fighting, and Silas was only the first one to cross. This still had to be done with Lorcan, Kaden then Inga. Silas wasn’t sure Inga would have the power to do such a thing. And until this moment, he hadn’t thought about the fact that the statues would more than likely see the door opening at the other end of the corridor and would still try to attack. There were holes in the plan, but none of it mattered if the statues didn’t start marching again.

The one that had come close to him to investigate began to move once again. The others did the same, only this time they weren’t marching in a circular formation. They were searching for the source of the noise, moving through the cavern freely without pattern. Silas found himself moving around carefully as he tried to avoid contact with the stone giants, all while trying to remain silent. Every step had to be taken lightly. Once or twice he thought he might have made too much noise, but it was covered by the loud stomps of the stone kings. After maneuvering through several of the statues, Silas finally made it to the door.

A brass nob stuck out from the side, and Silas grabbed it with his free hand and tried to turn it. The knob didn’t budge.
Locked!

What good was getting through the statues if the door was locked? There wasn’t a way of getting through without…

Then he saw it. Clipped to a stone belt of one of the statues was a metal key. He looked up at Kaden and Lorcan, wishing he could convey a message to them, letting them know that he was going to try and fight the statues alone. Inga had to keep him invisible just a few minutes longer. He knew that this would be the only way to get that key and that the others could not get involved.

As invisible as the air around him, he held the war hammer with a firm grip in both hands. He closed his eyes, focusing all of his strength into his swing. When the nearest statue came a foot closer, he pulled the hammer back and swung with all of his might into its leg. The leg crumbled under the smashing weight of the hammer causing the statue to fall to the ground in a dusty heap. The sight of a fallen statue alarmed the others instantly, and they all began to move to the center of the cavern. Silas stepped silently behind another statue and attacked another leg, only this time his swing was not quite as strong and only took out a small chunk of the leg. The statue turned to meet its foe, but saw nothing. With what seemed to be frustration, the statue swung mightily at the air in front of it. The stone sword would have cut Silas in half, but it missed him by several feet. He moved in closer after the second swing and attacked the same leg, causing it to crumble underneath its bearer. The statue was resilient and continued to flail from the ground, but Silas moved to its side and chopped downward like an ax, crushing its midsection into pieces.

Eight left.

He was glad to see that the others were staying behind, knowing that if they were seen, the statues would destroy them. The other eight statues were frantic now, searching for their invisible enemy, but Silas was too fast, jumping from side to side, taking mighty swings with his war hammer. One-by-one the statues fell to their invisible enemy. Once or twice, a few swings came too close to Silas, nearly taking him out. There were only two left when he became so exhausted from swinging the heavy hammer that he had to rest. The statues swung from side to side as if they were swatting a fly. Silas stood at a safe distance, watching the foolish-looking statues, and for a brief moment he smiled. He placed a hand on his knee and looked down at his feet. He was dirty from all of the crumpled rock and dust. Then the thought struck him.

Why can I see my feet?

His held jolted up to see the two statues coming right for him. Inga’s concentration must have broken.

“Inga!” he yelled, knowing that it would not help her to continue the magic. Kaden and Lorcan were down with him now, throwing rocks at one of the statues to get its attention. The distraction worked, leaving Silas only one statue to deal with, but one opponent was formidable enough.

The statue swung low and Silas instinctively dropped to the ground. It swung back again, this time slamming the end of its stone sword against the wall, shattering its weapon into pieces. With the broken remains, it reached upward for momentum to smash the hilt into Silas, but he rolled out of the way in the last second. The statue wasn’t finished, however. It brought its large foot up to stomp the life out of Silas. He rolled one more time, knowing that he could not continue this game.

He jumped to his feet, dipping low to avoid the statue’s flailing arms. With two steps he was able to maneuver behind the statue and slam his war hammer into the back of the leg, behind the knee. A large chunk crumbled from the leg, but the statue was oblivious. It stomped with its other leg then once again with the one Silas had ruptured. With the second stomp, it fell to the ground, arms still swinging in every direction. Silas was able to stop one of the arms with his hammer, but he was caught by the second swing, which sent him sailing to the opposite wall.

The hammer fell from his hands and instantly turned back into the staff. The pain through his chest where the statue’s arm had landed had knocked the wind out of him, and it was everything Silas could do to grab hold of a breath. The statue couldn’t walk, but it was able to crawl using its one good arm and leg. It made its way slowly toward Silas determined to destroy him with what little life it had left. Silas was still trying to catch a breath and the others were still preoccupied with the other statue.

That’s when he saw Inga emerge from her hiding place behind the rock. She staggered down the steps, clearly exhausted from the magic, and closed her eyes once again, becoming transfixed in concentration. Silas knew she had lost much of her strength by keeping him invisible for so long. A burst of energy exploded from her hands, throwing the statue that Kaden and Lorcan had been fighting against the wall. Its arms broke off from the impact, but it still stood. She let out another burst, finally finishing the enchanted stone.

She was spent, Silas knew. He closed his own eyes, trying everything in his power to summon the green shield around him so the two-limbed stone couldn’t smash him. He had never truly been able to conjure the energy that Inga had taught him. He thought of nothing but the magic, trying to allow it to flow through him, but to no avail. He couldn’t even get a flicker of the green shield around him. He was a magical failure and it would be his undoing. The statue was basically on top of him. As it reared back its massive arm to crush Silas, he heard a voice behind it yell his name.

When he looked up, he saw Kaden toss him an object. The staff of Uriah landed safely beside him. As he grabbed it, he felt the familiar hum in response to his touch and it instantly formed into a steel shield, bigger than he. The crushing impact of the statue’s swing jarred him, sending shockwaves through his body. After the collision his shield changed back into a hammer. He quickly moved to his feet and brought the hammer down on the statue’s head with as much power as he could gather. The head split into hundreds of fragments and the statue moved no more.

He dropped the staff to the ground and fell to his knees, thoroughly exhausted. His whole body hurt from the fight. He looked up at the others, seeing Inga, Lorcan and Kaden all still alive and breathing, though they too were tired from battle. They all stood among the dust and rubble of broken statues that would never again be a defense to whatever lay ahead of them behind the wooden door.

Silas was finally able to bring himself to his feet. He wiped the dust from his cloak and began searching for the key. After a few moments, he saw it attached to one of the statues and he broke it off. Then he staggered over to the wooden door and slipped the key into the hole. With ease, it turned, but Silas waited before opening the door. He looked at the others who now stood a few feet from him.

“I don’t think I’m ready to fight another group of statues,” Silas said, thinking about what could be on the other side.

“I doubt there’s more,” Kaden said. “I don’t know what other sort of security one would need.”

“They can obviously be defeated, though,” Lorcan pointed out.

“Thanks to Inga,” Silas said. “No one could have done that without magic.”

Inga gave him a slight smile of appreciation, obviously still drained.

Silas looked at each of them and pulled the hood of his cloak back around his head. It gave him an ominous look that brought him confidence to take on anything that could be awaiting them. None of the others protested as he let the door swing open. It was not as he had expected. There were no guards, no obstacles, only a long, dark hallway leading to another door at the end.

Perhaps it was an ordinary double door, but what was on the other side would not be ordinary. Silas knew this because of the light that permeated door’s edges and the crack in the center. The light was so bright that he knew it would blind them if they opened them; yet he knew they would have to be opened anyway.

He took one short step forward, then another. He half expected something to pop out from the shadows and attack them, but nothing came. The only fear that gripped Silas was the fear of what may lie beyond that closed doors. What was the source of the light? It shined white through the cracks, yet it cast a blue tint along the hallway allowing him to see where he stepped. He was drawn to it like a moth to the fire, but he didn’t get the feeling that the light would hurt him. The feeling that came over him was one of familiarity. It was not unlike the feeling that Inga described to him when she could sense her former teacher had recently passed through.

As he walked, he couldn’t shake the sense that he had seen this very light before. But where? All of them walked without so much as breathing hard, cautious of the unknown ahead of them. When Silas finally made it to the doors, even Kaden stayed back several feet. Silas felt no fear, but he didn’t think about what the others might be feeling in that moment. The feeling that was pulling him in could have been utterly frightening to the others. He took one glance behind him, then back to the doors. He placed a hand on them and tried to push forward, but they didn’t budge. He tried again, still nothing. He pulled his hood down, and frustratingly looked at his staff, wondering if he could turn it into an ax to chop them down, but he shook his head. He didn’t have the ability to cast a simple shield around him, much less command a weapon of magical power.

It was barely above a whisper, but he still heard the soft-spoken voice.

Silas.

He turned to the others, but he knew none of them had spoken.

Silas!

“I’m here,” he said. Normally he would have felt foolish talking to a door, but here it seemed appropriate.

Prove to me that it is you!

Silas shook his head, not knowing how in the world he could do that.

Almost as if it had read his thoughts, the voice continued.

Show me the power of the Meshulan!

Silas had no power, at least not magically. He stood firmly in front of the doors. He knew there was no logic in his actions, but he held out his hands, the staff held firmly in his right hand, and his left held outward. A soft wind from behind the doors started to blow, as they opened toward him slowly. The others held their hands up to shield their eyes from the dust carried by the wind.

Silas accepted it. He didn’t know whether the light would destroy him or not, but he didn’t care. It was warm and welcoming. He embraced it and let it engulf his body. Then as quickly as it had come, it wavered. The bright light had changed to a softer white glow. That glow surrounded what looked to be a person. It was a man in white, but his face was blurred with the light, and Silas realized why the feeling had been so familiar. This was the same form that had met him on the mountain in Mudavé. At that time, Silas had been injured and was trying to race to the top when he fell and was caught by Alric Thirsk. It had seemed as though time stood still when the figure had told him to choose the right path, and that Silas would know what that path was. It was a scene in his mind that he played back every night.

Now that same figure stood before him, waiting to speak with him again. Silas turned to the others, but they were frozen in place.

“Silas,” the man said.

“Are you the Gatekeeper?” Silas asked him.

“No.”

“Then who are you?”

“A messenger. An apparition, left here by the Gatekeeper himself.”

“I saw you in Mudavé. You told me that I would always know the right path. You said that day was my first test as the Meshulan. Did I pass?”

“That was not me,” the man said. “It was another apparition sent to you by the Gatekeeper. We are here for but a single purpose, and when that purpose is fulfilled, we fade into oblivion. The apparition you saw in Mudavé is gone forever, as I will be when I have told you what the Gatekeeper wishes to tell you.”

“Why are the others frozen?”

“The message is for you,” the man answered. “If you wish to tell the others, that is your right, but I am not here for them.”

Silas swallowed hard, taking one more look back at his frozen companions. “Go on then.”

“The Gatekeeper is in hiding. He wants you to know that he has taken shelter within Erellen territory. You must travel to Elysium and speak with the Erellen king in order to find him.”

Silas was confused. Why was the Gatekeeper making this so difficult? All Silas needed to do was find out what the Gatekeeper wanted to tell him, but he was making it impossible.

“Why does he need to hide? Is he not the all-powerful Gatekeeper?”

“His magic is failing him, Silas. You know this already. The Gatekeeper is not immortal. Not any longer, at least. His life is now threatened by those that wish to destroy you.”

So that was it. The Stühocs were trying to kill the Gatekeeper.

“Why did the Gatekeeper let Jessup stay behind?” Silas asked. “Why did he let him die? He could have left one of you to tell us where he was couldn’t he?”

“The Gatekeeper’s magic is failing, Silas. Jessup knew it would cost him more power to leave another apparition. I am nearly the last of his power. He left me here as the only clue to his whereabouts. An apparition such as myself can speak to no one other than whom the message is intended. Should an apparition be approached by another, it would die.”

“So that’s why you have the statues’ protection then?”

“That is why.”

It all made sense, though it was frustrating to have undergone so much danger only to be told they would have to travel to Elysium.

“There is a storm ahead of you, Silas Ainsley. Be ready.”

The apparition then disappeared as though it was part of the air, and the others began to move as if they were still searching for the source of the light. Silas knew that to them, time hadn’t even stopped.

As they looked around the room, they caught sight of Silas looking at them confidently.

“There’s nothing here,” Lorcan said.

“There was,” Silas answered. “It’s happened to me before. An apparition.”

The other’s looked at him strangely, wondering what he was talking about.

“We’ve got to go to Elysium.”

 


 

  

Chapter Fourteen

 


Julian could sense the battle still raging in the distance, but that was all it seemed to him. Distant. Physically he could feel himself both sitting against the barn and walking through a corridor of moving pictures. It was like an art gallery with the pictures in transparent frames on either wall. The gallery allowed for Julian to walk through at his own pace and leisure, but there were so many that it seemed it would take him years to watch every memory. The pictures, Julian guessed, were images from Holden’s life in Marenon. Julian had never liked the man, and ever since he had seen Holden plotting against the Dunarians with Maroke and Spencer, he hated him. It made Julian wish he could go through all of the memories of Marenon and see when the man had fallen. At what point had he taken the path of the Stühocs? What had they offered him that would have caused him to betray humanity?

Julian was at the beginning of the corridor, beside the images at the start of Holden’s afterlife in Marenon. Watching the memories was intriguing; something he might even be able to lose himself in were the subject someone he cared about, like Nalani. However, since these were the memories of a traitor, he was not interested in wasting his time watching Holden’s early days in Marenon.

He kept walking until he saw an image of Garland Ainsley talking heatedly. Holden and Ainsley were at each other’s throats, but Julian couldn’t hear them. He reached out his hand and touched the image and it instantly grew big in size where he could see and hear everything. A much younger Garland was yelling, staring straight into Julian’s eyes. But then Julian realized that Garland wasn’t staring at him, but at Holden. These were Holden’s memories. He was seeing all of this from Holden’s physical perspective.

“That child is the only hope we have!” Garland whispered harshly as he pointed to a pile of blankets on a bed. “How could you have led the Stühocs to us? Don’t you realize they want to destroy us all? They want to take Silas away from us! They’ve already killed Will. They won’t stop with him.”

“It was an accident,” Julian could hear Holden’s voice say. “I never meant for them to come here! I swear it.”

“I don’t know who to believe anymore. I thought I could trust you, but now I know I can’t. Kaden and I have been working on a plan. It’s something that will require my absence indefinitely. I’m leaving him in charge.”

The picture image went to Holden’s feet, apparently he was holding his head in shame. “What do you want me to do,
Sir Teague?”

Garland sighed and moved closer to Holden and placed a hand on his shoulder. As the picture panned upward, Julian noticed tears in Garland’s eyes.

“Ward, you’re the oldest, dearest friend I have. You and I have fought in wars together in this world and in the last. I have known you for all of my life in both of my lives. That said, I can’t leave you in charge. The Reckoning must be carried out by someone I can trust. Kaden Osric is pure. His passion for the cause is unwavering. I know I can trust him.”

Julian stood baffled. He had no idea Holden and Garland had been so close. Perhaps it had something to do with why Holden turned on him.

Holden looked away from Garland and over at Silas on the bed. Julian was surprised at his excitement in seeing the baby Meshulan. It made him feel proud somehow as if he knew he was doing the right thing. There was no denying that these memories were invaluable. This one memory gave so much insight to Garland and Holden that Julian would have never gathered by himself. They had known each other their whole lives on Earth as well? How?

Julian reached out and touched the picture, knowing he couldn’t linger too long in the corridor. He needed to find the proof. It would be much further down, however. The orb seemed to know that Julian was looking for something that happened much later on, so walking didn’t take hours upon hours. The pictures sped past him until he found something that caught his interest. Some of the pictures looked hazy. It was as if there was a memory there, but when he reached out to touch the picture, it didn’t respond to him. It was as though the memory had faded. Julian had little knowledge of how memory orbs worked. In one of these faded pictures, Julian thought he saw a glimpse of Maroke’s face, surrounded by his personal soldiers, the Leapers, but the image was gone before he could get a closer look. He continued on until he saw something else that caught his attention. He saw himself.

He was standing next to Nalani in some sort of ceremony; he recognized it immediately. It was the day they were accepted into the Dunarian Council. It was Julian’s proudest day. He reached out and touched the picture. Holden was watching from the left side of the ceremony as Kaden recited the oaths of the council. Then a thought came to Julian’s mind. If this was the day that he was accepted, then there might be something in the memories that dealt with Julian’s father’s death. Perhaps there was a meeting, or even just a contact through the green wristband that the Dunarians used for communicating. He looked to the right, trying to find something, but there was nothing. Perhaps this meant Holden didn’t have anything to do with Ruben Hobbes’ death. Julian doubted this, however. He continued to search until something finally popped out.

His hands began to shake as he reached out to touch the picture. For some reason he knew exactly what he was about to witness, but it seemed so unbelievable that terror overcame him. Regardless, he had to see it. When he touched the picture, it became larger and all he could hear was the sound of a wind blowing over the grassy plains. At first, Julian thought that Holden might have been by himself, but one quick glance to his right showed the demon-like Stühocs next to him. Maroke stood ready with his weapon drawn, and behind him were about ten Leapers, standing on their hind legs. They looked barbaric and ready to slash their wickedly sharp claws at anything that might come their way. Their snouts stuck out far, their tongues licking at their grimy lips.

Holden looked out again, but this time he could see the caravan of men riding along in the hills. The surrounding rocks and tall grass easily covered Holden and the Stühocs. The unsuspecting victims had no chance. King Ruben Hobbes and some soldiers were riding straight into the trap.

Julian didn’t want to watch. Everything in him screamed to leave this memory and focus on finding the truth about the Dunarians, but he couldn’t tear himself away. The ambush was swift. Most of the soldiers were taken out from the back. Maroke did most of the damage by himself. Not a single Stühoc was even injured. Holden waited comfortably in hiding until the fighting had subsided.

The last person alive was the king. He lay on the ground next to his horse, his leg injured from the fall. It pained Julian to see his father in his last moments, weak and vulnerable. Maroke stood above him, ready to strike, when Holden yelled for him to stop. Maroke gave him a strange look, but didn’t question the man when he stood next to the king.

“I’ll take care of this,” Holden said.

Ruben’s eyes widened at the sight of Holden. His surprise turned into anger.

“How could you betray us like this, Holden? The Meshulan is coming back!”

“I know he is,” Holden said. “I don’t want him on the wrong side.”

“You think the Stühocs are the right side?”

“I think
Garland Ainsley
is the wrong side. There is no reason for all this fighting. The Meshulan belongs to us. With your pitiful son ruling the kingdom and your other son who will be more than willing to join the Dunarian ranks, taking control will be easy.”

Ruben’s eyes narrowed. “You’re one of them aren’t you? A Sleeper? They’ve turned you. The Stühocs wanted your soul and you just let them have it, didn’t you?”

Holden pulled out his knife and silenced the king with one quick swipe.

Julian wanted to vomit.

The story had always been that Maroke was the one who killed the king, but it hadn’t been true. Ward Holden had orchestrated the whole thing, no doubt with the help of Spencer. This made Julian boil.

He walked back down the corridor, hoping to find out the truth about the Dunarians. Holden had said they were all under his thumb save three. Kaden, Nalani and Julian.

He kept looking for some sort of meeting, some sort of indication that would show Julian the proof. Then he saw a picture that showed a council meeting unlike the rest of them. It was dark and outdoors. A fire burned in the center of the council members. Katherine Fallera, Darius Umar, Myron Lloyd and Quincy Todd stood staring at Holden. Julian, Nalani and Kaden were the only ones not present.
This is it, Julian thought. This was the meeting. It had to be.

Julian reached out and touched the picture.

“The Gatekeeper’s magic is failing,” Holden said. “King Anithistor has known this for some time. That means his Stühocs are ready to move.”

“How is this going to work?” Myron Lloyd asked.

Holden stood for a moment, possibly thinking of how much he needed to say.

“You all know the story, but it’s time I let you in on what has transpired.” He took a deep breath. “Anithistor had the foresight to send two Sleepers to Earth before the Gatekeeper closed the Blue Gate sixteen years ago. Over the years, Hroth has stayed in contact with them as they have searched for the Garland and Silas. ”

“We already know where Marcus and Theron are,” Katherine Fallera said. “Please get to the point.”

“I know,” Holden continued. “We’ve recently learned that they might have a lead on where Silas and Garland are located. From what has been seen, the land is war-torn and it is difficult to find anyone. But they think they’ve finally done it.”

“Took them long enough.”

“They are still Human,” Holden continued. “They can still think for themselves and they can still disregard what Hroth tells them with the voice. I fear they will kill Silas, making it more difficult for us to find him and turn him. All they need to do is get the medallion and kill Garland and the protection can be lifted. We’ll be able to send Maroke in.”

“I’ll be ready to go in as soon as the barrier is lifted,” Darius Umar said. This confused Julian. Why was Darius offering to go in and capture Silas? Wouldn’t he rather stay in the safety and confines of Jekyll Rock?

“We also have Mintuk rallying support in Voelif,” Holden continued. “Things have been going smoothly there as well.”

“What about the king’s boy, Julian?” Myron Lloyd asked.

Katherine Fallera spoke next. “Holden and I have been thinking of ways to use him. He won’t be turned. There isn’t enough time.”

“In fact, we can probably use him more without him being turned,” Holden added. “If we have him convinced that he’s doing the right thing, he’ll play right into our hands.”

Each of them smiled at this. Julian’s jaw pulsed as he clenched his teeth in loathing.

“Of course, there will be no mentioning this in Jekyll Rock,” Holden continued. “To be overheard would cause a lot of issues I don’t need to deal with. If you need to speak with me about something we’ll do it over the green wristbands I gave to each of you. And we will continue to meet at this location.”

Don’t they already have a wristband? It’s a Dunarian invention!
Julian shook his head, thinking that perhaps they were extra ones to use in secret. Maybe they worked directly with one another, as did the ones that had been given to Maroke and Spencer.

It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he now had the proof. Four council members had betrayed all of the Dunarians, all of humanity. He had somehow hoped that he would find something different, that Holden would have been bluffing the whole time, but his proof was there, and now he knew what he had to do.

He closed his eyes, concentrating on returning to reality. His body began to tingle again and before he realized what had happened, he found himself staring up at the dark night and leaning against a barn once again. Daniel’s dead body lay next to him. Julian held firm to the bloody memory orb in his fist. Anger, rage, confusion. All of these flushed through him at once. He never wanted to believe that the council had plotted against him, but it was true. Memory orbs cannot be fabricated. There was no trick. The council was evil.

He hadn’t been ready to see Robin staring at him when he looked up and to his left. The battle-worn commander held a look of disbelief when he saw the dead body next to the king.

“Your Majesty?”

“He was already dead,” Julian said as he looked away. “Seeing him lying there, I had to get the memory orb.” He was more than willing to leave out the fact that he just let the man die right in front of him. “What of the battle?”

“We beat the Stühocs back, but not before they took many prisoners. The man Dink that came to warn us, his wife was taken. He’s been trying to get the citizens to rally and go after them, but no one is willing.”

“There’s nothing that can be done,” Julian said. “Not until we are ready to take the fight to them.”

Julian stared at the ground, unable to break his gaze from it. Thoughts of betrayal, hatred, and uncertainty raced through his mind so quickly that he had no idea what to do with himself. He wanted someone to tell him what to do, but he knew there was no one left. Robin could possibly lend advice, but Julian didn’t want that. He wanted his father. He wanted someone who would truly know what to do. That person did not exist. It was completely up to Julian.
He
was the king.

He broke his stare from the ground, forcing himself to look up at Robin.

“Did we lose any of the Royal Guard?”

“Not a single one,” Robin said proudly.

“Good. Get them ready to leave.”

“Shall I tell them that we are leaving for Farlaweer?”

Julian stood and brushed the dirt from his clothes. He took one last look at Daniel’s dead body on the ground and his anger grew.

“Tell them we’re going to Jekyll Rock. I’ve got some business to take care of.”

 


 

  

Chapter Fifteen

 


Silas hadn’t been ready for Lorcan’s reaction when he told the group that they had to go to Elysium. He swore up and down that he was not going. There was no way that the rest of them could make him go. It reminded Silas of only a few months before when Lorcan refused to go with them to Mudavé because of his fear of the Stühocs. This time it was a little different. This time he wasn’t speaking out of fear. It almost seemed like he was angry. He tried his best to convince the others that they shouldn’t go, and that this quest to find the Gatekeeper was folly, but he lost. It was all they had to go on. The Reckoning could not be accomplished until Silas met with the Gatekeeper to find out what to do next. It was Inga who ultimately changed his mind. He never offered up a reason for his apprehension, but the explanation came to each of their minds. Lorcan was a mercenary with a group of people that didn’t always obey the law. Perhaps the reason he wasn’t in Elysium was because he was a wanted man. None of them knew for sure, and they didn’t want to press it. He was their guide through the Gated Passage, the territory of deep, dark forests between the land of the Humans and the Erellens, though the Erellens technically controlled the entire forest and what lay beyond.

They flew out of Hanzad in the darkness of night. A look of anger and wariness stayed on Lorcan’s face, but he said nothing. Silas knew he wasn’t being a coward, but he knew Lorcan was not going to offer any sort of explanation either. All of them were exhausted and sick of traveling. Silas felt as though he might fall off Skarret, he was so tired. When they reached the forest, Lorcan instructed them to land on the outskirts. They would have to travel the rest of the way on foot because the Erellens wouldn’t hesitate to shoot down riders in the middle of the night. The more quietly they could travel through the Gated Passage, the better. Lorcan pulled a hood over his head, possibly to disguise his features. As they traveled on foot, the sarians would fly from one tree to another, never soaring above the trees, keeping safely out of sight. They would often move on ahead or stay behind, but every ten minutes or so, they could be seen flying by to check on their smaller riders.

Silas wished they could have flown over The Passage, but he had been shot down out of the sky before and had no wish to experience that again. The Erellens were known to possess the ability to take down a flyer from great distances, even at night. Silas held his hand over his ribs, remembering the terrible pain his last crash had caused.

They had lost track of time. After being in the forest for several hours, they knew it was time to make camp for the night. They wouldn’t be able to make it to Elysium that night, much less the city of Jarul where the king lived.

Kaden asked Lorcan his opinion on building a fire for the camp, but Lorcan shook his head.

“I can’t tell you what to do, but I say no. The less contact with my people we have, the better.”

“Why is that?” Kaden asked. “The Dunarians have always had a decent relationship with the Erellens. They would not harm me or Silas, and I don’t imagine they would harm the rest of us. What’s going on?”

Lorcan shook his head, watching the distant trees for movement. “It would just be better if we found the Gatekeeper in secret, I think.”

Kaden took the first watch and woke Inga when his time was finished. Silas wasn’t sleeping. Too many thoughts plagued his mind. Though his body was exhausted, he would find no rest. When Kaden finally went to the ground, the snores began immediately, letting Silas know he was asleep. He glanced at Lorcan, who despite his worry before, was sleeping soundly. Inga rested her head on her fist as she perched on a fallen tree about twenty yards from the camp. The moonlight shone bright, giving anyone on watch the ability to see an approaching enemy. When Silas stood, Inga looked his way immediately and smiled. He silently walked toward her, rubbing his face as he walked.

“I don’t wake you for another two hours,” she said quietly.

“If you want to sleep, you can. I’m not going to sleep tonight.”

“Bad dreams?”

“Racing mind.”

Inga nodded with understanding.

Silas moved closer to her and climbed up onto the tree next to her. “What’s wrong with Lorcan?” Silas finally asked. “Usually he’s fine with anything we take on, but then there’s times like in Mudavé and now here.”

“Here’s different,” she said. “At least in Mudavé there was a reason.”

Silas nodded, remembering the story she had told him about his family being killed and Lorcan being tortured by the Stühocs when he was only a child. That was a good enough reason for anyone not to want to be around the Stühocs, but to fear going into your own territory was something else. Silas decided to drop it. He didn’t want to spend the few precious minutes of alone time with Inga talking about Lorcan.

“How are you holding up?” he asked her. “You were amazing at the Dwelling Tree.”

She smiled, probably not knowing what to say. “You weren’t too bad yourself.” She nudged him with her shoulder. It sent shockwaves through his body. He couldn’t stop looking at her long dark hair and her bright green eyes. They sat silently for a few moments, but it wasn’t awkward.

“Do you still believe in it?” Silas asked.

“In what?”

“What we’re doing. We’ve gotten to know each other better over the past few months. Am I still the Meshulan to you?”

“Whether I think you’re the Meshulan or not doesn’t change who you are,” she said.

“That’s not what I mean,” he rubbed a hand through his scruffy blonde hair. “I mean, do I live up to your expectations about the Meshulan? Do I live up to what Silandrin taught you?”

She stiffened slightly at the mention of her former teacher. He had been missing for several years now and it was never a pleasing topic to discuss for Inga.

“You’re everything and more,” she said looking into his eyes. “I plan to follow you until your job is finished. I want to help you in any way that I can.” Her eyes didn’t waver, remaining fixed on his.

Silas knew he couldn’t break the gaze. If he did, he would lose something that he really wanted. What that was, he didn’t know for sure. He knew he was getting it in her eyes. He knew he wanted her to keep staring at him. He never wanted it to stop. He felt that if she looked away that he would lose her forever. It wasn’t logical, and made no sense at all. He just wanted
her.

He leaned forward, their eyes never leaving one another’s. Before he could stop himself, their lips touched, but she didn’t pull away. She accepted it fully; kissing him back with a passion that only meant she had felt these feelings for some time. As their lips broke from each other, their eyes met again.

“I was six years old,” Inga said. Silas’ confused look caused her to continue on. “When I died. On my birthday, my parents threw the most elaborate party.”

At first Silas wanted to ask her why she was telling him this, but then he remembered what she had told him when he had asked her about it before. She said it was a very intimate thing to ask. Inga telling him about her death meant that she truly trusted him; that they were now on a whole new level. Silas was content to sit and listen as her story unfolded.

“There was a magic show, music, friends, family, and the presents towered all across the table. It was wonderful.” She looked up at the night sky, pausing for a moment to collect her thoughts. Silas knew this was uncomfortable for her, but it was her way of telling him how she felt. He would listen without interruption.

“I went through all the presents and I loved every single one of them. At the end, my parents brought out the best gift of all. A puppy.”

Silas couldn’t help but smile at this. What child wouldn’t want a puppy? He hated that the story would inevitably have a sad ending. But then, everyone’s story of coming to Marenon was sad.

“I loved that puppy. I took it with me everywhere. After about a week, I got some sort of ear infection. My mother took me to the doctor and wouldn’t let me take the puppy.” She shook her head. “I was so angry at her, but I was just a child. I didn’t know you couldn’t take a puppy to a doctor’s office.

“When we got back home, the house was on fire and smoking badly. My father was out in the front yard, waiting for help to come. My mother and I stood next to my father and cried at the sight. I didn’t even think about my puppy until I heard the loud yelps coming from inside the house. It was suffering.” She took a deep breath. “Before my parents could stop me, I ran into the house. I searched for the puppy, but by the time I was inside, it had stopped barking. I’m sure now that it was dead. I started to feel weak, lightheaded. That’s when I blacked out. I don’t even know if the flames burned my body. The next thing I remembered was flying through space and I woke up on a cold, stone floor, dressed in burlap, following a line of people into Marenon.”

Silas waited for her to continue, but she didn’t. This was her tale. This was Inga’s story. Tragic.

“Do you still think about them? Your parents?”

Inga shook her head. “From time to time, I guess. They’re more feelings than images now. I’ve forgotten what they looked like. I miss them, but I know I’ll never see them again. What hurts me the most is that I deprived them the joy of raising me. I know they were heartbroken. They had to be. It was selfish and stupid of me to go into that house.”

“No,” Silas said. “It was brave and caring. You gave your life to save another. Even if it wasn’t a person.”

“But I didn’t save it, Silas. It died too.”

“Maybe. But you can hardly call yourself selfish.”

“I’ve never told anyone that story before,” she said, not looking at him.

“Not even Silandrin?”

“For some reason, I feel like Silandrin didn’t want to know how I died. Sometimes he acted as if it was his fault that I died at such a young age. It never made sense to me. I guess it just showed how much he cared for me. I miss him more than I miss my parents.”

“You spent more time with him,” Silas said. He was glad that she told him the story of how she died. It wasn’t something he was expecting, but it gave him more insight into who she was. It wouldn’t have felt right to get that kind of information from her by asking. He was, rather selfishly, glad to be the only person she had ever told. That meant that Lorcan didn’t even know about it.

“Was it alright that I kissed you?”

She stared at the ground for a moment, then looked into his eyes once again. “Yes,” she said. She leaned in to kiss him this time, and he was about to accept when both of them were snapped to attention by a noise to the north of their camp. Silas gripped his staff tight and Inga readied her hands after they jumped from the fallen tree to the ground. They were quickly joined by Kaden and Lorcan who must have been startled awake by the approaching sound.

“I knew we shouldn’t have come through here,” Lorcan said. “They’ve spotted our camp.”

“We aren’t in danger,” Silas said. “The staff hasn’t changed.”

“There’s no danger to you, maybe,” Lorcan said as he pulled his cloak tighter and drew the hood further around his head.

Kaden gave the others a concerned look, but it barely registered before the group of Erellen soldiers in the distance called out to them.

“We mean you no harm,” Kaden shouted out.

“We’ll be the judge of that,” came the reply. The Erellen was taller than the others he travelled with, and he carried himself with readiness. He had no weapon drawn, but Silas had the feeling that he was prepared for any scenario. He and his group of five soldiers stopped about ten feet short of Silas and the others.

“I’m Commander Teymus,” he said. “I’m on assignment, patrolling the Gated Passage. What brings you to the Erellen borders?”

“The Meshulan,” Kaden said without hesitation. Silas and the others looked at him quickly, surprised at his willingness to give up the information. Then again, what did they have to hide? The more Silas thought about it, didn’t they need the Erellens on their side?

Teymus stood speechless for a moment, obviously not having expected to hear such an answer.

After a moment he finally found his voice. “Excuse me, say that again?”

“We’re on a mission to find the Gatekeeper and you are in the presence of young Silas Ainsley,” Kaden said as he motioned to Silas.

Silas sheepishly waved a hand. “How’s it going?”

Teymus stepped toward Silas to get a better look at him. Silas didn’t move. The expression on Teymus’ face was one of disbelief, but he did not question Kaden about the validity of his statement. No one would think to make such a claim to try and get out of a situation.

“You killed General Maroke, didn’t you?” Teymus asked.

Silas nodded.

“He was a terrible enemy indeed. I only wish I could have been there to see you do it.”

Silas wanted to say,
No one should wish to be there, but he held his tongue. Teymus was in charge here and he didn’t want to rub the Erellen the wrong way. It was important that they get to the Gatekeeper without any problems.

“That must mean you are Kaden Osric,” Teymus continued.

Kaden nodded. “That’s right.”

“What about the other two of you?”

“These are our traveling partners, Inga and Lorcan,” Kaden said.

Silas could see the horror register on Lorcan’s face at the mention of his name. Silas knew he must be angry with Kaden for ratting him out. It had been apparent that he wanted to avoid the other Erellens, but Lorcan’s reasoning had remained a mystery.

Teymus’ eyes narrowed at the sound of Lorcan’s name. “Lorcan Zamire?”

Everyone looked back at him as he stood motionless and refused to respond. From the look on Teymus’ face, Silas knew something bad was about to happen. He only wished he knew why.

“I’m guessing you and the Meshulan don’t realize who you are traveling with,” Teymus said.

“Lorcan has been a very good friend to the Dunarian cause for the past several months,” Kaden said in his defense.

“You travel with a criminal,” Teymus said. “One that I have sworn to take in.” He breathed a deep sigh and pulled out his sword as his soldiers did the same. “I’m sorry to have to do this, but I must place you all under arrest for traveling with the wanted murderer, Lorcan Zamire.”

 


 

  

Chapter Sixteen

 


The Royal Guard moved in unison under the command of Robin and their King, but they were exhausted. None of them had slept the night before because after the battle, Julian had ordered an immediate departure. They had travelled west throughout the night and all the next day with hardly a rest. By nightfall Robin strongly urged Julian to consider a chance for them to make camp. He argued that the Dunarians were going nowhere and that the Royal Guard needed to be rested up for any possible confrontation that might arise whenever they reached Jekyll Rock.

Julian gave in, realizing the man’s logic. What was he doing anyway? He couldn’t figure his own mind. Was he going to arrest the council members? Would he kill them on the spot? He knew he couldn’t do that. There had been so much killing already. This would be done properly. They would be executed for their crimes, but not in secret and not on Dunarian soil. He would take them to Farlaweer. There they would be hanged in front of the entire kingdom. Any Human to take the side of the evil Stühocs would suffer the same fate. Death. Every time he thought about what he saw in the memory orb it just made him angrier. The fact that he had been used by the scoundrels to do their bidding was embarrassing to him. Kaden and Nalani had been used too. Even though Kaden had been their official leader, Holden somehow led the others against him in secret. The council as a whole was corrupt, and they were trying to gather all the medallions to use on Marenon’s Map below Jekyll Rock. With all of the medallions, they would be an unstoppable force that could crush an enemy without the need to recruit soldiers. And the map would be used to gain power instead of ridding the world of an evil enemy.

Julian knew that once they had their hands on all of the medallions, they would go after him first. He assumed that whoever led the four council members now would want to be the next king. That king would use the Erellens as a footstool and the Stühocs would become the slaves. Humanity wouldn’t be free either. They would be under the rule of a tyrant that would desire nothing but divine power. No one would be truly free.

The greatest enemy here was difficult to pinpoint. He obviously knew that the four who were left on the council were the enemies, but who led them? Was it Darius? He was a magnificent fighter and a great potential leader, but Julian couldn’t see him as a tyrannical king. Yet, he wouldn’t imagine Darius to so blatantly betray the Dunarians either, but Julian knew what he had seen in the memory orb.

While they set up camp, he pulled his old green wristband out from the saddlebag. Right now, it was more of a symbol to him than it was an actual useful object. With it he could contact any council member that also carried one. He could contact Kaden and warn him, but he didn’t want him to try and stop what was happening. He could contact Nalani and tell her how much he missed her, but he knew she didn’t miss him back. She was too busy working for the enemy without even realizing it. The thought made him want to vomit. He loved her and missed her touch. He hoped she was safe. He placed the wristband back into the saddle and went to sleep.

In the morning they set out again, fully awake and rested. Many of them were still sore from battle, but they had seen and been through worse. Julian avoided telling Robin too much of what he had seen in the memory orb. Robin
did
ask about how Daniel died and Julian told him the truth. Sort of. He told Robin that when he came up on Daniel, he was fighting the Stühocs and one of them slashed him through. It was the truth, though Julian left out the part about how he could have helped him. It didn’t matter now. The battle was over and lives would be saved because of Daniel’s sacrifice.

By late evening they came into view of Jekyll Rock. The sentry posted five miles from the city stood at attention and greeted the king with respect, even though it was still his duty to warn Jekyll Rock of anyone approaching. This was fine. Julian was not going in blindly and he would have a smile on his face. He would be welcomed with open arms. In the council’s minds there would be no way Julian could have figured everything out. They couldn’t be more wrong.

As they came into the city a while later, a host of soldiers greeted them. They were not hostile, but rather respectful to the unannounced king. Darius Umar and Dublin waited for Julian at the eastern gate, obviously confused about Julian’s visit.

“King Hobbes,” Dublin bowed. Julian couldn’t help but smile at the old man as his white tufts of hair bowed low with the rest of him. Dublin wasn’t aware of the council’s corruption. There’s no way he could know about it. This was Julian’s hope, anyway. “Been quite a while since we heard from ya last.”

“The kingdom has kept me busy,” Julian said as he dismounted. He avoided Darius’ look. He knew the traitor’s mind must have been reeling at the sight of the king. Julian would show no sort of accusatory action toward him, however. Not yet.

“Darius,” Julian nodded.

“Your Majesty,” Darius said cordially.

“I hope I’m not too much of an intrusion, but I’ve been on a short tour of the surrounding villages. Many of them have been attacked by the Stühocs and I thought I would stop in and see how things were being handled here.”

“I assure you, things are going well here,” Darius said, cocking one eyebrow.

“I don’t doubt that,” Julian said. “But the Stühocs are on the move and I fear they will soon make their way to Jekyll Rock. Dublin, I was hoping you could gather the council members so I could address them all together.”

“Kaden’s no’ here,” Dublin said in apology. “I’ll be glad ta get the others, but I’m afraid no sort of official agreement can be made today.”

“Where’s Kaden?” Julian asked, curious.

“He’s away with Silas ta find the…”

“That’s not your concern, Your Majesty,” Darius interrupted. “He’s on official Dunarian business.”

Dublin’s face turned red, remembering his place. Julian wanted to punch Darius in the face. Not only was he a traitor, but he also treated Dublin as a lowlife. Dublin had more qualities of a council member than any of them did.

“I won’t need any sort of official agreement today,” Julian said. “What I have to say can be conveyed to Kaden at a later time, then we can discuss it further.”

“I’ll gather the other council members, Yer Majesty,” Dublin bowed again. “Yer guards are most welcome ta come in and dine with us tonight.”

“A gesture we’d be delighted to accept,” Julian said. He turned and motioned for the others to follow Dublin through Jekyll Rock to a nice, comfortable place to rest and eat.

Julian was the last to follow and just before he entered the castle, Darius turned to him.

“Julian, a word?”

Julian stopped, saying nothing.

“You and your men have been in battle,” he said. It wasn’t a question. “Is everything alright?”

“What makes you think that?”

“Come on,” Darius said. “We’ve been friends, Julian. Why the deception? Your men are tired and you’ve got bloodstains on your hands. What’s going on?”

Julian looked at his hands and nearly shook his head at his own stupidity. He wasn’t fooling anyone. But he wasn’t going to take questioning from a traitor.

“Since when was it alright to address the king by his first name?”

Darius straightened himself, unready for the condescending words. “I’m not your subject,” he countered. “You made that law yourself.”

“I’m still a higher authority than you,” Julian said. “Know your place.”

Darius was stunned. His jaw stayed open, clueless about what to say. “I was simply concerned, Your Majesty.” His stunned look turned to an obvious anger.

Saying nothing more, Julian walked into the castle with the traitor following slowly behind. He didn’t care how Darius felt. He had plotted against Julian, the Meshulan, and worked with Holden in joining the Stühocs. The man deserved no respect from him.

Julian walked through the familiar halls and was soon joined by Robin.

“You and your men know what to do, right?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Robin said confidently. “Though I ask you rethink your method one more time. You’ll be exposing yourself to them. You’ll be alone.”

Julian patted the man’s shoulder. “Not if you do your job right. They aren’t going to attack me, and by the time they get the inclination to, you and your men will be in there.”

Robin nodded. “We will do as you wish without hesitation.”

“Good.”

Julian left him and waited outside the council room. Dublin finally emerged and let him know that the council was gathered and ready. Julian thanked him and walked through the same door he had walked through in recent years to have these meetings. Only this time he was in charge. Of course, he wasn’t officially in charge of them, but held the power that none of them had.

When he walked in, all four pairs of eyes were set on him. The others seemed pleasant except for Darius who remained cold and stern from their encounter before. Myron Lloyd and Katherine Fallera sat on one side of the table while Darius and Quincy Todd sat on the other. All of them stood out of respect.
This is a new change, Julian thought. The last time he had walked through the doors, they had barely taken notice of him. Each of them had been stunned when they learned that he would be taking the place of the king at Farlaweer. The man they had considered to be beneath them had now become a valuable asset in their eyes.

No longer.

“I’m sure you’re all wondering why I came without any sort of notice,” Julian said as he crossed to the head of the table. He noticed Dublin slip in behind him with the massive book of records. He rarely missed a meeting.
He missed the meeting recorded in Holden’s thoughts. This comforted him a little, knowing that Dublin was on his side. What was about to happen would not make him happy, but Julian wasn’t there to make anyone happy.

“We were wondering that, yes,” Myron Lloyd said.

Julian motioned for them to all sit and they complied. He remained standing, feeling too far above these worms to be on their level.

“I’ve come across some information while traveling through the villages below Farlaweer,” he said to them, looking down at the table. “But before I continue, I want to give each and every one of you a chance to say anything that might be on your mind. This is your chance to tell me anything that you think I should know.”

The four of them stared at him blankly. Their silence only made Julian angrier with them, for each of them was thinking the same thing. They
had
to be thinking the same thing; of their betrayal; their willingness to work with the Stühocs; the way they used Julian to further their own lust for power.

“Katherine?”

She shook her head. “No,” she shrugged.

“Myron?”

“Julian, I don’t know what you’re asking.”

“Quincy?”

“I’m like the others,” he answered. His eyebrows contorted as he looked to the other council members as if to ask what Julian was talking about.

He looked at Darius, cold and unmoving. “Darius?”

He sighed deeply and turned his head toward the king. “Who do you think you are coming in here and questioning us like this? We have every right to hurl you out onto the street! You think you can bully us because you’re some king now? Because you’re brother left you his throne? You were nothing on this council before and you’re nothing now. What is it you want with us so we can be done with you?”

Julian didn’t expect the words to hurt, but they cut him through the chest. He had put his heart and soul into his duties on the council and Darius just threw it off as trash. The pain quickly formed into anger, however. It didn’t matter what a person who fraternizes with the Stühocs thought. The integrity of the Dunarian Council was dead, and these four had killed it under the direction of Ward Holden.

“Fine,” Julian said. “Since none of you have anything to say to me, then I will say it for you. Last night I came across a certain memory orb. It was Holden’s memory orb, containing every memory the man ever had. In those memories I saw a certain meeting where the four of you were present. Do you know what meeting I’m talking about?”

“There have been hundreds of meetings,” Myron said.

“I’m talking about one in particular,” Julian said as he began to pace around the table. This one incriminates you, my friends. Three months ago, you were all told that Ward Holden was killed fighting bravely along side the Meshulan in our attempt to free Kaden from Mudavé. This isn’t true. He wasn’t killed by any Stühoc. I killed him.”

Darius shot up from his chair. “You murdering ba…!”

“No!” Julian screamed, cutting him short. “He was working with Maroke all along, and so were all of you!”

The silence in the room was instant. Dublin had even stopped writing, for the implications being thrown around were far too shocking for him to look away from the unfolding conversation.

“I saw the meeting you had with him! Darius was ready to go in and capture Silas on Earth. All of you were planning the best way to help the Stühocs!”

“You’re mad!” Quincy was on his feet now. “What in the world are you talking about?”

“All of you know exactly what I am talking about, and that’s why I’m placing you under arrest.”

The door on the other side of the chamber flew open. The Royal Guard charged in, led by the ambitious Robin. Julian stared at the council, unwavering as a few guards placed shackles on each of their wrists.

“I don’t know what you’re playing at, Julian, but you won’t get away with this,” Darius said.

“I’m trying to win a war,” Julian said. “And I’m starting by getting rid of scum like you.” He looked at Robin and motioned his head to the door. “Get them to a cart.”

Robin bowed in submission and did as he was told. Darius let out a flurry of curses, but the others followed silently, obviously beaten. Julian felt no remorse. Only anger and slight satisfaction. As he began to leave the room, he was stopped by Dublin.

“Yer Majesty, I dunna what ta say.”

“There’s nothing to say, Dublin. The men and women you’ve known for so long have betrayed us all. Including you.”

“I just canna believe it ta be true.”

Saying nothing more, Julian let out a deep breath and made his way down the hallway, walking the opposite way as the soldiers had. He walked briskly, not wanting to be followed by Dublin. He moved from corridor to corridor until he finally reached the statue of King Harold. He had last come to this spot when Garland had taken him down into the depths of the fortress to show him what would one day be the biggest weapon the Dunarians could ever have. Only now, the Dunarians would never have it. There was no one associated with the Dunarians to trust with that kind of power. The only one Julian could trust was himself. If he needed the weapon to destroy the Stühocs, he would be the one to use it.

He stared at the statue for a brief moment, wondering why Garland had trusted him to hear the word that would allow him to enter its depths. To Julian’s knowledge, the only other person that knew the password was Kaden. He bent low and placed his hands on the feet of the statue and spoke the secret word.
Shelinsa.
The statue began to move and the secret door swung open inwardly. He took the steps downward into the lair in which The Reckoning had been conceived. There, he would find four medallions. Four medallions the council members would never see again.

 


 

  

Chapter Seventeen

 


Dink hunkered low behind a large rock about a hundred yards from where the Stühocs made camp. They were headed somewhere, but he could tell it wasn’t Mudavé. They had begun marching away from the villages, so there probably wouldn’t be any more attacks. The large group of soldiers and carriages headed consistently northeast.
Voelif.
The Stühocs were going to sell the people into slavery. At least they weren’t being taken to Mudavé to be turned and tortured as so many stories had said. He had heard awful tales of such things. He didn’t know the conditions in Voelif, but he knew that it couldn’t be as bad as Mudavé.

He tried counting the barred carriages full of people and he was almost certain that his wife Emma was in the very last one. He wanted to go to her and tell her that everything would be all right and that he would save her from the doom that was intended for her, but he didn’t have the certain faith that made him believe it. He had seen so much death and despair the past few days, all from this disgusting band of Stühocs.

Dink’s body was exhausted. He didn’t remember the last time he had slept and it was everything he could do to keep himself awake now. He shook his head vigorously, trying to keep his eyes focused on the small army. Most of them were bedding down for the night, while only a few stood guard. He was glad to see that there was some room in the carriages for prisoners to lie down, or at least sit up against the bars. At least they didn’t have to stand.

He was one man, facing hundreds of soldiers. He had tried to convince several people in Homestead to go with him to rescue those who had been captured, but none of them would listen. They had done their jobs in trying to defend their homes, and had more or less won the battle by driving out the Stühocs, but their spirits were defeated. Their loved ones had been taken, but it wasn’t enough for them to go out and die, potentially losing their own lives in the process. Dink didn’t see it that way. Losing Emma completely would be like dying again. It seemed like such a short time ago that he had gotten her back. To see her captured and taken away was gut wrenching. He had been distracted in the battle as he was surrounded by Stühocs, slashing and tearing. That’s when he had heard her screams. He saw her being carried away, yelling his name out into the open air. There was nothing he could do to save her. He tried to fight his way through to her, but she was gone. That’s when the Stühocs began to retreat. The Royal Guard had been responsible for that, he knew, but he wished that they could have stuck around to help him rescue those who had been captured. But there was no one to help him; no one to follow after the cages of innocent victims. He cursed himself for letting Emma get into the battle like she had. He knew he should have watched out for her more, and he intended to make up for it by freeing her. He peeked around the rock another time, looking for potential breaks in their security, and was happy to see there wasn’t much in the way of security at all. He watched a few guards taking their spots as they made camp. The one closest to him was alone, so that was good. He knew he wouldn’t stand a chance trying to sneak into the camp, though. The moonlight was bright and he was obviously no Stühoc.

The plan then formed in his mind of somehow attracting the guard to where he was, then jumping him for his armor. It was a crazy idea with the potential to get him killed, but he saw no other chance of getting in with the crowd and to his wife. He thought that if he could just reach the carriages, that there would surely be a key somewhere to get Emma out and take her back to Homestead, or any place far from where he was. There was no way he would be able to travel into Voelif behind the group. He would be spotted immediately and turned into a slave himself, and that would help no one.

As he watched the Stühoc, he noticed that the soldier didn’t stand too much taller than he. Perhaps a little bit wider, but not taller. The armor would probably fit, but he had nothing to cover his face. He knew he only had one shot at this. With his left hand he gripped a sword and with the other he reached to the ground and picked up a small pebble. He threw the pebble as hard as he could, and it landed several yards in front of the unassuming Stühoc. It made little noise in the grass, but he could tell the Stühoc had heard it. His head turned slightly, but he remained at his guard. Dink reached down and grabbed another, launching it to the same spot. This time the Stühoc became more curious and stepped forward to examine the source of the noise. Dink threw his third pebble and it landed right at the Stühoc’s feet. The soldier’s head jolted up quickly, searching for the source. He slowly pulled out his jagged sword and marched quietly toward Dink’s position. The half-wit probably didn’t want to call out for help in fear that it would be nothing and he would be scolded.
Better to check it out on your own, Dink thought.

This time Dink reached down and picked up a larger stone, almost as big as his hand. The Stühoc stopped just short of Dink on the other side of the bolder and sniffed the air. When the Stühoc lowered his sword only a little, Dink appeared and threw the stone point-blank at the Stühoc’s face. The Stühoc guard didn’t even have time to make a sound before he dropped lifelessly to the ground. Dink dragged the body behind the boulder, not quite believing what he did had just worked. He stripped the creature of armor and began to place it over himself. He tried to examine it once it was all on him, but it was difficult to tell if he looked believable. The darkness was his ally, and he would try to make any sort of adjustments before sunrise. He knew he had to hurry, because soon, someone would notice that he wasn’t at his post. Dink couldn’t afford to get into trouble.

He took one last look at the Stühoc on the ground. The soldier didn’t seem to be breathing, and he was pretty sure the impact had dealt a deathblow, but he had to make sure. With his sword, he cut downward on the exposed throat to make sure the job was finished. Gray blood poured out of the fresh body, and Dink gritted his teeth at what he knew he had to do. He reached down to the forming pool and started wiping the blood on the exposed white skin on his hands, face and neck. It was by no means a very good disguise, but he would just have to keep his head down. With the dark armor and dried blood, no one would take notice of him so long as he didn’t do anything suspicious. He left the sword and replaced it with the Stühoc’s. Quickly he made it to the Stühoc’s post to think about his next move.

What would be next? He couldn’t help but think that he should stay in the same spot and finish out the guard’s watch. That would minimize his chances of one of the Stühocs seeing that he was missing, but it also increased the chance of them recognizing him as something other than a Stühoc. He weighed the options in his mind and decided he would take his chances and leave his post. Besides, it was probably Dink’s duty to wake the Stühoc to replace him. If he didn’t wake anyone, then perhaps his replacement would simply sleep through the night.

His new destination was the back carriage where Emma was kept. He moved toward it with ease and silence, doing his best not to wake any of the sleeping monsters. If they caught him, he would be dead within moments. He was relieved to find there were no guards around the wheeled cages, making it possible for him to move up to it. Most of the prisoners weren’t sleeping. Some tried, but others simply looked up at the night sky, thinking of their end or what they had left behind. One man noticed Dink and began swearing at him, fuming with anger.

“You disgusting creature! Why don’t you let me out of here and I’ll show you what I think of you!”

Dink lifted his head and turned to the light, revealing his very Human face. “Because if I did that, I wouldn’t have time to rescue you.”

The man gasped with relief, and some of the other prisoners turned their heads to him. Dink held up a finger to hush them and then called out to his wife with a harsh whisper. “Emma! Emma!”

“I’m here,” he heard her voice say, and she moved to reach her arm out between the bars.

“Oh, I’m so relieved to see you,” he said.

She rubbed his head affectionately, tears streaming at the sight of her husband. “I thought I lost you,” she said.

“Not yet,” he said. “How do you suppose you open one of these things?”

“Not from the inside, that’s for sure,” she smiled through her tears. “What’s all over your face?”

“Mud,” Dink lied. “The Stühoc I stole this armor off of didn’t carry a key. I don’t know where to find one!”

“Don’t draw attention to yourself,” she said. “They’ll kill you.”

“I know. Sweetheart, I don’t think I’ll be able to just steal a key.”

The brief silence felt heavy in the air as they both began to realize that this moment could possibly be a goodbye.

“I know,” she finally said.

“But I’m not going to leave this carriage,” Dink promised her. “I’ll go into the depths of hell with you if I have to. In the mean time, I’ll try to figure out some sort of way to get you out. We might not be able to make a move until Voelif.”

“That’s where they’re taking us?” a voice asked from behind Emma.

“I think so,” Dink said. “There are a lot of slaves there, so I think that’s what you will be used for. They aren’t going to kill you.”

It wasn’t much of a relief, but it was all he had.

“We’ll try to think of something when we get there,” he said.

Emma nodded, unable to form words for a moment. Finally she said, “How will you keep them from catching you?”

He stood back from her and spread his arms. “I look like them, sort of.”

She nodded. “Pretty convincing. Just don’t get yourself killed. Please.”

He reached up to her, embracing as much as the bars would allow. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I want to tell you that I love you more than life. I’m going to do everything in my power to save you.”

“I know you are.”

They stared at each other for a long moment until she told him that it was too dangerous for him to stay. Reluctantly, he agreed and walked to the back of the cage and lay in the ground several yards away. He wasn’t going to let the thing leave his sight. He knew that if he were caught then that would be it. He was finished. But he had to stay with his wife. He had been separated from her before and it was the worst feeling he had ever experienced. He was not going to let it happen again. He would die before letting it happen again.

 


 

  

Chapter Eighteen

 


Nalani was grateful to have the mask off her face as the hot morning sun inched its way over the city of Voelif. Though she was in a cage, she no longer had to hide and that offered her a bit of comfort. She didn’t know what was in store for her and Alric, but it didn’t seem like they would be going anywhere anytime soon. She knew they shouldn’t have trusted Grif. He had sold them out and the medallion had never actually been within their grasp. It hung around the neck of Mintuk, which was no help to them.

She was the only one awake in the hanging cages overlooking the city. Alric lay curled into a ball, having gone to sleep a couple of hours before. There were two more empty cages, then another cage with an Erellen who had not even woken up when she and Alric were brought in. At first she thought he was dead, but a couple of times during the night she heard him talking in his sleep, though she couldn’t decipher what he was saying. She wondered to herself what an Erellen was doing in the sandy city of Voelif so far from his home. It didn’t matter. They were all prisoners. The only hope they had of getting out would be for Coffman to find them, but even then what could he do? He was as much of a captive as the rest of them; he just wasn’t in a cage. With the tight security and without any weapons, something big would have to happen for them to get out. Had the mission been a failure before it started? Was it destined to fail from the beginning? Perhaps it was. She shook her head at the thought.

I should have planned better than this…

Her gaze turned to the pyramid structure to the north of them and she wondered what it could be. What sort of weapon could the Nestorians be making that would require so many slaves to build it? With this kind of priority placed on one object, Nalani knew it was something the Dunarians would have to pay attention to. They would also need Julian’s help. Something big was happening and their mission had become more complex. Not only did they need to get the medallion, but they also needed to find out what kind of weapon was being made. She was sure that Coffman would be on top of that, but she didn’t know what kind of condition the big guy was in. For all she knew, he could have been killed. They had been separated for almost an entire day now. Their situation looked hopeless from the outside, but it wasn’t the end. Unless the Nestorians decided to execute each of them, it was not the end.

Alric began to stir, quieting her thoughts and bringing her attention to him. He shook his head awake and slapped himself in the face a couple of times. He scratched at his thin black beard and smiled at Nalani briefly from the other cage.

“Beautiful morning isn’t it?”

She couldn’t help but smile, even being suspended twenty feet in the air like a bird in a cage. Somehow Alric always knew how to keep an upbeat attitude about whatever situation he was in.

“I’ve seen prettier,” she responded.

Alric sighed and looked out toward the city. “So have I.”

“I don’t suppose you have some sort of plan for getting out of something like this?” Nalani asked the mercenary. “Seems like in your line of work you might have found yourself in a few of these situations.”

He waved her off, acting as though it was nothing. “Hundreds of times,” he boasted. “You just gotta have patience. They don’t really want to get their hands dirty with us. We’ll eventually be released back out into the workforce and we’ll form a new plan then.”

“That easy?”

“Yep. That easy.”

“What if they decide to kill us?” she asked.

“I doubt they will, but if that’s the case, then our chances are a bit slimmer. But don’t forget, we’ve got Coffman out there. We won’t go out without a fight.”

“That’s not very comforting.”

“I didn’t think you were the type that needed comforting, Nalani.”

That was what people were supposed to think. She didn’t know how to answer him, but she knew that as part of the Dunarians Council, she needed to be strong. Truth was, she had not been on too many dangerous missions and she was afraid she was letting her inexperience show through to Alric. From the beginning she wanted to convey her strength and superiority, but from the beginning Alric had taken charge and shown her how things were done.

And it got you locked up in a cage, she thought to herself.

She wondered what other kind of missions she might have been on if it weren’t for Julian. He had held her back significantly. She had often been assigned tasks that he ended up doing for her because he didn’t want her to get hurt. She let him, mostly because he demanded it. He loved her, she knew, but it had been too much. Then he said he wanted her to run off with him to the castle and that was the final straw. She had her own path to think of, and she couldn’t let Julian dominate it forever. Her love for him had been strained, but Julian leaving the council made the relationship decision easier for her. She had been planning the mission to Voelif for some time, but she was sure Julian would try to take it for himself. As soon as he left the council, she made sure that she would be the one leading the way this time.

And it got you locked up in a cage, she thought again. She blamed herself more than Alric. This
was
her assignment. She was in charge and here they were.

“Don’t beat yourself up,” Alric said, sensing her feelings. “No amount of planning could have prevented this from happening.”

“I was stupid for taking this on by myself,” she said. “I was a good soldier in the Dunarian Order, but I’ve never led a mission for the council before. I rushed in to it.”

“The only way to get experience is to do it,” Alric said.

“I guess.”

“I remember my first job here in Marenon,” he said, staring absently into the waking city. “It was just me and Lorcan. We had been hired by this guy to hold up a caravan of goods and steal something that had been taken from him. Anyway, we didn’t exactly anticipate the size of the caravan before going after it, and when we saw it, we knew we were outnumbered a hundred to one.”

“So, did you leave?”

Alric laughed. “Nope. We charged in there with our swords held high, ready to take on anyone. We pretended to have a whole band of thieves waiting in the trees to attack the caravan if anyone resisted. Well, they called our bluff and before we knew it, we were tied up, on our bellies listening to them decide what to do with us.”

Nalani sat silently, eagerly waiting to hear the next part.

“They were so busy arguing about whether to kill us or to leave us, they never saw the big man that came and cut our ropes to set us free. We were long gone before they came to check on us.”

“Did you get the item you were hired to steal?”

“Actually yeah,” Alric said. “It was a jeweled necklace that had belonged to the man’s late wife. It meant enough to him to shell out a handsome amount of coins.”

“Was that big man named Coffman by any chance?”

Alric smiled. “One and the same. He’s been with us ever since.”

“That’s a nice story, but what’s your point?”

“The point is that we had that unexpected third person to get us out of that situation. We were as good as dead, but someone was looking out for us. We’ve got that in Coffman, and possibly some person we haven’t even met yet. There are thousands of people surrounding us that absolutely hate the Nestorians. I’d say the odds are in our favor.”

“I hope you’re right,” she said.

“I am,” he said with finality. There was a brief moment of silence, but Alric never took his eyes off her. “Julian was a fool to leave you the way he did.”

Nalani could feel her cheeks go red instantly. What did he mean by that?

Alric shrugged. “You’re worth more than a stinking throne in Farlaweer.”

“That’s very nice of you, but we need a good king on the throne. The Dunarians need him in Farlaweer now more than ever.”

“Psht,” Alric waved her off. “He didn’t have to go. He had the power to appoint someone else to the position. He didn’t really expect you to go with him, did he? You worked as hard as he did to get where you are, maybe harder. I’ve heard he was only appointed because of his ties to the throne.”

Nalani didn’t know what Julian had expected. Surely he hadn’t thought she would just quit. However, she felt Alric may have gone too far with his last claim.

“Julian wasn’t unqualified,” she said in his defense. “They appointed him to the council because he was great at what he did. He was a good soldier. He has the qualities of a good king.”

Alric shook his head. “Not buying it. Every one of them knew he would find a way to get to the throne and then they would have the greatest ally of all. They couldn’t win this thing without Farlaweer’s support. Jekyll Rock is way too small.”

Alric had a point. There was no way they would be able to survive a full-scale war against the Stühocs and Nestorians without some help. In the past they had hoped for support from the Erellens, but no help had come.

“In fact,” Alric continued, “it wouldn’t surprise me if your dear Kaden sent Julian to kill his brother just to speed up the process. Word gets around, you know. Julian goes off to steal the medallion from the king, next thing we know, the king is dead and Julian is declared king. Sounds shady.”

This made Nalani flush with anger. Who did Alric think he was? He knew nothing of how the Dunarians dealt with things.

“What kind of men do you think Kaden and Julian are?” She said, raising her voice a bit too much.

“Two men that need to win a war,” Alric said.

“They might kill in battle, Alric, but they aren’t murderers. I saw the truth in Julian’s eyes when he told me what happened. It was an accident!”

Alric held up a hand. “Ok, ok, sorry. I’m just saying that it wasn’t too bad of a move on his part, accident or no accident. It put the Dunarians in a very good position.”

“What do you know of it, anyway?” Nalani fumed. “You’ve got no loyalties. Your whole life in Marenon has been focused on nothing but what could get you the most money!”

Alric turned his head away, shaking it in disbelief. “I can’t believe you’re saying this to me right now. I’m not asking for payment to help you here!”

“Some help you’ve been,” she said. “Look where we are.”

“It was a bad plan from the beginning,” Alric countered. “The Dunarians don’t care about you, or anyone else that might suffer. They just want the medallions so they can have all the power. It’s greed. They just want to be the dominating force.”

“I don’t expect you to know what it means to believe in something,” Nalani said, turning her head away. “Unlike you, the Dunarians do believe in something. We believe in the possibility of a peaceful Marenon. You’re wrong about us.”

“Well, I’m happy for you,” Alric said. “I hope it turns out as you expect, but I think you’re being naïve.”

“Why are you here?”

Alric sat for a moment, thinking. “Because my other three friends are infatuated with the idea of working for a greater cause. I don’t know how to tell them that it’s not possible. There’s no such thing as a greater cause. All you’re ever doing is feeding the greed of someone above you. That’s why I do what I do. I’m not going to feed someone else’s greed.”

“So you just feed your own?”

“That’s right. Better my own than another’s.” He let out a sigh. “Who’s greed are you feeding, Nalani? By getting this medallion, who are you helping to rise as the next absolute power?”

Nalani was done talking. Alric’s cynical nature was getting under her skin and he knew it. Perhaps Alric liked the rise it brought out of her.

“Will you two shut up?” It was the Erellen from the farthest cage, still curled up. “Can’t a person get some peaceful sleep around here?”

Alric had been startled by the voice, not having noticed he was awake. He got to his knees, peering over at the other prisoner.

“Who are you?” Alric asked.

“His name is Daewyn Florelle,” a voice nearly shouted from below them. Coffman stood with his hands on his belt, staring up at them in disbelief. “How did you two get caught?”

“Long story,” Alric answered, obviously happy to see his friend. “Did you just say Daewyn Florelle?” He looked at the waking prince. “Did he just say Daewyn Florelle?”

“I think so,” Deawyn said. “I don’t know, maybe you should ask him again.”

“What in the world is the Prince of Elysium doing in Voelif?”

Nalani was shocked as well. Erellens were hardly ever seen outside of their own lands, so what was the son of the Erellen king doing here?

“You’re not the only ones interested in what the Nestorians are up to,” Daewyn said.

“Coffman, you gotta get us out of here!” Alric said.

“He’s working on it,” Daewyn said. “Me and your little bandit friend got acquainted yesterday.”

“I still don’t know how I’m gonna do it, but I’ll figure out something.”

“First, you need to figure out what that weapon is,” Nalani said.

“No way,” Coffman answered. “You’re my top priority. I don’t care about that weapon until you guys are out.”

“Sounds good to m…” Alric began, but cut himself short. He looked over at Nalani, then back down to Coffman. “She’s the team leader, Coffman. Do what she tells you.” He looked back to her and gave a nod.

It wasn’t much, but it did show that he respected her enough to listen to what she had to say.

“I want you to figure out the weapon because the Dunarians need to know. The Nestorians took away my bag with the wristband when we were captured and there’s no way to get in touch with Kaden. He needs to know what the Dunarians are up against.”

“What about the medallion?” Coffman asked.

“Mintuk carries it,” she answered. “We never even got close.”

“We aren’t going to be much help to you from up here, so this is up to you,” Alric told him.

Coffman nodded, looking unsure of what to do.

“Just keep a low profile,” Nalani said. “Get the information as discretely as possible.”

“He’s not very used to discrete,” Alric told her in a whisper.

“When you find out what it is, don’t waste any time,” she said.

“She means, you can come back and tell us,” Alric said. Nalani gave him a warning look. “What, aren’t you curious?”

She rolled her eyes and turned back to Coffman. “Remember, we aren’t the priority. Getting information back to the Dunarians is more important.”

Coffman nodded, thinking to himself. He looked up at the others one at a time. “I’ll get this done. I won’t fail any of you.”

“We know, buddy,” Alric said.

“Ah, shut up and get to it already,” Daewyn said. “You people talk more than anyone I’ve ever heard.”

With that, Coffman turned and walked away.

 


 

  

Chapter Nineteen

 


Coffman was frustrated to see his friends stuck in the cages along with Daewyn. It would make the whole operation much more difficult. Now he had a weapon to discover, a wristband to find and a medallion to steal. Not to mention he had his friends and a prince to rescue. The entire mission was truly on his shoulders. In his years of mercenary work, he had never had so much responsibility. He wasn’t a stranger to working under dangerous conditions, but he was used to taking specific orders, not having to come up with everything on his own. Alric and Lorcan had always been the tactical ones.

As the morning sun rose higher, more and more slaves began making their way toward the Pyramid. Coffman had not yet seen the Sphere, on the inside, but he was immensely curious. He had heard that it was some sort of ball of energy, whatever that meant. He followed the path downward until he was surrounded by hundreds of slaves all making their way to the same place. Whatever it was, he intended to find out.

Assembly lines snaked through the grounds, around various duty stations while several guards with clubs overlooked them all. Coffman made his way to the line where he saw many of the bigger people gathering. These were the heavy lifters used to carry large bags of debris away from the site. This was the perfect job for him. He knew it would provide him a chance to get close to the Sphere and give him an excuse to walk away without arousing suspicion. When it was his turn in line, he was given a large, durable bag and a shovel. The guard motioned him and a few others toward the entrance of the Pyramid.

This was the first time Coffman had a chance to see the structure up close. It was a work of art, clearly meant to be portable. It seemed the Nestorians had no intention of leaving the Pyramid in place. In fact, he noticed that the massive building was on large, durable wheels that would allow it to be moved over long distances. Maybe it was mobile so it could be moved toward Jekyll Rock or even Farlaweer. Coffman wasn’t sure how such a large structure would be moved, but that was clearly the intention.

Each of the slaves was checked at the entrance for any sort of contraband; they were only allowed to have a bag, shovel and the clothes on their backs. As he was waiting, Coffman could overhear two of the guards talking about something. Of course they didn’t care whether he overheard because he was a lowly slave that could do nothing. But they didn’t know who he was. Information was his mission.

“Third wave of tests start in a few minutes,” one of them said. “Are we going to evacuate the slaves this time? It really slows their progress.”

“No,” the other one said. “If they’re slow, beat them. But slow is better than a halt. The king is coming in today and this is the last test we can make before he gets here. General Mintuk wants everything to be perfect. Keep them working.”

“Yes, sir,” the other said and turned to leave.

Coffman couldn’t help his wide-eyed expression. From what he had just gathered, he was about to see the weapon in action.

While the guards checked his gear at the door, he ignored their comments about him being such a big guy, and he made his way through the entrance. The Pyramid looked almost completed on the outside, save for the north wall, and the inside was completely hollow. The apex towered several hundred feet in the air, and the four bases were more than a thousand feet apart. But none of this is what captured Coffman’s attention.

In the center of the room, on a raised platform stood a pedestal. It was about four feet high and was hexagonal in shape. Coffman noticed the six round slots on each side, each painted a different color. He instantly wondered if they were meant for the medallions.

He bent over with the other slaves around him, pretending to shovel mounds of dirt and rocks into the bag. From the corner of his eye he could see a group of slaves, all shackled, some looking down at their feet, others shaking uncontrollably, only yards from the pedestal. One of the guards gave an order, and everyone’s head shot up. The masked Nestorian motioned to some other guard who nodded and commanded the manacled slaves to step forward into a designated square. Fear was etched across all their faces. Everyone stopped working to see what would happen, and they weren’t scolded because the guards were not paying any attention to them.

Then, a striking Nestorian, who Coffman knew must be General Mintuk, emerged from a group of guards. His elaborately decorated mask greatly outshined the others. He walked toward the platform where the pedestal stood and reached inside his cloak. He pulled out the orange medallion and set it firmly into the orange slot. A burst of light shot out from the medallion’s center as soon as it was placed in the setting, and above it, a bluish sphere of light began to form. Coffman didn’t know what the Sphere was, or how the magic worked. All he felt was terror.

The ball of light began to spin and grow wildly to the size of a small boulder. Mintuk stepped back onto the steps in front of the pedestal and closed his eyes in deep concentration. As the Sphere spun more rapidly, a white line of energy burst outward into the chained prisoners’ chests. The sound was deafening, like being at the bottom of a giant waterfall mixed with screams of terror. The Sphere kept churning and pulling until there was nothing left inside the shackled slaves, and they fell to the ground lifeless; their screams suddenly silenced. Mintuk raised his head, and the Sphere continued to spin soundlessly.

How could this be effective in the least bit? Before Coffman even had a chance to think through any more questions, almost thirty or more masked Nestorian guards rushed to surround the group of dead slaves. Mintuk stepped closer to the pedestal, the spinning Sphere only feet above his head, and closed his eyes again.

The entire interior of the Pyramid was silent and unmoving, but the first sign of movement didn’t come from anything or anyone living.

One of the bodies on the ground began to twitch. A couple of more did the same until they were all doing it. Gradually the twitching turned into a seizure and the seizure into breathing. They were coming back to life. One by one they stood, but not like they had before. Their eyes were lifeless, their expression emotionless. It was as if…

“Loyal servants!” Mintuk shouted from the pedestal, as he stared into the bright Sphere. “Today you are followers of the Nestorians! Today you fight under my command, and my command only! You are dead already, but you live through my orders, for I am the keeper of your souls!” Mintuk stopped for a moment, concentrating on his new legion of soldiers. “Turn to your left,” he commanded.

Each lifeless Human did as they were told.

“To your right!”

Again they all moved sluggishly to their right.

“Now,” he said with a malicious grin, “devour each other!”

Coffman couldn’t believe what he was witnessing. Without hesitation, each of the undead Humans began attacking one another with ferocity. They were not deterred or slowed by their own injuries, but seemed bent on destroying the others at all costs. They were mindless! Coffman had to turn away as the slaves began ripping each other to shreds, but the sounds left nothing to the imagination. Shrieks of feral hatred and the spilling of blood filled the wide-open area. It was everything Coffman could do to keep from throwing up. When he finally dared to look back in the direction of the slaves, there were probably one or two left alive. Mintuk motioned with his hand and the Nestorian soldiers drew their arrows and shot them into the moving bodies. Both of them fell to the ground, never to move again.

To some, the weapon may have looked like nothing more than some sort of evil device for execution, but Coffman knew better. The way they followed Mintuk’s commands without question; the way they fought without realizing their pain. The Nestorians were creating an army who cared nothing about pain, who did not question authority. Combining this with the unrelenting force of the Stühocs, there would be no stopping them.

*****

Alric was jolted to his senses when the warning signals sounded throughout the city. A caravan of new slaves, led by Stühocs came in a straight line from the east and all of Voelif was ready to receive them.

Where are they getting all these people?

He and Nalani watched from their high perch above the city as the new batch was processed through and shuffled about. He glanced at Nalani, and he could see the anger written on her face. None of this bothered him like it did her. He never felt the sense of duty to help people like she did. It wasn’t easy for him to pinpoint exactly why he was helping the Dunarians. He knew that Coffman and Inga felt some sort of responsibility to help. Lorcan wanted to be near Inga, but Alric didn’t feel like he had a place. He didn’t care about the politics of Marenon, nor did he care about the wars going on and how they affected everyone else. All of this getting wrapped up with the Dunarians had been accidental. When Silas stepped out of the gauntlet with four others, Alric thought he seemed like the perfect bait for the mission to Timugo. But now, the tables had turned and Alric felt like he was the bait, powerless as he hung above Voelif.

He had always been able to take care of himself. Sure, he had been rescued a few times in his life, but he wasn’t so sure that he couldn’t have gotten out of those situations on his own. Now he was stuck. Now all he could do was wait.

The hours dragged by and only once did they receive some water to drink. No food, of course. He and Nalani talked for some of the time, learning of each other’s past and talking of how she didn’t remember anything about her life on Earth. Alric told her that he didn’t remember much about his life on Earth either, though it was a lie. He remembered everything in great detail, but he didn’t want to talk about that. It was gone. It was history, never to be revisited.

He liked Nalani, though. She seemed to be the type of person Alric would have tried to recruit into his group if she weren’t so devoted to her cause. She had just the kinds of qualities he would be looking for. She was smart, knew how to fight, wasn’t scared of anything and was absolutely gorgeous. Though the last one wasn’t a requirement for being a good mercenary, it sure would have been for Alric’s recruitment decision. No way she would ever go for a guy like him though. She had just left the Human king of Marenon. Alric was nothing more than a thief for hire. She was of a different class. Besides, he could only be with a woman that would go with him on his jobs and live as he did. Though a man can dream, the life he lived was often a lonely one. Alric wasn’t one who settled.

In the late afternoon, the alarms shrieked once again, only this time they were much louder and rang out for a longer period of time.

More slaves?

Nalani and Alric both sat up to watch as Nestorian soldiers and even the slaves were made to stand at attention for the coming caravan. This had to be something different. Even Daewyn to Alric’s right was up on his knees and attentive.

“Yep, this is bad,” he said to the others.

“What is?” Alric asked.

“Nestorians don’t show this kind of respect for anyone except…”

They waited for the Erellen to finish, but he just closed his mouth, watching as the lead carriage ushered in more Stühocs and more slaves. In the middle of the caravan was a massive carriage, but not with barred jail cells like the others. This one carried someone of importance.

“Except for what?” Alric said after a few moments.

“The Stühoc king,” Daewyn said. “That’s Anithistor.”

Nalani gasped at the name. Alric had heard of this Anithistor plenty of times, but it didn’t mean a whole lot to him. Just another stupid, ugly Stühoc.

“Well, I wish they’d shut up with the alarms and bells,” Alric said. “I wouldn’t mind taking a nap.”

“You don’t understand,” Daewyn said. “We’re the first people he’s going to visit. I’m the Erellen prince.” He turned his head to Nalani and Alric. “And you’re up here with me.”

Alric swallowed hard as he turned his head to watch the caravan. This was not good. Daewyn would be the object of Anithistor’s fury, but his high standing in the Erellen nation would most likely serve to keep him alive. The Stühoc king had no reason to keep Alric or Nalani alive. To him, they were nobody. On a whim, he could have them killed and it would mean absolutely nothing.

Alric thought about the endless cages of Human slaves that he saw in Mudavé when he had been there only a few months before. It looked as though the caravan carried all of them. There were hundreds of barred carriages following each other in line. These were the brainwashed slaves that Maroke had spoken of when they were disguised as Nestorian traders. He wondered how brainwashed they really were, or if they were just so famished and beaten that they would do anything for a meal.

The caravan moved out of sight, the soldiers dispersed, and all the other slaves went back to work. It was near sundown when Anithistor and a small group of soldiers neared the cages.

Alric had been expecting to see an evil-looking, beastly Stühoc like Maroke, but the king was quite different. Anithistor stood tall in black robes. He didn’t look like most of the other Stühocs. His face wasn’t deformed or scarred all over. He almost looked Human, except for his gray skin and unnaturally dark eyes with no white showing. His features were thin and his eyebrows creased downward producing a constant scowl. His hair was cut short and the gray skin on his face reflected the fading sunlight, almost giving him a supernatural aura. Several tattoos ran down his neck, probably continuing into an intricate pattern over his entire body.

Alric and Nalani exchanged glances, both completely surprised by the Stühoc king’s appearance. Throughout most of his reign, almost no one had seen Anithistor. Most people considered him merely a myth up until now, but in the last three months he had begun conducting business in person as many important people in his kingdom had been killed. Alric wondered how much the king hated the Dunarians. They had killed his general and possessed four of the six medallions. Surely he had to be getting nervous. That is unless this weapon that Coffman found proved to be something bigger than any of them could imagine.

Alric watched as the crowd gathered around Anithistor. Next to him were several people who looked important, and then there was General Mintuk. Anithistor looked up at the caged prisoners individually and his gaze finally rested on Daewyn.

“All too humorous to see the son of the Erellen king trapped in a cage,” Anithistor said. His voice was higher than Alric expected, almost shrill, but it lost no power. “I expect you will tell me that I can do anything I want with you, but Jiaros Florelle will never give in to my demands.”

“Yeah, something like that,” Daewyn said.

“I assure you, I have no intention of bargaining with your father. I simply want to make an example of you. I want to make him feel pain and anger. After what we do to you, he will attack us in a rage, and we will crush him easily enough.”

“Do what you want, but my father is not a fool.”

“You are right. But he
is
a father.” Anithistor turned away from Daewyn and looked at Mintuk. “Who are the other two?”

Mintuk shook his head. “I don’t know who they are, but they were trying to steal the medallion.” He patted his chest as if to say that it was still safe with him.

Anithistor’s eyes narrowed. “Why would you want to steal the medallion?” he called up to them.

Nalani and Alric kept silent.

“No matter,” Anithistor said after moment. “I am told the Pyramid will be completed in two more days. I’m sure the three of you would be honored to be first Soldiers of the Dead for my army.”

They glanced at each other, confused.

“You like the name I’ve given it? Soldiers of the Dead?”

“I will die before I’m part of your army,” Daewyn yelled out.

“Precisely,” Anithistor said, and then turned and left.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty

 


Not a word was spoken on their trip to the Erellen city, Jarul. As soon as they had arrived, Lorcan was taken away to the prison cells while Inga, Kaden and Silas were questioned for more than an hour. They had tried to ask what Lorcan had done to deserve such treatment, but there was no getting any information out of the guards. The Erellen who had arrested them, Teymus, had said that Lorcan was wanted for murder. Silas found murder hard to believe. He had asked Inga what she thought, but she didn’t have much to say. She didn’t think Lorcan would be capable of cold-blooded murder, but he had also kept from her the fact that he was a wanted criminal. There was plenty of reason to believe he had been hiding something bigger all along.

Silas had been so exhausted that he had barely been able to take in the beauty of Elysium. It was a territory inhabited only by Erellens and the citizens intended for it to stay that way. It was rumored throughout the land that Erellens wanted Elysium to be its own country, set apart from Marenon. Most considered its lush, green land to simply be a province of Marenon, which in technicality, it was, but the Erellens didn’t see it that way. No person could simply walk into Elysium and not expect to be questioned about his purpose for being there. In the northern part of Elysium was Jarul. It was the largest and most magnificent city in all of Marenon. Most Erellens lived there, though there were other little towns and villages surrounding it. Many referred to it as the Golden City. It was said that at on a clear day at sunset, the sun’s rays made the city look as though it were made of solid gold. Lavish architecture and massive walkways interlaced throughout the city made one feel rich just being there.

It was the perfect balance between a constructed city and a natural wonder. With waterfalls surrounding the city’s western edge, it would seem to a passerby that they had stumbled into some sort of paradise. Silas had only seen some of this, however. When they were arrested, their escort marched them northward until dawn. They rested for a few minutes, but kept walking all day until the afternoon. That was when they came into the city and that’s when they were taken in for questioning.

Silas could tell that most of the guards they encountered were somewhat perplexed to see the Meshulan with such people. Some of them already knew Kaden, but that wasn’t any help to Lorcan. The other three were taken to a large building to keep them secluded from the rest of the Erellen population. It was comfortable and quiet, but they were separated and guards stood outside their room doors, though they were free to move about. Silas knew that resisting the guards would be no help to their mission. They needed the Erellens as allies in the future because the Dunarians could not face their enemies alone.

Each of them had been offered their own private bath, which they accepted gratefully. Silas couldn’t help but feel a little guilty, knowing Lorcan was imprisoned, probably not receiving the same treatment, but he decided to take what he could get. After the bath, he went straight for the bed and collapsed. He didn’t move a muscle until morning.

The light of the morning sun shone through Silas’ bedroom window, waking him slowly. He sat up and stretched his arms and legs as he yawned. He looked to the end of his bed and saw that his cloak had been washed and a new set of clothes sat ready for him to wear. The tunic and pants fit perfectly, as did the socks and boots. He draped the cloak over his shoulders, feeling refreshed and ready for his day. He only wished he knew what was in store for them. Were they prisoners? Surely not. After being questioned they had been treated more like guests in a very nice home.

After a few minutes, he decided to open the door to his room and was met by a guard who bowed low to him.

“Meshulan,” the guard said. “I trust your night was restful?”

“Yes,” Silas said, a little confused. “Am I allowed to go? Anywhere?”

“Actually, the king has requested that you meet with him in the Great Hall,” he answered. “I would be happy to escort you there.”

Silas nodded and followed the guard. He led Silas through large winding hallways and outside over several bridges with bright blue streams running underneath. He received several stares from wandering Erellens who noticed his Human features. Some children stopped what they were doing and tried to follow the two, but the guard shooed them away. They finally made it to the Great Hall. It seemed twice as big as Jekyll Rock’s, and was much more ornate.

The guard took him up a flight of stairs and into a room where there stood an enormous table filled with all kinds of food to eat. Sitting at the end of the table were Kaden and Inga who were already feasting on the savory meal.

The guard bowed to Silas and told him the king would be meeting them shortly. Silas bowed back and made his way to the table.

“What is this?” he asked.

“It’s food! Eat,” Kaden answered, handing him a basket of fresh, buttered rolls.

Silas sat next to the end to Inga’s right with Kaden across from him. The amount of food seemed endless and Silas didn’t know where to start. He hadn’t realized just how hungry he was. After filling his plate he began shoving food into his mouth. The food was so delicious. He didn’t even know what most of it was, but it didn’t matter. All he cared about was filling his empty stomach.

“I don’t suppose Lorcan will be joining us,” Silas said.

“If he’s wanted for murder, I don’t know if we’ll get to see him again,” Kaden answered.

“We’re not just going to leave him,” Silas said.

“We don’t know the situation. What if he really did kill someone?”

“I don’t think that’s true,” Inga said. “It couldn’t be.”

“We’ll talk to King Jiaros about it,” Kaden said. “He is a reasonable person and I have known him for several years. He will not ignore us.”

After a few moments, they heard a group of people coming toward the Great Hall. They stood as the king entered the room with a few other servants and Teymus at his side. The three guests bowed low, giving their respect for the king. He wasn’t quite as kingly as Silas would have thought. Jiaros wore no crown, no lavish garments, only a white tunic and pants. He looked…normal.

“My friends!” he said as he came near the table. “You have journeyed far to be here. Kaden, it has been a very long time.”

“Indeed, it is good to see you, Your Highness.”

“I don’t think I have met you before,” said the king as he turned to Inga.

“Inga,” she said politely and bowed her head again.

The king then turned to Silas. “And you must be Silas,” he said. “It is very good to finally meet the Meshulan who shares both Erellen and Human blood. I am honored to be in your presence, Silas Ainsley.” He bowed low at the waist, something Silas was sure most kings did not do for others. He felt his cheeks go red, not knowing what to say or do.

“Please! Finish your meal,” Jiaros said to them, gesturing to the table. He sat at the end, filling his own plate with various foods.

“I wish we could have met under different circumstances,” Jiaros said. “I don’t make a habit of detaining my allies.”

“What of Lorcan Zamire?” Silas asked. “What did he do to deserve imprisonment?”

“He is your friend?”

Silas nodded. “He is a friend to all of us.”

“He’s not a friend to me,” the king said, turning to his plate. “He has a brilliant tactical mind. I hired him for that very purpose, several years ago. He killed a man who didn’t deserve to be killed. He’s a murderer. I didn’t imprison any of you because I know he probably didn’t tell you.”

“You didn’t imprison us because I’m the Meshulan,” Silas countered. “That wouldn’t look very good on your part.” He knew he had overstepped his bounds, but the king didn’t show any offense at his statement.

“You will have time to visit your
friend
today,” Jiaros said. “I’ll let him tell you the story.” He looked up at Silas. “So, I imagine I can guess why you are here.”

Silas glanced at Kaden and Inga, wondering to himself if telling the king their plans was such a good idea. He knew the Gatekeeper’s apparition had told them to seek out the king, but could they trust him? The king had imprisoned their friend, though Jiaros felt it was justified. He took a deep breath, deciding he had no other choice.

“We’re searching for the Gatekeeper,” he said. “We were told that you could help us find him.”

Jiaros said nothing and continued to eat. All of them sat in silence, waiting for the king to acknowledge what Silas had told him.

“I know where you can find him,” Jiaros said. “He’s just west of Jarul, but I can’t let you go to him.”

All of them stopped eating instantly.

“What do you mean?” Silas asked.

“It’s too dangerous,” he answered. “We have it on good authority that someone has been following you.”

“That’s not news to us,” Kaden chimed. “An assassin has been after Silas for several days now. We’ve encountered him, but haven’t seen him since we left the Gatekeeper’s old place.”

Jiaros nodded, adding more food to his plate. “Yes well, my men are investigating some strange sights that they saw recently, about the time you got here. We fear that someone has been trespassing on our borders. Someone dangerous. One of our soldiers even claimed they saw a dragon.”

Silas looked up at the king, stunned. No one rode dragons except the enemy. He hadn’t seen one since his fight with Maroke. Silas thought back to the fight with the assassin when they had searched Blue Gate Mountain for the Gatekeeper. There had been no dragon with the assassin, though there could have been one in hiding for all he knew.

“And don’t worry about your sarians,” Jiaros said, holding up a hand. “We have all of them in our stables. I can’t be sure, but I think your assassin might be hiding on the other side of Jarul.”

“Waiting for a chance to kill me,” Silas said absently.

“Not necessarily,” Jiaros said. “You went to Blue Gate Mountain in search of the Gatekeeper?”

Kaden nodded.

“It could be that he followed you there and realized where you were headed and now he’s after both Silas
and
the Gatekeeper.”

“The apparition said that others were trying to kill the Gatekeeper,” Silas said. “That’s why it sent us to you; to find the Gatekeeper. He wants us to find him!”

“I know,” Jiaros said. “And when my men return with nothing to report then I will feel more comfortable with letting you leave. You will have a host of guards at your disposal too.”

“But we’re running out of time,” Silas said.

Jiaros held up a hand. “I know, I know. I just don’t want you or the Gatekeeper to be harmed. I’m doing this for your protection.”

“You don’t have a right to keep us here,” Silas said standing. Inga stood next to him in support.

“Actually, he does,” Kaden said. “We’ve trespassed on their lands and he can legally use that to keep us here.”

Jiaros nodded. “Now you can make it easier and stay here willingly, or I can place you in a holding cell. Believe me, I do not wish to do that.”

“You’d put the Meshulan in prison?” Inga said in his defense.

Jiaros thought for a moment then looked back up at her. “I would hate to do it, but for the sake of his life and the future of Marenon, yes, I would put all of you in prison. Give my men time. I’m sure there will be nothing to report, then we will go on our way.”

“You’re coming?” Silas asked.

“I will take you there. I would see this done correctly.”

Part of Silas wanted to storm out, but the other part of him decided that the king knew what he was doing. With a sigh, he nodded his head in agreement.

“I will do as you ask.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” he said. “I have already taken the liberty of assigning a personal guard for each of you.”

Teymus, as well as two other guards, a male and a female, stepped forward from the other side of the room. Silas had barely even noticed that they had been standing there.

“We don’t need guards while we are in the city,” Inga said.

“Never underestimate the skills of the unknown assassin,” Jiaros came back. “I am confident that he would not be able to make it within the city without our knowledge, but you can never be too careful.”

Jiaros stood and nodded to each of them before leaving the Great Hall.

Silas wondered what would happen next. What was in store for all of them? The Gatekeeper had told them to meet with the king, but the king wouldn’t allow them to leave. Had this been the Gatekeeper’s intention all along? Did he somehow know that Silas’ life was in danger and this was his long and winding way of telling him he needed to stay safe? He couldn’t think of any situation that would make that true. He shook his head at the thought. Jiaros was acting on his own and Silas didn’t like it. They weren’t meant to stay in Jarul, much less take orders from the king. But the king was the only one that knew the Gatekeeper’s location specifically.

Silas stepped away from the table toward the door. Teymus was apparently his assigned guard, because he began to move with him. Silas gave him a warning glare to let him know that he wanted space. He wondered if the guards were assigned for their protection or just an excuse for the king to keep an eye on them. Silas figured it was a little of both.

“Where are you going?” Inga asked.

“The king might not be the only one that knows where the Gatekeeper could be staying,” Silas said.

“Who else?” Kaden asked.

“Lorcan.”

Kaden shook his head. “Wouldn’t Lorcan have told us he knew the way before marching into Jarul?”

“We were captured before Jarul, Kaden. Maybe he knows something, maybe he doesn’t. I don’t know. It’s worth a try.” He waited a moment for some response, but none came. Only blank stares. “You two want to come?”

Inga and Kaden left the table and followed him, while Teymus and the other two guards moved wordlessly behind the three at a considerable distance.

Silas wanted to find out if Lorcan knew something about the Gatekeeper’s location, but most of all he wanted the answer to something else. Who did Lorcan murder?

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-One

 


Silas, Inga and Kaden were turned away from the prison when they tried to meet with Lorcan. When they told the guards that the king had said they could see him, they were simply told to come back at a different time. This made Kaden angry enough to go and find Jiaros to make the guards comply, leaving Silas and Inga alone.

The two of them left the prison area and agreed to meet Kaden in the city square within the hour. It was the first time in two days that Silas and Inga had been alone together. Their last quiet moment alone had been interrupted abruptly and they hadn’t had the chance to revisit it. Silas knew the time was not right. He knew that after all they had been through, and with Lorcan stuck in a jail cell somewhere, that it was not the time to talk about what happened between the two of them.

They had kissed each other. It had been a moment that Silas had wanted to share with Inga for the longest time, but he never thought it would actually happen. She had bared her soul to him that night. Telling him about how she had died on Earth was a very personal subject to talk about, but she had offered the information willingly to him.

For the better part of the hour, they walked through the city without speaking, over bridges and around waterfalls. When they were together like this, they didn’t need any words. It was just nice to be in each other’s presence. To be able to walk around without having to worry about assassins or to think about the responsibilities as Meshulan felt refreshing. Inga had a way of making him feel like he was just like anyone else.

On top of one of the many bridges throughout the city, they stopped and watched the mesmerizing waterfall gush downward toward them. When the wind blew, they could feel the cool mist brush across their faces. After several long moments of silence, Silas turned to her and looked deeply into her eyes.

“I hated the timing of our capture the other night,” Silas said.

Inga smiled. “Me too.”

“Is it still there?”

“Is what still there?” she asked, sweeping the hair out of her face.

“The feelings that we had. I know that I still have them.” He stepped closer to her and she stood her ground.

“Wouldn’t it be awkward to kiss with two guards standing over there?” she said as she motioned to the pair at the end of the bridge.

Silas looked back to see Teymus pretending to be paying attention to something else as he bit at his fingernails. The female guard was unwavering, however.

“Ah, I don’t care about them. They’re just here to make sure we don’t leave the city.”

“Maybe,” Inga said. “My guard might try to stab you if you kiss me.”

“I doubt it,” he said as he leaned in even closer. He closed his eyes, ready to press his lips against hers for the second time, but it didn’t happen. Inga pulled away suddenly and stepped back a few paces, still facing Silas.

“I’ll tell you what,” she said, bending down to pick up a few small pebbles. “If you can produce that green shield I’ve been trying to teach you, then I will kiss you.” She held up the rocks. “You’ve got three chances.”

“Then I guess I’ll never get to kiss you,” Silas said with a smirk.

“We’ll see about that. Just concentrate, like I taught you!”

Inga jumped back a few more steps and waited for the go-ahead. Silas shook his head, half-smiling, knowing he had his work cut out for him.

“Ok,” he said as he pulled his arms behind his back and closed his eyes. “It’s all a mindset. It’s all a mindset. I’m being attacked by a horde of Stühocs. Maroke is throwing little pebbles at my face.”

Inga laughed loudly at this, breaking any sort of concentration Silas might have had. She put a hand over her mouth apologetically when Silas pretended to glare at her. He closed his eyes again. This time he could feel the surge within him. He knew he would be able to produce the shield. He opened his eyes, feeling the magic flow through him. Was this what it felt like to be transfixed? He didn’t know and he didn’t care. All he cared about was the shield. He watched as Inga pulled back her arm, then slung it in a forward motion. The small rock came sailing at his chest. For a moment he just knew it would ricochet off his newly created shield, but it never materialized. The pebble bounced off his chest harmlessly.

He shook his head back and forth, trying to concentrate. Again, she threw a pebble and again it hit him in the chest. This simple exercise began playfully, yet Silas couldn’t help but think of how weak he was with magic. How was he supposed to be this deliverer when simple magic failed him? His grandfather had given him so few answers. What was wrong with him? Wasn’t the Meshulan supposed to have power? Weren’t Erellens supposed to have sensitivity to magic? He guessed that it didn’t matter. He was only half Erellen. He was the son of a dead Human and a dead Erellen. He was alone. There was no one here in Marenon for him. No family, no true friends, only people that wanted to use him and a woman that was throwing pebbles at his chest.

He let out a scream, trying to get the surge of energy to produce a green shield, but nothing came, and the third pebble bounced off of him and down to the wooden bridge. Silas fell to his knees. He slammed his fist against the wood, angry that he was hopeless when it came to magic.

Inga walked to him, but he didn’t look up. He was ashamed, mostly because of the thoughts that passed through his head in that final moment. He couldn’t help but feel that he was no good for the position of Meshulan. How could he be the deliverer of anyone when he couldn’t produce a simple shield?

“There’s no point,” Silas said to her. “You might as well forget about trying to teach me magic.”

“It takes a lot of time,” she said as she kneeled next to him.

“Did it take you this long to learn the shield?”

“No, but I also practiced twelve hours a day, every day. I didn’t have so many things weighing heavy on my mind like you do.”

Silas hoped she was right. He didn’t like the thought that he was possibly a worthless warrior. He turned his head toward her. “Everyone wants me to be someone I’m not. Three months ago, I didn’t even know Marenon existed.”

“It’s not really fair for you, is it?” Inga said, rubbing his shoulder.

“I don’t really care about fairness,” Silas said. “Before I killed Maroke I declared that I would deliver Marenon from the Stühocs. I’m just afraid I stuck my foot in my mouth. I don’t know how to accomplish that. I don’t know what to do.”

“But you know the next step,” Inga said. “You know you have to find the Gatekeeper. You know he holds more of the answers that you seek. You know that he will tell you where to go from there. That’s all you need right now.”

He sighed and nodded slightly. “I guess you’re right. It’s not easy. There are so many unanswered questions. My grandfather left me with nothing.”

“I have a feeling he was planning on telling you a lot more than he actually got to.”

She was right. Now that he thought about it, he hardly had the chance to speak to his grandfather once he had arrived in Marenon. Most of their conversations resulted in an argument and ended with Silas storming away. A pang of guilt weighed heavy on Silas as he thought about that long day in Mudavé. He wondered what might have happened if he had not chosen to leave Jekyll Rock.

“He’d still be alive if I hadn’t run off,” Silas said.

“And so would Maroke,” Inga said. “He was one of the biggest threats against Humans and you killed him. Kaden wouldn’t be with us either. Who knows what would have happened to him.”

The two of them stood and Silas rubbed a hand through his shaggy blonde hair. He knew there was no use in regrets. They only held him back and hindered his ability to concentrate. He looked deep into Inga’s eyes. There was one thing he didn’t regret. That was kissing her. He reached for her to hold her close when they were interrupted by a shout from across the river.

“Hey, you two!” It was Kaden. Silas stepped back from Inga quickly. He felt like an idiot, hiding his feelings for her from Kaden in such away, but she didn’t seem to mind. “We were supposed to meet in the square, where have you been?”

“Must have lost track of time,” Inga said.

When Kaden finally made it to the bridge, his pace slowed. “Well, I spoke with Jiaros and he said he would be sure we were allowed clearance into the prison. He was irritated at the guards for not letting us in.”

They left the bridge with their guards following close behind and made their way back to the prison. Unlike the rest of Jarul, the inside was damp, cold and dark. There didn’t seem to be an abundance of cells, but they were not allowed too far in anyway. There would be no way to know. Lorcan was apparently in a different section of the prison in his own private cell.

When they reached him, their personal guards stayed behind in the outside hallway, respecting their little bit of privacy. Lorcan looked as though he had not slept since they had all been captured.

When he saw them, he jolted from the stone floor immediately to meet them at the bars.

“Have you heard anything? Do you know what they’re planning for me?”

Kaden shook his head. “Nothing. Jiaros wouldn’t even tell us why you’re here except that it’s for murder. What’s going on Lorcan?”

He sighed, hanging his head low. He obviously did not wish to discuss this with anyone, but he had no other choice.

“I never knew you couldn’t go into Elysium,” Inga said. “You always said you just hated it here.”

“Well, I told you the truth,” he said. “I didn’t want you to think of me differently. I’m not a murderer. At least, I didn’t mean to do it.”

“If you’re not a murderer, then why would I think of you differently?”

Silas watched back and forth between the two, and for the first time he realized how much the two had between them. He knew it was foolish, but he couldn’t help but feel jealous of their history. Silas knew that her feelings didn’t go far beyond friendship, but she seemed truly hurt by the fact that Lorcan had kept so many secrets about his past from her.

“Tell us what happened, Lorcan.” Kaden encouraged.

Lorcan backed away from the bars as if to collect his thoughts, saying nothing for several moments.

“I’m a pretty smart person,” he started, and held up a hand. “I don’t say that to boast. I say that because that’s why I was selected to be one of the king’s advisors when I was about Silas’ age. I was the youngest of all of them and there were five of us. Daewyn, the king’s son, would sit in on our meetings, but only to get a grasp for how the kingdom worked. Jiaros liked me the most. He usually made his decisions based on what I suggested, often times not even considering the other advisor’s suggestions.”

He took a deep breath. Silas could see the guilt forming on his face. Whatever Lorcan had done, he held remorse within him.

“This continued for a long time, and I was proud of it. I flaunted it. Looking back at myself, I was stupid. I was begging for what I had coming to me.”

“Which was?” Inga asked.

“One night, Daewyn and another advisor named Merrin invited me to have some drinks with them. I thought this was odd, but I figured it couldn’t hurt. So, I went to meet with them, but before I got there I was jumped. It was Daewyn, Merrin and a couple of others they brought with them. They beat me up pretty badly. When I was on the ground, Merrin pulled out a knife to cut my ears.”

“What?” Silas asked. “Why would he do that?”

“It’s a sign of shame to the Erellens,” Lorcan answered. “It’s a punishment reserved for those who have committed evil crimes, but are allowed back into Erellen society. It’s a bitter reminder to the criminal and to everyone else.” He turned his head to show his fully intact, pointed ears. “They cut off the tip, leaving it almost square in shape,” he said, pointing. “When it happens, you’re marked. Enemies have been known to do this to soldiers in battle as well. It strips an Erellen of any physical distinguishing feature. To do something like that to an Erellen is declaring that they are not Erellen.”

“That sounds horrible,” Inga said, her hand reaching up to the bars.

“It is,” he said back to her. “I’ve seen it done, and I’ve seen the people it has affected. They live a humiliating life.”

“Is that what they’re going to do to you?” Silas asked.

“That’s the first thing they will do, though I doubt they’ll put me back into society. They might kill me, I don’t know.”

Silas couldn’t believe it. Lorcan had done a lot for him, and even helped save his life before. He wished there was something he could do to help, but he knew there was nothing. Nothing yet, at least.

“Merrin was already drunk,” Lorcan continued. “They were all holding me down and he was coming after me. It’s not something he would have ever done sober, I’m sure. But that didn’t exactly matter to me at the moment. When I saw what he was about to do to me, I panicked. A surge of energy flowed through me, knocking everyone off me. Merrin came at me and I grabbed his arm and took the knife out of his hand. That’s where I should have left it. That’s where I should have stopped. But I didn’t. After grabbing the knife, I jerked it away to the right. I didn’t even know I had cut his throat until he was on the ground. It didn’t take long for him to bleed out. It was such a deep cut that no one could have helped him. But everyone saw me do it, even Daewyn. The moment Merrin died, I knew I wouldn’t stand a chance on trial, so I ran. I ran as fast as I could out of this place. I figured they would be after me, but they never chased me outside of Elysium. I just figured I wouldn’t ever go back.”

“Why didn’t you tell us this before we started coming this way?” Silas asked.

“I tried to let you know that I didn’t want to come this way, but I didn’t want to keep you from your mission,” Lorcan answered. “I never planned on going into Jarul. I figured I had enough time to come up with a different plan of getting to the Gatekeeper before we could ever run into trouble. I had no idea they would be patrolling so far out into the Gated Passage.”

“Did you ever think of an alternative way to get to the Gatekeeper?” Silas asked. “Jiaros is holding us here, saying he’s investigating something. I think he’s just looking for a reason to keep us under his watch. I feel like we should try to sneak out to get to the Gatekeeper. I don’t know how much time we have.”

Lorcan nodded. “I did think of something, but it’s a shot in the dark.” He looked at Inga. “Do you remember the overwhelming feeling you got of your old master’s presence when we were at the Gatekeeper’s house?”

“Of course, why?”

“Do you still feel it?”

“I’ve felt it this whole journey,” she said. “I just try to keep it out of my head. I don’t know why it’s happening.”

“I have a theory,” Lorcan said. “Your old master, Silandrin, left you a few years ago, right?”

She nodded.

“What if he left you to prepare for what was about to happen with Silas? What if his power was beginning to fail him?”

“He never mentioned it,” she said.

“Wait a second,” Silas interrupted. “Are you suggesting that Silandrin is the Gatekeeper?”

“That’s impossible,” Inga said. “He would have told me. He would have never kept that from me.”

“Not if he was trying to protect you,” Lorcan said. “It
is
possible! I think you’ve felt Silandrin’s presence, because this is the same journey he took from the Blue Gate Mountain to Elysium very recently.”

“No, no,” she said shaking her head. Silas noticed a large tear fall gently down the right side of her face. “It’s not him. He wouldn’t have kept that from me.”

“It’s worth a try, Inga,” Silas said.

“No!” she nearly yelled. “It’s not worth a try. It isn’t him!”

“It may not be,” Lorcan said, trying to calm her, “but maybe you could follow what you’ve been feeling. Follow it until you find him. If anything, he will be a powerful ally to us.”

“I’ve followed these trails before,” Inga said. “They always end with no results.”

“Have they ever felt this strong before?” Lorcan asked her.

She stopped her protesting abruptly. “No,” she said in a calm voice. “They haven’t. I just…I just don’t want to be disappointed again.”

“I know you don’t,” Lorcan said. “But you know what you’ve got to do. A person with his kind of power could help us locate the Gatekeeper. You’ve been traveling with me. I don’t expect Jiaros to just let you leave anytime soon. This is our last chance to find…something.”

“There’s no way anybody’s getting out of here without being seen,” Kaden chimed in.

“Not unless you were invisible,” Lorcan said.

Silas gave Inga a long look. “I think we can manage that.”

“You’ve got to leave tonight,” Lorcan said. “You’re running out of time.”

“What about you?” Inga asked. “We can’t just leave you here.”

“I’ll face whatever consequences the king has in store for me.”

“They’re going to kill you!” she said, reaching in to grab his hand.

“No they’re not,” Lorcan said. “Not yet, anyway. I’ve got some time, and maybe I can talk some sense into Jiaros.”

“I’ll stay behind to see if I can help you,” Kaden said. “I’ve known Jiaros for a long time. We trust each other. Maybe I can convince him to help you.”

“I appreciate it,” Lorcan said. He turned from Kaden, still holding Inga’s hand firmly. As though there was no one else in the world, he pulled her forward to the bars and kissed her firmly on the lips. Silas turned away quickly, not knowing what to do. He wasn’t about to confront Lorcan; the Erellen could be dead in a day for all he knew. The sinking feeling in his stomach began to churn and boil. When he looked back, the kiss had not ended until Inga finally pulled away. Her cheeks shone bright red, but Lorcan only reached out and brushed her hair behind her ears.

“Go find Silandrin,” he told her.

The three of them left the prison with a heavy weight on their shoulders. Silas didn’t know what to think about the kiss between Lorcan and Inga and he hated that it clouded his thoughts. That was not where his mind needed to be at the moment, but it couldn’t be helped. He wasn’t angry, but confused. Inga had made no attempt to stop Lorcan, but was it because she felt sorry for him? Or did she have feelings for him? It would be awkward between them, he knew. That’s why he decided that they simply had to focus on her finding Silandrin. If she could follow this trail, they might be able to get to where they needed to be. Silas wasn’t as unsure about Silandrin being the Gatekeeper as Inga seemed to be, but he wouldn’t mention it. All of them knew it was a possibility, but stating that didn’t make anything easier.

They followed Kaden to the stables where the four sarians were being held. Teymus and the other two guards followed behind them with threatening stares, warning them not to even think about taking them out for a flight. Kaden assured them that he only needed to get to the saddlebag. Once inside, he reached into the saddle and pulled out two green wristbands. The Dunarians often used these to communicate with each other, though Kaden had neglected to use his during their journey. He handed one to Silas and one to Inga.

“Wear it,” he said softly, out of earshot of the guards. “If you need to contact me about anything, just hold it up and think of me, and the green jewel on mine will start to flash. Be sure to look at yours every now and then too.”

“I will,” Silas said.

“I would wait until tonight before you head out, and take the sarians.”

“Already planned on it,” Silas said. “You really think you can help Lorcan?”

Kaden shook his head. “I don’t know how deeply the king feels about the situation. I’m not planning to be able to change his mind, but I’m not going to stand by and let them kill Lorcan either.”

“I feel like we should stay behind and help,” Inga said.

“Staying here won’t help him,” Kaden said. “You’ve got to move forward and find the Gatekeeper. There’s no knowing what he will ask of you when you do find him. This could be the last time we see each other for a while.”

“I’ll be sure to fill you in on everything that happens,” Silas said as he clasped the wristband to his arm under his cloak.

“I can’t help you lose your guards,” Kaden said. “I’ve got to stay clean so I can try to talk to Jiaros.”

“I’ve got it taken care of,” Inga said.

“Good,” Kaden said.

The two of them shook hands with Kaden and said their farewells. He knew neither of them had noticed that his own wristband had been glowing. They had enough on their plate without having to worry about who might be trying to contact him. Kaden cursed himself for having forgotten to check it. The wristband indicated that two people had tried to contact him over the past day or two. One had been Dublin out of Jekyll Rock and the other was one he didn’t expect at all. This person had not spoken with him since he left the council a few months before. For some unknown reason, Julian Hobbes needed to speak with Kaden.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Two

 


“It’s been a long time, Kaden,” Julian said as he sat on the balcony outside his bedchamber. The afternoon wind blew by calmly, cooling the outside air. It was good to be back in Farlaweer castle, but his anger had not subsided.

“Yes it has,” Kaden said. The green image of Julian’s former instructor’s head floated above the wristband sitting on the table in front of him.

“I paid a visit to Jekyll Rock two days ago and I didn’t see you there.”

“I’ve been busy,” Kaden said. “What were you doing in Jekyll Rock?”

“The Dunarians are finished, Kaden. You and Nalani are all that’s left.”

He was met with silence from the other end. Kaden’s glaring look would have stunned anyone else, but Julian wasn’t fazed. He was still upset about the thought that Kaden was surrounded by traitors and never realized it.

“What do you mean we are all that’s left? What happened?”

“Myron Lloyd, Katharine Fallera, Quincy Todd and Darius Umar are all under arrest, and are awaiting execution for their crimes against the Humans.”

“What are you talking about?”

“An orb, Kaden, a memory orb. You’ve heard of them, right?”

“Of course.”

“I found one that shows all of them in a meeting with Ward Holden. From the beginning they planned to use Silas and let him side with the Stühocs.”

“That makes no sense.”

“But it’s true. I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”

“Have they admitted it? Have you spoken with them?”

“What does it matter? I have the proof,” he said. He was beginning to regret this contact. “I’m contacting you out of respect. You are their leader and I think you should be there when they are executed. We’ll show the Stühocs that they don’t own us.”

“Julian, you’ve got to slow down,” Kaden said. “What about the courts? Can you not at least send it to the courts to determine their guilt?”

“The courts would take too long and this was an act of war, Kaden! They must be dealt with swiftly, and I want them to see you there watching. They betrayed you; they used me. They’re snakes, Kaden.”

“There has to be a mistake,” Kaden said. “I know Holden was a traitor. We saw it with our own eyes, but he couldn’t have gotten to the entire council.”

“He didn’t,” Julian said. “He didn’t get to you, me or Nalani.”

“What sort of proof did you see?”

Julian told him of what he saw in Holden’s memory orb. He spoke of the meeting and how they had planned everything from sending Marcus and Theron to go after Silas, to using Julian because of his ties to the throne. Even after the detailed explanation, Kaden was having a hard time swallowing it.

“They’ve been loyal to the council for years,” Kaden said, disbelieving.

“Disloyal, you mean,” Julian said.

“Julian, there has to be some mistake. We need to investigate this further. What you saw looks terrible, I’m sure, but there has to be some sort of explanation to it.”

“Memory orbs do not lie,” Julian said. “The four of them will be executed tomorrow at noon. You can be there to watch them die as traitors, or you can continue whatever work you are doing. Either way, they are going to pay for what they’ve done. We will show the Stühocs that they do not dominate us, nor will they ever dominate us. This is the first step to victory.”

“Please Julian,” Kaden said slowly. “Rethink what you are doing. Give it more time. Turn it over to the courts.”

Julian snorted. “I can’t believe you. You would treat our enemies with respect and leniency.” He shook his head. “If you do not come tomorrow, then I will need you to come here soon.”

Kaden waited for his explanation.

“This is obviously going to change the Dunarian’s direction. It will change The Reckoning. I took it upon myself to take the medallions from Jekyll Rock. I don’t want them to fall into the wrong hands. I would like to discuss this with you when you get here.”

Julian could understand the look of anger that spread across Kaden’s face. He would have been angry too. Julian had trespassed on his domain and stripped him of any power. It wouldn’t be permanent. Kaden would still play a big roll in The Reckoning, but Julian would lead it. He couldn’t trust anyone else anymore.

Kaden was at a loss for words.

“I hope I see you tomorrow. It will be a big day in the fight against the Stühocs.”

It felt awkward to terminate the conversation without Kaden speaking, but after a short moment, he placed his hand over the wristband’s jewel and its light faded out. Kaden may or may not join him in the fight, but it didn’t matter. The Reckoning was going to be finished with or without him. Somehow Silas would be playing a big part in all of this, but that was not Julian’s concern. All Julian wanted to do was win the fight against the Stühocs. And that would begin by executing some of his worst enemies the next day at noon.

*****

Kaden swore under his breath when Julian ended the communication.
What could have possibly been going on in my absence?
He didn’t know what sort of proof or memory orb Julian might have gotten a hold of, but surely it had been falsified. The entire council couldn’t have been working with the Stühocs, could they? How could four members, five counting Holden, have lied to the rest of them so easily? How could he have been deceived for so long? He knew Holden had been a traitor. Though Kaden had not actually seen him in Mudavé, it had been confirmed by everyone else that he was with Maroke that day. Julian claimed to have confronted him and killed him and he had stolen the red medallion to prove it. Now he had all four of the Dunarian’s medallions.

Kaden’s anger began to simmer, threatening to boil over as he continued to think. Julian had done this without even trying to speak with Kaden first. Julian had acted rashly, as he usually did; thinking with his feelings and not his head. Now, as the king, he was continuing this destructive behavior by ordering the council members to be executed. Where had he gotten Holden’s memory orb? Had he taken it from him when he killed Holden? Kaden had seen memory orbs before but never cared to actually have one himself. He was content with remembering things the old-fashioned way. He had always thought them to be very dangerous, especially for someone with secrets. People of importance often kept them so they could be protected. Nothing was ever lost once a person used a memory orb, but that fact had also been the downfall of many. Some would get lost in their memories, never wanting to leave. Others had tried to use them against their enemies, but that would often backfire and they would find themselves in a mess. Julian was now using it against the Dunarians. If what Julian said was true and he saw all of this in a memory orb, then there was no disputing it.

Unless…

Kaden rushed out of the stables and toward the castle. He quickly thought about Dublin and guessed that the keeper of records had tried to let him know what Julian had done. The old man was probably running around the castle frantic, but he would have to wait. He tried to collect his thoughts as he walked hurriedly.

The Erellens had been the inventors of memory orbs. The items had been around for hundreds of years and everyone in authority in the Erellen kingdom was ordered by law to keep one, even the king. With his guard close on his heels, Kaden rushed up the stairs and toward the Great Hall where they had eaten breakfast earlier. He had made this trip once already and hoped the king would accept him again. He had been in Jarul a few times before and knew that the king worked from his luxurious office just behind the Great Hall. When he came close to the doors of the large office, two guards stood before him, giving Kaden a questioning look.

“The king is not to be disturbed,” one of the guards said.

“Tell him Kaden wishes to speak with him,” Kaden said. “He will have me.”

The guards looked at each other and one of them nodded to the other to make the request to the king. In a few moments, the guard came back out and motioned Kaden to enter.

He walked through the large wooden doorway into a room filled with bookshelves, paintings and windows. A large desk sat in the middle of the room and surrounding it were two sets of rounded stairs on either side, leading up to a lounge area. Kaden saw the king standing at one of the tall windows, overlooking the kingdom. The doors shut behind Kaden with a loud thud. The king had apparently told the guards to give him and Kaden some privacy. Kaden walked slowly up the flight of stairs to his right, and the king didn’t look away from the window.

“I’ve never had so many visits from one person in a single day,” Jiaros said.

“My apologies, but I have just learned of something that I wish to discuss with you.”

“Lorcan will stand trial, Kaden. If you have evidence of his innocence, then I am sure you will be allowed to present it when that time comes.”

“It’s not about that,” Kaden said.

Jiaros turned to him, his eyebrows furrowed. “What then?”

“The Dunarians are in trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?” he asked motioning to a couple of seats across from each other. Kaden did not wish to sit, but he didn’t object.

“Four of them are about to be executed based on evidence found in a memory orb. Julian Hobbes plans to carry out the execution tomorrow at noon.”

“And you wish to be allowed to leave?”

“Actually, I was wondering if you could tell me more about memory orbs.” Kaden paused for a moment to collect his thoughts. “Can one be fabricated?”

“No,” Jiaros said confidently. “It is made to capture the true memories of the owner.”

“What if the owner thought he saw something that didn’t really happen? He would have that memory, even if it wasn’t true, right?”

“People don’t really have false memories,” Jiaros said. “You can lie to yourself and convince yourself that something is true, but that doesn’t mean that it is. That’s why some find memory orbs so useful. When one forgets something, one can find that memory.”

“What if that person was possessed?” Kaden asked.

“What do you mean?”

“By the Stühocs. What if they were possessed and much of what they saw was an illusion?”

Kaden knew it was a long shot, and he didn’t even really expect an answer. He wasn’t sure if the Stühocs ever possessed Ward Holden, but it seemed the only defense in the council’s case. Jiaros Florelle seemed completely stumped by the question. Apparently, he was not expecting that one. He turned his head to the windows again, not knowing what to think.

“I don’t know,” he finally said. “I’ve never been presented with that scenario. It seems highly unlikely that it would happen. I still think that the orb would only capture the true memories.” He looked back at Kaden. “Tell me what happened.”

Kaden quickly recapped the events of the past few minutes. Kaden knew his theory had little substance, but he was running out of time. Julian was serious about this. The council members would be dead tomorrow if Kaden didn’t do something now.

“Holden was a traitor,” Kaden told Jiaros. “That
is
proven. It seems possible that, with the Stühoc’s influence, he could remember some illusions as reality. That meeting Julian saw could have been an illusion. What if Holden really believed he had been in a meeting with the council?”

“Don’t you think he would have tried to talk to the other members about it at Jekyll Rock?” Jiaros asked.

“Not if he wasn’t leading the traitorous group,” Kaden said. “If he was taking orders from Anithistor or Maroke, they could have told him to keep his mouth shut when he was around anyone else. They could have told him not to schedule any meetings without their consent.”

“Possession by the Stühocs is a complicated matter,” Jiaros said. “They can pollute the mind of the masses, but it takes a long time to possess one person to the point that you can control what he sees.”

“Is it possible?” Kaden asked.

“Very few have been completely possessed by the Stühocs,” Jiaros said. “Very few have been manipulated so thoroughly.”

“Is it possible?” Kaden repeated.

Jiaros stood from his seat and walked back to the window, leaning against it. “Yes,” he said. “In fact it’s happened before.”

“It has?”

“In the war, seventeen years ago.”

“I don’t remember anything like that.”

“You might after I tell you,” Jiaros said. “At the time, we thought that it was just a lie made up by the Stühocs. In the war, we captured several influential Stühocs. We tortured them for information. It was terrible, but it had to be done. The information we gathered from them helped us win the war. Another bit of information came up as well, though we never explored it.”

“What kind of information?” Kaden asked standing to join the king at the window.

“They told us that there were seven individuals who would help bring Marenon to its knees before the Stühocs. We tried to make them tell us who they were, but we never got that information. All of them died before they would tell us any more.”

“They could have been doing this to try and throw you off,” Kaden suggested.

“Perhaps. But they all said this under individual questioning. They could have planned to give us false information, but what you’ve told me today might just have changed my assessment. We never did anything about it, because there was nothing to be done. That bit of information didn’t help us win the war, nor did it ever come up afterwards. All we know is that they called the seven possessed individuals the Sleepers.”

The Sleepers did spark Kaden’s memory. He had heard of them, but he was under the impression they had been merely a legend.

“We never really found any evidence to suggest the information about these Sleepers was correct,” Jiaros continued. “I would imagine they called them the Sleepers because their true selves are buried deep within them. When possessed by the Stühocs, you are not your own.”

“But, the Stühocs have possessed many people before.”

“Not truly. They can brainwash individuals and order them to do things, but those people will heal if they are able to escape the Stühoc’s influence. A truly possessed person doesn’t really come back. According to the stories, there are seven Sleepers, though that was a long time ago.” He paused for a moment and looked up at Kaden. “You were captured?”

“I was rescued before they could possess me,” Kaden said.

“Of course. But I imagine that if the seven Sleepers are real, then maybe they were planning to make you the eighth Sleeper.”

“When I went back to Earth, I encountered two possessed men called Marcus and Theron,” Kaden said. “Do you think it’s possible they were two of them?”

“Did you get a look at the underside of their wrist?” Jiaros asked. “Our information says that each Sleeper has a small marking, a tattoo perhaps. It’s an image of a dragon, or a serpent with legs. I’ve obviously never seen it myself. It might not even be true.”

“No,” Kaden answered. “I never thought to look.”

“They were there for an important mission, so I imagine it’s possible that they were Sleepers. If that’s the case, they will still be alive and in Marenon somewhere too.”

“What do you mean?” Kaden asked, his stomach churning.

“Well, they were Human, right?”

Kaden nodded.

“Garland originally died on Earth and spent many years here in Marenon,” Jiaros explained. “After Silas was born, the Gatekeeper allowed him to pass through the Blue Gate back to Earth to offer Silas protection. Garland was killed on Earth seventeen years later, right? He then showed up in Marenon again. Why wouldn’t it be the same with Marcus and Theron? I imagine they are still out there, ready to be used again.”

Kaden couldn’t believe it. The Sleepers, the execution; everything seemed to be falling apart.

“They must have passed through the barrier from Marenon to Earth before Garland made his agreement with The Gatekeeper,” Jiaros said. “That agreement would have kept the Stühocs from entering Earth so long as Garland remained alive. Mere Humans without a powerful magical ability would never be able to open any gate for themselves. But Anithistor had that power. He must have been anticipating Garland’s move and sent them right away.”

“I don’t buy it,” Kaden said. “It took seventeen years for them to find Silas and Garland.”

“It was a shot in the dark for Anithistor, I’m sure,” Jiaros said. “I hear Earth is a big place. And for all you or I know, Garland could have kept his location hidden very well. The confrontation that killed Garland on Earth a second time, might not have been their first conflict on Earth.”

“Silas had never seen them before.”

“Do you remember anything before your third birthday?” Jiaros asked. “If it had happened when he was a child, he would not remember. This is all speculation anyway, but it’s all possible too.”

Jiaros had a point, but to see it unfold like this was bizarre. He wondered who else could be a Sleeper. There was Holden, Marcus and Theron.
But who else? He knew Spencer was a definite possibility. He was sure of the first three, but what about the other four?
No!
Could Julian have been right after all? Those three plus the four council members would make seven. Using the council members could have potentially given the Stühocs all the power they needed. Kaden couldn’t accept it, though.

“If you’re thinking that Julian is right, think long and hard about it, Kaden. I don’t think that the memory orb can be manipulated in such a way, but I also don’t know how all those members could have been possessed. I fought beside Darius Umar in the war. His actions were not controlled by the Stühocs then, I assure you.”

“Nor would he betray us,” Kaden said matter-of-factly. “Nor would any of them.”

“You should try to stop him,” Jiaros said. “You have my permission to leave and take care of this.”

“What about Silas and Inga?” Kaden asked.

Jiaros shook his head. “This is not their fight.”

Kaden wasn’t going to argue with him about it. Silas and Inga already had their plan for getting out of the city in search for the Gatekeeper. He didn’t know why Jiaros insisted on keeping them here, but with this new situation in front of him, he didn’t have time to worry about it.

“I want Lorcan to go with me then.”

“I can’t let you take him. He’s a criminal and will be given swift justice.”

“Come on, Jiaros. You and I both know that it was because of you that he’s in there right now. Your favoritism got him in trouble. Your fool of a son didn’t help things either.”

Jiaros said nothing to this. He looked at his feet for a long time before speaking. Kaden could see that Lorcan had been right; the king still favored the young Erellen. He was torn between showing justice, and giving mercy to a friend. His people would hold him accountable for his decision.

He sighed to himself, then looked up at Kaden. “I’m sorry. I cannot.”

Kaden couldn’t help but show his disappointment. The king had made his decision and Lorcan was going to face trial. The bad part about it was that Lorcan
was
guilty. There was no denying it, for it had come from Lorcan’s own mouth. Kaden believed, however, that knowing the circumstances could help Lorcan’s case. It hadn’t been cold-blooded murder. Lorcan had been defending himself. He had probably let his anger get in the way of better judgment, but he was no criminal.

Kaden turned to leave. As he made his way back down the stairs, Jiaros’ voice called down to him. He stopped for a moment, turning his head only slightly.

“I’m calling a meeting within the hour to discuss protocol with the prison guards and to make some changes. I suppose that will mean Lorcan will only have one guard near him.”

Kaden turned back to Jiaros with his eyes lowered, hoping he was hearing what he thought the king was saying.

“It would be terrible if Lorcan were to escape,” Jiaros said as he stared out through the window. “I don’t suppose I would permit any pursuit, but if he were to ever come back to Elysium, the guards would have the obligation to kill him on sight.” He turned back to Kaden and shrugged. “Just thought I would let you know, friend to friend.”

Kaden bowed deeply at the waist and turned to leave. No more words were needed. Within the hour, he and Lorcan Zamire would be on their way to Farlaweer to try and stop Julian from destroying the Dunarians.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Three

 


A few hours after the sun had gone down, Coffman stood in front of the small fire as thirty or more slaves gathered around him. They knew they could all be executed for holding a meeting of any kind, especially after working hours. Slaves were not permitted to converse with each other unless it was related to their work. But most of them were ready to die for their freedom, and this was a necessary step.

Two days before, just after Anithistor had declared that Alric, Nalani, and Daewyn would be the first of the Soldiers of the Dead, a man named Ellis said something that caught Coffman’s attention. It was something like:
We will die before we let him turn us. When Coffman tried to ask him about it, the man just tried to move away from him. Coffman didn’t let him. He had followed him down an alley and thrown him up against the wall.

“You’re not one of the spies, are you?” Ellis said with a grimace.

“The what?”

“People who act like slaves, but have been put in place to tell the authorities what they overhear.”

“Far from it,” Coffman said, setting the man back down and pointing up. “My friends are up in those cages, and I’m looking for a way of getting them out.”

The man snorted. “Good luck.”

“You said something about being dead before the Soldiers of the Dead could be formed?”

“It’s what I hope,” Ellis said. He looked in both directions and continued with a whisper. “There are a few of us who are talking of revolting, but we don’t have the numbers to support it.”

“How many?”

“I don’t know,” Ellis said shrugging. “I imagine all of the slaves would if they knew we stood a chance.”

That was all Coffman needed to hear. Ellis had told him it would take a little bit of time to gather the people necessary for a meeting, but they were all there now. A meeting such as this was dangerous, not only because they could be seen, but also because there was always a possibility of spies among them.

Coffman looked around at the others, disappointed by the small numbers, but encouraged that many of them were section leaders. Each section leader had about a hundred or more people under his command. All of this was a long shot, but his friends were scheduled to die the next morning, and something had to be done about it.

Ellis didn’t have to call the meeting to order, for everyone was already silent. Fear permeated the small crowd of people in a way that Coffman had never seen before. There was a sense of desperation among them, knowing that at any moment they could be killed. Yet they sat peacefully in front of a small fire, waiting.

“Well, I don’t really know how to start something like this, so I’ll just get to the point,” Ellis said. “We outnumber the enemy ten to one. That includes the recent addition of the Stühocs that came in two days ago.”

“They outnumber us ten to zero in arms,” a man said. “We’ve got no weapons at all. You speak of revolt, but we’ve got nothing!”

“Not true,” another man said. “They aren’t swords, but some of us have hammers and others have sharpened tools.”

“And surprise,” Coffman said. “The element of surprise is key.”

“That’s right,” Ellis said.

“You can’t forget that we’ve only got the thirty of us or so,” a man chimed in. “Even if the people under our command follow us, there’s no guarantee that more will join in the fight.”

“I think you underestimate the desire of everyone out there,” Ellis said. “All of them are ready to fight, with or without weapons. “I wager if they see us fighting, they are going to join in.”

“I don’t think it can be done.”

“You don’t think it can be done without losing lives,” Coffman said to the man. “If that is your thought, then you are right. People will die here tomorrow if we revolt. But if we don’t, all of us will be Soldiers of the Dead. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the Pyramid is complete and the Sphere is ready. They don’t need all of us anymore. What do you think they plan to do with us?”

He let the words sink in, knowing that most had not thought of it that way. A reflective silence hovered around the group. They were in a small area of the slave camp. Their fire probably wouldn’t be noticed since there were many fires dispersed throughout the camp. In their silence, however, the sound of approaching footsteps jolted them to attention.

When the Stühoc appeared, none of them knew what to do. Almost all of them stood ready to fight, though they had nothing in their hands. The Stühoc held up its hands declaring his apologies. Upon closer observation they could see that he wasn’t a Stühoc at all. He was Human.

“Sorry about the disguise,” the man said. “It’s kept me alive for the past couple of days.”

“Who are you?” Ellis called out angrily.

“My name is Dink,” he said. “I came in behind the first caravan a couple of days ago.”

“What are you doing here?”

Dink looked around sheepishly. “I assumed this was your camp. I was looking for some decent food. The stuff they feed Stühocs is barely edible, and it’s all I’ve had to eat for a few days.”

“Sorry,” Ellis said. “No food here. Now be on your way, and tell no one of what you saw here tonight.”

“Wait a second,” Coffman said. “Did you say you came in with the caravan?”

“The first one,” Dink confirmed. “My wife is still in one of the carriages. They’re being given food and water, but I don’t know why they haven’t been released to the camps.”

“You mean the first caravan of Humans aren’t brainwashed?” Ellis asked.

Dink shook his head. “They aren’t from Mudavé like Anithistor’s caravan. These are fresh recruits. The Stühocs have been attacking villages up and down the Midland, taking as many prisoners as possible. They are moving them directly here.”

“The Stühocs will use them and us for their new army,” Ellis said.

“What’s that?” Dink asked.

Coffman briefly explained the weapon and how it was meant to create an army called the Soldiers of the Dead. Dink’s jaw dropped open.

“You mean, they plan to use that thing on my wife?”

“I would say that’s why they haven’t been released yet. They are going to use the Sphere tomorrow,” Ellis said, almost to himself. “They’ll start with your friends,” he nodded to Coffman. “They’ll move on to the caravans, one of which carries your wife, and eventually they’ll move on to us.”

“We can’t stand by and let any of that happen,” Coffman said. “We’ve got to fight before they get a chance to create their new army. If that happens they’ll outnumber us thirty to one. Then there will be no chance at all. It’s tomorrow morning or not at all.”

“He’s right,” Dink said. “I’ve been hearing some chatter about something big happening. I haven’t been able to get in the conversations much, but it sounds like they are planning a massive attack on Jekyll Rock. I suppose it’ll be with this new army of theirs.”

Ellis dropped his head.

“So it’s decided,” Coffman said. “We fight tomorrow, before anyone can be turned.”

“What’s the plan then?” Ellis asked.

No one spoke for about a minute.

“I think we should go for the snake’s head,” Coffman said finally. “Anithistor is going to want everyone to see the power of the Sphere. He might be standing next to it, or maybe Mintuk. Either way, one of them will be standing next to the pedestal, watching the demonstration. If we can kill one of them, or at least attempt to, it could spark mayhem.”

“Which is exactly what we want,” Ellis said. “How can we do it?”

A man stuck his hand in the air. “Hi,” he said shakily. “My name is Darren.”

“Nice to meet you Darren. What can we do for you today?” Ellis asked sarcastically.

“My group is in charge of pulley systems,” he said as though that meant something to anyone else.

Ellis sighed. “What’s your point?”

“Well, we make the scaffolding the builders use to reach the top of the Pyramid. They’re pulled up by ropes. To initially set the ropes in place, we have to shoot them to the top with a grappling gun. We could use it as a weapon A harpoon, if you will.”

“Does it have a decent range?” Ellis asked him.

“It reaches the top of the structure,” Darren answered timidly. “So, I think it would have a decent range.”

“Would you have a way of getting it into the Pyramid for the demonstration tomorrow?”

“Easily,” Darren said. “There might already be some in there.”

For the next hour, the group discussed where each man would be positioned. The Nestorians would have them confined to certain parts of the structure, but all of them were sure they would be able to position themselves in the correct places. Since Darren had the most skill with shooting the hooks, he was selected to be the assassin. The idea was to take out Anithistor with the shot. The hope was that he would be killed, but if Darren missed, it wouldn’t be the end. It was the signal to start. Each department leader would tell his group that during the assembly they would start a revolt. All of them were expected to fight. The hope was that there would be so much pandemonium that the slaves would be able to grab hold of weapons and fall back to the slave quarters. The quarters were situated in such a way that they could not be surrounded, or attacked from behind because of their proximity to the city walls. The Stühocs and Nestorians could only mount a frontal assault. The hopes were that, by the sheer strength of numbers, the captives would be able to take the city. All of them knew it was a stretch, but they agreed that they would rather fight against the Stühocs and Nestorians than become their Soldiers of the Dead.

When the meeting was over, Ellis pulled Coffman aside.

“At the assembly, I want you to be next to Darren. I don’t know if he’ll have the guts to do it. If he doesn’t, or if he gets caught, we’re going to need a second attempt. No signal, no fight, you understand?”

Coffman nodded. He did understand. The signal might possibly be the most important part of the revolt. His friends’ lives depended on it.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Four

 


Night fell more quickly than either Silas or Inga had anticipated. Both of them had spent most of the afternoon in their designated rooms, secluded from each other. At this point, it was the preferable plan for Silas. He didn’t need to be around Inga. Seeing her in Lorcan’s desiring arms sparked more jealousy in him than Silas could have imagined. He had to tell himself over and over that it was the desperation of a person facing his own mortality, mixed with the vulnerability of a female friend who hated to see him in such a state. Whatever the case, it proved that Inga and Lorcan’s relationship went deeper than friendship.

He tried to shake the thoughts from his head as he sat up at the end of his bed. He knew he couldn’t be angry with Inga. Lorcan had put her into the situation. He couldn’t be mad at Lorcan because he hadn’t known about Silas and Inga. He was also facing death. Silas hated this. He wouldn’t speak to Inga about it at all. If she wanted to talk about it, he would let her do it. Silas just decided to focus on the task at hand. No kissing, no love, just the mission.

The mission.

No one had really said this, but the thought came to Silas’ mind that what he and Inga were about to do was a huge step in the direction of completing The Reckoning. The operation conceived by his grandfather would still be carried on through Silas and the others. Silas doubted Garland Ainsley had expected that most of the people who would help to accomplish The Reckoning weren’t technically members of the Dunarian group. Kaden was the exception, but no one else on the council seemed to be very involved.

Garland Ainsley had paved the way for Silas to be where he was at this moment. He sat in his room deep within the confines of the Erellen city. Jiaros had kept Silas’ presence a secret from the people. Though no one would recognize him by sight, Jiaros knew that if Silas’ identity was discovered, the Erellen people might have thrown him a parade. He was the Meshulan and was respected not only by Humans, but Erellens as well. Silas assumed this was because he was an anomaly; he knew of no one else in Marenon who was half Human and half Erellen.

Thoughts of his parents would come to his mind from time to time. He wondered what they might have looked like and what kind of people they were. He had spent much of his childhood wondering about them, but once he had grown, he did not give it much thought. His grandfather had been the only parent he ever needed and he was fine with that. He never felt like he missed out by not having a mother and a father. Sure, he wished their lives had not ended so tragically, but what was done was done. Dwelling on them would not bring them back to life and would only deter him from finishing his purpose in Marenon.

He rose from the bed. It was time.

He walked across his bedroom and grabbed the staff of Uriah, which leaned against the door. He pulled the cloak hood over his head and took a deep breath, knowing that what he and Inga were about to do needed to be flawless in execution. He opened the door and Teymus greeted him in the hallway with a smile.

Such a courteous guard, Silas thought.
Too bad he’s about to be unconscious.

“Going somewhere?” Teymus asked him.

“So, I have to tell you where I plan to go now?” Silas asked.

“At this hour, yes.”

Silas shook his head and walked a few paces until he reached Inga’s door. He knocked softly and Inga came out, dressed in a hooded cloak much like Silas’. Inga’s guard gave Teymus a curious look and Teymus placed a calm hand on his sword.

“Are we just going for a midnight walk or something?” he asked.

“We are,” Inga said. “But you aren’t going with us.”

“I beg your par…” Teymus was cut short by the flash of light that flung him and his companion guard against the wall. Their heads smacked against the stone with a loud
thud, and they lay unconscious on the floor.

“Nice one,” Silas said. “You didn’t kill them, did you?”

“Of course not,” she answered with a scowl. “We’ve got just enough time to get to the stables.”

Silas led the way down the hall and up a flight of stairs leading to a door to the outside. The stables were located near the middle of the city and it would take a while to get there in secret. Inga could make them invisible, but only for a short time. They decided it was best to try to move quietly to avoid detection until they were forced to use the magic. Their plan was to attempt to make the two of them and the sarians invisible for takeoff, but she wasn’t sure how long she could make that last.

The outside was dark and cold, but there were more people moving around the city than they had anticipated. Guards and citizens alike were wandering through the streets, but the guards were ushering people back to their homes. Something was going on, but neither of them knew what it could be. Guards were running around in groups, seemingly searching for something or someone. Silas and Inga kept to the shadows, avoiding any kind of contact with anyone. Even with their hoods up, the frantic guards probably wouldn’t ignore them.

Silas guessed it had been about twenty minutes or more when they finally reached the stables. Teymus would surely be waking by then, and someone would be looking for them. When they walked into the stables they noticed that only Skarret and Storm were sitting there peacefully. Cole and Autumn were nowhere to be found. Silas and Inga looked at each other curiously and walked over to the sarians. Storm was saddled and ready to go, while Skarret preferred no saddle. There was, however, a note tied by a small string to one of Skarret’s feathers on his back.

Silas carefully untied the string and unfolded the hand-scribbled note as Inga stood next to him to read it over his shoulder.

Don’t have much time. Something has happened that requires my attention. I decided not to contact you through the wristband. I didn’t want to interrupt anything you might be doing. You may have noticed that Autumn and Cole are both gone. Won’t say much, but just know that it’s good news for us and our mutual friend. I will contact you soon. Take care.

-Kaden

“He got Lorcan out!” Silas said.

“I wonder where they had to go?” Inga questioned aloud.

Silas shook his head. “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter right now. We’ve got to move.”

The two of them mounted their sarians and Silas looked at Inga, waiting for her to work her magic. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Silas instantly began to feel the icy sensation of becoming invisible. He looked below him seeing only the ground. He looked to his right and could no longer see Inga either. It worked. Skarret reared back slightly at the unexpected feeling of disappearing, but Silas stroked his neck and whispered calm words into the animal’s ear. He nudged Skarret forward. The bird used its head to open the stable doors. Silas felt exposed to the outside world with the guards moving about, but it seemed that no one had noticed the doors come open.

With one hand, he held on tight to the staff and with the other he grabbed a fist full of feathers to steady himself. He felt the bird’s wings fling out to its sides as it prepared to fly. Skarret lunged upward and the ground beneath them soon became smaller and smaller until all they could see was the moonlight reflecting off the summer night’s clouds. When they were a safe distance in the air, Inga released her magic and appeared next to Silas.

“Amazing work,” he told her.

She smiled in appreciation. They flew north for a long while until they decided they were a safe distance from the city. They chose to land in a clearing several miles away. Now it was up to Inga to try to sense her former master.

“Do you feel anything now?” Silas asked her as she stood in front of Storm.

She nodded. “I’ve been feeling him for the past week. It is stronger the further north we go.”

“What if Silandrin
is
the Gatekeeper?” Silas asked.

“I suppose I will have a lot of questions for him then,” she said simply. “Part of me wants him to be, but another part of me really doesn’t. All I want is a good reason for why he abandoned me.”

“I’m sure whatever reason he has is a good one,” Silas said, slipping off of Skarret to stand next to her.

She looked into his eyes, revealing a sadness that almost didn’t belong.

“I’m sorry about what happened with Lorcan before,” she said.

Silas was taken aback by the words. He had not expected to be talking about this now, but it had been invading her thoughts.

“I didn’t know what to do,” she continued. “I thought I might never see him again. We’ve been close for a very long time. I knew he thought of me as more than a friend, but I had never really felt that way about him until I saw him behind those bars.”

Silas understood. But it didn’t make him like it any more. In that moment he had a choice. He could be cold to her; question her feelings and make her choose; or he could decide to let it go.

Forgetting it wasn’t an option, but neither was being cold to her. He couldn’t deny his feelings for her, and he knew it had to be love. Nothing else would have produced the jealousy within him like the moment when Lorcan kissed her.

“So you love him?” Silas asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, wiping away a stray tear. “I’m obviously torn. So much is happening. When I’m with you, I feel happy and I don’t want to be away from you. But when I was faced with never seeing Lorcan again, I was crushed. Obviously I didn’t plan to kiss him, especially in front of you. I’m sorry that happened.”

Silas reached his hand out and placed it on her shoulder. “You listen to me,” he said. “This isn’t what we need to worry about right now. All of that stuff will be figured out in time. Right now, we’ve got to find Silandrin. He’s our only answer to finding the Gatekeeper and being done with all of this mess.”

Inga nodded, wiping away another tear. “Thank you,” she said. She reached out and hugged Silas tightly. It was a show of appreciation, rather than deep affection. She needed him to be strong, and the idea of feelings getting involved was not an option either of them had at the moment. Though he didn’t want her to ever choose Lorcan over him, it was part of his duty as the Meshulan to not allow his feelings get in the way of the mission.

They decided to keep moving north. Every hour or so, they would stop and Inga would tell him whether the feeling of her old master’s presence was stronger or weaker. When it was weaker, they would alter their course and when it was stronger they would remain on the same path. In the early morning hours they finally decided to make camp and sleep.

Inga’s senses were getting stronger every time they moved. Both of them knew they were very close to finally finding Silandrin, and hopefully, the Gatekeeper.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Five

 


The early morning sun woke Dink even though he had been up and moving most of night. After stumbling upon the meeting of the slaves planning to revolt, he had gone straight to Emma. There had been no guard nearby, so he took his time telling her the plan. It was likely her carriage would be one of many in line to be turned into these Soldiers of the Dead, but he assured her that he wouldn’t let it happen to her.

They kissed, knowing it would be the last time they would see each other before the revolt. He had made his way back to the slave encampment and found Coffman sitting at a fire, lost in his own thoughts.

“I want to be the one to make the shot,” Dink said.

Coffman gave him a look as if to say, ‘leave me alone,’ but all he said was, “Why?”

“I’m the only one wearing Stühoc armor. I can get closer and kill their leader.”

Coffman sat a moment, considering his words, and shook his head. Dink took a seat, wondering why Coffman would be against it.

“You wouldn’t be able to get a harpoon gun any closer to Anithistor than Darren or I could,” he said.

“No, but I could stab him in the back, or maybe get a small crossbow near the platform. I could make sure he was dead.”

Again, Coffman shook his head. “Sorry, but no.”

“I don’t understand,” Dink said, frustrated. He knew he could do the job. Why wouldn’t Coffman let him do it?

“It’s more about rallying others to revolt than it is about actually killing him,” he explained. “The shot is the signal. It’s what everyone will be watching for. You go up there and stab him in the back, all you’ve done is almost silently killed an enemy. You would be dead before anyone would even know what happened. There would be no revolt.” Coffman picked up a stick and started poking the fire. “Besides. You’ve got a wife to protect, don’t you? You think she wants to see you dead up there on the platform?” Coffman shook his head. “Not a chance.”

Dink sighed and rubbed his face, exhaustedly.

“It’ll be an important shot,” Coffman said. “I hope Darren is up for it.”

“You worried about him?”

“He’s a bit fidgety. He wants out of here as bad as the rest of them though.”

“Them?” Dink said. “Don’t you mean us? You’re one of them too, you know.”

Coffman shook his head. “You and I are a lot alike. We both came here voluntarily.”

“What’s your reason?”

“I’ve found something to believe in,” Coffman said, staring at the flames. “All my time here in Marenon, I had heard of this person called the Meshulan, but I didn’t really think anything of it until I actually met him.”

“You met the Deliverer?” Dink asked. “I’ve heard stories about him, but most people where I’m from don’t hear a lot of the details. I heard he killed a Stühoc general.”

“With his own sword,” Coffman said. “I was there when he did it.”

“Wow,” was all Dink could mutter. He almost wished he had been there to see it. He had dreamed of being a great warrior, but his desire for a peaceful life with Emma now far outweighed that fantasy. “I’d like to meet the Deliverer someday,” Dink said.

“You’d be surprised by him,” Coffman said. “He’s just a kid, still a teenager. But he’s got a good heart, wants to do right. Somehow, I feel like if I can do well tomorrow, if I can make a difference and help kill Anithistor, I’d be helping him deliver Marenon.”

Dink nodded as he stared into the fire, feeling the warm air cover him. “I guess that means tomorrow is more important than just freeing a few thousand slaves, eh?”

“I think so,” Coffman said. “I’ve got my work cut out for me.”

“More than the rest of us?” Dink asked.

“Not necessarily,” he answered. “While you’re out there trying to save your wife, while everyone else is out trying to free themselves, I’ve got to free my friends and try to destroy the Stühocs’ weapon.”

“How do you suppose you can do that?”

Coffman shook his head. “No idea. I don’t even know what it is. I know what it can do, and I know that when that weapon is used on all of the slaves here, Anithistor will be able to command an army bigger than all the Humans and Erellens combined.”

“I know a little about it,” Dink told him. “I’ve overheard some conversations, but that doesn’t mean it’s all true.”

“What have you heard?”

“I heard it’s a sphere made of Human souls.”

Coffman looked at him questioningly.

Dink held up a hand. “Now, that’s just what I’ve heard. I heard the Sphere sucks out the soul and captures it inside. Technically it kills the person, but their soul remains in Marenon, and somehow the ones who command the Sphere command the souls and the bodies of the dead. Sounds weird to me, but you’ve seen it, right?”

“Sounds about right,” Coffman said. “That just makes my job more important.”

“How’s that?”

“Destroying that Sphere might release the souls,” Coffman said. “Finally let them leave Marenon.” He shrugged. “That’s if what you say is true, anyway.”

“My priority is my wife tomorrow, but as soon as I get her to safety, I swear I’ll do everything I can to help you destroy that thing.”

Coffman reached out a big hand and patted Dink on the shoulder. “You do what you need to do tomorrow. Don’t worry about the Sphere unless you figure out a better way to destroy it than I do.”

That had been several hours before and now with the sun peeking over the horizon, the slaves were beginning to gather at the Pyramid to watch the Sphere in action. Many of them had no idea what was about to happen. Most didn’t know that they would be forced into fighting for their freedom. Most didn’t know that they would probably be dead by the end of the day. Their fate had been chosen by a select few, but that select few would have the support they needed. When that harpoon was fired into the heart of Anithistor, mayhem would ensue and the Nestorians and Stühocs would be overwhelmed. By the time they had a chance to regroup, the slaves would be retreating to their encampment where some others had been secretly making some small fortifications. There were tools, so some weapons were available, but nothing as sophisticated as swords and arrows.

Ellis had instructed that they set up a line of harpoons, ready to be shot as they made the retreat. There had been a lot done in the middle of the night, but Dink feared it wouldn’t be enough.

Dink had talked a few of the leaders into possibly trying to shift the battle toward one of the western gates of the city, so those captured on the wagons could be ushered out. When he had come up with that plan, he was thinking solely of his wife, and when it came down to it, he would leave the battle with her and never look back. He wasn’t there to free all the slaves. He was there to free only one. Coffman had told him that it wasn’t Dink’s priority to help destroy the Sphere. Dink wasn’t sure how much he could really help in destroying the weapon anyway.

He had left his Stühoc uniform behind, and washed the dried blood from his face and neck, thinking it would only make him a target of both sides. Now he was truly one of the slaves and he would have no chance of escape unless the uprising was successful. He, along with hundreds of others, made his way to the Pyramid. He could see a pedestal resting on a raised platform in the middle of the giant room. He knew this was the platform he had been told about. The stairs led up to the pedestal, void of any Sphere at the moment, but he knew that would change. To the right side stood a newly constructed viewing platform where Dink figured some more of the important people would be watching the demonstration.

Two large doors on the other side of the Pyramid opened wide, allowing the carriages full of the recently captured Humans roll through. As the caravan made its way into the structure, he tried to spot Emma’s carriage, but was unable to see it clearly from the long distance. With guards all around him, he wasn’t sure how he would make it across, but he had to find a way. The faces of the prisoners were clouded with confusion and worry. None of them knew what was going on, but all of them knew it couldn’t be good.

After the carriages, came Anithistor and Mintuk, surrounded by guards. Behind them were the three prisoners that Coffman was there to save. There was a man, a woman and an Erellen. Dink couldn’t imagine the fear gripping each of them in that moment. They didn’t know that a rescue attempt was planned. All they knew was that they were there to die and no one could stop it.

The three prisoners were ushered into the middle of the room, as nearly a thousand slaves were crammed against the side walls. Mintuk and a few guards marched to the top of the viewing platform while Anithistor moved toward the center where the pedestal stood. Two guards followed closely behind while several more guards prodded at the three prisoners to move forward.

This was it. Everything would start within a few moments. In his mind, Dink was frantic to make it to his wife, but he then thought about her being in the carriage. She might actually be safer in the carriage at the start of the battle, but he would need to get her out at some point. He walked inconspicuously behind the crowd of people toward the carriages on the other side of the giant chamber. It would take him several long minutes to get to where he needed to be. He knew he probably wouldn’t be able to get to her before the battle began, but he shuffled through the crowd anyway.

He was stopped in his tracks at the sound of Anithistor’s amplified voice.

“Welcome to today’s first demonstration.”

*****

Coffman’s head jolted upward at the platform when the voice spoke. It was time. A crowd of slaves surrounded both he and Darren. He looked back down at the ground as Darren set the harpoon in place.

“How’s it going?” Coffman asked, wanting to ask him to hurry, but not wanting to make an already nervous man more nervous.

Darren cursed under his breath as he fiddled with the device. “I’m going to have to line up the shot,” he said.

Coffman wasn’t exactly sure what the best method for this would be. The slaves in front of him were ready to move when instructed, but he didn’t know if it would be obvious to the guards around them.

“Today you are about to witness the beginning of the end in the war against those that have tried to destroy us for so long,” Anithistor continued. Coffman wondered if the other slaves would find his words hypocritical. Anithistor was obviously speaking to the Nestorians and Stühocs.

“Move,” Coffman said quietly. One by one, the slaves in front of Coffman began to move to the side almost imperceptibly, giving Darren the slightest opening to fire the harpoon. He crouched to one knee, trying to line up his sight. Coffman couldn’t help but feel nervous. Darren’s fingers were visibly shaking. He glanced to his left to see Alric searching for him in the crowd. Coffman knew that his old friend’s hope must be running out. Coffman had not been able to tell him about today’s plans, but Alric knew something would be attempted.

“Today you will witness the beginning of a new era in Marenon,” Anithistor said. He reached into his black cloak and pulled out the orange medallion, placing it in the coordinating spot on the pedestal. In a flash, the stream of lighted souls shot above the pedestal, instantly beginning to spin with the power of the medallion below it.

Darren’s breathing became heavier and his hands were shaking more violently.
He can’t take the shot, Coffman thought. He watched Darren wipe away a cold sweat.

“And today we begin our demonstration with two Human prisoners and the Erellen prince.”

Take the shot Darren!

Anithistor looked down at the nervous, but defiant prisoners as the glowing sphere illuminated the room. “Today, you become my best soldiers.”

Take the shot!

“Today, you become Soldiers of the Dead.” Anithistor raised up an arm, using his powers to begin the process.

Coffman looked down again to see Darren placing his head in his palm.
Is he crying? Coffman reached down and threw Darren away from the weapon, and in the same motion he dropped to one knee and lined up his shot, focusing on Anithistor.
Three… Two… One…

With the pull of the trigger, the harpoon went sailing at an alarming speed through the air toward the Stühoc king just below the Sphere. At first, Coffman was sure that he had hit Anithistor squarely in the chest, but the Stühoc king was too quick, using a magical shield to deflect the shot. The harpoon instead landed in the chest of one of his guards sending him flailing to the ground.

What happened next was complete mayhem. All of the slaves that knew of the uprising began fighting instantly, punching, kicking and trying to steal weapons from the guards closest to them. None of the soldiers had been ready for it. Nestorians and Stühocs alike sprang into motion, fighting back against the slaves. Coffman jumped from his spot, and tried to pull Darren up from the ground, but the man was a wreck. The pressure had been too much for him and he couldn’t bring himself to run away or to fight. He would be one of the first to die.

Recognizing what was going on, Anithistor ran for cover as many guards rushed to his side to protect him.

Coffman bolted for Alric and Nalani who had begun fighting as soon as the harpoon had landed. A Stühoc jumped in front of Coffman, swinging his sword with all of his might. Coffman jumped back from the swing, and while the creature was off balance, he tackled him to the ground. With his brute force he was able to disarm the soldier. He grabbed the sword from the ground and swung hard. The Stühoc’s head fell from its shoulders with ease.

He turned and sprinted to his friends. By this point, Alric had already disarmed his guard and was busy unlocking the chains from Daewyn and Nalani.

“I was beginning to think you forgot about us,” Alric yelled to him, picking up a sword from the dead guard.

“Yeah, I just liked the slave life too much,” Coffman yelled back.

Nalani and Daewyn had also found weapons for themselves and ran up next to Coffman.

“We’ve got to destroy this thing,” Nalani said.

“I’m guessing you’ve got a solution to that problem, dear?” Daewyn said.

Nalani had no answer for him. None of them had the answer.

Many of the slaves had been able to find a weapon or tool to defend themselves. The shift of the battle had moved toward the carriages, and Coffman led the others in that direction, thinking of Dink and his wife. The four of them came in from behind, hacking and cutting as Nestorians and Stühocs alike fought through the massive horde of slaves. Coffman could see that Dink was leading the charge to break open the carriages. He moved in the same direction, hoping he could help. Opening the carriages would allow for hundreds more fighters. Though weak and malnourished, they would be more effective if they were free from their cages.

Dink was able to break open the back carriage. The prisoners started falling out, clamoring over each other to get out of the death trap. He grabbed Emma from the cage and held her close, being mindful of the enemy. Coffman and the others tried to get to the next carriage, but the Stühocs were already moving, knowing they would lose their precious prisoners if they left the carriages in place. The Stühocs were quick to jump on the horses to lead the caravan away from the battle. With the departure of the carriages, there came another flood of Stühocs moving in the opposite direction to confront the slaves, blocking their pursuit of the prisoners.

Coffman yelled for everyone to charge into them. The Stühocs were expecting the slaves to be fearful and to run. Nearly a hundred unarmed slaves charged into the oncoming Stühocs, who were alarmed at the tenacity and fierceness of their fighting. Many of the slaves were impaled or killed instantly, but others were able to grab weapons and fight back. Their furious determination drove the Stühocs back and soon, the slaves were alone in the Pyramid.

Coffman breathed a sigh of relief, bending down to catch his breath.

“They’ll be back,” he heard Ellis yell from behind him. “They’re just reforming, making sure they all have weapons. This is our chance to get back to the slave quarters and regroup as well.”

He called out for the slaves to follow him and many of them did. The battle was far from over, but Coffman was happy to have a chance to reorganize. He eyes focused on the spinning Sphere.

“We’ve got to destroy it,” Coffman said, stepping toward it. Alric, Nalani and Daewyn followed close behind. Dink gave Coffman a look asking if they needed his help with the Sphere. Coffman shook his head and motioned for Dink to take his wife and follow the others.

None of the four were sure how close they actually wanted to get to the Sphere, but they were sure that it would do nothing to them as long as there was no one to command it. They circled around the Sphere, examining it closely.

“We don’t have a whole lot of time to just keep staring at it,” Daewyn said.

“Shut up,” Alric told him.

Coffman knelt down below the Sphere, studying the pedestal below it and the medallion shining from its slot.

“What if I just got a hammer and started beating it?” Alric suggested.

“It’s made of a very strong metal,” Coffman answered. “I don’t think it would work.”

Alric shrugged. “I was talking about the Erellen.”

Daewyn sent Alric a sharp look, which Alric returned with a smile. Nalani interrupted them.

“We can’t just stand here looking at it,” she said.

Alric and Nalani had thought they had been so close to stealing the medallion before. Yet, this whole time it was the feeding power to the giant weapon the Stühocs planned to use to win the war.

“Do we just grab it?” Daewyn asked.

Coffman shook his head. “We have no idea what will happen if we touch it. It could turn us into one of those soldiers. Or it could just kill instantly.”

“Well, there’s just one way to find out,” Daewyn said. “Step aside, I’ll take it.”

“No!” Nalani said. “If you take it, you’ll want to claim it for the Erellens. The Dunarians have worked tirelessly to collect these stupid medallions. This is the only reason I’m here at all. Let me do it.”

No one spoke a word. She was right. This was her plan, her mission. She had been given this mission months before and she stood ready to fulfill her duty. She stepped close to the Sphere, reaching her arm out slowly. She didn’t want to die, but she knew it was a risk that had to be taken. Her fingers stretched out, reaching for the orange-jeweled piece of metal when a hand gripped her wrist, stopping her from touching the medallion. It was Alric.

“Let me do it,” he said. “I’m not on your council. I don’t even know why I’m here, but let me do it. If it kills me, get out of here. Figure out a different way to get it. If it doesn’t, it’s yours anyway.”

“I thought you didn’t believe in what we were doing,” Nalani said.

“I didn’t,” Alric said. “Then I watched you as we stood next to each other, waiting to die. I don’t often see such bravery. I haven’t done many noble things in my life. Let me do this.”

She pulled her arm back, leaving her hand in his. He stared deeply into her eyes and squeezed her hand tightly. After a moment, he turned his eyes to the medallion and sighed deeply.

“Step back,” he told the others. He reached his arm out, closing his eyes tightly when he came close to it. Finally his fingers touched the hot metal and gripped it securely. He had expected to feel some sort of electric shock or to be sucked up into the Sphere, but nothing happened. He pulled his arm away with the medallion in his hand. He quickly looked down at the jewel then to the others when the ground began to shake. The Sphere spun faster with each passing second. Before any of them knew what was happening, it floated toward them, hovering above their heads. Alric tried to yell for the others to run, but no sound would come.

Finally, the Sphere turned back into a stream, flowing as a thin line straight into the medallion. A gush of wind seemingly caused by the energy whipped around each of them with deafening ferocity. Alric held the medallion outward, hoping the stream wouldn’t flow into him. It looked as though the medallion was sucking the stream of light into itself. Finally, the Sphere vanished and the light was gone.

A stunned silence fell over the four of them at what they had just witnessed. Had it worked? They knew the weapon wasn’t destroyed, but at least its source of power was gone. Coffman wondered to himself if all of the souls had been released or if they were now contained within that single medallion. Their silence didn’t last for long. The sound of the coming army of Stühocs and Nestorians grew louder in the distance. They had regrouped and were ready to take vengeance. Coffman told the others to move to the slave quarters where they would make their final stand.

All of them were happy to have disabled the weapon and gotten the medallion, but it would not matter if their enemies overran them. Their last stand was imminent.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Six

 


Freeing Lorcan from the prison had been rather easy for Kaden, thanks to King Jiaros and his new rules for the prison guards. Kaden felt guilty about leaving Silas and Inga behind, but they had their own mission. The Dunarians could not risk losing almost all of their council. He had to make Julian listen to reason.

They dismounted their sarians after flying into Farlaweer. Kaden knew they were quickly running out of time. The four council members were scheduled to die within the hour. Julian had obviously leaked the news to the public about the execution because the city was in a scramble as people hurried to make it to the main square. Most were curious as to why Dunarian Council members were about to be executed. The anti-Dunarians were excited to see it, while Dunarian supporters were angry. All of them showed up to watch, however. And Kaden came to stop it.

Lorcan followed him through the streets without question. The man had saved his life from an almost certain death, and because of that, he would help him save the Dunarian Council. The plan was simple. Kaden would go to the castle and confront Julian, who would be viewing the execution from a balcony. He would beg him to stop if he had to.

Lorcan’s job was to try and stop the execution by force if it came down to it. If that happened, both of them would likely be captured. Kaden made sure to tell Lorcan that there was the possibility that they would be facing the same fate as the other council members.

“You can opt out if you want to,” he had told the Erellen.

Lorcan just shrugged. “I was supposed to die anyway,” he had said. “At least this way they won’t cut off my ears.”

Kaden couldn’t help but smile at the Erellen. They had journeyed together for only a short time. Maybe it was a commitment to the cause, or maybe Lorcan felt like he owed Kaden, but his sense of devotion toward the Dunarians seemed very strong. Kaden knew he could count on Lorcan. He knew he
had
to count on Lorcan.

The noon sun shined brightly as they rushed through the city streets to the castle square. When they arrived, the crowd was so thick that Kaden feared he wouldn’t even be able to make it up to Julian. When they finally elbowed their way to the middle of the square, they could see the four council members standing side-by-side with a noose around each of their necks. Kaden motioned Lorcan to stand ready near the stage, and Lorcan patted the sword underneath his cloak to assure Kaden they wouldn’t be killed without a fight.

Kaden moved through the crowd, pushing through people as much as he could. When he finally reached the door of the castle, he was met by a group of guards. He recognized the captain of the Royal Guard instantly.

“Robin,” Kaden said, giving him a slight nod.

“The king was wondering if you would come,” he answered, looking troubled. “To tell you the truth, I was hoping you would.”

“You don’t agree with Julian on this either?”

“I’m not allowed to comment on how I feel about the king’s decisions,” Robin said. “But if I were not captain of the Royal Guard I would tell you that I think it’s absolute madness what the king is doing today. I’ve never seen someone so determined to remain angry. He doesn’t listen to any of his advisors. He just keeps saying that he wants his enemies dead and that he can’t trust any of them.”

“How much time do I have?” Kaden asked.

“Only a few minutes,” Robin answered. “Come. I’ll take you to him.”

They rushed up the stairs and through a couple of hallways until they reached a large room. It was almost empty except for one chair. In it sat Julian staring through the open doorway that led to the balcony where he would view the execution. Kaden gave Robin a slight nod, and stepped forward into the room, thankful that he had not missed the opportunity to save the Dunarians. Kaden had trained Julian. They had their share of arguments in the past, but nothing as serious as this. Julian would listen to him. He had to listen to him.

Without turning, Julian called out to Kaden.

“I suppose you are here to ask me to spare their lives,” Julian said.

“No,” Kaden answered quickly. “I’m here to ask you to reconsider your hastiness. At least let the courts decide.”

“The courts would only find the same proof I have found,” he told Kaden. “Memory orbs have been used as evidence to put men to death on many occasions.” He held the orb in his hands, still staring out the doorway. “I have seen it.” He stood, finally looking in Kaden’s direction. He pointed out toward the execution area. “I’ve seen each of those people in a meeting discussing how they would destroy us!”

“The memory orb is false,” Kaden said.

“It can’t be false, Kaden. You want it to be. I want it to be. But you and I both know that it is impossible.”

“Not if the owner was possessed by the Stühocs!” Kaden shouted.

Julian looked at him with dark eyes. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that Ward Holden was possessed. Whatever memories you saw were illusions created but the Stühocs. He truly remembered meeting with those four out there, but he was deceived somehow.”

“How could the Stühocs do that?”

“I don’t know,” Kaden said, frustrated. “All I know is that you should investigate more before killing them!”

“No!” Julian yelled. “Our enemies have deceived us long enough! This is just another one of their games. They
want
you to stop me! They want us to be confused and unable to trust each other. No longer! This is the time to show them that we are not their puppets, and that we are going to stand together against them!” Julian moved to step around Kaden.

“Don’t go onto that balcony,” Kaden warned.

“You’ve been a good friend and teacher, Kaden. Don’t stand in my way.” Julian walked to the balcony, ready to give the order.

“Julian, stop!” Kaden yelled, drawing his sword.

Julian froze in place at the sound of the ringing metal. “You’d pull a sword on me?”

“To protect the innocent, yes.”

“Guards!” Julian yelled. In an instant, Robin and two more guards appeared in the room. Kaden turned on his heels, pointing his sword at the guards, ready for a fight.

“I
will
kill you,” Kaden said as he faced Robin.

“You would kill innocents to save a bunch of traitors?” Julian asked.

“You are a fool, Julian. An absolute fool.”

Julian shook his head, angrily. “Arrest him.”

The guards moved in as Kaden began to swing his sword in an attempt to ward them off. Julian stepped out onto the balcony to command the execution of the four council members, and ignored the sounds of struggle behind him. Kaden was torn between defending himself and trying to stop Julian from giving the order. It was too much for the desperate man, and two of the guards were able to pin him down.

Robin hovered over him, their eyes meeting. “I’m sorry, Kaden.”

Kaden took a deep breath and shouted as loudly as he could. “Do something! Stop him! Do something!” He was met by a punch in the face by one of the guards, but he knew his voice had carried out over the crowd below, and that Lorcan would hear it and spring into action.

Lorcan pushed through the crowd, still trying hard to make it to the spot nearest the hanging platform. The executioner looked up to Julian, eagerly awaiting the order to pull the lever.
Too many people!
Lorcan hated to do this, but it was all he could do with the time he had. He closed his eyes, and let out a shout. A blue light followed, erupting through the confused crowd, throwing people in every direction. Lorcan pushed with all his might, his shoves and screams forming a path through the crowd. As he neared the platform, a guard stepped in front of him to block his path, but Lorcan sent another magical blue force that was too much for the man, and he was tossed away like a ragdoll.

The executioner stood rigid, still waiting. As he ran, Lorcan glanced to the balcony only to see Julian nod. He turned to see the executioner nod in acceptance of the order.

“Julian!” Kaden yelled as he struggled with the guards. “They’re called Sleepers! There are seven, but the council members are not part of them!”

“What?” Julian turned sharply.

“Those council members are not the enemy! The real Sleepers are still roaming free!”

Julian hesitated at this new information, and turned to shout out the order to stay the execution for a moment. But his cry was drowned out by the crowd and the shouts of Lorcan Zamire.

Lorcan leapt onto the platform, just as the executioner pulled the lever. With a mighty swing of his sword he was able to cut the ropes of Katherine and Darius and they fell through the platform to the ground, hopefully without injury. He lunged to try and cut the ropes of Myron and Quincy, but he was too late. The rope had gone taut and their fragile necks had snapped instantly.

He was able to pull Katherine and Darius out of the small pit, just as more guards made their way to the platform. Quickly, Lorcan sliced the ropes from Katherine and Darius’ wrists. Just as her bonds were free, Katherine was met with an arrow in the chest.

“No!” It was Darius. He caught her on her way down, as Lorcan did his best to create a small, green shield around them, deflecting any more arrows. Everyone in the crowd was shouting, screaming, drowning out the cries of the king from above.

The executioner stomped forward carrying a massive sword, ready to slice through the Erellen. Before he could reach any of them, the voice from above was finally heard. The executioner stopped in his tracks to look up at the yelling king.

“Stop!” Julian screamed, blinded with anger. He spun to face a bloodied and battered Kaden who was now being held up by the two guards. “What are you saying?”

“You wouldn’t let me tell you,” Kaden said. “You’re always so full of your own ideas that you refuse to listen to anyone else. It’s always been your worst trait!”

Julian said nothing to this, still waiting for an answer.

“King Jiaros Florelle said there were seven in all; the Stühocs possessed seven people in order to bring down all of us.”

“How do you know these aren’t them?”

“I don’t for sure,” Kaden said. “Check their wrists.”

“Their what?”

“Their wrists! Jiaros said there might be a marking.”

Julian scowled at his old master’s words. He stepped over the balcony and ordered the survivors to be brought up into the castle.

Lorcan watched as Darius tried to stop the bleeding that poured through his fingers, but Katherine was gone. He held his head low, knowing that he had failed Kaden by letting three of the four council members die. Darius said nothing, but looked achingly back at Katherine’s body as the guards ushered them up into the castle. His anger was amplified as the blood of his fellow council member dripped down his wrists and off his fingertips, leaving a trail of innocence behind him.

More guards surrounded the king and Robin stood at his side, knowing Darius was angry enough to do something reckless. They were not mistaken in this assumption. When he walked through the door, he lunged for the king, letting out a string of curses, vowing to extinguish his existence.

“They’re all dead because of you, traitor! Do you realize you have cost us the war? You’ve doomed all of the Humans, you fool! You killed Katherine!”

The guards held tightly to Darius, not letting him move an inch. His tears drenched the front of his shirt as he hung his head low. Lorcan noticed too that Kaden was restrained, but he had long given up his fight. All that was left was sorrow. Lorcan could not feel what these men felt in the moment, but he knew the pain of loss. He knew the pain of death. The only thing that kept him from killing the king that moment was the knowledge that it would rob the others of the opportunity. In Lorcan’s opinion, Darius had been right. Julian was a traitor.

*****

The pain in all of their eyes cut Julian to the heart. He hated what had happened, but Kaden had yet to present any kind of evidence to show that those executed were not traitors. They didn’t see what Julian had seen. Julian had seen the damning evidence against his former comrades, and they were guilty, possessed or not. Still, Kaden’s words raised a question in his mind.

“Check his wrist,” Julian ordered.

Robin reached out to Darius, just as he was told. The dark, restrained man resisted every movement, forcing the guards to apply pain to him in order to pry his hand open. Robin pulled up the sleeves on each arm only to reveal bare skin. No mark of any kind.

“This means nothing,” Julian said. “I know what I saw. I know what I heard.”

“You don’t know anything,” Darius spat.

Kaden raised his head slowly to speak. “Do you keep Spencer in the prison below?”

Julian looked at him curiously.

“Tell him you’ve killed the betrayers,” Kaden said. “Check his wrist.”

“This is pointless,” Julian said. “It doesn’t matter what I’m told! What matters is the proof I hold in my hands right now!” He pulled the memory orb from his pocket, holding it in the air. No one in Marenon’s history had ever been able to fabricate the truth of a memory orb. The memories held in them were always the truth, seen through the eyes of the person who had been there. Holden’s memory orb could not have been tampered with.

Every eye in the room watched Julian, waiting to see what he would do. He shook his head, knowing they would never be satisfied until he did what Kaden suggested. At one time he had missed his old mentor. He had missed being a part of the Dunarians, but now they were becoming a thorn in his side. He knew he had been rash, he knew he had made quick decisions, but that was how he worked. That was how he lived in this world and it had gotten him this far. He was king of the entire land.

He looked at Robin. “Give me your sword.”

“Your Highness?”

“Give me your sword!”

Hesitantly, Robin pulled his sword from its sheath and handed it handle-first to the king.

Sword in hand, Julian stormed out of the room and down the stairs. Robin quickly followed behind him until Julian shouted for him to stay behind. He walked through the corridors, and to the massive door leading to the dungeons connected to the castle. The two guards pulled the wheel to unlock the door, handed him the cell keys, and he rushed through, being sure to leave every door open behind him. As he walked through the dungeons until he reached the cell at the end of the dungeon. He slid the key into Spencer’s cell door and opened it wide.

For the past few days, Spencer had not been the only prisoner within these walls, but now he was alone again. Julian jogged past the barred cells until he finally reached the closed door at the end of the hallway. He placed the golden key into the door and turned it slowly. The light shined into Spencer’s grimy cell, as the smell of filth and excrement hit Julian’s nostrils. Spencer’s brittle frame huddled in the corner, shaking from the cold of the stone floor.

Julian pulled out the memory orb, holding it out so Spencer could see it.

“I found the memory orb,” Julian said. “I found it and I made the traitors pay.”

Spencer turned his greasy head to Julian. “They’re dead? All four of them?”

“I killed them publicly, so that every person in Marenon would see that treacherous deeds do not go unpunished.”

Spencer turned his head back into his arms and began to laugh. The laugh started slowly, but became louder and louder with each breath. Julian tried to tell him to stop, but the laughter became uncontrollable, as though the man were a complete maniac having a fit.

“Quiet!” Julian finally yelled. “Why are you laughing? Your side is losing! Because of me, more enemies are dead!”

Spencer shook his head, still chuckling softly. “No… No… You got it all wrong.” He turned his face to Julian, pushing himself up against the wall, standing as straight as his frail body would let him. “Today you made us stronger. Today you just made enemies of your most valuable allies. Now they’ll never fight beside you.”

“What are you talking about? I have the memory orb. It’s real. I’ve seen it.”

Spencer let out another laugh. “You’ve seen what we wanted you to see. Holden
did
have those memories. There was a meeting, right?”

Julian said nothing as a terrible pit of fear grew inside his stomach.

“Yes, it was,” Spencer said for him. “That’s what Holden remembered because that’s what we wanted him to remember!”

“We?”

“Us. The Stühocs.”

Julian suddenly realized that he wasn’t talking to Spencer at all. In fact, he may have never been talking to Spencer. He was talking to a Stühoc, a possessor from far away, perhaps even as far as Mudavé. Spencer was the body, but the Stühoc owned his mind.

He reached out, grabbing Spencer’s wrist forcefully. On the underside of his wrist was a small tattoo, an outline sketch of a flying dragon. He stepped back abruptly, shocked by the revelation. He had just killed most of the Dunarian Council.

“You played into our hands,” Spencer said. “From the beginning, we wanted nothing more than this from you.”

Julian had thought when he killed Holden and jailed Spencer that he was finished being used. He thought that the Stühocs were on their way to being defeated. He had been wrong.

“We didn’t know your dead brother would have written you in the will,” Spencer continued. “That was the only real setback in our plan. But even as king you still managed to find what we wanted you to find. That meeting.”

“It never took place?” Julian asked, not taking his eyes off the ground.

“Oh, it took place,” Spencer said. “Just not with who you saw in the memory.”

“Who?” Julian asked.

“Maroke and four of the Sleepers. Obviously, Marcus and Theron were busy elsewhere, and Mintuk was working tirelessly in Voelif.”

“I want the rest of their names!”

“Maroke wanted us all there,” Spencer said. You’ve never heard of two of them. In the memories, Quincy Todd was a man named Damon, and Myron Lloyd was Saul.”

Julian thought back to the meeting he saw in the memory.

“They are still Human,”
Holden had said. “They can still think for themselves and they can still disregard what Hroth tells them with the voice. I fear they will kill Silas, making it more difficult for us to find him and turn him. All they need to do is get the medallion and kill Garland and the protection can be lifted. We’ll be able to send Maroke in.”

“I’ll be ready to go in as soon as the barrier is lifted,”
Darius Umar had said. Realization dawned on Julian. It hadn’t been Darius. It had been Maroke.

Myron Lloyd had asked what was to be done about Julian, and Katherine Fallera had said that she and Holden were going to be working on it.

“You were Katherine?” Julian asked.

“That’s what Holden saw, yes.”

“He truly believed that all four of them were possessed?” Julian asked.

“Don’t be a fool. Of course not. Holden knew that the council was never against you or the other Humans. But the memories we placed there were real. You saw exactly what we wanted you to see. The seventh Sleeper, Damon, has the unique ability of disguise. He can transform himself and others around him so that they appear as someone else. He can use the image of any person alive in Marenon. We always held meetings this way. As you can see, it worked.”

Julian’s confusion had turned to grief. His grief to wrath. He gripped the sword handle tightly.

“This was not unforeseen by us either,” Spencer said, glancing at the blade. “I knew I might have to die at your hands.”

With clenched teeth, Julian managed to mutter, “Consider your plan fulfilled!”

He was out of the room before Spencer’s severed head could hit the floor.



 

  

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 


Saul traced the outline of the dragon imprinted on his wrist. The symbol meant everything to him. It meant that he was a part of something that would change the land forever. The Dunarians didn’t even know what kind of plot had been crafted against them. They had done well in the war against the Stühocs seventeen years before, but now the Stühocs were bringing everything they had. The plan started and ended with the seven Sleepers and he was proud to be one of them. He knew he was a possessed Human, but it didn’t bother him. In fact, it gave him great satisfaction. Most people didn’t understand what true possession was. Most thought that if one was possessed, that there was no more control over the actions or the body. This wasn’t true. Saul could make any decision he wanted. His possession allowed him to believe in a true cause, but most of all it opened his mind to
the voice.
Whatever was left of the old Saul before his possession was gone. He didn’t even remember most of his former self. He knew his spirit was still alive, but it wanted nothing more than to please the Stühoc Possessor. He was now Human
and
Stühoc. The voice inside his head gave him direction, told him what his next move should be. He didn’t remember where the voice came from, but he listened to it without question. It almost felt like a sixth sense, but more tangible, like someone else was in his mind at all times. Like he was possessed. Saul smiled.

After he had followed Silas and his group to the Gatekeeper’s old house on Blue Gate Mountain, he knew his mission would be better spent simply following the boy rather than just trying to kill him. Seeing him there confirmed that Silas’ quest for the Gatekeeper had begun. He knew Silas would find the Gatekeeper eventually and that he would lead Saul to him as well. Now, instead of tracking them down separately, he knew he could take out both Silas and the Gatekeeper at once.

But he might need help.

Though the Gatekeeper was weakening, that did not mean that his strength was completely diminished. The man was still powerful and Saul would have trouble defeating him by himself. The dragon that Saul rode wouldn’t be much help either. Maroke’s dragon hadn’t helped him in Mudavé.

He looked back at the creature that sat idly behind him, just on the other side of the hill. The dumb thing had nearly gotten him caught when flying over the Gated Passage, but he had been able to dive out of the Erellen’s sights quick enough. The dragon wasn’t known for its stealth.

He looked down at the wristband that had been given to him a long time ago. He hated the thing. Though he was one of the seven Sleepers, he still had to report to someone. As he sat on the hill overlooking the valley below him, his thoughts focused on the person he wanted to contact. He didn’t want the face to appear in front of him, so he kept his concentration at a minimum. Voice only.

“What is it?” The voice asked harshly.

“I’ve got the boy in my sight,” Saul said. “He’s with the girl, and they’re walking to a shack at the end of the valley. I think it’s the Gatekeeper’s.”

“Good,” the voice said. “Don’t make a move. We’ll bring a dragon.”

“I don’t need you to come,” Saul said.

“Going it alone didn’t work for you too well earlier did it? When you tried to kill Silas in the forest?”

Saul reached up and placed a hand on his aching left arm. Silas’ magical arrow had gone clean through. Saul had been surprised when he had reached to pull the arrow out and it suddenly disappeared from his arm. Nothing remained but the wound, bloody and torn. It had been days and Saul had tried to keep the wound from infection, but he felt it needed more attention.

“How long until you can get here?” Saul asked.

“We’ll be there before morning,” the voice said.

“What if they try to leave?”

“Keep following them and let us know. Otherwise, wait where you are.”

Saul took a moment to explain the valley’s location and advised him to fly in low and silent. The shack sat far away, but there was little sound in the valley, and any sort of commotion would be heard loud and clear.

Saul covered his wristband with his sleeve and sat back patiently. He hated Marcus. He hated Theron. He looked at the two of them as failures for their disastrous attempt to get the Medallion on Earth. They had been gone from Marenon for seventeen years, and when they had finally gotten the chance to catch Silas and steal the medallion, they had blown it. He didn’t need their help, but he would wait patiently. This is what the voice inside of him was telling him.
Be patient. Wait for Marcus and Theron.

He shook his head. Sometimes the voice inside him went against what he thought he should be doing, but he would listen to it. He had to listen to it. The voice had told him to take off his mask in Hanzad and help Silas and the others find the way to the Dwelling Tree. It had been a big risk, but they had found the information that they needed, and now he watched them as they made their way to the shack. The risk had paid off. Now the voice was telling him to wait. Listening to the voice always paid off.

*****

Silas and Inga were both tired. They had traveled with little sleep, but the presence of Inga’s former master felt stronger than it ever had, so they continued without much rest. When they spotted the shack at the other end of the valley, they knew that he had to be there. There was no other place he could be. If it wasn’t Silandrin then they would be back at the beginning of their search, with no direction.

Inga had gone quiet for the past several hours. Silas knew it was nerves. Perhaps she was afraid to meet her old master face to face with so many unanswered questions. Maybe she was afraid this would be another dead end. Their direction had been so fleeting since the beginning. Everywhere they turned, they had run into some sort of problem, some sort of obstacle to overcome. Silas just wished that they could find the Gatekeeper and finally discover what they were to do next.

The afternoon sun was blocked by the gray, overcast sky, and the wind blowing through the valley felt damp and cold. Even in the summer months, the northern most part of Marenon could produce a biting chill. With one hand Silas used the staff of Uriah as a walking stick, and with the other he wrapped his dark cloak around him tightly. Inga also hugged her clothes around her, trying to keep warm. They would have been there much faster if they had stayed on the sarians, but Inga had wanted to walk. Silas assumed she just wasn’t ready to get there yet. Since the valley was empty of anything except grass, they quickly spotted the shack that lay far across the basin.

It was late in the afternoon by the time they made it to the hovel. From the outside it seemed abandoned, but Inga assured him that Silandrin was there. He had to be. Why else would her feelings be so strong? No smoke, no lights. The shack looked as cold as the outside air, but they knew what they had to do. They knew that it was time to face whoever was waiting for them on the inside.

Silas place a hand on Inga’s shoulder. “Do you want to wait out here for now?” he asked her.

She shook her head sharply. “No. If it is Silandrin, I know he’ll have a good reason for what he did. He has to.” She placed a trembling hand on Silas’ and squeezed. “Let’s go.”

That was all the command he needed. He was now faced with the truth that he too was scared to face what might be on the other side of that door. He could very well be learning things that he did not wish to know. He might be told that what lay before him was a path that would ultimately lead to his destruction. He had never imagined until this moment that being the Meshulan would mean that he might have to sacrifice himself. The thought made his legs freeze in place.

He sighed and took a deep breath, trying to suppress the growing pit inside his chest. One step at a time, they moved to the door. Silas took one last look at Inga, then raised his fist and knocked.

Before he had a chance to knock again, the door opened slowly and a pale, white-bearded face peered out to them.

Inga wasn’t able to suppress her shock, letting out a gasp, followed by a severe clap to her mouth to keep it shut. No matter how much she had prepared herself mentally for the sight of her former master, his appearance sent tears to her eyes.

“Inga,” the words escaped from Silandrin’s lips, barely a whisper. “Inga, what are you doing here?” He looked from her to Silas. “Oh my.”

Neither Inga, nor Silas said anything as they stared at Silandrin. They both felt stunned, not knowing what should be said. Silas decided to get to the real reason they were there in the first place.

“We’re searching for the Gatekeeper,” he said confidently.

The old man’s bushy eyebrows lowered as he looked at Silas. He swallowed hard and opened the door wider as an invitation for the two of them to enter.

“I am he.”

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 


Silas and Inga walked into the dusty old shack, feeling completely out of place, but their minds were reeling too much to really give it more thought.

So, Silandrin is the Gatekeeper!
Silas thought to himself. Though he had suspected this was the case, it still came as a shock. He wondered what Inga was thinking in that moment.

“Would you like some tea?” Silandrin asked them.

They stood next to the kitchen table, not knowing what to say. Had the Gatekeeper just offered them tea? Silas didn’t know what he was expecting to see when he met the Gatekeeper, but he definitely had not been anticipating a normal-looking old man. Perhaps he had built him up in his mind to be this all-powerful being, glowing with an aura of magic all around him.

“No, thank you,” Silas finally answered.

“Please have a seat,” Silandrin motioned to two chairs on one side of the table.

Silas slid out a chair for Inga, and sat in the one next to her, facing Silandrin. The old man pulled out cups and a kettle even though Silas had refused his offer. Without a word, he placed a hand over the fireplace and it immediately erupted in small flames. He hung the water-filled kettle over the fire, and with his shaking hands placed three cups on the table in front of him.

“You’re the Gatekeeper?” Silas asked, trying not to draw attention to the old man’s nervous trembling.

“I am,” he said. His eyes shifted to Inga who seemed to be somewhere else in her mind. “I know I’ve got some explaining to do.” He turned away abruptly, and stood near the fire to warm his hands, avoiding Inga’s hurtful stare.

“You said you would come back,” she said, looking back down at her teacup. “You promised me you’d come back.”

Silandrin sighed heavily, rubbed his eyes with his palms and turned toward them. “I used to be a man of premonition,” he said. “But I did not think that you would be coming here today. I wish there were words to describe how truly sorry I am for any pain that I caused you, Inga.”

“When you left me, you said you had to do something that would change the tides of Marenon’s future,” she said. “What was it?”

He took a deep breath. “I was preparing the way for Silas,” he answered. “I could feel the Stühoc’s power growing stronger. I knew that the time for Silas’ coming was soon. Before I left you, I had found out information on the whereabouts of a Stühoc I had been searching for.”

“A Stühoc?” Inga asked.

“Not just any Stühoc,” Silandrin said. “Anithistor. In the past, he had remained completely elusive, even making some question his existence. I knew better though, because I had captured him years before. Somehow, he had been able to hide his location from me since those days, but he had finally shown himself, and I had to confront him.”

“You fought him?” Silas asked.

“I tried to, but he evaded me,” Silandrin answered. “He is a Stühoc of a great power, but he remained in the shadows for so long because he knew I was too powerful for him. I would have destroyed him. Since my power has been failing me rapidly, he has come out of the shadows, bolder than he has ever been. Especially since his servant Maroke was killed. You left Anithistor without someone to visibly lead the Stühocs when you killed Maroke three months ago, Silas. You have drawn out the beast.”

Silas didn’t necessarily think this was a good thing.

The hot kettle began to whistle, and Silandrin picked it up from the fire. After placing small pouches of tea leaves in their cups, he brought the boiling water in front of the two and poured. The tea smelled wonderful to Silas, and in that moment he truly realized how much he needed the warmth.

“I failed in my mission to confront Anithistor,” Silandrin continued as he turned to Inga and sat down at the table in front of them. “The mission had taken me too long, and you had left by the time I returned to Clover Mountain. By then I could feel my power failing me. I knew the time was near, that the second war was coming. I wasn’t able to look for you and save my strength for meeting Silas. I left trails of my whereabouts with the hope that you would sense my presence and come to find me.” He cleared his throat. “And here we are.” He reached out a hand to Inga’s. “I wish you could forgive me. I didn’t mean to abandon you. You were everything to me. Seeing you now brings me more joy than I know how to express.”

“You never told me you were the Gatekeeper,” Inga said. “You said you were a Sorcerer.”

“And I am, in a sense,” Silandrin answered. “When I found you as small child, I instantly saw the promise you had. My only regret was leaving you.”

Inga looked up from her tea at this.

“The truth about Silas always remained in the back of my mind. Regardless, I continued to train you. I never knew you would become part of this war, but I am sure that you have been and will continue to be a very valuable asset to the cause.”

Silas took a sip of tea, wondering what Inga was thinking.

“I kept training you because I loved you like a daughter, Inga. I wanted you to live a good life here in Marenon. I brought you up the best I knew how.”

Silas looked at Inga, noticing a tear rolling down the side of her cheek. Perhaps she had hoped for a better explanation, or one that seemed more justifiable. He didn’t know what she was feeling at the moment. He wished he could reach out to her and say something that would make her happy, but there was nothing to be said.

“I have been expecting you to come for some time,” Silandrin said, looking at Silas. “It’s time that I told you both the truth regarding me.”

The Gatekeeper took a deep breath and closed his eyes as if to gather his thoughts together.

“I’ve not always been the Gatekeeper,” he said. “I’ve been around for several thousand years, before there were gates, Stühocs, and especially before there were Humans. In fact, I am the reason every Human is here.”

Silas and Inga looked at each other in surprise at the revelation. What did he mean?

“In the early years of Marenon, there were only the Anwyn people and the Erellens. This was before the gates, so I was not known as the Gatekeeper back then. Back then I was known as the Watchman. It was my duty to protect the people of Marenon and to promote harmony between the two groups. The reason the Erellens and Anwyns didn’t destroy each other was because they would often seek my advice.”

“But you’re Human,” Silas said. “How is that possible?”

Silandrin shook his head. “I am not Human. I have taken on the appearance of a Human, but I am a Watchman, appointed by a higher being who assigned me to Marenon. Over the years, I have taken on different forms, but this has been my appearance for a very long time, since not long after the first gate appeared.”

“Which one?” Silas asked.

“The Red Gate in Mudavé,” Silandrin answered, reaching for his cup. “Mudavé used to be a green, thriving land, teeming with life. Then the Stühocs came. When they arrived, I was curious about their origins. They forced the Anwyns out of Mudavé, killing them and driving them underground.

“I became worried about the arrival of these new creatures. I tried to figure out who or what they were. I had confronted their leader, Anithistor. We fought but he was no match for my power. Before he was able to escape me, I questioned him and I was able to find out that he was from a different world. The Stühocs had been through several worlds, taking them over, using up their resources then moving to new lands to continue their destructive acts. I stole the red medallion from Anithistor after realizing that it had been the source of the Red Gate’s power.

“Many of the Anwyns had already been destroyed by this point. Their concern was surviving in their new territory. The Erellens had more to fear. The Stühocs were pushing westward and now posed a threat to them. Their leader came to me, begging me to help his people. I told them of what the Stühocs had done to other worlds, and they did not want it to happen to them. That’s when I decided to create a gate for the Erellens.”

“You made the gates?” Silas asked.

“Two of them,” Silandrin answered. “As the Erellens waged war against the Stühocs, I studied the medallion I had stolen. I was able to replicate it, producing the green medallion. With it I created the Green Gate in Elysium. The gate was never to be used unless as a last resort. To my knowledge, it still has not been used.”

Silas wondered what sort of desperation people would have to feel in order to leave their own world.

“The Stühocs remained in Marenon, continuing to fight the Erellens without regard to the land,” Silandrin continued. “They were parasites. I knew the Erellens would need more than what they had to defeat the Stühocs. There were so many Stühocs that the Erellens would lose in the end. Unlike Humans, Stühocs
can
reproduce in Marenon, and the Erellens were running out of time. That’s why I created the Blue Gate. To find a way into another world and recruit new soldiers to the cause.”

Silas shook his head. “How did you know it would lead you to Earth? How did you know it would help anything?”

“I didn’t,” Silandrin said. “That was the danger of the gates. That’s why the Erellens were never to use theirs unless it was their last hope. When the Stühocs came to Marenon by creating the Red Gate from a different world, they didn’t know they would be coming here. They had reached a point in their previous home where they could no longer sustain life for themselves. They needed knew breeding grounds.”

"How do the gates work?" Silas asked.

Silandrin sighed, thinking to himself before answering. "The gates are complicated," he said. "They are as complicated as the magic that went into making them. I created the Blue Gate on the mountain near Canor. It ended up opening on a mountain on the world you know as Earth. I didn’t know at the time where it would take me. I just knew I had to find a way to bring others to Marenon.

"When I first passed through the Blue Gate here in Marenon, I found that the gate closed behind me. It was as if the permanent gate in Marenon could only create a temporary gate on Earth. I discovered that once I left Marenon through the Blue Gate, I could not get back the same way I had come. It was a good thing that I took the medallion with me when I passed through, because I might still be stuck on Earth if I hadn't. On Earth I had to create another gate that could lead me back to Marenon. This is the one you and Kaden tried to get to before Maroke overtook you."

Silas remembered the event all too well. They hadn’t made it through the gate before Kaden had been forced to kill Silas.

"Just like the physical gate in Marenon, I discovered that the new gate I created on Earth, always opened at a specific spot on Blue Gate Mountain in Marenon. That's why Kaden killed you, because he knew you would go a different way where Maroke couldn't get to you.”

Silandrin recognized the confused look on Silas’ face. “I know this is hard to understand. Let me sum it up: There is a Blue Gate in Marenon that leads to Earth, and there is a Blue Gate on Earth that leads to Marenon. However, they are both considered to be one Blue Gate even though they aren’t connected directly.”

"But, I didn't go through the Blue Gate?" Silas asked, confused.

“No,” Silandrin said. “You came through a very different passageway. When you died, your spirit was carried to the Hall of Wandering Souls. I created it as a way to bring some Humans to Marenon when they died. Your body on Earth vanishes after a few hours and reunites with your spirit. It is like a new body, carrying no markings of your former life. Although it feels like no time at all, it takes several hours from the time of your death on Earth until you wake in the Hall of Wandering Souls. It was meant to be a place of peace and welcoming for Humans until Judoc and his minions took it over, somehow. Their commitment to Anithistor has a mysterious history that I haven't quite figured out, myself, but I know they came during the war, about the time you were born.”

“What about Humans?” Silas asked. “Why can they not reproduce, but the Stühocs can?”

“Because the Stühocs came here by their own choice,” Silandrin said. “The Humans did not.”

Silas raised an eyebrow at this. His heart began to beat harder in anticipation of what he was about to hear. One of his grandfather’s goals in his life in Marenon was to find out why Humans were there at all, and the Gatekeeper was about to tell him.

Silandrin looked down at his hands in shame. “You and all the other Humans are here because of my curiosity,” he said. “Part of me wishes I had never made the Blue Gate. When I made it, I had no idea I would be stepping into your world on Earth. When I got there, I lived among your people, and studied them. I knew that the Humans could help Marenon, but I could find few that were willing to come back with me. Most in your world thought of me as a lunatic. That’s when I made the treacherous mistake.” He sighed, and then continued. “I sent out my servants, or phantoms if you will. In your world they are invisible, but I sent them with the task to gather in all those who could help Marenon. They were directed to do this until they judged their work to be finished. The purpose was to mark these people so that when they died on Earth, they could live again in Marenon. But the touch had an unintended effect. When the phantoms chose people, they were giving them a mark of death. Every person that was touched soon died before his or her appointed time. Humans began coming in by the hundreds, and through the years became a large part of Marenon’s population, though they could never reproduce. My phantoms also didn’t always select good people. Some were vile criminals, who only thought of themselves. It was a terrible mistake that I could not undo. I have been responsible for placing the mark of death on so many people from your world. It was never meant to happen that way.”

Silas sat silently. He couldn’t believe that all of the Humans were there by an accident. The Gatekeeper had been thoughtless and played with the lives of people who needed to be left alone.

Silandrin turned a tearful eye toward Inga. “Because of me, you died so young. If it were not for my actions, you would have lived. You might still be alive with your family.”

Inga bent her head low, not knowing what to say. What was there to say? He had killed her and abandoned her. The wrongs he had committed against her were nearly unforgivable.

“Why didn’t you stop your phantoms?” Silas said. “Why didn’t you just call them back?”

“I couldn’t,” Silandrin answered. “Once given a task, the phantoms work until that task is complete. I sent them with the purpose of gathering those that could help Marenon, and they continued to gather people by the hundreds, for thousands of years. That is, until Kaden killed you. You were the last person to step out of the Hall of Wandering Souls.”

“There were people in line behind me,” Silas said.

The Gatekeeper shook his head. “None of the Humans behind you ever stepped foot into Marenon. You were the last to come through the Hall, and since then, the phantoms have stopped gathering. I suppose when you died, they considered you all the help Marenon needed from the Humans.”

“What about the Erellen Prophecy about me?” Silas asked. “When did that come into play?”

“It’s not truly an Erellen prophecy,” Silandrin said. “It was my own prophecy.” He took another sip of his tea, gathering his thoughts. “One night after trying to figure out how to fix the problem I had caused, I fell asleep and had a dream. It was a very vivid dream, not like a normal one. These dreams had come to me in the past, and had given me glimpses of what was to come, but this one seemed much graver. This dream told of a coming Deliverer. The dream showed me that a baby with Erellen and Human blood would be born in Marenon. That baby was born seventeen years ago. And here you are. The dream said you would deliver Marenon.
So, naturally, when Garland came to me asking for assistance to get you safely to Earth so he could protect you, I wanted to help. I had to use Garland's life to ensure that the Blue Gate remained sealed. I used the magic of the blue medallion, and fused his life with it. It was as if he were holding the key to the gate, a gate that could only be opened if he died. My magic was weakening too drastically to have the power to seal it by myself. When he died, Judoc saw him go through the Hall of Wandering Souls. He must have told Anithistor or Maroke of the event, letting them know that you were vulnerable. That's why they got to you two days later.”

“But what does the prophecy mean?” Silas asked. “No one seems to know who I’m supposed to deliver.”

“I know what it means,” Silandrin said. “I never told the whole prophecy to anyone. In fact, this is the first time it has come from my lips. You are the Deliverer, because you are going to destroy the three gates using the power of the medallions.”

“That’s it?” Silas asked. “That’s what makes me the Meshulan?”

“No,” Silandrin said. “That’s not all. With the power of the medallions, you will take my place as the Watchman of Marenon. You will have the power that I once had, long ago. You will use that power to demolish the three gates, which will, in turn, destroy those medallions.”

“Why do I take your power? Why is your power failing you?” He knew his questions seemed overbearing, but he had to ask them. There were so many answers he needed.

Silandrin sighed. “A long time ago, I was meant to have power forever, but I have fallen. By bringing Humans in from Earth to help protect Marenon, I failed in my responsibilities.
I
was supposed to protect Marenon, not the Humans. My power has been slowly waning ever since. It must be passed on. And it will go to you, so you can finish what you were meant to do.”

“Destroy the gates,” Silas muttered to himself.

“That’s right,” Silandrin said. “But there’s something else.”

“What?”

“I am the Gatekeeper of the Green Gate and the Blue Gate, because I created them. Destroying those shouldn’t be too difficult for you, though I suspect you will meet some resistance. But you cannot destroy the Red Gate until you have become its Gatekeeper.”

Silas didn’t like where this was going. He waited for along moment for Silandrin to explain.

“There is only one way,” Silandrin said. “You must make it where Anithistor no longer exists in this world. That means you send him back to where he came from, or you destroy him. Either way that gives you the power to destroy the gate.”

He was afraid something like this would come up. He had faced Maroke, a silent assassin, and many other dangers Marenon had to offer, but now he had to face the master of evil, the only one he truly felt could not be defeated. Anithistor.

“But your prophecy says that I
will
do this, right?” Silas asked hopefully.

Silandrin smiled, but it was not a smile of happiness. It seemed to be full of regret, almost apologetic.

“The prophecy that I have told over the years, that I have led people to believe, is a slight fabrication of the truth. The truth is, the prophecy said you would face the Stühoc Gatekeeper. It never said you would defeat him. It said you were the only one with the power that could face him. The only one that
could
be the Deliverer.”

Silas couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Not only had Silandrin been responsible for ushering many Humans to their death, but he had also lied to generations of people about what would truly happen in the end.

Silas sat dumbstruck for a moment, then stood from his chair. He rubbed a hand through his thick blonde hair, not knowing what he should say next.

“I told the Erellens of the prophecy in a time when they needed hope. I had no idea that it would take thousands of years before it would actually happen.”

“So, for all I know, I could face Anithistor and be killed, giving him all the power?”

“Yes,” Silandrin said bluntly. “But you are still the only one who can face him. The only hope for Marenon.”

“What if I fail?”

“You can’t,” Silandrin said. “If you fail, Marenon will eventually be destroyed just like the previous world of the Stühocs. It will become a desolate wasteland, void of any life. All of Marenon will be like the lands of Mudavé. Then Anithistor will go through the Green Gate or Blue Gate and live in another world. You are the only hope for this one, and all the worlds that Anithistor could destroy in the future.”

“I can barely make a shield with magic, how am I supposed to take down Anithistor?”

“When my powers transfer to you, you will have what you need. It will be difficult to control at first. You must not face him until you have control over the magic.” He nodded to Inga. “She will be more of an asset to you than anyone you know. She will be able to help you know how to use your new abilities, and to control them.”

Silas looked at Inga, wondering if she would have the drive to do such a thing after hearing everything Silandrin had said tonight. She looked up at Silas and offered him a slight smile, assuring him she would be by his side no matter what.

“After your first task, you will need to get the rest of the medallions,” Silandrin continued. “When you have them, you must place the medallions in the pedestal in front of Marenon’s Map.”

“Why?” Silas asked.

“The pedestal is a great source of power when the medallions are placed in it, and was never truly intended to be used as a weapon,” Silandrin said. “It’s more than a simple gift to the Dunarians from the Erellens.”

Silas remembered the small table sitting below Jekyll Rock. Kaden had shown it to him only once during his three months of training and said that when all the medallions were found, it would be the best weapon against the Stühocs.

“Anyone with all of the medallions can control every natural aspect of Marenon,” Silas said.

“Which is exactly why you mustn’t let anyone use it,” Silandrin countered. “I left the pedestal with the Erellens for the use of the Meshulan only, but they turned it into a weapon against my wishes. It wasn’t always Marenon’s Map. It was a device meant for you, so you can gain the power you need to defeat Anithistor. I fear your Dunarian friends will want to use it as a weapon of war.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Inga asked.

“No one should have that much power,” Silandrin answered. “When you place all of the medallions into the slots, the powers of the Watchman will be transferred to you.”

“Then, I just destroy the medallions?” Silas asked.

“Destroying the three gates will destroy the three corresponding medallions,” Silandrin said. He held up a finger. “But remember, before you can destroy the Red Gate, Anithistor must be out of the picture completely. Either you send him back to where he came from, or you kill him. When the three gates and the corresponding medallions are destroyed, that will leave three other medallions in Marenon. I think it would be best if you found a way to destroy those before they can be used against you.”

“Why are there six medallions and only three gates?” Silas asked.

“I created the other medallions to give to each people group in Marenon,” Silandrin answered. “It was a desperate time when I thought each group might need their own gate to escape through, but it never came to that. Only the three gates were created, but each group had a medallion of power.”

“Why destroy the extra medallions? Couldn’t they be used for good?”

“In my experience, it is best that we remove all possibility of creating any other gates,” Silandrin said. “In the wrong hands, those medallions could be used as a weapon against you someday.”

“But you’ve been wrong before,” Silas said.

Silandrin blinked at the bold statement, but humbly looked down to the table. “Yes. I have been wrong many times before. I can only hope that I am not wrong about anything else.” The old man seemed truly saddened by thoughts he would never reveal to Silas.

“The pedestal is enchanted,” Silandrin continued. “When
you
place the medallions in each slot, it will recognize you for who you are and the powers of the Watchman will be given to you.”

“You said I would do this after the first task?” Silas asked. “What
is
the first task?”

Silandrin looked down at the table for a long moment. His eyes then went to Inga and slowly back to Silas.

“Your first task is to kill me.”

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Nine

 


Alric and the others had barely made it to the slave quarters before the Nestorian and Stühoc soldiers reached them. The line of grappling guns that Ellis had set up did its job well, but it could only be used once. It gave the group of four enough time to reorganize themselves before the oncoming horde arrived. Each of them carried a weapon now, feeling less vulnerable than before, but it was a different story for most of the other slaves.

Alric had offered the orange-jeweled medallion to Nalani, but she had told him to hold on to it. He had been happy to reach out and grab the thing for her. He didn’t know what it was, but there was something about her that made him want to keep her safe. Now they were in the middle of a battle, and he could barely keep himself from being hacked to pieces.

Alric, Coffman, Nalani and Daewyn fought side-by-side with the slaves, pushing toward the western gate, but their lack of weapons worked against them. After an hour or more of fighting, the slaves pushed in a final attempt to fight the Stühocs back, and that’s when the sky went dark.

Alric had just cut through a group of five Stühocs when his attention was brought to the Pyramid. The pedestal that had once carried the Sphere had been moved into an opening at the top of the Pyramid and now Anithistor stood at the top, clutching the side of it. The pedestal was void of any Sphere and Alric thought that perhaps it was because all the souls now rested in the medallion somehow. The medallion was the pedestal’s source of power. What did Anithistor think he was doing?

The fighting came to a halt as a voice called out to them in each of their minds. It was Anithistor.

“It was foolish to rebel against me,” he said. Alric could see that the Stühoc leader kept his eyes closed but his mouth moved.

“Today, you will fail. The medallion is not the only power that can make this weapon come to life,” he said. With his words came a clap of roaring thunder as thousands of bolts of light shot from the pedestal and through the crowd of slaves. Alric jumped to the ground just before a bolt could hit him. Those that were hit, fell to the ground instantly and the bolts began to converge to the center. Finally, the center began to spin into a round ball until it moved back to the top of the pedestal. With another bright burst of light, the hundreds of bodies on the ground began to twitch, coming to life in a slow, rhythmic pattern. First, they began to breathe, then they began to move their limbs. Within minutes they were all standing again. Dread formed a pit in the bottom of Alric’s stomach as he realized that taking the medallion did not undo the power of the Sphere. Anithistor stood at the top of Pyramid, raised his arms high in the air, and called out his command for his new army.

“Soldiers of the Dead,” Anithistor said, “Destroy those who fight against us. Fight until you can fight no longer.”

Without hesitation, the new Soldiers of the Dead turned on what used to be their fellow fighting companions. Those with weapons began hacking away; those that had no weapons used their fingernails or their teeth. Anything that could draw blood.

*****

The first dead soldier to attack Coffman was Ellis. He had been struck fatally in the chest by one of the bolts. His soul was now stolen, and he was being used to quash the rebellion that he had organized. He swung his stolen sword at Coffman, narrowly missing him a couple of times. Coffman couldn’t bring himself to kill the one he had just been fighting next to.

“Stop it!” Coffman said. “You can’t do this! They’re using you!”

Coffman knew that Ellis either couldn’t hear him, or at that he didn’t care anymore. Ellis had only one mission: to destroy Coffman. Coffman ducked and swayed, trying to stay out of the path of Ellis’ fury, but the man was unrelenting. He knew what he had to do, but wasn’t sure he could bring himself to do it. He held up his own sword, deflecting a couple of blows.

“Please stop!” Coffman yelled once more. His cry was only answered with an evil scowl and a more vicious attack. Ellis was dead. His mind had been replaced by the hatred of Anithistor. Coffman knew that yelling at the man would produce nothing but more hatred and anger.

In his dead state, Ellis was not a very skilled fighter, just intense. Coffman easily disarmed him, but then he was fighting an unarmed man.
No, he’s dead! Just take his body.
As Ellis charged after him, weaponless, Coffman swallowed hard and closed his eyes, then swung the sword deep into Ellis’ chest. Almost as if he hadn’t felt the pain, Ellis kept trying to come after him, causing Coffman to pull the sword out and stab him again. The man was bleeding freely, but still continued his assault. Coffman went for the legs the next time, crippling Ellis. The man’s eyes still wanted nothing more than Coffman’s blood. With a scream of rage, Coffman stepped over to the crippled man, and stabbed his sword straight through the heart. Within moments, Ellis’ body refused to move. Coffman’s anger and desperation threatened to take over. How was Anithistor still able to do this? They had disarmed the Sphere hadn’t they? Had all of this been for nothing?

This had been the same story with most of the slaves. They didn’t want to fight their friends, but were forced to. Not only did the Sphere create new soldiers to join the Nestorians and the Stühocs, but it also cut down the numbers of the resistance significantly.

Coffman searched the crowd for his friends. He spotted Dink and Emma at a distance, fighting off several Soldiers of the Dead, and near them were Nalani and Daewyn. It was time for them to leave.

He charged through groups of mindless soldiers, Nestorians and Stühocs, to get to the others, hacking and slicing the entire way. When he finally reached Nalani, he grabbed her by the shoulders, looking her in the eyes.

“Use the whistle!” he nearly yelled. “This battle is lost, you’ve got to call the sarians.”

Nalani looked down at her chest as though she had completely forgotten about the device that Julian had made for her before she left him. She never thought she would need it, but now she was thankful Julian had insisted on her taking the gift.

She reached inside her shirt and pulled up the whistle on the end of the chain. The sound resonated in its low tone, causing too much attention to be drawn to their group. Dink, Emma, Daewyn and Coffman formed a semicircle around Nalani as she continued to call the sarians to her. They had been left alone for so many days; there was no telling if they would be near enough to hear her.

Wave after wave of enemies came after them. Dink cut some away with an ax he had found. Coffman used his sword and Emma drew back on a bow and arrow she had seized, picking off enemies one at a time. This went on for several minutes as they waited for the giant birds. They knew if they didn’t make it out, they would be dead in moments, and the medallion would be handed right back to the enemy.

“Where’s Alric?” Nalani called out.

Coffman scanned the terrain for their friend, finding him among a crowd of Stühocs, completely surrounded.

Then he saw the shadow of three sarians as they soared in, clawing at nearby enemies before landing to take the riders away. Nalani ordered Dink, Emma and Daewyn to take a sarian. She mounted Fury, and Coffman got onto the other one.

“We’re going after Alric,” Nalani said pointing to Coffman and herself. “You’ve got to get out of here now!”

She turned to Dink and Emma. “Get to Jekyll Rock and warn the Dunarian Council what they’re up against. Tell them about the Sphere!”

“What if you don’t make it?” Daewyn called out.

“Tell your father what you’ve seen here,” Nalani said. “Let him know your people are next if he doesn’t act quickly.”

“I can’t promise my father will do anything,” Daewyn said.

“Then you do it!” Nalani yelled. “If the Erellens and Humans don’t work together, we’ll all be defeated!” With that she pulled up on Fury’s reigns and tore into the air. Coffman followed quickly behind as they flew past scores of fighters going directly for Alric. The sarians slammed into the group of Stühocs. Coffman attempted to pull Alric up onto his sarian, but was grabbed by the legs and shoved back to the ground. Nalani came in for another swoop, but the Stühocs were ready. Before she could pull the bird out of reach, a net was thrown over her and her mount, and the Stühocs began dragging them both to the ground. She tried to reach for her sword again, but the net was too tight for her arms to move. As she frantically tried to find a way to escape, she saw that Coffman was in the same predicament. Both of the sarians tried to claw their way out of the trap, but it was hopeless.

As they lay in the dirt, Coffman accepted the fact that he was about to die. It had been a good run. He and his companions had made a good life of it. Now he and his best friend were about to meet a gruesome end. Part of him wished that Lorcan and Inga had been next to him during all of this, but he was glad they wouldn’t be subjected to the pain he knew he would soon be experiencing.

The crowd of Stühocs standing over them was so thick that they couldn’t even see the sky above them. He had been turned onto his stomach and could feel the fighters tying his hands behind him. What were they doing? Why were they not going to kill him?

After a few minutes, the noise of battle began to lessen as the slaves began to die out or be captured. The soldiers stood at attention as the leader of the Nestorians approached.

“You took something that belongs to us,” Mintuk said. “Anithistor wishes to speak with all of you.”

 


 

  

Chapter Thirty

 


Silandrin made them breakfast by frying a couple of eggs and setting out some toast; he was only able to offer them tea to help wash it down. Silas and Inga had both eaten very little since they had left Jarul, so they found the meager breakfast a welcome sight. Silas finished his breakfast in a few seconds, wishing there was more to eat, but he said nothing. None of them had slept the night before.

Silandrin had ended their conversation by telling Silas that he was going to have to kill the old man. Of course, Silas had no intention of doing this. The idea was preposterous, but Silandrin said it would have to be done. The prophecy had said Silandrin would have to die first. Silas wasn’t so sure what the prophecy said anymore though. All this time he had been told that he
would
deliver Marenon in one way or another, but now he learned that he only
could
deliver Marenon. The thought wasn’t reassuring. Silas tried to ask Silandrin if there was another way, but the old man just told him that he would have to die before Silas could take his power.

Silas had not been too impressed with the Gatekeeper. He had expected the old man to be kind and reassuring, but had found him quite the opposite. The Gatekeeper was careless and discouraging. It didn’t make him want to kill the man, however.

“So how’s this going to happen?” Silas asked him when they finished eating.

“What’s that?” Silandrin said.

“You said I’m supposed to kill you?”

Silandrin nodded. “I’ve got to die somehow,” he said. “I would rather it be by the hand of the next Watchman.”

Both of them jumped when Inga slammed her fist against the table. “Stop it!” she yelled. “Where do you get off being so calm about this? Did you ever think about how this would affect
me?”

Silandrin swallowed hard. “I’ve thought about you every day since I left. I’ve missed you dearly, but you have to understand what we are facing here. I cannot control what has to happen. In order to be able to fight Anithistor, Silas will have to take my place. The only way he can do that is for me to die.”

“I don’t want you to die!” Inga said. “We were supposed to finish the training together. We were supposed to do so many things!”

This time, the tears welled up in Silandrin’s eyes. The man knew he had done wrong. He knew that his decisions, while they had made sense to him at the time, were full of unintended consequences. All he could say was, “I’m so sorry.”

They sat in silence for the next few minutes, Inga picked at her food while Silandrin kept his head down. Questions still played over and over in Silas’ head, but he knew there was no use in asking them. There were no more answers.

Silas stood from the table, rubbing his tired face. It had been a long three months and an especially long week. He was exhausted, but he felt like his journey was just beginning. He pulled his cloak over him and took hold of his staff. Without warning, the staff instantly turned into a sword in his hands.

Inga and Silandrin stared at him in silence, wondering why the staff had changed as it had. Did the staff know he was supposed to kill Silandrin? Had it turned because it was time? Surely not. The old man posed no threat to any of them. The staff only turned into a weapon when Silas’ life was in danger. What could possibly be the danger?

In an answer to his question, a deafening roar sounded outside the shack, shaking it to the foundation. Inga and Silandrin bolted from their seats and to the door.

“Dragons!” Silandrin said, peeking through a tiny hole near the top of the door. “You were followed here.”

“What do you see?” Inga asked.

“Looks like your sarians are picking a fight with them!” Silandrin moved away from the door, closing his eyes as if to muster some sort of strength within himself.

“Skarret!” Silas yelled as he moved to the shack entrance.

“No Silas!” Inga shouted as he flung open the door. The two dragons flew in the air, snapping at the sarians. For a moment, Silas thought they were retreating, but he saw them quickly maneuver into an attack and dive back down toward the large birds.

Silas halted when he saw the three figures standing about twenty feet from the shack. Marcus, Theron, and the man that had shown him to the Dwelling Tree, stood with their swords drawn.

“Silas Ainsley,” Marcus said with a vicious grin on his face. “Last time I saw you, you were down on your knees with my sword at your neck.”

“Last I saw you, you had an arrow sticking out of yours,” he snapped. “How is it you’re still alive?”

“Same as you,” Marcus said. “We died. We woke up in Marenon…again.” He pointed to the man on the end. “I believe you’ve already met Saul.” The man stepped forward, a freshly wrapped bandage displayed on his left arm.
The Assassin.

Silas couldn’t believe that the man he met at the pub had been the one their trail. Anger seethed within him at the thought.

“You’re here to kill me?” Silas asked.

“Yes,” Marcus answered. At the sound of the word, Theron and Saul sprang into action. Inga instantly shot a power blast in Saul’s direction, sending him sailing across the ground. Silas ran toward Marcus and Theron, realizing this was the first time he would face them in a fair fight.

Inga sent another blast toward Theron, knocking him off his feet as well. Marcus blocked Silas’ advance with his sword, and slashed back toward him with ferocity. With Inga there to assist Silas, the trio soon realized they were outmatched. Saul called out to one of the dragons and it landed quickly to the ground next to him. Inga was about to send an electric shock through his body when the dragon turned to its side and slammed its strong, black-scaled tail into her chest. The blunt force threw her into the side of the shack.

“Inga!” Silas yelled. He had to see if she was still alive.
Where’s Silandrin?

Marcus was unrelenting as he continued to attack Silas with his sword. Blow after blow, the man could not be tripped up. Silas was glad to see Skarret distract the dragon away from Inga. Both sarians kept the dragons at bay, but it wouldn’t be long before Saul and Theron made their way to him.

Was this the end? The Gatekeeper had told Silas that he was the Meshulan. But Silas now knew that there were no guarantees in the prophecy. He knew there was a chance he might not succeed. He now faced the possibility that he could very well die in this valley and that would be the end of it.

Theron and Saul were coming closer. Silas would not be able to take all three of them. He was a skilled fighter, but not that skilled. Before the group could reach him, a voice from behind shouted for all of them to stop. Marcus stopped his attack, but Silas never took his eyes off him.

Silandrin stood next to the shack with his arms spread out. He reached down to Inga’s neck, feeling for a pulse. She stirred awake, but she lacked the strength to move. Silandrin kissed his fingertip and placed it on Inga’s cheek, showing her the affection he missed for so long.

“I’m the one you want here,” Silandrin said, standing. “The boy can do nothing for you if he’s dead. I am the one you want dead.”

Marcus let out a nervous laugh and backed away from Silas and Silandrin. “We want both of you dead,” he said. Marcus let out a sharp whistle and the dragons quickly swooped down next to them. Both he and Theron mounted the two dragons and took off. The sarians landed on the ground to rest their tired wings, while the dragons soared above them. Then with a shriek of madness, Marcus and Theron swooped downward, charging their reptilian beasts toward Silandrin. The two dragons opened their wide mouths to shoot streams of fire toward the Gatekeeper, but the old man was able to deflect the flames, sending them straight into the shack. It was instantly ablaze. Silas knew he had to get Inga away from the shack, or it might crumble on top of her.

Silandrin moved downward into the valley about a hundred yards from the house, as the dragons, with their riders, followed him, trying to devour the Gatekeeper. But the old man apparently had some power left in him.

Silas threw the staff to the ground in front of him and ran to Inga. He reached underneath her legs and arms, pulling her from the ground. He ran from the shack as fast as he could before the charred wood gave way and the house crumbled in on itself. He dropped to his knees where he had tossed the staff; glad to have her out of harm’s way. He looked into her eyes.

“It’s ok! You’re ok,” he assured her. Without thinking, he bent down and kissed her. He knew it wasn’t the time or place, but he also knew he might not survive the day.

“I love you, Inga.”

Inga smiled, about to form her own words, when something caught her attention out of the corner of her eye. She gasped at what stood in front of them.

When Silas looked up, he saw Saul standing only twenty feet away, with an arrow drawn and pointed directly at Silas’ head.

“We’re back to where we started this little adventure,” Saul said. “Would’ve saved a whole lot of trouble if I hadn’t missed that day in the forest.”

Silas wasn’t listening. Never before had felt the need for magic as he did this moment. For the briefest second, Silas closed his eyes, feeling the power within him grow. When he opened his eyes, the arrow was already cruising for his head. This shot would not miss its mark. As quickly as he could think about his defense, a green burst of light formed around both Silas and Inga, deflecting the arrow upward. Silas knew that instant that it was his own. He could feel the magic pulsing through him. He felt,
transfixed. With another thought, he sent the green energy field sailing toward Saul, throwing the assassin off his feet into the grass. Silas reached out in front of him and grabbed the staff of Uriah, and it instantly turned into a bow and arrow. He pulled back the arrow, setting his sight on Saul. He watched as the assassin brushed the hair out of his face and got up to his knees. As their eyes met, Silas released the arrow, sending it through the air and into the assassin’s forehead.

The bow instantly turned back into the wooden staff as Saul fell back into the grass, dead.

“How are you doing?” Silas asked, kneeling back down to Inga.

“We’ve got to help Silandrin,” she said, as Silas helped her rise to her feet.

Silas looked out into the valley. Silandrin was holding his own. The sarians were doing everything they could to distract the dragons, and keep them from killing the old man, but they were unsuccessful. Silas and Inga began moving toward the Gatekeeper, when a burst of white light formed, causing them to shield their eyes.

The sarians flew away with the speed of lightening to escape the terrible, trembling force beneath them. One of the dragons landed in front of the white light, trying to extinguish the power with its own flames, but Silandrin was too much for it. Silas couldn’t see what happened to the other dragon. The Gatekeeper was using the last reserves of his strength. He had saved this power for his most desperate time.

The white light around Silandrin grew until it engulfed the dragon and its rider Theron. Then, from out of the top of the white dome of energy, a burst of fire erupted, engulfing the entire area around Silandrin in flames.

Then it exploded.

The deafening force knocked Inga and Silas off their feet, as the white fire incinerated everything around it.

The bright light faded quickly to show there was nothing left, and the still silence around them felt foreign. Silas and Inga both looked up from the ground, wondering where the dragons and Silandrin had gone but there was nothing. Only the charred ground remained.

The roar of their final enemy instantly destroyed the silence. Marcus circled down toward Silas. His staff turned into a bow and arrow, but it was too late. The dragon crashed into Silas, sending him to the ground.

Darkness.

It enveloped him in a matter of seconds. He could feel the grass on his skin, for a brief moment before he lost all feeling. This was it. This was the death he had been waiting for. Marcus had come here to kill him, and he had succeeded. Death was not as he had expected. He was floating above the ground, but he was not rising as he did after his death on Earth. He was floating sideways. There were wings. Not angel wings as he had heard about in stories, but scaly, black wings. Then the pain hit his body. Silas didn’t remember there being pain after the last time he died.

His hands were tied behind his back, a cloth around his mouth. He wasn’t dead at all. He was on the dragon. Silas wanted to yell out when the rider pulled back his hair, but no sound could be produced. Marcus stared him in the face.

“You’re lucky the Possessor has changed his mind,” Marcus said. “He’s decided that he wants you to become one of us. The eighth Sleeper…” Marcus spat out into the air at this. “I still think you should be killed.”

Before Marcus pulled back his fist to send Silas back to the darkness, Silas had a few thoughts race through his mind.

He knew he was being taken to the enemy. They would try to turn him, and if he didn’t turn, they would kill him. Then he thought about Inga. Had she been killed? Did she get away? There was no way for him to know. He did know one thing, however.

Silandrin was gone. The Gatekeeper was dead.

 


 

  

Chapter Thirty-One

 


Julian Hobbes stood in the king’s bedchamber, wrapping his dark cloak around him. It was late at night, so no one would notice he was gone until morning. By then he would be far away. He fixed a dagger to his belt and fastened his sword to his back. The weight of kingship had been too much for him. He had let the power go to his head and the Dunarians had suffered for it. Because of him, three innocent council members were dead. Because of him, an innocent man in Homestead had been killed. Because of him, the Stühocs were winning the war, and the only force fighting against them lay in shattered pieces.

He wondered what his father would think of his actions from the past week. Ruben Hobbes would have been ashamed of him. No wonder he had left the kingdom to Morgan. Morgan would have been too incompetent to cause the destruction that Julian had created. Now Julian would be the laughing stock of the kingdom. He had been used. From the beginning it was planned that he would be the Stühoc’s pawn. They had laid it out so perfectly. Julian had truly believed what he was doing all along had been the right thing, but now he could see that he had been played. He had done everything that Holden and Anithistor had wanted him to do.

No more.

After sneaking into the king’s bedchamber, he made his way out to the balcony. He shuddered as he remembered the last time he had seen his brother on this balcony. The memories haunted his dreams almost every night. Almost more haunting was the lack of remorse he felt for letting Morgan die. It had been a terrible act, but he was convinced that more lives were saved because of it.

He tied a piece of rope to the edge of the balcony and shimmied his way down the side of the wall. The stables weren’t far away and his sarian, Eden, already had her saddle readied.

When he reached the ground, he touched his wrist, the skin feeling bare without the green wristband. He had no need for it any longer. The only person he could see himself contacting would be Kaden, but it was unlikely that he would want to hear from Julian.

After Julian had returned from his ‘meeting’ with Spencer, he had confirmed to the others that he had been wrong the entire time. He remembered Kaden just slumped on the ground with his head low, and Darius wanted blood. Julian was sure that if the guards had not subdued Darius, he would have made good on his threats to kill Julian on the spot. Kaden had told Julian that he had not trained him to be a monster. It was the last thing he said before he left. Julian had spent the next thirty minutes puking, revolted at what he had done.

Robin and the other guards were truly worried about him, but Julian paid them no attention. He had gone to his bedchamber and locked the door. His angry screams and breaking glass could no doubt be heard from the other side of the castle.

Eventually, Julian calmed and was able to collect his thoughts. He came to the conclusion that he couldn’t fulfill his duty to Marenon – to help defeat the Stühocs – by being in the public eye. He had written out a note, instructing Robin to take care of the duties of the throne at Farlaweer in Julian’s absence. But he wasn’t giving up his kingship completely.

As far as Julian knew, there had been seven Sleepers. He had killed Holden and Spencer, but that left five others. The Sleepers had been created to bring down the Dunarians, paving the way for the Stühocs to easily take over the rest of Marenon. Julian wasn’t sure where these other Sleepers were, but he wasn’t going to let them destroy what he had helped build.

Four individually silk-wrapped medallions rested safely in his cloak pocket.

The Dunarians still needed the last two medallions in order to be able to use their ultimate weapon. The orange one, he hoped Nalani had been able to obtain. The green one rested safely in Elysium. He was going to find a way to get the green medallion, and he knew he could get the orange one from Nalani. The Dunarians would see that he was no traitor. He would use Marenon’s Map. He would show them that the weapon could ultimately destroy the Stühocs for good. They needed no Meshulan. They needed no other hope. All they need was Julian Hobbes.

*****

Alric couldn’t believe he had let himself get caught. Now Nalani and Coffman were in the same situation. He had heard the whistle and saw the sarians fly in.
Why didn’t they leave me and save themselves?

The three of them had been taken to the tower where Alric and Nalani had tried to steal the medallion a few days before. There they stood before the Stühoc king who had the power to destroy them in a second, but for some reason chose not to.
His gray face was wrinkled into a disgusting, evil scowl.

“Sarians. An attempt to steal a medallion. Impeccable fighting. I smell the Dunarian’s work all over you,” Anithistor said. He held out the orange-jeweled medallion, taunting them with their failure. “Did you really think you could steal it from me?”

None of the three said a word.

“No matter,” Anithistor said. “I never needed the medallions to make the Sphere work anyway. We’ve grown far too powerful to be stopped.”

“So why don’t you just kill us already?” Alric asked. “I hate the small talk.”

“Because I need to use you as insurance,” Anithistor said. He reached his hand out and motioned for Mintuk. Mintuk walked around them and placed their wristbands into Anithistor’s hands. He set two of them on the table and grabbed Alric’s wrist, clasping it to his arm.

“My Sleepers have killed the Gatekeeper,” Anithistor said. “And I’ve decided to let the Meshulan live. He will be here before morning. I say this to tell you that the Dunarian’s destruction is nearly complete.”

“Why are you telling me?” Alric said, jerking his arm away from the foul creature.

“There are still others. Kaden, for instance. He knows you. He trusts you. You are going to kill him for me.”

Alric laughed. “Yeah, sure thing boss, I’ll get right on that.”

“You will kill him, or your friends here will suffer.”

“We’d rather die,” Nalani said. Coffman let out a grunt of agreement.

“And so you shall, should your dear Alric not do as I ask. Death is not what you need to worry about, though,” he said turning to Nalani. “If you do not bring Kaden’s head back to me in Mudavé within a week, your friends will feel the most gruesome torture imaginable. Sure, they will die, but they will suffer for a long, long time. And it will all be on you,” he said turning his head to Alric. “Kill Kaden, and you will be free.”

“Like you’re going to free us,” Alric said. “You’ll just kill us too.”

“You are no threat to me,” Anithistor said. “I care nothing for your life or death. Only the Dunarian’s leader matters. Bring me his head and you and your friends will leave, unharmed.”

Alric had never been put in such a position before. He had never cared for others so deeply that this kind of threat would work on him. But here he was, standing in front of the most desirable woman he had ever met, and the best friend he had ever known, forced to choose between their lives and the life of Kaden Osric.

He looked at Coffman, then Nalani, and cursed under his breath.

“Get him out of here,” Anithistor commanded.

The guards grabbed Alric by the arms, forcing him toward the doorway.

“Don’t do it, Alric!” Nalani yelled.

“Save yourself!” Coffman yelled.

“I’m not letting either of you die!” Alric said as he was shoved through the doorway. Then it slammed shut. He wasn’t sure if he would ever see either of them again.

The guards led him to the two sarians. He mounted one of them, and just like that, he was free, although he had never felt more like a prisoner.

The Gatekeeper had been killed? Silas was the Stühocs’ prisoner? He couldn’t believe how quickly things had fallen apart.

Alric knew what he had to do. He was a man of few loyalties, but he was loyal to his friends. The course of the war could be changed, the course of history for Marenon could be changed, but Alric’s mind would not be changed.

He was going to kill Kaden Osric.
  

 


Book Three:

The Reckoning
  

Chapter One

 


“Who killed you?” Damon asked. “Was it Kaden or the boy?”

“Kaden,” Marcus answered. “He took us by surprise.”

“I don’t want your excuses,” Damon shouted. “You had seventeen years to find him and bring him back to Marenon, but you’ve produced nothing.”

Marcus looked back at Theron with disgust and then turned back to Damon. “What gives you the authority to talk to us like this? We’ve been chasing after Silas and Garland since before you were a Sleeper.”

The words were true, but Damon was not going to argue with them. All of them heard from the same voice. All of them knew what they were supposed to do. “Your work in this matter is done for the time being,” Damon said. “Both of you are to report to Anithistor.”

“What about you?” Theron asked.

“I’m to wait here for Silas,” Damon answered. “If Maroke fails to take him through the Blue Gate, then Silas might die and come this way. If that happens, I will follow him.”

“We can stay and help,” Marcus said. “We could kill him before he steps foot into Marenon.”

Damon stared at the men for a moment. The two of them looked ridiculous in sackcloth. People like them didn’t deserve a second chance. Like all the others who walked through the Hall, these two had been originally chosen for Marenon. But unlike most of the others, this had been their second time to die on Earth. It was rare for someone to be given the chance to go back to Earth once he or she had arrived in Marenon. But, when that person was allowed back to Earth, he or she could always die there again and come back to Marenon through here: The Hall of Wandering Souls.

When Judoc had contacted Maroke about the passing of Garland Ainsley, Damon was dispatched to the Hall immediately. His mission was simple: wait for the boy. Wait for Silas Ainsley.

Should Silas show up, which was unlikely with Maroke after him, Damon’s first task would not be to kill him nor to capture him, but to make sure he was what they expected. The gauntlet would help provide such proof. If Silas survived it, he would be a threat. If he didn’t, then that was the end of it. They wouldn’t have to worry about the prophecy or the Deliverer.

Fully expecting Maroke to capture Silas on Earth, Damon refused Marcus’ offer to help. He took them through his cold room that opened to a tunnel. The tunnel wound through the center of the mountain and ended near the eastern fork of the Zasca River. This secret passageway provided the best approach in and out of the Hall of Wandering Souls.

Theron walked through the door to the tunnel, but Marcus hesitated, looking at Damon in the eyes.

“I hope Anithistor was being wise when he sent you to watch the Hall,” he said.

Damon remained silent.

“You should consider changing your appearance since you might be going into Canor,” Marcus continued.

Without blinking, Damon changed his appearance into the exact likeness of Marcus. It was as though the man was looking in the mirror.

“Stop it!” Marcus said.

With a smile, Damon changed himself back.

“I know when to disguise myself,” Damon assured him. “Anithistor is very wise. Do not question his judgment. Hroth wouldn’t like it.”

Marcus shook his head and walked into the tunnel. Damon closed the door behind him.

The two had been gone for seventeen years and already they were walking around like they were the leaders. They weren’t, however. The Sleepers didn’t answer to anyone but Hroth and Anithistor, though Marcus and Theron felt like they led the group of seven.

Each of them held an important position. Holden kept himself hidden away among the Dunarians in Jekyll Rock. Spencer kept close to the throne in Farlaweer. Mintuk remained an influential voice for the Nestorians. Marcus, Theron and Saul were the ones who traveled anywhere they were needed. And then there was Damon. His ability to change form was a craft he had developed rigorously for the past fifteen years. He could mimic the likeness of anyone still alive in Marenon. All he needed was a memory of what they looked like. Not only could he do this for himself, but with deep concentration, he could also change the appearance of a group of people. The Stühocs had utilized this ability many times since Damon had become part of them. Anithistor had even told him that it would prove to be an invaluable talent in the future.

For several long hours he sat in the dark chamber, cold and tired. He could faintly hear the sound of Judoc repeating the names of the dead and instructing them to walk through the ring of fire into the land of Marenon. Damon barely remembered how he came to be in Marenon. To him it didn’t matter anymore. Back then he didn’t carry any sort of power. Back then he couldn’t hear the voice.

Damon was startled when the door opened and Judoc closed it behind him. He wondered if he had the ability to take on the appearance of such a creature. Judoc was not fully animal, but not fully Human. He was some kind of talking dog that stood upright and wore spectacles. Damon couldn’t help but notice the look of concern on his face.

“What is it?” he asked.

“He is here,” Judoc said. “Silas Ainsley has come!”

Damon stood. He hadn’t been ready for the news. “He’s in there right now?”

Judoc nodded.

“Are you sure it’s him?”

“Yes,” the dog-man answered. “He is scared, but seems confident enough.”

Damon nodded. This was it. Marcus and Theron had failed and so had Maroke. They had been unable to capture the boy on Earth.

“Go back out there,” Damon said. “Allow him to pass like any other.”

“Are you sure?”

“Don’t question me, Judoc. Do as I say. I will take the tunnel and make my way into Canor. If Silas survives, he will be ours by the end of the day.”

“Yes sir,” Judoc said as he slipped out the door and back to his seat in the Hall.

Damon moved to the door and opened it slightly. Through the crack he could see the boy. But he was hardly a boy at all. He was a man. Seeds of doubt started to spring to life in Damon’s mind. What if he was unable to take Silas? This young man was special. What if Silas couldn’t be turned?

You were turned, the voice sounded in his mind.

Yes, but that’s different, Damon thought.
I was not the Meshulan, the Deliverer.

If you can be turned, so can the boy.

Damon knew his own feelings betrayed him. Hroth, the Possessor, knew every thought that went through his mind.

You don’t want him to be turned?

Of course I want him to be turned, Damon lied.

Seeing him brings about feelings you weren’t expecting?

I’ve never seen his face before.

Your feelings come from a time and place to which you no longer belong, the voice told him.
It is time to end this. It is time to prove that you can see him and feel nothing.

Damon knew it had to be done. He had been surprised when he had heard about Garland Ainsley passing through the Hall of Wandering Souls, but he had not felt anything. Seeing Silas brought only confusion to his mind.

He watched Silas walk toward the circle of fire. The boy reached his hand through the gateway and finally walked through it. Silas was in Marenon.

Something happened then that none of them expected. When Silas passed through the gate, the fire extinguished and the glass turned back into a stone wall. The passage for the dead no longer existed.

This is all the proof we need, the voice told him.

Damon swung the door wide and walked into the hallway.

All eyes fell on Damon as he made his way to Judoc.

“What would you have me do now?” Judoc asked as several of his man-dog minions gathered near his podium.

Damon stared at the confused people in line. There would be no more Humans going into Marenon today. The solution was simple.

“Kill them.”

Without waiting to see if his orders would be carried out, Damon turned and walked back to the room. He could hear the cries of people who had just died on Earth as they met another death. He walked to the other side of the room through the door that Marcus and Theron had used to get to the tunnel.

Damon was sure Judoc and his minions would be traveling the same path in a few minutes, but Damon wanted a head start. Something about them gave Damon an unpleasant feeling. They were the last of another race from Anithistor’s old world. He had made them his personal servants to do as he wished in exchange for life in a world that wasn’t dying. For the past seventeen years, it had been Judoc’s job to keep watch over the Hall of Wandering Souls. Per Anithistor’s instruction, they were to take it over and keep track of everyone that came through. Damon knew the Stühoc king was only waiting for Garland or Silas. The Hall had not always been a terrible experience for those who were passing into Marenon. Damon could faintly remember his first time seeing the place. A friendly apparition, probably from Silandrin, The Gatekeeper, had greeted all of them. The apparition had provided them with some sort of magical covering to shield them from the harsh cold of the mountaintop. They would then make their way into Canor where people would greet them and help them get acclimated to their new life. But Anithistor had found a way in. The apparition was destroyed, and the magic was gone. Spencer had convinced the new king to build a gauntlet. Slowly they had begun to weaken the Humans. Slowly, the Stühocs were gaining more and more power.

So much has changed, Damon thought as he walked down the pitch-black tunnel to the base of the mountain.

For the better, the voice said to him.

Yes, for the better.

It took a couple of hours to make it all the way down the inside of the mountain. From the base it took another half an hour to walk to Canor. As he neared the city gates it took only slight concentration to make himself appear as one of the merchants in the city.
No use taking a chance on being noticed.

The gauntlet was busy as citizens of the city began placing bets on who would survive. From the high wall of the enormous structure, Damon spotted Silas as he was being chained to a red-bearded man. There were twenty people in all, chained together in pairs.

Damon felt someone tap him on the shoulder.

“Care to make a bet on who will survive?” The man asked.

At first, Damon almost snapped at him, but he held his tongue. The man worked on the gauntlet, collecting money, dishing out money, it didn’t matter. Workers like him kept the business alive. He kept the Stühoc’s cause alive. Damon couldn’t help but think that this man would be out of a job tomorrow. No more Humans.

“What’s the maximum bet?” Damon asked.

“Five thousand coins.”

Damon didn’t have money. He had no need to carry money.

“Put me down for five thousand on the young one,” he said.

The man raised an eyebrow at this, but shook his head quickly. “May I have your name?”

“William,” Damon said.

The man wrote down the information in his records, giving Damon a long look to memorize his face. Those who made bets at the gauntlet would often try to escape when they lost. Damon wasn’t worried. Even if Silas died, which Damon knew would not happen, all he had to do was change his appearance into someone else.

The new arrivals were released into the gauntlet. A dragon instantly incinerated the first couple to come through the door. Damon moved along the top of the gauntlet wall, watching Silas intently. The deafening sound of moans from the crowd did not distract him. Silas was quick. Once they were past the dragon, the players came to the spikes. Those left from the dragon attack were now hidden under a ceiling that served only to make the crowd nervous. Most didn’t survive the spikes. Sure enough, only three couples came through the end of it. Damon was not surprised to see Silas among them.

The three groups came to a split in the road and they all took their own path. Silas and his partner took the middle. Damon watched as the two walked down a path, blocked from view until the roof opened to reveal swordsmen surrounding the pair. Garland had obviously taught Silas how to fight.

What a great asset he would be, the voice said.

One by one, each of the fighters died by Silas’ hands. Hroth was right. Silas would be a great asset. Damon continued along the wall until he reached the end. The gauntlet had been finished fairly quickly and most of the disappointed crowd shuffled back to the city.

“William! William!” The sound came from behind Damon. “Your winnings! If I may say so, your prediction was perfect.”

I know, Damon thought. “Keep the winnings.”

Damon didn’t take notice of the man’s stunned look as he turned and walked down the stairs into the city. The prisoners would be set free soon, and Damon had to get to Silas.

Steady yourself, the voice said.
You will not take the boy today.

Why not?

Do you really trust yourself to try?

Damon thought about it a moment. Hroth was the Possessor. He had turned Damon. Why would he be asking this?

Because you know yourself, the voice answered.
I know your thoughts. You see the boy and you don’t want to bring him to us.

But I do!

Only partially.

The gate at the end of the gauntlet opened and Silas walked out with four other individuals. All of them were bloody and beaten. Damon stepped forward with the crowd of people hoping to get a look at the survivors. Guards motioned for the citizens to go about their business, but Damon ignored them. He walked closer and soon came within twenty feet of Silas.

Part of you wants to leave the Stühocs, the voice said.

I don’t know why, Damon answered.

Of course you know why. This is your first test. We will need you in the coming months. If it comes to it, you will be Silas’ final trap. You will be his downfall.

I can bring him to you now, Damon thought angrily.

You will not. You have seen what he can do. His status as Deliverer has been proven. Today you must prove to me that you can control yourself. This is the first time you have seen him. You have done well so far.

Damon watched Silas as he talked with a man in the shadows. The man had a thin beard and looked mischievous. Silas had nowhere to go, so the man was probably offering him help, perhaps in exchange for work.

Should I find out who that man is?
Damon wondered.

Leave them, the voice answered.
Silas will come to us. We must be ready for him.

Damon took a deep breath. He could feel his hand begin to shake. The image he had taken on began to fade as he started losing his concentration.

I didn’t expect these feelings, Damon thought.

I did. That is why it is important for you to maintain your composure.

The other Sleepers will know I failed if I don’t come back with Silas. They think that is why I was sent to the Hall of Wandering Souls – to capture him.

Do not worry about them, the voice said.
You are doing what I instruct. I will tell them that you never saw him; that perhaps he used a different name when called upon by Judoc.

Would Anithistor approve of this?
Damon wondered.

It’s not your place to question what the king would approve or not approve. The others might be confused, but you will be absolved if they interpret this as a mistake on your part. First and foremost, we should get the medallions. Silas will come to us in time.

Damon was thankful to hear this. So often the others looked at him, seemingly expecting him to fail.

He watched Silas eat and get his shoulder stitched at a vendor, and soon he was on his way out of Canor.

You have done well today,
the voice said.
You have controlled yourself. You have proven that you can restrain yourself and maintain your composure. This will be important when Silas comes to us.

What makes you think he will come to us?

If he does not join us, the voice said,
he will try to destroy the Red Gate. That is when you will be needed the most. That is where you will trap him and we will kill him.

 


 


 

  

Chapter Two

 


Silas Ainsley could barely remember what happened to him days before. Had it been days? A week? He couldn’t tell. The darkness and bare walls of his prison cell provided no indication of time. He had slipped in and out of consciousness on several occasions, but this was probably due to exhaustion rather than the beating he had received from Marcus.

Everything had happened so quickly. Silas remembered killing Saul. It had been a feeling of great victory. He remembered the Gatekeeper, Silandrin, taking out Theron in a blaze, though Silas was sure that Silandrin had died as well. After those moments everything became hazy.

He remembered the dragon crashing into him. He remembered Marcus riding the dragon. Then he was flying high above Marenon. Now he was in this dark cell. What had happened to Inga? Was she still alive? There was no way for him to know. He had told her that he loved her. He had kissed her in a last attempt to win her heart, but Saul had interrupted them. Was she dead?

His head pounded as he brought himself off the stone floor and sat upright against the wall. The smell of the air was familiar. Smoky, sulfuric. Perhaps Marcus had taken Silas to Mudavé. He wondered why the man hadn’t just killed him as Saul had planned all along. Silas recalled Marcus saying something about the Possessor changing his mind. Something about the eighth Sleeper?

Footsteps.

They were moving toward his cell and a second later, the loud click of a turning key sounded through the tiny room. When the door swung open, Silas could only see the outline of two dark figures standing silently as if to study the timid Human. One was shorter than the other and wore a hooded cloak that disguised his face.

“He is not as I expected,” the tall one said.

The short one turned his head as if to say something, but was silent. The tall one seemed to be listening as though the hooded figure was communicating somehow.

“But he has acted like one,” said the tall one in response to something inaudible. After he spoke, he reached out a hand and immediately conjured a fireball.

Silas brought his hands to his eyes to keep from being blinded. The fireball then floated to the top of the room, providing enough light for all of them to see.

As his eyes adjusted, Silas could finally see the features of the tall one. His pale, gray skin indicated he was a Stühoc. Indecipherable markings ran down his skinny neck and his dark hair was cut short. His black eyes bore into Silas, driving a deeper fear within him.

The short one remained concealed behind his hooded cloak, but his bare hands revealed the same gray skin. They were the enemy.

“I’m sure you’re wondering who we are,” the tall one said.

At first, Silas wasn’t sure if he should answer. What did they want with him? Why hadn’t they already killed him? He would not be turned or possessed. There was no way he would allow their power to overcome him.

“I wasn’t wondering,” Silas answered in defiance.

Ignoring it, the tall one continued. “I am Anithistor, king of the Stühocs.”

“Then you aren’t king of much,” Silas said.

Anithistor smiled lightly, but ignored the comment and gestured to the hooded figure next to him. “This is Hroth.”

Silas had never heard of him. He didn’t care to hear anymore.

“What do you want?” Silas asked. “Ransom? Execution? Just do what you will with me and let that be the end of it.”

“You think your death would be the end of it?” Anithistor asked him. “No. Death would not be the end. The Stühocs would still have to work desperately to keep up with this world. Our enemies abound. We could never find our place in this land without help.”

“Maroke said something like that,” Silas said. “I’ve already heard about what you want. I don’t wish to be a part of it.”

“Sometimes it doesn’t matter what you wish,” Anithistor said. “Only a week ago, I thought it would be best to have you killed. That’s why we sent Saul to finish you. After hearing of your fight at the Gatekeeper’s home, I came to the realization that you probably can’t be killed. The prophecy about you is indeed true.”

Silas was not going to tell him that he actually
could
be killed. The Gatekeeper had the vision, the dream that revealed nothing more than the fact that Silas was the only one who
could
deliver Marenon. Silandrin had never said it was certain. Whatever the outcome, Silas did not believe his objective as the Deliverer was to help the Stühocs.

“Yesterday, Hroth and I decided that if you could be captured, then that would be best. You aren’t going to turn to our side on your own. But perhaps we can
make
you help us.”

Hroth stepped forward, and Silas took a defensive position as he pulled himself to his feet. The chains on his wrists kept him from guarding himself effectively, but he wasn’t going to let them have it easy.

But Silas wasn’t ready for Anithistor’s magic.

An invisible force grabbed his wrists and pinned him against the cold wall when the Stühoc king stretched out his arm. Silas could not move as Hroth approached him slowly. The dark Stühoc reached out his long, bony fingers and placed them on the sides of Silas’ blonde, shaggy head.

At first, he wasn’t sure what Hroth was trying to accomplish, and he couldn’t help but notice the evil smile etched across Anithistor’s face. But Hroth gripped Silas’ head tighter and the pressure shot pain through his skull.

He then heard the voice.

Do you understand me?

Silas refused to answer.

I know you do. Answer me now, or I will squeeze until your head breaks.

“Yes!” Silas shouted. “I can hear you!”

Talk to me with your mind.

Yes.

Good. Whom do you serve?

I serve no one, Silas thought.

You will serve me.

Never.

In time, you will serve me.

I would die first.

It may come to that, but that’s what the others said too. Yet all of them succumbed to my will. All of them answer the voice. They heed my words.

I’ve met with the Gatekeeper, Silas thought,
I know the truth about the prophecy. The true prophecy says I cannot be turned. It said I would deliver Marenon from the Stühocs.

It’s useless lying to me, Hroth told him.
I am in your mind.

I’ll destroy all the gates, all the medallions, Silas continued.
The Stühocs will have nothing left when I am finished.

You will do no such thing. You do not possess any of the medallions. The Erellens would never give you theirs and I keep the orange one in my personal tower. You won’t be leaving this room until you are mine anyway.

You don’t know anything, Silas protested.

I know your hopes, your desires.

You lie.

You often think of the girl. Her name is Inga?

Silas knew he wouldn’t be able to keep Hroth in the dark. With this kind of power, Silas wasn’t sure he would be able to resist the Stühoc. How could he get Hroth out of his mind?

She is not dead. Marcus didn’t take the time to kill her. She is safe. Back in Jarul.

Silas wondered if this was true. He wondered if Hroth was only saying this to put Silas’ mind at ease.

I care nothing about putting your mind at ease, Hroth answered his questioning mind.
I’m only here to give you the truth. We are not monsters as your grandfather has made us out to be. We are not destroyers as Silandrin said we were. We are like anyone else, looking for our place in Marenon. Of course our kind has made mistakes in the past. What group has never made mistakes? You will help us right our wrongs. You will give us a place in this world. You will be our Deliverer.

“I will not!” Silas yelled.

Hroth eased his grip on Silas’ head, and Anithistor released the magic that held him, and moved back next to the entrance of the cell. They looked at each other for a long moment and Anithistor smiled widely.

“Hroth tells me the gate to your mind is easily opened. He says you will be easier to turn than any of the others, except for maybe Mintuk. Interesting.” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. I will leave Hroth to his little project. Until you are turned, the Stühocs will push forward in this war. My Soldiers of the Dead are an unstoppable force. Mintuk is already leading them to your precious Jekyll Rock. Thanks to my army, Julian Hobbes, and Alric Thirsk, the Dunarians will soon cease to exist.”

Soldiers of the Dead? Julian and Alric? What was Anithistor talking about?

Hroth and the Stühoc king slammed the cell door shut behind them. Silas couldn’t help but feel relieved that they were gone for the time being. He wondered if Inga really was all right, or if Hroth had been lying to him to calm his mind. He didn’t know what he would do if he learned of her death. He didn’t remember seeing Marcus try to hurt her, but Silas had been knocked unconscious quickly. He shook his head. He could do nothing from this cell. Worrying would only make his time here more difficult. He had to come up with a plan.

Who was he kidding? There could be no plan. Silas couldn’t escape. Not without help. He rested his head against the wall and shut his eyes. The darkness was no different with his eyes open or closed, but this was better.

You will become the eighth Sleeper.

Silas jolted at the sound. No. Thoughts. The thoughts were in his own mind. Why did he think that?

I am the Possessor. The voice.

Silas couldn’t believe it. Hroth was able to access to his mind without being in the same room. Without touching him.

I wasn’t lying when I told Anithistor that breaking your mind would be easy. We had Kaden for a week and I hadn’t come close to getting into his thoughts. We had put him outside, exposed to the elements, hoping physical torture would help break his resolve. Then you came along. You rescued him before we could break him. And how ironic that I broke into your mind in seconds.

“Get out of it!” Silas said.
Why had it been so easy?

I have a feeling you and I are going to have plenty of time to get to know one another, Silas Ainsley.

Silas didn’t know what to think. Hroth read every thought that flowed through his mind. The Stühoc Possessor missed nothing, and he let Silas know it.

Silas did the only thing he knew to do. He screamed. From deep within his belly he let out a gut-wrenching wail that could surely be heard from the other side of the fortress. If he couldn’t push Hroth from his mind, he would think about nothing but the noise. He would do nothing but scream.

But this could not last forever.

As much as Silas wanted to deny it, Hroth had broken into his mind, and it didn’t seem as though he would be leaving anytime soon.

 


 


 

  

Chapter Three

 


It had been a long time since Alric Thirsk had visited the small fort that he and his fellow mercenaries had built for themselves just outside of Canor. There had been no need for him to go back since he had been sucked into the adventures provided by the Dunarian Council in Jekyll Rock. Now he couldn’t stand to be at the Dunarian headquarters. He had just flown in a couple of days before to learn that King Julian Hobbes had executed three of the six remaining members. All that was left of the Dunarian Council were Kaden Osric, Darius Umar, and Nalani Geldwin.

He had ridden a sarian back to Jekyll Rock and immediately informed Kaden and Darius of Nalani and Coffman’s capture. He told them that Anithistor had captured Silas somehow, but they had already heard this from Inga who had contacted the Dunarians already. Kaden and Darius had been sickened to hear the news, but there was nothing they could do. The Dunarians were falling apart.

Alric knew that Nalani and Coffman had been taken to Mudavé. His fellow mercenary, Lorcan Zamire, had been ready to go into the wretched city to rescue the others despite his tremendous fear of the Stühocs, but Alric knew it was no use. They had gone in and rescued a prisoner from the belly of enemy territory before. They had been lucky, but they would never be that lucky twice.

Alric had kept Anithistor’s command to himself. He knew there were only two ways to get his friends out alive. One would be to attack Mudavé with a massive army composed of Humans and Erellens. The other was to serve Anithistor with Kaden’s head on a platter as Alric had been instructed. Since there was no army that could attack the Stühoc city, that left only one option.

Kaden was the leader of the Dunarians. To kill him would be to leave the small group without any direction. They would easily scatter and be defeated. This is what Anithistor wanted.

His thoughts drifted to the other day when Anithistor let him go. As Alric was being ushered out, Nalani and Coffman had both shouted for him to ignore Anithistor. To let them die. But he knew he couldn’t.

He hadn’t been loyal to much in his life, but when he cared about a person, he wasn’t going to leave him or her to be tortured and killed. Coffman had been one of his greatest friends, and Nalani was something different.

He didn’t know what it was. It wasn’t love. Couldn’t be. He hadn’t known her that long. Besides, Alric wasn’t the type that went for love because it would get in the way of his work. But for some reason he cared about her. He desired her. She was headstrong and determined. She
was
loyal to her cause.

If she only knew that her cause was crumbling to pieces.

He stepped next to the double-door entrance and placed a bare hand on the stone next to it. It glowed green and the doors open inward. He walked across the familiar lawn and to the house on the other side. When he went inside he was surprised to see cups still scattered across the table, remnants of their last night before going to Timugo three months ago. The group left the mess, planning to return in a few days. They had never expected to be dragged into this. Though things seemed to be going downhill for Humans in Marenon, Alric couldn’t deny he was now part of something great.

How am I supposed to do this?

Killing Kaden wasn’t going to be easy. First, he had no desire to kill the man. They had nothing against each other. Second, Kaden was the most influential Human in the cause against the Stühocs. Without Kaden, would there be an uprising? Would there be a fight? King Julian Hobbes had some muscle, but he had just executed three of the Dunarian Council members. Anithistor knew what he was doing, and he had picked the perfect assassin. He went into the kitchen and pulled down a jug of viper’s mead and poured it into a cup as he settled at the table. Before taking a sip, he looked down at his wrist. Anithistor had clasped the band around it, but had not tried to communicate with him yet. Alric didn’t want him to. It was nothing more than a taunting reminder of why Alric had been released. Frustrated, he unlatched the band and tossed it onto the table. He then reached out and sipped his drink.

He winced as the liquid burned his throat on the way down. It felt good.

He pulled out his dagger, then his sword and set them on the table. How was he going to do this? Would he stab Kaden in the middle of the night? Would he poison him? Would he shoot him with an arrow from a distance? He couldn’t just kill the man in cold blood. He had to give him a chance didn’t he? But giving Kaden a chance would be giving Nalani and Coffman less of a chance. Cold-blooded murder would have to be the way.

The door to the house began to open. He quickly reached for his sword, cup of mead in hand. Had he been followed?

When the door was completely open, he sighed with relief. Lorcan.

“Easy,” Lorcan said, holding up his hands.

Alric cursed under his breath and dropped the sword back onto the table. “You about gave me a heart attack.”

“Sorry,” Lorcan said. “I saw you leaving Jekyll Rock. I thought you might be coming here.”

“Yeah,” Alric answered. “Trying to be alone.”

Lorcan walked to the other side of the table and Alric offered him the jug. He accepted it graciously.

“Thinking about Coffman?” Lorcan asked.

“And Nalani.”

Lorcan nodded.

“You know, she would be a good addition to the crew,” Alric said taking another gulp.

“That so? I’ve never really spoken with her.”

“She’s talented. Knows how to handle herself. Really dedicated to the Dunarians though.”

“So, what are we going to do about it?”

“You know as well as I do, we can’t go back in there,” Alric told him. “They’ve got our friends under lock and key, not to mention that we have no idea what they’ve done with Silas.”

“This is your second time to shoot down the idea, but I think it could be done.”

Alric snorted. “By you? You’d tremble too much when you got there. The Stühocs affect you deeply.”

Lorcan sighed, not happy with the comment, however true it was. “You’re keeping something from me. I’ve known you a long time, and rarely are you this contemplative.”

Alric stared at the ground, not wanting to get the Erellen involved. Lorcan would only try to stop him.

“I’m not hiding anything,” Alric said.

“You’re lying to me right now.”

Alric let out a deep breath. “What do you want, Lorcan?”

“What’s your plan? You always have one. What is it?”

Before Alric could come up with an answer, the green-jeweled wristband on the table began to glow. Both of them stared at the object with wide eyes.

“It could be them!” Lorcan reached out to grab it, but Alric snatched it quickly.

“It’s not them,” he said, standing against the wall behind him.

Lorcan’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “How do you know?”

“Lorcan, I came here to be alone! Just get out of here!”

“I have every right to be here as much as you! See who is trying to reach you!”

“Stop it!” Alric screamed as he slammed his fist against the wall. “I didn’t want to tell you, but you’re leaving me no choice.”

Lorcan was breathing hard, waiting for his friend to explain himself.

“I didn’t slip from the Stühocs in the last second,” Alric said, staring into the Erellen’s eyes. “They let me go.”

Lorcan didn’t move.

“Anithistor let me go, that is. He’s given me a few days to kill Kaden. If I do, he’ll release the others.”

At first, Lorcan said nothing, but then, “You believe him?”

“I don’t know,” Alric said. “Sort of. I don’t think he has any use for Nalani or Coffman. He wouldn’t lose anything by keeping his end of the bargain. But he has much to gain from Kaden’s death.”

“And you came here to think about it? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I knew you would try to talk me out of it. There is no other way.”

Lorcan didn’t argue either point.

Alric held up the wristband. “This is Anithistor. He probably wants to know if I’ve completed the task.”

“What are you going to tell him?”

“The truth,” Alric said. “He’ll know if I’m lying. He expects me to bring him proof of my work.”

Lorcan walked slowly toward the kitchen. “Talk to him,” he said. “I’ll be in here out of sight.”

Alric waited for Lorcan to be completely out of the room before he set the band on the table. He took a moment to catch his breath, wondering what Lorcan was thinking. His friend hadn’t given him much feedback. Maybe Lorcan was as torn as he.

He reached his hand out and touched the surface of the jewel. Anithistor’s head floated in a green light in front of Alric’s face. Alric knew he looked flustered, but there would be no hiding it.

“Have you finished the job?” Anithistor asked.

Alric shook his head. “I need some time to figure out how I’m going to do it.”

“You mean to say that you need time to formulate a new plan to get to your friends without killing Kaden,” Anithistor said coolly. “It shouldn’t take long to finish this. You will come here with Kaden’s head in a basket. I don’t care how you do it, just get it done. Don’t forget that your friends will suffer a very gruesome torture if you don’t accomplish your task.”

“It’s delicate,” Alric explained. “If you expect me to get his head to you, I have to be careful about it.”

“I don’t want to hear your explanation. I want to hear that Kaden is dead. Do this quickly.”

Before Alric could respond, the green light faded and he was alone. Lorcan slowly walked into the room when he felt it was safe. The two of them looked at each other wordlessly for a long moment.

“What are you going to do?” Lorcan finally asked.

Alric shook his head. “I don’t have any options. We’re not talking simple death here. Anithistor will actually torture them until they die. It would be the worst death imaginable.”

Lorcan didn’t dispute this as he sat back down at the table. Alric joined him and finished off the rest of the biting liquid that was in his cup.

“How do you want to do it?” Lorcan asked.

“What?”

“Kill Kaden. How do you want to do it?”

“Why are you asking?”

“Because I’m with you in this,” Lorcan said. “If you’re in this position then so am I. I don’t know a lot about Nalani, but Coffman has been one of us for years. I’m not going to let him go out that way.”

“You’re willing to murder a man in cold blood over it?”

“You are!” Lorcan shouted.

“I’m the one that was forced into the situation,” Alric said. He could feel his cheeks turning red with frustration. Why wouldn’t Lorcan just leave him alone? “You’re too close to Kaden anyway.”

Lorcan shook his head. “The man’s a wreck right now, Alric. Julian took everything away from him. The Dunarians lost most of their council; they’ve lost all of the medallions, and Silas has been captured. They’ve got nothing left. They have no hope.”

“You think we should kill him?”

“Of course I don’t want to,” Lorcan replied. “But if I had to choose between Coffman and Kaden, I’d choose my good friend every time. Unless some miracle happens, the Dunarians are finished with or without Kaden Osric.”

“I never thought you’d be with me in this,” Alric said.

“I never thought I would have to be.”

Alric nodded.

“I have seen the man’s passion,” Lorcan continued. “His hope for the Meshulan is real. His desire to see The Reckoning through is real. He is a man of honor, and I think if has to die, he will die with honor.”

“What do you propose?”

“First, we’ll take him outside of Jekyll Rock,” Lorcan said. “We’ll tell him that we need to show him something. When we’re far enough away we explain to him the situation, and you will challenge him to a duel.”

“Me?”

Lorcan held up his hands. “You’re the one that got into this.”

“And what if he beats me?” Alric asked. “You’ll let him go? You’ll have lost two friends then.”

Lorcan sighed. “Fine, he will have to fight both of us. It won’t be a fair fight, but he will still die with honor.”

Alric sat for a moment, thinking about how crazy all of this was. They were plotting a man’s death. It was something Alric never felt comfortable doing.

“Last time we planned a person’s death, you turned on me,” Alric said.

Lorcan shook his head. “That was different. Silas was bait in Timugo. First of all, we weren’t planning to kill him; we planned to let him die. Second, our friend’s lives weren’t at stake.”

“But they were!” Alric held up a finger. “When you tried to save Silas, you put all our lives in danger.” He let out a chuckle. “If you think about it, you’re the reason Silas stayed in our lives. Now we’re here. If you would’ve left him to be captured by the Anwyns like I planned from the beginning we wouldn’t be in this mess at all.”

“Yes, and maybe we would be safe now,” Lorcan came back, “but what then? Eventually the Stühocs would take over and we’d all be in a mess anyway. It’s only a matter of time.”

“So you believe in Silas?” Alric asked. “Even though the Stühocs are winning the war in every aspect?”

“I don’t know what to believe,” Lorcan said. “All I know is you can’t put all this on me. I think he serves a purpose for the good of Marenon, and I would still save his life even if I knew it would lead to this moment. Do I think killing Kaden is right? Of course not. But neither is allowing our friends to be tortured to death.”

Lorcan had a point. There was no right and wrong in this situation. Only wrong. There was no good moral decision to be made. The two of them had an obligation to those that they cared about. Coffman was their friend. And Alric had grown to care for Nalani, even though he knew she would hate him if he came back with proof of Kaden’s death. But at least Alric would have saved her life.

Neither Alric nor Lorcan knew what would happen after Kaden’s death. Perhaps the Stühocs could still be defeated. Maybe someone better would rise and lead all the Humans to victory. But in his heart, Alric knew this would not be the case. All of Marenon was dying. What was one more life?

 


 

  

Chapter Four

 


Nalani and Coffman were tired of sitting in their separate barred cells for hours on end. They sat in the middle of a long line of cells in a dungeon below the Stühoc’s fortress in Mudavé. They barely remembered the trip from Voelif. They had been taken in a cage, covered so they could see nothing. It could have been days since Alric had left them for all they knew.

They were the only ones in the entire dungeon, and they could see through their bars clear to either wall at the end of the long hallway. Their words echoed when they spoke to each other.

They had talked at length about what was going to happen to them. Coffman was confident that Alric would think of some way to get them out of their predicament, but could offer up no idea about what Alric might try.

“You don’t think he would actually kill Kaden do you?” she asked.

Coffman just shrugged. “Hard to tell. Alric isn’t always the most predictable person. But he’ll think of something.”

When Coffman finished speaking, the screaming started. It wasn’t a sound of anger, but of desperation. It chilled Nalani to the bone as she wondered who it could be. She hoped she and Coffman would not soon be in the same situation.

“Do you think it’s another prisoner?” Coffman asked.

Nalani couldn’t give an answer. The screams were so genuine. They tried to decipher what words were spoken, but all they could understand was ‘…out of my head. Stay away.’

“Someone’s going crazy,” Coffman said. “Been here too long, I guess.”

“I feel bad for whoever it is.”

“Hey, we’re in this too,” Coffman answered. “That might be us in a couple of days.”

The doors at the end of the dungeon sprung open and a group of guards came marching toward them. Nalani stiffened at the sight, preparing herself mentally for what they were about to face.

“That might be us now,” Coffman said.

In the middle of the big group of guards, a short, hooded figure stretched out a hand, pointing at Nalani. Fear gripped her when a guard pulled out a key to unlock the cell door. She gripped the chains near her wrist instinctively. They wouldn’t move into Coffman’s cage so willingly, she was sure. Coffman was a beast of a man and probably twice as big as the hooded Stühoc. The small Stühoc walked into her cell. He made no hostile action toward her, but simply walked until his frail, gray hands touched the side of her head.

At first she didn’t know what she was feeling. Her vision went white for a moment, and her head felt like it might explode. It felt as if her mind was being assaulted. Faintly, distantly, she could hear a voice calling out, but she knew it wasn’t physical. She could discern no words, but she could feel the beckoning call. This creature was trying to break in.

It became so unbearable that she couldn’t help herself when she wrapped her chains around the Stühoc’s wrists and jerked downward. Instantly her mind felt free. She kicked the Stühoc in the gut, doubling him over, and then she wrapped her chains around his neck.

“Back away!” she screamed at the guards who stood ready with jagged swords drawn. “I’ll break his neck if you don’t back away!”

The hooded Stühoc held up a hand as if to tell the others not to attack. He knew Nalani wanted blood. The guards started to back away, but it did not seem it was because of Nalani’s suggestion. They looked from her eyes to the cloaked face, back and forth. It was as if they were taking silent orders from him. She pulled tighter on the chain and motioned her head toward Coffman.

“Let him out.”

The guard looked at the hooded figure as if to ask if this was all right. In a moment, Coffman was free from the cage.

The man became an animal. Without a second thought he bowled over the guards, knocking them to the ground and stomped the life out of one or two of them. He reached down and grabbed a sword and the keys from a fallen guard. He used it to undo his chains.

Nalani threw the hooded Stühoc to the ground when Coffman came near. He loosed her from her bonds and handed her a sword.

“What was he doing to you?” Coffman asked.

“I don’t know,” she answered. “It felt like he was trying to read my thoughts.” She pointed her sword at the mind reader who held up a hand to stay her deathblow.

“Where do you keep the orange medallion?”

The Stühoc wouldn’t speak. Perhaps he couldn’t.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Coffman said.

Nalani moved slowly around the creature on the floor, then gave him a sharp kick to the side of the head, knocking him out cold.

“We aren’t leaving without the medallion,” she said.

“It could be anywhere, Nalani!”

She charged out of the dungeon, being mindful of the guards that could be coming back. With all the loud fighting, it was a wonder the entire fortress hadn’t come to stop them.

They made their way up a flight of stairs and into a dark hallway, unsure of where to turn.

“Is someone out there?” Came a muffled cry behind them.

Nalani and Coffman turned sharply, but didn’t see anyone behind them. They saw a door at the end of the hallway.

“Was that where the screaming had come from earlier?” Nalani asked.

Coffman gave Nalani a warning look. “Do you really think it’s such a good idea? We don’t have time to save other people.”

“Maybe he’ll know something,” she answered.

Coffman tried to protest again, but Nalani had already started walking toward the door. She pulled out the keys they had stolen off the guard and tried several until one of them finally turned. She looked back at Coffman who held on to his sword tightly. She pushed the door and let it swing open, as she too readied herself for any possible confrontation. But she found no fight.

She found Silas Ainsley.

*****

Silas was stunned to see Nalani and Coffman. They were the last people he would have thought to try and rescue him.

“How did you get in here?”

“We were captured,” Nalani answered. “We just escaped and heard screaming.” She went through the keys and finally unlocked the manacles on Silas. He rubbed his wrists, excited to know he still had a chance.

“We’ve got to get the medallion,” he said.

“There’s no way to know where that is,” Coffman said. “I say we just try to get out of here with our lives and worry about the medallion later.”

“No,” Silas said. “Hroth told me something about the medallion being in his personal tower.”

“Hroth?” Nalani asked.

Silas moved out of his cell and walked briskly down the hallway with the other two following.

“Weird Stühoc,” he said. “Reads minds. I think he’s the Possessor.”

“Yeah, I think we just ran into him a few minutes ago,” Nalani said.

Silas moved fast until he came to a small window in the wall above his head. Out of it he could see most of the layout of the fortress, all the way to the plateau where he had fought side-by-side with his friends three months before.

“We’re west of the main part of the fortress,” Silas declared. “If I’m right, we’re on the side nearest the field of cages where they keep the slaves.” He turned to Coffman and Nalani. “Do you have sarians?”

“Only one,” Nalani said. “But it’s chained outside.”

“I think we should split up,” Silas said. “You two need to get it and fly it to the top of this building.”

“And what are you planning to do?” Coffman asked.

“I plan to get the medallion,” he answered. “I don’t know if it’s up here, but I have a strong feeling that Hroth stays near his prisoners. If he has a personal tower, then I’m going up until I find it.”

“Wait, wait,” Nalani said. “We just found you. I can’t let you get caught again.”

“We’re running out of time! Just do it, and I’ll meet you at the top.”

Nalani sighed then nodded.

Silas reached out a hand and placed it on her shoulder. “Thanks for getting me out of there. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

Coffman and Nalani turned to leave, and Silas took a deep breath. He was probably being stupid. There was no way to know whether Hroth’s tower was in this part of the fortress, but his gut told him it was the most likely option.

Weaponless, he moved to a flight of stairs, thankful there were no guards to meet him. He had been able to finally produce the magic green shield that saved his life from the assassin, Saul, but he was still weak, and very new to magic. He felt confident that in a tight situation he would be able to knock out some guards and then get his hands on a sword. That’s what he was best at. No guard would be a match for his sword.

That’s right, Silas. You are very skilled.

Silas covered his ears, though he knew it wouldn’t shut out the voice. Hroth must be near him. He pulled himself back up and began to sprint up the stairs, ignoring his need for a breath.

Keep running, you won’t escape me.

The stairs seemed to go up for miles, and he wasn’t sure if he had the endurance to make it all that way. From here there were no more hallways. Only stairs. If he came to a dead end, there would be no escaping whoever might be coming up behind him. He only hoped that his guess was correct about this being Hroth’s tower.

When he finally came to the door at the top, he halted and bent over at the waist, doing everything he could to catch his breath. After a few seconds he looked up at the door. He didn’t know what he was planning. The door would probably be locked. He reached out to turn the knob and sighed in frustration.

But he could use magic, couldn’t he? Right now he didn’t feel the immediate urgency that he had when he produced the green shield around him to protect himself from the assassin Saul. But maybe this was a good thing. He closed his eyes, and concentrated deeply.

Yes, knock it down with blunt force, the voice said.

None of this would matter if Nalani and Coffman didn’t come with the sarian. Silas held out his arms, feeling the magic pulse through his veins. He couldn’t let the voice distract him.

Did you think you could destroy us?

The green bubble of light formed around him. He knew he didn’t need a shield, but he also knew that it doubled as a weapon. When he opened his eyes, he saw the green force around him. With a mighty push, he launched it at the door, splitting it into thousands of tiny shards as it exploded inward. Silas instantly felt tired from the effort, but it had worked.

You tire this easily? You really think you can lead your kind to defeat the Stühocs?

Silas tried to ignore Hroth. He tried not to let his thoughts give away all that the Gatekeeper had told him. Silas tried not to think about the fact that he was supposed to gain the Gatekeeper’s magic by gathering all of these medallions. He was afraid that Hroth could search deep into his thoughts and memories without Silas having to think about anything specifically.

I can.

The room was fairly small and circular with large paneless windows that oversaw most of Mudavé. Silas didn’t have to search long for the medallion. On a hook next to a window ledge, the orange-jeweled pendant hung by a chain. Silas nearly laughed out loud when he also saw that the staff of Uriah was resting upright against the wall next to the medallion. Getting to the items was easy enough, but Hroth knew that Silas couldn’t just jump out of the window.

He ran to the wall, grabbed the medallion by the chain, and placed it over his neck, letting it hang over his chest. He then grabbed the staff, feeling its familiar hum of acknowledgement to its master.

The item didn’t remain a polished wooden staff for long. It instantly changed into a broadsword as if it knew he would have to be swinging hard very soon. That’s when he heard the recognizable death screech that Silas had only ever associated with Maroke.

Leapers.

Since they had an ability to jump great heights quickly, Silas knew they wouldn’t take long to get to the top of the tower. He looked out through the windows, hoping Nalani and Coffman would be there soon.
What if they were caught?
He thought to himself.

He held the sword firm, ready and waiting to fight to the death. The Leapers came in a group of four. He had expected them to lash out and immediately overrun him, but they waited at the door as though they were studying him.

Silas couldn’t help but snarl at the grotesque figures. Their scaly gray skin shined in the light, and their hind legs were crouched and ready to pounce. Their long snouts gave them the appearance of giant lizards, and their sharp teeth could probably bite through his arm. They carried no swords or knives, but they each had long, razor-sharp claws on the ends of their fingers. Silas remembered the fight Kaden had with the Leapers back on Earth. Their claws were strong enough to deflect any sword.

He could tell the Leapers wanted to rip him to pieces, so why weren’t they moving?

Because they answer to me now, Hroth told Silas. Behind the Leapers, Silas could see the dark hooded Stühoc slowly walking up the stairs.

These monsters were servants of Maroke, but since you killed him I thought I would use them as my own personal guards.

Silas stood motionless, refusing to converse with Hroth. He felt that if he talked back with his thoughts, he would be opening his mind to the Possessor even more.

They are little more than Stühoc animals,
Hroth told Silas.
But they are powerful allies to have. Easily manipulated. All I have to do is give them a slight thought, and they will kill you. You have nowhere to go. Give me the medallion.

Hroth stretched out an arm and motioned for Silas to do as he was told. Silas shook his head. He would die first.

You don’t want to do this, Silas. I would love nothing more than for you to become the eighth Sleeper, but killing you wouldn’t be too much of a loss either.

Silas knew it went against his better judgment, but he was running out of time. Communicating with Hroth might give Coffman and Nalani more time to get the sarian to the tower.

What if I do give it to you?
Silas thought.
What will you do with it?

I will keep it from the Dunarians, Hroth answered.

Silas smiled.
You’re still scared of us. You’re terrified.

Hardly.

You are. You think we still have a chance to win.

You really do want to die, don’t you Silas?

You have no power, Silas continued.
You bring the Leapers here because you are powerless to fight me. You have no weaponry; you have no other magical ability other than possession.
Silas stepped forward, sword in hand. He knew he was right. Hroth was weak. He spent his days locked in this tower, orchestrating his possessed Sleepers, making sure they did everything as he wished. Silas could kill him now and the Sleepers would be finished.

Without warning, the Leapers attacked.

Silas slashed at the first one and was forced back to the side when two more attacked on his right. The fourth Leaper jumped over Silas, landing between him and one of the windows in the tower wall.

The Leaper to his right slashed with all its might, but Silas ducked and cut upward, severing the creature’s arm. It screamed in pain, but the other three were relentless.

Silas blocked and parried in every direction. He had not faced such ferocity before. He maneuvered in such a way as to get all three Leapers in front of him where he was able to keep them all in focus. Hroth watched in determination from the doorway.

Silas’ body became exhausted. He knew it wouldn’t be long before the Leapers overpowered him and took him down. Throughout the fight, the staff changed from shield, to sword, and back to shield. He knew the weapon’s magic was keeping him alive. He stole a glance out the window of the tower and saw the sarian flying in with its two riders.

“Silas, you gotta jump!” came the yell from Coffman.

Silas swung mightily with the broadsword. He wished he had the position to take one good swipe at Hroth, but this was his only chance to escape. The Possessor would have to die some other time.

Hroth noticed the riders too.

You don’t want to jump, Silas.

Silas stabbed a Leaper through the heart, leaving two left to attack. He had finally found his opening. He turned from the Leapers and charged for the window. As his foot sprung from the ledge, he could see all of Mudavé below him, and the rocks that awaited him should the sarian not catch him.

The staff felt loose in his grip, but he realized that it had turned into a rope. He had fallen short of the sarian, but Coffman reached out and grabbed the rope as Nalani veered the bird into the opposite direction.

Dangling below the sarian, Silas could see a Leaper jump from the ledge. For a moment, Silas knew the animal would reach him and sink its long claws into his chest, but the sarian took a sudden turn, and the Leaper missed Silas by a foot, falling to a crushing death.

Nalani directed the sarian to fly as high up as possible to avoid arrows from any Stühoc guards that would be watching for them.

Coffman pulled up on the rope, finally bringing Silas to the back of the sarian. Silas couldn’t believe they had escaped Mudavé, and the clutches of Hroth’s influence.

You haven’t lost my influence, Hroth told him.

No! How far did Hroth’s mind reach? Silas hoped he would not have to live with this voice in his head as long as Hroth was still alive.

You have opened your mind to me, Silas Ainsley.

Silas tried to shake the voice from his head. He could not let his thoughts be plagued by Hroth.

He looked down at the orange medallion and smiled. They were free. They had escaped the clenched fist of the Stühocs. Now they had to get back to Jekyll Rock and start winning this war.

 

  

Chapter Five

 


“How can you deny my request of the green medallion?” Julian Hobbes asked the Erellen King. He was tired of dealing with Jiaros. The Erellen leader would not listen to reason.

“I can deny it because you are dangerous,” Jiaros said as he sat at the end of the table. Several advisors sat near the king, all of them surrounded with parchments and books, looking more important than they really were. The Erellen prince, Daewyn, sat comfortably beside his father. Julian had been surprised to see Inga in the room as well, though she was in a seat off to the side, permitted only to engage in conversation when requested. Julian stood at the other end of the table, frustrated.

“What you perceive as dangerous is my attempt to get rid of the Stühocs and their influence in Marenon. You call that dangerous?”

“What’s dangerous, Julian, is that you executed three members of the Dunarian Council. You have singlehandedly destroyed the strongest ally we have against the Stühocs.”

“This ally of yours would have been even stronger if you had actually supported them,” Julian answered. “The Dunarians have had no help from you for seventeen years.”

“Do you acknowledge that you made a mistake by killing the Dunarian council members Katherine Fallera, Quincy Todd, and Myron Lloyd?” Jiaros asked.

Julian let out a sigh. It all came back to that. Of course it was a mistake. Of course he should have investigated the situation better.

“I was deceived.”

“You were manipulated!” Jiaros countered. “How can I be sure you aren’t being manipulated now?”

“If Kaden were here to ask you for the green medallion would you deny him?”

“I’m not here to argue speculation,” Jiaros said. “If that time comes, I will consider it then. Either way, I am not going to give away the security of my people to a king who has gone mad.”

Julian should have known what he was getting himself into. Of course the Erellens weren’t going to hand him the medallion. It provided their only escape should they ever need it. It opened the Green Gate, leading to an unknown world. If the Stühocs ever took over the Erellen’s land, Elysium, it would be their last chance for survival.

“You have done no direct harm to me or my people,” Jiaros said. “That’s why we have no quarrel yet. But I knew your brother Morgan. You carry the same traits as he. I would not go into battle with him nor will I go to battle with you as the Human king.”

“I assure you, I am not my brother,” Julian said staring down at the table. The king’s words bit at him like a snake. They made him want to vomit.

“Before the Erellens will support you or your cause, you have to prove yourself,” Jiaros said. “And it takes many years for a king to be able to prove himself.”

“You and I both know we don’t have years,” Julian said. He pointed at Daewyn. “You’ve heard your son’s account of what is happening in Voelif and Mudavé. You know the Meshulan has been captured. Yet you still cower away in your corner of Marenon as if nothing else is happening in this world. On your watch, the Gatekeeper was killed.”

Jiaros sat stone-faced.

“I have four medallions in my possession,” Julian said. “I can get the orange one easily enough, and that leaves only one left. Yours.”

“So, I am the only one standing in your way of absolute power,” Jiaros said.

“You are the only one standing in the way of finally defeating the Stühocs for good.”

Jiaros stood from his seat, as did all the others out of respect.

“I’m sorry, Julian. I cannot help you,” he said as he turned to leave the room. “The servants will show you to your quarters. I’m sure you will find them comfortable enough.” He stopped when he came only a foot from Julian. “I expect you to leave Elysium in the morning.”

Julian said nothing, but gave a slight nod. He didn’t know what he had expected. He had known this would be a long shot, but he had to try anyway.

Julian was now perceived as the enemy. How could he prove to people that this was not the truth? How could he tell them that the only thing he wanted was to win this war? It was all that mattered. He cared nothing for being the king, but only for the defeat of the Stühocs. Once it was done, he would step down if that was the wish of the people.

After a moment, only he and Inga stood in the room together. He didn’t know what she thought of him now. She was probably angry with him too.

He looked at her awkwardly, but she didn’t move.

“I suppose your magic kept you alive?” Julian asked. “You know, when you and Silas were attacked?”

She shook her head. “Actually, I didn’t do much. Marcus crashed into us and I was knocked out. When I woke up, I saw them flying away on a dragon. There was nothing I could do.”

“I’m glad you’re ok,” Julian said. He could tell she wanted to ask him about the Dunarians. About the council. But she held her tongue. She knew he wouldn’t tolerate her questioning.

Without another word, she walked out of the room and Julian stood alone. There would be no support for him now, he knew. Now he decided he would have to do things the way he always did them. If the Erellens refused to hand him the medallion, he was just going to have to take it from them. He did not want to fuel his own power; his desire was not to be greedy. His desire was for their own good. For the good of everyone in Marenon.

Julian walked through the city, accompanied by guards assigned by Jiaros for Julian’s protection. He was fine with them. He was used to it. During the past three months he had hardly been alone. In fact, when he had traveled unescorted from Farlaweer to Jarul, he had felt very exposed. He had the consistent urge to look over his shoulder, even while flying his sarian Eden.

He was glad that Jiaros was cordial enough to provide Julian with royal treatment. The bedchamber for the visiting king was more elaborate than his own in Farlaweer.

When he opened the door to his room, he had not expected to see the Erellen prince waiting for him. He stood when Julian walked into the room, and Julian froze.

Daewyn took no time getting to the point. “You want the medallion,” he said. “I want something too.”

Julian’s eyes narrowed as he slowed closed the door behind him.

Deawyn continued. “I think if we can work together, we’ll both be happy in the end.”

*****

Inga had disguised the sound of her footsteps with simple magic when she followed Julian to his room. After Julian closed the door behind him, the guards took post on the other side of the hallway facing the door.

Perfect.

She closed her eyes for a moment and felt the ice-cold blanket of invisibility fall over her. With her sound muffled and appearance undetectable, she was able to place her ear against the door. There were voices. She thought something like this would happen. A meeting between Daewyn and Julian wasn’t unforeseeable, but she was still surprised to hear them speaking together.

With just a bit more concentration, she was able to amplify the voices in her ears to hear them clearly.

“You want the medallion,” Daewyn said. “I want something too. I think if we can work together, we’ll both be happy in the end.”

“What are you talking about?” Julian asked.

Daewyn went straight to the point. “I can get you the medallion without getting caught. But first I want your promise that you can do something for me.”

“I’m listening.”

“Lorcan Zamire,” Daewyn said. “I want him captured.”

Inga nearly gasped. She thought about how Kaden had just broken Lorcan out of prison just days before. Daewyn was obviously angry about it.

“I don’t know how he got out,” Daewyn said. “And I don’t care. I just want him to face justice.”

“I have no idea how to get Lorcan,” Julian said.

“Of course you do!” Daewyn said eagerly. “What’s the first thing you plan to do when you get the green medallion?”

There was a pause in the conversation. Inga imagined that Julian was deep in thought, contemplating what Daewyn was asking.

“You’ll go to Jekyll Rock,” Daewyn said. “And that’s where Lorcan will be.”

“How did you know Lorcan was with the Dunarians now?” Julian asked.

“I was in Voelif three days ago,” he said. “I ran into a couple of his friends there. They got me out.”

“Who did you see? Did you see Nalani?” Inga could tell Julian had gotten excited.

“Yeah,” Daewyn said. “There was quite an uprising there. I escaped with two Humans when Nalani lent us a sarian to ride. She told us to get out and warn our allies.

“You were with Coffman and Alric?”

“No. It was a couple named Dink and Emma. They flew me here so I could tell my father about a weapon the Nestorians have built. They left here to fly to Jekyll Rock and warn the Dunarians about it.”

The room was silent for a moment. “What about Nalani?”

“Like I said, I took off. Last I saw, she and the big guy were flying after Alric to try and help him. I have no idea if they made it out.”

Julian sighed loudly. Inga knew of their past relationship, so she knew what Julian was feeling. He was in a helpless position.

“Then getting the green medallion may be useless,” Julian said.

“Maybe not,” Daewyn answered. “The three of us would be heading in a different direction. Alric had the medallion with him, and the other two were on sarians. It’s very possible that they made it out safely.”

There was a long silence before Julian spoke. “Then I guess we’ll just have to hope we’ll have all the medallions when we get to Jekyll Rock.”

“And you’ll get me to Lorcan Zamire.”

“Ok,” Julian said. “But that doesn’t mean I can just hand him over to you.”

“Maybe not,” Daewyn said. “But you can
help
me capture him. I have no jurisdiction outside of Elysium.”

“I don’t have any jurisdiction in Jekyll Rock either,” Julian said.

“Yes, but that didn’t stop you from storming in there a few days ago did it?”

Inga couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“I’ll take you to the green medallion tonight,” Daewyn said. “But I want your word that you’ll help me get Lorcan Zamire.”

“Why does he matter to you so much?” Julian asked.

Another pause.

“He killed a friend of mine. He’s a fugitive. My father loved him as a son, and I have a sneaking suspicion that he set him free somehow. I can’t prove that it’s true, but regardless, if I can bring him back here, he will face swift justice.”

“Fine,” Julian said. “We’ll meet tonight. I’ll get you Lorcan as soon as we get to Jekyll Rock.”

No!

“Good,” Daewyn said. “Then I’ll meet you at sundown.”

Inga heard footsteps walking toward the door, and she almost forgot to move before it opened wide.

She had known Julian couldn’t be trusted anymore, but this was low even for him. He had just agreed to hand over one of her closest friends. She slipped past the guards and made her way to her quarters, and when she closed the door, she sat on her bed, releasing the magic that surrounded her.

Julian had gone off the deep end. She didn’t understand everything that had happened with the Dunarian Council, but she knew it hadn’t been good. Now it seemed Julian would sell out anyone as long as he got what he wanted. She didn’t doubt for one second that he believed what he was doing was right; but he was wrong.

She lay down on the bed and let out a deep breath. Everything had been going so smoothly until a little over a week before. Until the assassin showed up. It had been a marathon run since then. She had lost so much.

Her former teacher, Silandrin, who was the Gatekeeper, had died before her eyes. There had been no chance to say goodbye. It was the second time he had left her, but this time it was permanent. She almost wished that she had never found the old man. Discovering that he had kept so many secrets from her had hurt deeply. Knowing that Silandrin was the one responsible for humanity making its way to Marenon in the first place was baffling. All of it seemed too much.

Then there was Silas.

She didn’t even know if he was still alive. In one of his last revelations, Silandrin had told them that even though Silas was the prophesied Deliverer, that didn’t mean he couldn’t be killed. The prophecy only pointed to him as the possible deliverer of Marenon. There were no guarantees. To Inga, that meant Silas could be dead right now. In her heart she wanted to believe that the Gatekeeper was wrong, that he had been mistaken somehow. But she knew this wasn’t the case.

She thought about their last desperate moment, before Saul had attacked them. Silas had kissed her and told her that he loved her. She remembered feeling his kiss bringing her to life. She remembered that she had felt warm and safe, if even for just a second. Before she had a chance to answer Silas, Saul had attacked them and then Silas had defeated the assassin.

She knew what she had planned to say to Silas. She had planned to tell him that she loved him too; that she wanted to be with him forever. That’s how she had felt in the moment. But she had feelings for Lorcan too. Lorcan had kissed her right in front of Silas, and in that moment, she had felt she would be lost without Lorcan. If he died, she would lose one of the most important people in her life.

Now Lorcan’s life was in danger again. There was so much death, so much confusion, and Inga no longer knew her place in all of it. She could do something about this, though. She could follow Julian and Daewyn. She
would
follow them.

She sat up from her bed.

Her magic could overpower them. Maybe. Julian was a masterful fighter, but he lacked the magical ability she did. She wasn’t sure about Daewyn, but surely he didn’t possess the power she had learned from Silandrin. She could take the medallions from them. She could get the medallions to Jekyll Rock, and if the orange medallion was there, they could win this war. She could make it back to Jekyll Rock quickly too. Both sarians, Skarret and Autumn, had survived that attack by the Sleepers and their dragons. When she came to Jarul, she had left them in the grassy plains to hunt and fly so they wouldn’t have to stay cooped up in the stables. They would come to her when she was ready to leave. They wouldn’t be far. It was all coming together. Inga could actually save the Dunarians. She could provide them with the ultimate weapon to defeat the enemy.

Her hands began to shake at the thought. Before tonight, she had no idea that she could help bring any hope back to the Dunarian people.

Now she knew what she had to do.

She would get the medallions from Julian and Daewyn. If she had to kill them, fine. Then Lorcan would be safe. If she could do that, she might even get the medallions to Jekyll Rock in time to save Silas from whatever death might be awaiting him in Mudavé.

 

  

Chapter Six



Daewyn arrived at Julian’s room the moment the light had completely faded from the sky. Of course, Julian didn’t completely trust Daewyn, but the Erellen had nothing to gain by being devious. The plan was simple. Lorcan Zamire would be traded for the green medallion.

Julian had no idea whether Lorcan would even be at Jekyll Rock, but Daewyn didn’t seem concerned about this. Daewyn assumed Lorcan would be in the fortress, or at least near it.

The guards had tried to follow them through the city, but Daewyn made them back off – it was something Julian didn’t have the power to do here. After a few moments of walking silently, they were out of the city and into the grassy plains outside of Jarul. Julian’s sarian flew high above them as they walked. Daewyn assured Julian that the trip to the cave wouldn’t take long.

At first, Julian expressed his worry that getting to the medallion might be dangerous. It would be guarded, wouldn’t it?

Daewyn had simply laughed at this and said that anyone who wasn’t part of the royal family didn’t stand a chance getting to the green medallion.

As they walked silently, Julian’s thoughts drifted to what Daewyn had said about Nalani. She had taken off to go after Alric and help him in some sort of uprising or battle. For all he knew, she could be dead. No. He couldn’t let himself think that way. She had to be alive. They had been successful in getting the orange medallion. Surely none of them would have been foolish enough to stay and fight when they had a chance to escape.

“Why were you in Voelif?” Julian asked the Erellen.

“Scouting group,” Daewyn said. “We were trying to get information about the weapon. We had heard something about it through an informant. We were in the desert when we were spotted. I ordered the others to scatter to make it more difficult to be caught.”

“And you were caught,” Julian finished for him.

“Yeah.”

“Have you heard from your other men?”

Daewyn shook his head. “I’m assuming they were killed. I saw no trace of them in Voelif.” After a few more moments of silence, he continued. “Your friends are the ones that got me out. If it weren’t for them, I’d be dead.”

Nothing more was said, and in twenty minutes they came to a small hill in the plains. Daewyn led him over the hill, and on the other side there was an opening in the ground. A cave. Shrouded with vines and bushes, Julian would have never noticed the opening if he wasn’t looking for it. Julian hoped that Daewyn wasn’t going to try something here. Thoughts swam through his brain, making him wonder if this was part of an elaborate scheme to get rid of the nuisance that was King Julian Hobbes. Julian doubted it, though. Daewyn seemed determined. Julian didn’t take him for a liar.

At first, the cave was cold and dark, but as soon as they stepped through the barrier, it filled with light as fiery torches burst to life.

“If you had come here alone, the flames would have been much bigger, and would have incinerated you,” Daewyn said with a smile.

Julian believed him.

The cave was astonishing. The path was broad and slanted downward into the earth, eventually leveling off into a flat walkway. The ceiling above them was tall, unlike most caves Julian had seen. He took note of the immaculate carvings and drawings that danced along the wall.

“We Erellens have always been proud of our culture and way of life,” Daewyn said, noticing Julian’s gaze. “These drawings are thousands of years old. You won’t even see traces of Humans until much farther down the path.”

They walked for another ten minutes before Daewyn finally let him know that they were nearly there. When they came to the end of the path there was an opening to a much larger cavern that could possibly hold thousands of people. The lighting in this room seemed to come from an opening in the top, though Julian knew it was still night. The light must have been from some magical source. Julian couldn’t help but stare in wonder at the plant life that thrived in the cavern. The grass under his boots was soft and welcoming, and the trees grew to an enormous height, offering low, strong branches for anyone to sit on or lie down comfortably. It was what Julian imagined an afterlife was supposed to be. The Erellens had made this cavern as welcoming as possible, knowing that if their people were forced from their land, they would need a place that calmed their nerves before stepping through the gate that had never been opened.

Every plant and tree, everything, seemed to have been placed in such a way to draw the focus on one point at the center of the back wall. The wall was bare. It was the only spot in the cavern that had no carvings or plant life on it – it was only a gray stone wall.

“Welcome to the Green Gate,” Daewyn said.

Julian turned to him questioningly. “It’s just a wall,” he said.

Daewyn smiled and motioned for Julian to follow him. “The wall
is
the gate.”

They walked up the stairs leading to the blank wall and Julian placed his hand against the cold rock. “How does it work?”

Daewyn walked to a tree some twenty feet away from Julian and placed a hand on the trunk. Julian was astonished to see the tree fold back on itself. Its branches spread backward and its trunk began to split from the bottom to its center, opening to reveal a small medallion held by a chain. Daewyn reached in and grabbed the medallion, and as he walked back to the wall near Julian, the tree unfolded itself back to its natural form.

“That was incredible,” said Julian.

“Erellen magic,” Daewyn shrugged. “But the real magic is when you use the medallion as the key.”

“You’ve opened this gate?” Julian asked.

“Of course not,” he answered. “But it connects to another world.” Julian couldn’t help but feel uneasy about Daewyn’s manner. The Erellen talked without looking at Julian, staring at the wall as though he wanted to leave Marenon and step through into the next great adventure.

“Can you imagine it, Julian? Can you imagine stepping through to another world, having no idea what lies ahead of you?”

Julian couldn’t help but snort at this. “Of course I can,” he said. “I did it. All the Humans you’ve ever seen have done it.”

“But you had to die,” Daewyn said, still looking at the stone.

“A much more exciting and terrible way to step into another world I’d say.”

“Maybe. But what if you had the choice? As a Human, you didn’t choose to come to Marenon. You were forced here.”

“But you have no idea what is beyond that gate,” Julian said. “For all you know, you’d step right into a world that was worse than Mudavé.”

“It would be a gamble, wouldn’t it? You know, we could forget about all this mess in Marenon, and never come back.” He looked down at the medallion then up to Julian. “No one would ever know what happened to us. We would just vanish from this world.”

Julian took a deep breath and held out his hand. “Give me the medallion,” he said.

“What if I don’t want to?” Daewyn asked. He looked back at the rock wall and placed his hand on the stone again. “What if I want to go away?”

He hadn’t been ready for Julian’s punch to the jaw. Before he could drop to the ground, Julian grabbed Daewyn by the tunic and shoved him hard against the wall.

“Now you listen to me,” Julian said. “We made a deal. Shut up about going on to another world and give me the medallion.”

“How do I know you’ll help me find Lorcan?” Daewyn said, sobered.

“You don’t,” Julian answered. “But you’ve put yourself in this position. I could take the medallion from you and leave your dead body here in front of the Green Gate if I wanted to. But I’m not going to do that because you’re not the enemy. You want Lorcan Zamire? Fine. He murdered your friend, so I’ll help get you to him. But I’m taking the medallion to Jekyll Rock.”

“Actually, I’ll be taking it to Jekyll Rock.” The voice from behind them made them both jump.

Inga.

“What are you doing here?” Julian yelled as he whirled around.

“I followed you,” she said, arms out ready to attack them both. “The Dunarians have worked long and hard to get these medallions, but not because they wanted power. The medallions are for Silas.”

“Silas is as good as dead,” Julian said.

“Words from a faithless murderer,” Inga spat. “I know you have five medallions with you now. I’m taking them to Jekyll Rock.”

“Inga, if you wanted to come with us, why not just ask?” Julian said.

“Not on your terms,” she said. “Not anymore. All you want is to get to Marenon’s Map. But the problem is that you’ve lost everyone’s trust. You couldn’t get into Jekyll Rock now if you wanted to.”

The girl had no idea what she was talking about. Julian could get into Jekyll Rock. The place was secure, but Julian had been part of the council. He knew the various ways of getting into the fortress without passing the guards. He knew the way to Marenon’s Map. He knew he could save Marenon by himself.

“What do you want?” Julian asked.

“I want the medallions,” she answered.

“Think of a different answer, because you’re not getting them.”

Inga hesitated, looking between Julian and Daewyn who were ready for the fight to come. Without warning a fire blast exploded next to her, and Julian could see Daewyn’s arm stuck out, producing another fireball.

Inga jumped to the side, and with the force of a hurricane, she threw both Julian and Daewyn hard against the wall. Julian lost his vision for a moment as he fell to the floor. Before pulling himself up, he grabbed his sword. Inga tried to shoot another blast at them, but Julian was able to dodge it. Daewyn hadn’t been so quick.

“Inga, stop!” Julian yelled.

“Give me the medallions!”

She stepped forward with a tiny ball of fire floating inches above her palm, pointed at Julian’ head. He had used such magic before and knew that the velocity of the fireball could easily end his life.

He dropped the sword to the ground.

“Give me the medallions,” she commanded again.

Before Julian could answer, they were interrupted by the sound of hurried footsteps coming from the path leading to the cavern. Inga extinguished the flame and the three of them ducked low.

Julian watched Inga as the magic of invisibility concealed her as though she had never been there.

“Make me invisible!” Julian said.

“Give me the medallions first,” the voice came back.

He wasn’t giving them up that easy. He reached down and picked up his sword. Whoever was in the cave was coming fast. Daewyn crouched beside Julian, rubbing the side of his head.

“Where did the girl go?”

“She’s here,” Julian answered.

A group of soldiers charged into the cavern with ready swords and anger on their faces. Leading the charge, however, was not a simple angry soldier, but an angry father and King.

“Jiaros.”

Daewyn swore under his breath.

“I knew I wouldn’t be able to trust you Julian,” Jiaros said as he stepped forward. “But to think that my own son would be so willing to help you is surprising indeed.”

“Father I…”

“Save it,” Jiaros held up a hand and looked at Julian. “I expected more from a king. You have dishonored yourself today.”

Julian smirked. “I have done nothing but try to help the people of Marenon. Something the Erellens have failed to do.”

Jiaros ignored him. “Which one of you has the medallion? I want it now.”

This was it. This was Julian’s last chance to have all of the medallions and possibly save Marenon. He knew he couldn’t fight for it. The guards would be on top of him before he could do anything. He had finally lost, and there was nothing to be done. Unless…

Daewyn pulled the medallion from his shirt to hand it to his father, but Julian stayed his hand.

“I have something to say first,” he said. Daewyn held on to the medallion and Jiaros rolled his eyes.

“Julian, I’m tired. I’m tired of you, and I’m tired of hearing you speak.” He looked at Daewyn. “Give me the medallion, son.”

“Wait a second!” Julian yelled, causing Daewyn to keep his hold on the medallion. Julian looked in every direction, speaking loudly so everyone in the cavern could hear his voice. “We are at a point where we all just need to work together. I will hold on to the medallion. Daewyn and you can come with me.”

“What are you talking about?” Jiaros demanded.

Julian disregarded him, still speaking to the air. He hoped Inga was still listening. “The three of us must become invisible, or none of us get the medallion. It’s something we can work out later.”

“Quiet!” Jiaros yelled. “Daewyn, hand me the medallion now, or you’ll spend a month in the prison.”

There was nothing left to be said. Either Inga was going to help them out of this situation or she would run away and lose the chance to obtain the green medallion. Daewyn reached out to hand his father the medallion, but before he could, he vanished.

Julian looked down at his feet, and could see that he, too, was invisible to the soldiers and the Erellen king. Inga was now willing to compromise.

The look on the Jiaros’ face was one of shock. He commanded the soldiers to search the entire cavern for the two of them, but there would be no point.

Julian jumped with a start when he felt a hand grab his arm and walk him through the cavern and toward the tunnel. He tried to get a glimpse of Inga, but there was only air.

They walked with her guiding hand until they finally reached the mouth of the cave and stepped out onto the grassy plain.

She then released the magic.

Daewyn stared at her wildly, but Julian smiled.

“I’m glad you finally saw it my way,” he said.

“Let’s get something straight,” Inga fumed. “I’ll agree to go with you if you promise to give the medallions to Kaden when we get to Jekyll Rock.”

“You want an agreement?” Daewyn asked. “You’ve got no leverage.”

Inga held out her hands and conjured flames that danced above her palms. With a thought, she could easily set the Erellen on fire.

“My leverage is your life,” she said. “You let me go with you, I’ll let you live.”

Julian wasn’t going to test her power. “She’s coming.” He looked at Daewyn. “We could use her magic to get into Jekyll Rock more quietly. I know a few ways in, but Inga’s power will be an advantage.”

“I’m not interested in going in quietly,” she said. “We’re going to give them to Kaden.”

“Fine,” Julian said. “I just want to know that you’ve got my back. I’m not exactly welcome there.”

Inga stood for a moment in thought and then nodded. “Ok. I’ll make sure they don’t kill you, but you have to promise me you’ll give the medallions to Kaden. If you’re true to your word, then you know you don’t need to be at Marenon’s Map yourself to help fight the Stühocs. It can be done by the Dunarians.”

Julian nodded. “I understand.”

“I don’t want you to forget about my part in all this,” Daewyn said. “You owe me Lorcan Zamire.”

“You’ll die before you touch Lorcan,” Inga said.

Julian held up a hand. “Wait. I did tell Daewyn I would take him to Jekyll Rock to get Lorcan.”

“I know,” Inga said. “I was listening.”

“I’ll take you to Jekyll Rock,” Julian told Daewyn. “But I am not certain that Lorcan is even there. I can get you into the castle, but that’s it. I’m not helping you trap him or fight him. You’ll have to deal with that on your own.” He gave a sideways glance toward Inga. “I have no control over who tries to stop you.”

Daewyn sighed loudly but nodded.

When he started this mission, Julian hadn’t planned on having two others on his team. Maybe they would be beneficial to him, maybe not. Either way, Julian planned to be in front of Marenon’s Map by the next day. He just hoped Nalani had been able to acquire the orange medallion.

 


 

  

Chapter Seven

 


Alric could hardly keep his hands from shaking as he walked in the fields east of Jekyll Rock. The stronghold was small in the distance and the three travelled together silently. Lorcan kept a slow pace behind Alric and Kaden; he was probably just as nervous.

Alric couldn’t believe they were about to do this. He had never killed a man in cold blood. He had experienced his fair share of shady dealings, and he had let people die before, but never had he been a murderer. It was never how he worked, yet on this morning he would be forced to do so.

Kaden had no idea of course. Before the sun had risen, Alric and Lorcan told him that there was something that he needed to see just outside of the city. Kaden tried to ask what it was, but they told him that he would just have to see it for himself.

“I just don’t understand why you can’t tell me,” he said.

“You just…you just have to wait and see,” Alric answered. “We aren’t far.”

He looked over his shoulder to make sure the guards from the city wall wouldn’t be able to see them. He wasn’t comfortable with the distance yet, so they kept walking.

The sun had barely come up over the horizon and Alric could tell that it was going to be a beautiful day. The summers in Marenon were always beautiful in the western part of the land. But regardless of the summer’s natural beauty, he knew it would be the grayest day of his life.

The night before, he had talked extensively with Lorcan about the plan to kill Kaden. They never could decide on a specific ruse to lure him, so they decided just to tell the man the truth once they got him far away from the city. Lorcan had insisted that they let Kaden die with honor, but that didn’t mean much to Alric. Honor was just a word. Kaden was marked for death either way, so there wasn’t much use in giving the man a chance, but Lorcan was unrelenting. Kaden wouldn’t die without knowing the reason. He would know why Alric and Lorcan killed him. Alric would rather stick a knife in Kaden’s back. It would be quick and Kaden’s pain wouldn’t last.

He wished there was another way. He had cursed Anithistor over and over for putting him in this position. But Coffman was his friend, and Nalani deserved to live. Kaden was just another soldier that would become an unfortunate casualty of war.

After a few minutes, Alric looked over his shoulder again and felt satisfied with the distance between them and Jekyll Rock. He stopped abruptly in the middle of the open field, and the others did the same.

Kaden shrugged. “What is it?”

Alric closed his eyes for a moment. Was he really going to do this? Was it possible that Anithistor was bluffing? He took a deep breath and turned to Kaden.

Kaden looked from Alric to Lorcan and back to Alric, then his eyes narrowed. “What is this?” he asked. “You told me to bring my sword. What do you want?”

Alric pulled out his sword slowly and studied the glinting blade. “I’d like to tell you that we actually had something to show you, but we don’t.”

“You brought me out here to kill me didn’t you?”

Alric’s silence was his answer.

Lorcan spoke next. “We’ve been put into a difficult position.”

“Anithistor says he’s going to torture and kill Nalani and Coffman if I don’t bring your head to him.”

Kaden stiffened at the words.

“He thinks if he can kill you, then the Dunarians will be completely lost,” Alric said.

“I see,” said Kaden. “So that’s it? You just planned to bring me out here to die? Why did you have me bring my sword? To give me a chance?” He laughed loudly at this.

Alric’s face didn’t change. “Personally I thought it would be better to stab you in the back, but Lorcan here thought you deserved more honor than that.”

“So you want to fight me? The two of you against me? How does that give me honor?” Kaden pulled out his sword and threw it at Alric’s feet. “No. That’s not how it’s going to happen. You’re going to have to kill me while I’m unarmed.”

“Pick up your sword,” Alric said.

Kaden shook his head. “No. You’re going to have to murder me. I’m not giving you the satisfaction of a fair fight.”

“You forget that this was Lorcan’s idea, not mine. Cold-blooded murder is exactly what I had planned.”

“So be it,” Kaden said, opening his arms for Alric to stab him through the chest. His cheeks flushed red with anger. “It’s all over anyway. The Dunarians have lost. Garland Ainsley’s plans have failed. The Reckoning is finished. Everything I’ve fought for was for nothing.” Kaden stared at Alric with a deep sadness and anger in his eyes.

“Do you really believe that?” Lorcan asked.

“Why shouldn’t I? The enemy has captured the prophesied deliverer. The Dunarians have lost most of the council. It’s over! So just kill me and be done with it!”

“But you understand why we’re doing this, don’t you?” Alric asked him.

“Of course,” Kaden said, arms still wide. “You’re a coward.”

“What?”

“You’re afraid to go in there and try to get them out yourself.”

“It would be impossible,” Alric argued. “Anithistor would kill them.”

“Do you think when you show up with my head that Anithistor is going to let you or the others live?”

“I don’t know!” Alric screamed. “All I know is that’s the only chance we have!”

“Then shove the sword in my chest, Alric!”

Alric charged without thinking. He pulled the blade back and stabbed forward to impale Kaden with the sharp metal, but he had been careless. In the last second, Kaden dodged to the side and grabbed Alric’s arm as he stabbed through. With his other hand, Kaden slammed his fist into Alric’s nose and threw him to the ground.

Kaden stood above Alric with the sword in his hands. For a moment, Alric was sure that Kaden was going to kill him, but he only looked up at Lorcan.

“You want to try to kill me too?”

Lorcan stood for a moment, breathing hard through his nose. “Of course not,” he said as he dropped his head in disgrace.

Kaden looked back down to Alric.

“Next time you plan to kill someone, don’t give him a chance to defend himself,” he said.

He walked a few paces away with his back to the other two. Alric sat up and tried to wipe the free-flowing blood from his face.

“I haven’t given up hope,” Kaden said. “And you shouldn’t either.”

“You mean you don’t believe those things you said?” Lorcan asked.

He turned to face them both, a look of sorrow and even weariness in his eyes. “Well, it’s true that a lot of hardships have befallen the Dunarians,” Kaden answered. “But I
do
believe in the prophecy. I don’t know how it’s going to happen, but I believe Silas and the others will be freed somehow.”

“I think I know how,” Lorcan said.

Kaden snorted. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” Lorcan said, smiling.

Alric and Kaden looked at Lorcan and realized that he wasn’t focusing on them, but rather something far in the distance.

Lorcan pointed. “Sarian!”

Alric and Kaden both jerked their heads to see where Lorcan was looking. At first, neither of them saw anything, but then Kaden nearly shouted when he recognized the bird.

“It’s Fury.”

The three of them stood together, watching as Nalani’s sarian flew closer. They could see three riders on the bird’s back, and one of them was obviously Coffman.

The three on the ground waved their arms and shouted for the riders to land near them. When a shout came back in recognition, the bird circled around them, finally landing about twenty feet away. An extremely tired Coffman, Nalani, and Silas slid off the back of the sarian and quickly made their way to the others.

“How did you…what did you…” Alric stuttered, but the words escaped him.

“It wasn’t easy,” Nalani said as she walked toward Alric to embrace him. Alric was surprised by the gesture, but accepted it fully. When they let go, he slapped Coffman on the shoulder, letting him know he was glad to see him alive.

Kaden had rushed to Silas. “I thought we’d lost you.”

“Yeah, me too,” Silas said. “But I’m afraid there’s not much time to catch up.”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“The enemy is on the move,” Silas explained. “They’re moving fast too.”

“Anithistor told Silas he was sending an army to attack Jekyll Rock,” Nalani said. “And we just flew over the army not two hours ago.”

The color drained from Kaden’s face. “How big?”

“Big,” Silas answered.

“It’s Anithistor’s new army,” Coffman said. “The Soldiers of the Dead.”

Alric remembered the army too well. He, Nalani, and Daewyn Florelle had only been seconds away from becoming the first soldiers in that army. He had told Kaden and Darius Umar about the weapon that Anithistor had created, but he had no idea the Stühoc king would be sending them so quickly.

“They are large in number,” Nalani said. “Stühocs, Nestorians, and controlled Humans. They’re led by the Nestorian, General Mintuk.”

“Two hours out by sarian,” Kaden said as he scratched his beard. “They’ll be here by nightfall.”

“Maybe sooner,” Nalani said. “They were running when we flew over them. We won’t have time to get reinforcements. We’re on our own.”

Kaden swore coarsely. The others jerked their heads to him in surprise. “We would have seen them coming if Julian hadn’t taken the medallions from us.”

“There are thousands of them,” Coffman said.

“You three need to take Fury and get to Jekyll Rock,” Kaden said. “Dublin will meet you there. Alric, Lorcan and I have something to discuss.”

Alric’s insides went cold. He knew he had screwed up, but he wasn’t sure how the Dunarian leader would take it. Surely Kaden would know that they acted with good intentions.

Before mounting the sarian, Silas grabbed Kaden’s arm. “Have you heard anything about Inga? Is she safe?”

“Yes,” Kaden said. “She’s with the Erellens. She is safe.”

Saying nothing more, Silas, Nalani, and Coffman mounted the sarian and took off toward Jekyll Rock. Kaden kept his back turned to Alric and Lorcan who stood behind him with their heads hung down in shame.

“No one needs to know of what you tried to do today,” Kaden said. “We are not enemies.” He turned to face them. “You will fight with us tonight. You will show the Dunarians your true loyalty by fighting to the death for them if it should it come to that.”

Alric and Lorcan nodded in agreement.

Kaden held up a finger. “If I so much as get a whiff of you two trying to leave, or plotting against anyone within the Dunarian Order, I’ll have you executed in a second. Am I clear?”

“Yes,” they both said.

“Good. I know your intentions, so we’ll never speak of this incident ever again.” Kaden straightened his cloak and turned toward the city he had led for the past seventeen years.

“Tonight gentlemen, we will die with honor.”

 


 


 


 

  

Chapter Eight

 


The Stühocs had just suffered another crushing defeat. Maroke was dead. Silas Ainsley, the so-called Deliverer, had killed him and taken away the valuable prisoner, Kaden Osric. Ward Holden had been killed and none of the Sleepers had heard from Spencer in days, though Hroth had informed them that the new Human king, Julian, had imprisoned him.

Anithistor had called Marcus, Theron, Saul and Damon to the meeting. The Nestorian Sleeper Mintuk was still in Voelif of course. Little of what happened in Mudavé had to do with him. It was just as well. Damon hated to consider Mintuk as one of them. Disgusting. He had to be reminded by Hroth that Mintuk
was
a Sleeper regardless of how Damon felt.

“Silas is more of a threat than I imagined,” Anithistor said grimly. “We need to fix this quickly.”

“Silas will seek out the Gatekeeper,” Marcus said. The others nodded in agreement.

“Then we should kill them both,” Anithistor said. “Losing Maroke does not bode well for us, but we will recover. I have word from Mintuk that the Sphere will be working soon.”

“We don’t need the Nestorians,” Damon said. “Why can’t we do this without them?”

“I am not surprised by your hatred of them,” Anithistor said. “But it stems from experiences you had before you became a Sleeper. You need to suppress it.”

They are a necessary ally,
the voice told him.

They are nothing more than a mistake,
Damon thought back to him. He knew about their history. Only a handful of Stühocs knew the mystery of the Nestorian’s origins; the majority of people in Marenon knew nothing about them. They had come about as a result of forced breeding between the Stühocs and captured Erellens thousands of years before. The Stühocs had thought they could create a super species, but the result had been quite different. They quickly learned that Nestorians couldn’t expose their skin to the sun, or they would begin to deteriorate. Their skin would burn easily and peel until bone was exposed. Their bodies would become weak because of this, and they would eventually die. Naturally they would have gone underground, but the Anwyns commanded the only caves that were remotely inhabitable, and no one waged war underground. Nestorians had no place to go, and were forced to the most undesirable part of Marenon.

They had to adapt to the desert land by wearing masks, and covering every inch of their bodies, which added to the mystery of what they looked like. Throughout the years, most of the other groups stayed away from Nestorians and their history had become mostly forgotten.

Thinking about them made Damon sick. He hated that Anithistor relied so heavily on their weapon…this Sphere.

“The plan may sound simple,” Anithistor continued, “but I assure you, it will be complicated. Saul will track Silas and try to find the Gatekeeper. Right now, Silas remains safe within the confines of Jekyll Rock, but the Dunarians will not keep him there long.” He nodded to Saul. “You will wait until the time is right.”

“Why Saul?” Damon asked. “I can do it. You have trusted me with very little, but I am ready.”

The other Sleepers looked at each other. One or two of them smiled, but Damon ignored them. Damon had been useless to them so far, and hadn’t been given a chance to prove himself. He had told Hroth that he should have tried to take Silas when he was near him in Canor. The Stühocs could have avoided the death of Maroke and Holden. But Hroth stood by his decision – even if he had known the result, he would have tested Damon all the same. It was too dangerous for Damon to get near Silas. Of course, Damon knew their reasoning, but it had been so long ago. He had never even met the boy personally. Damon didn’t think he would have a breakdown should he get too near Silas.

“You handled yourself well in Canor,” Anithistor said. “However, I don’t want to take any chances yet. Saul will track them and he will have the support of Marcus and Theron at his disposal.”

“Some help they’ve been,” Damon said almost to himself.

Marcus and Theron snarled at this, but Anithistor held up a hand to keep them calm.

“You will be needed if the three of them fail,” he said.

The usual answer,
Damon thought.

An answer you should be proud to hear,
the voice whispered in his mind.
We are saving you because of your tremendous power. You must not forget this.

“If Silas ever reaches the Red Gate, we will need you,” Anithistor said. “You have a gift that should not be wasted early in our operations. We will need you in our darkest hour.”

Damon sighed deeply. This is what they kept telling him. He wondered if they just said this to him to make him feel included – to make him feel like he had a real purpose.

“Do you think it is wise to simply kill Silas?” Saul asked. “We could capture him, make him the eighth Sleeper.”

“That had been the plan at the beginning,” Anithistor said, looking at Marcus and Theron. “Killing him will be your first priority now. If by chance his capture becomes an easy possibility, then so be it. But I don’t want any of you to take chances. Silas is dangerous.”

A heavy silence fell in the room. There was nothing left to be said. Damon would remain in Mudavé and wait for his day to shine, fully knowing that day may never come. He feared that if Silas made it far enough to attack the Red Gate then it might be too late. It would take tremendous ability for the boy to make it that far into Mudavé again. The Stühocs would be ready this time. He would not take them by surprise. If Silas made it to the Red Gate that would mean all the other Sleepers had failed, and the only ones left to fight would be Damon and Anithistor. He was their last resort.

Nevertheless, Damon would be waiting for Silas. He would meet him, and destroy him.

 


 


 


 

  

Chapter Nine

 


Silas had never seen the city in such a state. The people of Jekyll Rock were scrambling around each other so there had been no time to celebrate the return of the three captives. Dublin had come to greet them at the east tower where the sarians were normally kept and Nalani ordered the old man to warn Darius Umar of the coming army. Within the hour, the several thousand soldiers of the Dunarian Order began fortifying the city.

When Kaden, Alric, and Lorcan had come back, Kaden made an announcement to the regular citizens about the coming horde, though no formal warning had been needed. When the citizens saw the commotion of the soldiers, it became apparent that Jekyll Rock would soon be under attack.

Kaden ordered all the older citizens and small children to be housed within the castle, though after Nalani’s description of the army, he feared the soldiers wouldn’t be able to keep the enemy out for long.

After the address, Kaden and Silas stood together on one of the outer walls of the city, overlooking the grassy plains for any sign of the coming army. Silas remembered how the Stühoc soldiers had looked when he flew over them this morning. They had run as if they would never tire. They weren’t here yet, but they would be soon.

Silas gripped the staff of Uriah firmly. “I met the Possessor,” Silas told him. “Hroth.”

Kaden turned his head sharply when he heard this. “Scary, isn’t he? I met him too. He tried to get inside my mind. Almost succeeded too. It was good that you came and got me out of Mudavé when you did. I don’t know how much longer I could have resisted.”

“You mean you never heard him speak? In your mind, I mean.”

Kaden shook his head. “No. Why, did you?”

Silas took a deep breath. He knew this wasn’t good. Hroth had told Anithistor that Silas would be easy to turn. Access to his mind had been simple.

“Yes,” Silas said. “Almost without effort. I couldn’t block him.”

Kaden’s expression betrayed his thoughts, though he said nothing. There was just too much to be concerned over to worry about Hroth at the moment.

Silas reached into his cloak and pulled out the orange medallion. Kaden’s eyes went wide for a moment.

“I know it’s not much use to you now that we no longer have the other medallions, but I thought you might be interested in having this,” Silas told him.

Kaden reached out his hands, accepting the medallion graciously. “How did you find it?”

Silas shrugged. “Same way we escaped. Got lucky.”

“Things would be a lot different right now if Julian hadn’t acted so impetuously,” Kaden said.

“But we can’t let that stop us,” Silas told him. “We can get them back. I say we negotiate with the Erellens to get the green medallion and then we force Julian to give us the other ones.”

“It won’t be that easy,” Kaden said.

“I don’t see why we shouldn’t try. The Erellens will give us the green medallion. The Gatekeeper said it was necessary to obtain them all.”

The Gatekeeper had said that a lot of things were necessary. Silas sighed, looking off into the distance.

First, Silas had to get all of the medallions. He had been shocked to hear about what Julian had done to the council members. Dublin had told them all about the dreadful day earlier that morning. Nalani had taken the news pretty hard, but instantly recovered as she went into survival mode. She had said something about finding her stepparents in Jekyll Rock and making sure they were going to be safe.

Julian had made Silas’ job more difficult. Julian, as well as Kaden, thought that all they needed was to use the medallions to activate Marenon’s Map; to use it as a colossal weapon against the Stühocs. But only Silas and Inga knew the truth. Silas needed the medallions to obtain the Gatekeeper’s power for himself. The pedestal standing in front of Marenon’s Map would open up to Silas, and he would become the most powerful being in Marenon. He wished he knew what that even meant.

The Gatekeeper had said that Silas would need Inga to help him control the magical ability he would gain. Silas couldn’t even imagine what it must be like to have that kind of power. He knew people looked to him for leadership now – how much more would they expect from him when he had the magic to face Anithistor?

Kaden rubbed the orange jewel at the center of the medallion. “This wouldn’t save us even if we did have the other four medallions. We don’t have time to get help from the Erellens.”

“Do you think we stand a chance?” Silas asked.

Kaden shrugged. “You tell me. You saw the army. We’ll only have a few thousand fighters, so I guess we’ll be outnumbered about ten to one.”

More like thirty to one,
Silas thought, but he didn’t voice this. It didn’t make much of a difference. Unless there was some sort of miracle, this would be the last day for the Dunarians. Jekyll Rock would fall.

“But we’ve got you today,” Kaden said. “The Meshulan. The Deliverer. The one that can’t die.”

Silas said nothing to this. Since his meeting with the Gatekeeper, Silas had so much more knowledge about his destiny than he had before. He knew about the misleading prophecy; he knew the Gatekeeper never claimed that he was invincible. The real prophecy simply stated the possibility that Silas
could
deliver the people of Marenon. The only reason the Gatekeeper had kept this information to himself was to give the people hope. Silas wasn’t about to take that from them. Especially not from Kaden now.

“Might as well put this where it will be safe,” Kaden said. He motioned for Silas to follow. They walked through the halls of the stronghold until they came to the statue of the Human king, Harold. Kaden knelt to the ground and touched the feet of the king and muttered a small word that Silas had grown to know well. “Shelinsa.” The statue moved inward as the wall behind it opened on its hinges.

Silas knew the password because Kaden had brought him here before. The word Shelinsa was one Silas had heard very few times in his life, but it carried a personal significance. It was the name of his Erellen mother.

Of course Silas felt no longing sadness when he heard mention of her. There was nothing to miss, because he had never met her. He only wished that things had been different; that she had survived Silas’ birth.

Kaden must have noticed Silas’ contemplative expression. “Your father loved her very much,” Kaden said as they walked down the stairs to the underground bunker. “Their love had been a secret to most of us, but it eventually came out when your mother became pregnant.” Silas looked at Kaden after he said this, but the man averted his eyes as if to conceal his thoughts about it. “Your father was lost in battle before he could see you born, but I’m sure he would have been proud.”

Silas smiled thoughtfully as they walked forward.

They finally found themselves in front of Marenon’s Map. The pedestal stood in front of the stone wall, empty until Kaden placed the orange medallion in its designated slot. The gray wall lit up on the top right corner, revealing one sixth of the map. The desert land of the Northeast glowed orange and brown. Kaden used his thoughts to move the picture closer to the city of Voelif.

The two of them watched as Nestorians worked to clean up the aftermath of a large and bloody battle. Alric had told Kaden of the uprising and the creation of a new army. Silas had learned of it from Nalani and Coffman. The Pyramid that held the Sphere was nowhere in sight, however.

Bodies littered the ground and smoke filled the sky as the Nestorian soldiers piled the remains of the dead onto flaming mounds. Kaden searched east of the city but found little. He had hoped that some slaves might have escaped the battle to freedom, despite what Alric had told them.

“So, Nalani, Coffman, and Alric were the only ones to survive?” Silas asked.

“Actually no,” Kaden answered. “The Erellen prince Daewyn Florelle was there and got out. There was another couple. A man named Dink and his wife, Emma.”

The name sparked a memory. “Did you say Dink?”

“Yeah, why?”

Silas couldn’t help but smile. He had never known another Dink in his life. It had to be the same man.

“A man named Dink was with me in the gauntlet. He survived it too. Said something about going to find his wife.”

“Well, they’re here in Jekyll Rock,” Kaden said.

Silas couldn’t believe it. It didn’t seem fair for the man to have been reunited with his wife, only to face more hardship and war. Now they probably wouldn’t survive the battle to come.

“Kaden, why aren’t we evacuating the city, maybe to Canor?”

The man sighed, still watching the map as the light began to fade with the setting sun. “Well, for one thing, Jekyll Rock is more secure than Canor,” he said. “Also, by the time we got the people out of here, the Stühocs would be close enough to easily overtake us. There aren’t many soldiers in Canor, and even if there were, they wouldn’t move without the king’s orders.”

“Have you tried to contact Julian? I know what he did was terrible, but he probably doesn’t want the Dunarians to be wiped out.”

“I have tried,” Kaden said. “He’s not wearing his wristband anymore. I contacted King Jiaros of the Erellens, but they will not come. We don’t have time to wait for them anyway. If they did come, they would be able to fight the enemy that remains, but we would already be gone. Wiped out.” He turned his head to Silas. “We are alone.”

They both turned back to the map and Kaden moved the picture south of Voelif. He searched for something, but he didn’t know what. The map stopped the instant Kaden noticed a giant moving object.

“What is that?” Silas asked.

Kaden zoomed the map in closer to the ground until there was no mistaking what it was. Thousands upon thousands of Humans, Nestorians and Stühocs marched onward, and at the center of the massive army was the Pyramid. The structure was rolling somehow, possibly on wheels, but Silas couldn’t really tell.

“It’s their weapon,” Kaden said. “Looks like they’re headed to Mudavé. They’re almost to the edge of this part of the map. We’d need the red medallion to see them go much farther.”

“You don’t need the red medallion to see they are a force bigger than the rest of the Humans in Marenon,” Silas said. “This doesn’t even count the Stühocs in Mudavé, and the army that will attack us today.”

“Anithistor is assuring his victory,” Kaden said. “He’s made for himself the largest army Marenon has ever seen.”

Silas nodded absently. “Yeah,” he said. “And most of them will be here tonight.”

 

  

Chapter Ten

 


Nalani had tried not to think about what Julian had done to the Dunarian Council, but her attempts at placing her mind elsewhere failed. Even with the enemy legion headed to their tiny city, she couldn’t keep her thoughts off of him. She was glad that she had never agreed to marry him, though she wondered if she had, whether it might have changed his actions.

She should have seen this coming. She should have been more supportive of him and more willing to help him. But they had drifted apart. He had wanted her to drop everything and go with him to the castle in Farlaweer, but she knew she never could have done it. Her job with the council came first. They both understood that.

She walked down the streets of Jekyll Rock alone. The people seemed frantic and rightfully so. Soldiers instructed all that were able, to gather their weapons and meet at the city’s eastern wall within the hour.

She was headed to her parents’ house near the center of the city. These were not her real parents, but a couple who had adopted her when she first came to Marenon as a child. Her father’s name was Patrick and her mother was Sarah. The two of them had died on Earth many years before, and it made her sad to see them aging now. They had always been supportive of her and so proud when she had become part of the Dunarian Council.

She now feared for their safety.

She knew her father well, and she knew that he would not want to flee from battle. She could see the older people and children gathering into a large group at the city center. Her parent’s house wasn’t far now.

Before Silas had returned to Marenon from Earth, she had visited her parents frequently, though only for brief periods of time. Since the arrival of the Meshulan, she had visited them only once, and that had been to tell them she would be going on a short mission far away. She did not convey to them any details, and because of this they knew it was dangerous. The two of them had embraced her for a long moment and told her that they loved her.

A voice from behind broke her thoughts. When she turned, she saw Alric trying to catch up to her.

“What are you doing out here?” he asked her.

“Going to see my parents,” she said.

Alric nodded and stopped short of her awkwardly. They stood there, saying nothing for a long moment.

“Alric, why don’t you and your group get out of here? You aren’t Dunarians. You don’t have to be here. You still have time to leave safely.”

Alric swallowed hard and looked around at the gathering people. “We’re not going to do that,” he said finally. “I mean, I may not be officially part of the Dunarians, but I’m not interested in anything out there.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, looking away.

“I’m here because of you,” he said, grinning. “You’re quite an interesting woman. I’d hate for some Stühoc to get the best of you.”

Nalani raised an eyebrow. “So you’re here to protect me?”

“That’s right.” He puffed out his chest and pretended to march like a soldier. “Nalani Geldwin, consider me you personal bodyguard. I promise that while I am near, no harm shall befall you!”

She couldn’t help but smile at him. Truly, Alric’s presence would be a comfort when the battle came.

“Is it possible that you’ve found something to believe in?” she asked.

Alric’s face became serious at the question, and he looked at the crowded city, then back to Nalani. “I don’t know how I feel about groups or factions, and fighting for a cause. I just know I don’t want to see anything happen to you.”

Nalani felt her face go red at his words, and Alric felt sheepish as he quickly changed the subject.

“So, you’re here to meet you parents? Why don’t we get them on your sarian and out of the city.”

“My father would never do it,” she said as they began to walk. “He’s too proud to admit that he’s too old to fight with the soldiers.”

“I see.”

When they made it to the house, Nalani took a deep breath and looked up at the door. She couldn’t bring herself to knock. “I just don’t want to lose them, Alric.”

“You won’t!” he said. “I’ll make sure of that.”

“You make a lot of promises.”

“Yeah, I do. But I always follow through.”

“The enemy force is huge, Alric. I don’t know if you can keep your promises today.”

With that, she reached a hand up and rapped her fist on the door. It instantly swung open and a white-haired, wild-eyed man, carrying several swords, knives and even a quiver of arrows, met them.

“Sweetheart! You made it back safely!” He dropped all the weapons to the floor and wrapped his skinny arms around her and squeezed tightly. “Sarah! Nalani’s home!”

A short old woman sprang out from one of the back rooms of the house, ecstatic to see Nalani.

“I see you’ve heard about the attack that’s coming,” Nalani said.

“Sure did,” Patrick answered as he bent over to pick up the weapons. “Getting ready to take down some Stühocs! As you can see, I’ve been preparing for a day like this.”

“Father, I want you to go with the group meeting at the city center,” Nalani said.

“You mean with the old people?” he said looking at her, bewildered.

“And I want you to take Mother.”

“You mother
is
going, but I’m staying to fight!” he said, pulling the weapons closer to him.

Alric stepped forward into the doorway and Patrick looked at him with lowered eyebrows.

“Who are you?” Patrick asked.

“My name is Alric. I’m one of the sergeants in the Dunarian Order.”

Nalani raised an eyebrow at this and looked at him.

“Where’s your armor? Your colors?” Patrick asked.

“We learned of the attack as recently as you did,” Alric said. “I was off duty when I heard about it. Haven’t had the chance to change into my uniform yet. Besides, that doesn’t matter. What matters is I have a job for you.”

“What kind of job?” Patrick asked.

“The children and the older people will be taken deep within the fortress for protection, but we aren’t sure how long we’ll be able to keep the enemy out. I’m going to need you to distribute some of your weapons, and be sure everyone in hiding will know standard protocol should the walls not stand.”

“You want me to be in charge of them?”

“That’s right,” Alric said. “Nalani has told me about how brave you are, and if the Stühocs charge into the fortress, they’ll need a fearless leader to help them fight. Can I count on you to do that?”

Patrick bowed low. “Of course you can,” he said. “It will be my greatest honor.”

“Good,” Alric said as he slapped Patrick on the shoulder. “I’ll make sure the sergeant at the city center knows about it, but you’ll need to get there quickly.”

“I will,” Patrick said. “I just need to gather a few more things before I go out.”

Nalani caught Alric’s eye and mouthed the words ‘thank you’. Alric gave her a wink and stepped out onto the porch.

They didn’t have much time before they had to meet with Kaden and other leaders. With tears in her eyes, she said a quick goodbye to her parents and left with Alric. Before making their way to the east wall where every able-bodied citizen was ordered to meet, Alric stopped by the group of children and older people. He explained to the guard that an experienced fighter would be joining them in a few moments, and that he should be allowed to help lead them into the castle. The guard gave him a curious look and muttered that the old man had better get there fast.

As they jostled through the crowd toward the wall, they heard two voices call out their names. They turned to see two familiar faces, running toward them. Dink and Emma.

“You made it!” Emma said to Nalani. “We had heard from Alric that you had been captured.”

“Now we aren’t in a much better situation,” she answered.

“How can we help?” Dink asked.

“Were about to meet up with some of the leaders,” Alric said. “You can come with us if you want.”

They agreed and walked steadily behind the two. Nalani was glad to see them safe. When she had ordered them to go with Daewyn to tell the Erellens and the Dunarians about the Sphere, she didn’t know if they would make it. She hadn’t expected to see them again, but here they were, ready to help.

As the four of them walked, a deafening alarm sounded throughout the city. For a brief moment Nalani and Alric looked at each other, then rushed to the east wall to see why the alarm had gone off.

*****

Silas stood with Lorcan and Coffman on the outer east wall when Kaden gave the order for the alarm to sound. A signal fire to the east warned them of an approaching enemy.

“It’s a clear day,” Kaden said as he squinted into the distance. “We still have another hour or more before they make it here.”

Darius Umar, council member and leader of the Dunarian Order, walked to them from a farther position on the wall. “We’ll only have five sarians,” he said. “They will be a help, I’m sure, but I don’t want them anywhere near the arrows.”

“I agree with you,” Kaden said.

Silas thought about his own sarian, Skarret. He had left the bird with Inga, along with the other sarian, Autumn. He knew they would be safe in Elysium. From what he had heard earlier that day, Inga had not left the Erellen city of Jarul. Silas was glad that she was far away from the army that was coming for Jekyll Rock.

His stomach dropped as he remembered seeing them from high in the air after escaping Mudavé. Coffman had handed Silas a small scope from a pouch on the sarian saddle as they flew over the giant horde. The Nestorians had remained unreadable with their wooden masks. The demon-like Stühocs looked hungry for battle. Then there were the Humans. The Soldiers of the Dead. They seemed vicious and extremely angry, but their eyes were completely void of life. All they desired was blood. They would crush the small city.

Soon, Dublin joined the group at the top of the wall and then Alric, Nalani and two others came running from the middle of the city.

There was a woman with them that Silas had never seen before, and a man…

“Dink?” Silas said to himself as he stepped forward.

Dink smiled widely and extended a hand when he came within a foot of Silas. “When I said I hoped our paths would cross again, I didn’t mean on a day like today.”

Silas grinned at the man. Though Kaden had told him Dink was in Jekyll Rock, it was still strange to see him.

“I assume you found her?” Silas asked, motioning toward the woman.

“Yes,” Dink said. “This is my wife, Emma.” He gestured to Silas. “Emma, this is Silas Ainsley.”

“We’ve heard so much about you in the past couple of days,” she said.

“When I first found out about who this Meshulan was, I couldn’t believe it! I don’t think anyone believed me at first when I told them I had been near you in the gauntlet.”

“This is all so wonderful,” Alric said, “but shouldn’t we be making preparations?”

Kaden shifted his weight and looked out toward the grassy plain. The warning fire burned bright in the distance. He looked up at the sky and took a deep breath. “Looks like we’ll be fighting in the dark,” he said. He turned to Darius. “Have your men finished barricading the east gate into the city?”

“It is as strong as it can be,” he answered. “Depending on what they are using to break down the doors, the barricade could last for an hour or so before it breaks down. Unless of course our archers are top-notch tonight.”

“We don’t have many,” Kaden said, more to himself than the others. “Dublin, you’ll be sure to stay within the fortress?”

“As yeh command, sir,” the old man said as he bowed low.

“We’re going to have to be ready to fight within the city walls,” Kaden said.

Silas wasn’t sure if anyone else had noticed it, perhaps they were distracted by their fear of what was to come, but he could see the sadness in Kaden’s eyes. There was no fear in the man, but Silas knew he was frustrated. Everything had crumbled on his watch, and he was taking responsibility for it.

Silas wished there was something he could do to stop the inevitable defeat of the Dunarians. Jekyll Rock had never faced such an enemy.

After a long silence, Dink spoke up. “We should be encouraged. We have the Meshulan with us! I’ve seen him fight. The prophecy says he will deliver us. I think today, will be the beginning of the prophecy’s fulfillment.”

Silas wanted to shut him up somehow, but he said nothing. There was nothing in history that said Silas
would
do any such thing. If the enemy broke through into the city it would be over. The Dunarians would be finished.

Another alarm sounded, calling for everyone to ready their weapons and take their posts.

“Already?” Alric asked.

Each of them ran to the edge of the city wall to watch for the enemy.

Like a gust of cold wind, the realization hit them all at once.

The first signal fire had not been lit by a guard at his post. The fire had been ignited by the passing army who had destroyed the tower in rage. Whether the Dunarians were ready or not, it did not matter. The battle was upon them.

 


 

  

Chapter Eleven

 


Julian, Inga, and Daewyn knelt beside a tree with the three sarians sitting low behind them. Jekyll Rock would only be about a minute’s flight away, but they weren’t sure if flying would be the wisest choice anymore.

“Did either of you know there was an army of that size headed for Jekyll Rock?” Julian asked them.

The other two said nothing, but no answer was actually needed. Of course they didn’t. In fact, the Dunarians might not have even known about it until now. The next thought struck Julian like a bolt of lightning. The Dunarians might have seen the enemy coming if he hadn’t taken the medallions from them. The thought made him sick to his stomach. Kaden would have thought about this too.

“It’s not too late to help them,” Julian said. “But how, I’m not so sure.”

Inga cleared her throat.

“How long can you hold the invisibility?” he asked her.

“I’m starting to become good at it,” she said. “We just have to stay near each other.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Daewyn said behind them.

Julian turned slightly and shook his head. “You aren’t coming with us.”

Inga and Daewyn both looked at Julian with bewildered expressions.

“Excuse me?” Daewyn said.

“All you want is someone’s life,” Julian explained. “You aren’t here to help in any way.”

Daewyn stood from his kneeling position and the other two did the same. “You should really think about what you’re doing,
King
Julian Hobbes,” the Erellen said.

“I have thought about it. I thought about it the entire flight here.”

“I will be king over Elysium someday. I will remember those who helped me and those that betrayed me.”

Julian smirked at him. “Your father knows what you did. I’d be surprised if he doesn’t leave his throne up for election. Besides, I probably won’t be king when that time comes anyway.”

Daewyn stared at Julian and Inga with narrowed eyes. “Humans,” he said in a bitter tone. “What’s to stop me from going into Jekyll Rock by myself?”

Julian glanced back at the battle, then to the Erellen. “Be my guest,” he said. “We’ll see if you can find Lorcan in all that mess. Or survive the walk to the city for that matter.”

Julian whistled for the sarians to join them, and he nodded to Inga. When the two of them mounted the birds, he felt the icy breeze of invisibility wisp around him. Daewyn could no longer see them nor the three sarians.

“I’m sure you can find the way back to Elysium from here,” Julian called out. “Maybe you should get a horse first.”

Daewyn cursed him in the Erellen tongue, but Julian barely heard it. They were already flying to Jekyll Rock.

*****

BOOM!

The Nestorians hammered the east gate with a heavy battering ram. Silas’ staff had remained a bow and arrow since the horde of enemies had come screaming toward the city. Kaden stood near him, looking through a scope to try and find the leader among them.

“Yeah, Mintuk is holding the Humans back,” he yelled to Silas.

Silas trained his arrow on another Nestorian soldier.

“He’s waiting to use the Soldiers of the Dead after the gate comes crashing down,” Kaden said.

Silas released an arrow, which allowed another to appear out of thin air into his right hand. He took a second to look out over the sea of soldiers. None of the ground was visible under the moonlit sky – only angry combatants.

Line after line of Dunarian soldiers shot into the army without knowing where their arrows hit. Each shot probably took down an enemy, but it didn’t seem to matter. Silas was at least thankful to have the mountain fortress at their backs so they weren’t completely surrounded. Eventually though, even the mountain wouldn’t help them.

BOOM!

A large group of Dunarian soldiers pushed against the wooden supports that held the city gate, trying to keep the enemy out as long as possible. Silas could hear Darius shouting encouragement to his fighters to hold strong.

Because of the limited number of arrows, most of the Dunarian soldiers were forced to stand and wait. Silas was at least happy to have something to keep him occupied as he aimed at the Nestorians pushing the battering ram. But he wished there was more he could do besides just shooting arrows.

BOOM!

Following the boom, a loud crack resounded through the city. The barrier was beginning to break.

Not much longer now, Silas thought.

That’s right, the voice sounded in his mind.
All of you are so close to death.

Silas threw down his staff and dropped to his knees, holding his ears tightly. He could barely hear Kaden running to him, asking him if he had been hit by something.

“Get out!” Silas screamed. “How can you do this from so far away?”

Shouting will do nothing for you. I am here to stay.

Silas wished he could pound the noise out of his head, but he knew physical treatment would do no good. Somehow, Hroth had access to his mind. Silas took a deep breath, ignoring Kaden’s questions.

Silas would just have to talk back.

You know this is your last day,
Hroth continued.

I know,
Silas thought back.
But at least I will have fought to the end. At least my existence will have meant something!

How did you come to that conclusion? How will you mean anything when you have died, crushing the hope of those whom you have promised to deliver? You know you will die, Silas. You will die, and your life will have been for nothing.

Silas stood calmly. He gave Kaden a nod to let him know he was all right. Silas bent down and picked up his staff and it changed to a bow and arrow.

CRACK!

The east gate had been broken. The Nestorians would try one more time to break through completely. Darius sounded a horn from below, signaling all but the last few archers to join them in the fight that was sure to come within a moment or two.

My servant Mintuk is about to destroy your precious Dunarians.

Silas ran down the stairs to the bottom of the wall and toward the east gate to join the others. Kaden was next to him, probably thinking of how he could have done things differently to prevent this day. Silas moved as though his thoughts weren’t clouded with the voice.

You killed Maroke. You killed Saul. But we have recovered. You are now witnessing the beginning of the end of Humanity in Marenon. I now have no reason to speak with you, Silas Ainsley.

It was almost like a headache that suddenly vanished into the air, giving him sweet relief. Hroth’s taunting words were no doubt true, but Silas wouldn’t let it keep him from fighting the enemy to his fullest potential.

He looked around him, seeing his friends. Part of him wished Inga were there, though he was glad she wouldn’t face the same death as he. But she would have been invaluable this night.

CRASH!

The battering ram broke through the wood, splitting it into thousands of pieces. At first, everyone expected to see a flood of soldiers coming in, but this didn’t happen. The exposed Nestorians were quickly shot down, but the others dragged the battering ram out of the path and away from the broken gate.

No Dunarian moved as Darius held up his sword, commanding all of them to hold position. There seemed to be a dead silence from the other side of the gate. Dunarian soldiers looked at each other, asking one another what was taking so long.

A bowman from the top of the wall let them know. “They’ve opened up a path from the gate to the back of their ranks!” he yelled.

“Mintuk is making the Humans charge first,” Kaden said in realization. He walked next to Darius at the front of the steadied Dunarians.

“Dunarians!” Kaden shouted. “The Soldiers of the Dead are charging first! I know these are Humans, and they look like you and me. But be assured, they are already dead! Feel no remorse in striking them. Cut them down like you would any Stühoc! Show no mercy, for you will be given none!”

The end of his order came with the increasing sound of grunts and moans. The Soldiers of the Dead were coming.

Silas couldn’t help but cringe when he heard the charging dead. He looked back and caught a glimpse of Coffman, Alric and Nalani. Earlier that day, Coffman had told him about how these people had been changed. The three of them had been there when the transformation took place. They had stood in front of the weapon, a glowing sphere that sucked the souls out of Humans, killing them instantly. The one in control could then command their dead bodies, and have them follow any order.

They now followed Mintuk and were instructed to devour the Dunarians.

They poured through the destroyed opening of the east gate like bees out of a hive, not caring about the others around them. Their skin had begun to pale, and their feet were bloodied from the endless running without shoes.

Silas was surprised to see how easily they could be taken down. None of them possessed any weapons, but their ability to overwhelm seemed effective.

Biting, thrashing, clawing their way through the first line of Dunarians, the Soldiers of the Dead never let up.

Silas’ staff had changed to a broadsword, allowing him to cut through anything that came at him.

One hundred or more Dunarians fell, but Darius was able to make them regroup and form an effective wall against the undead fighters. The Dunarian commander was a masterful leader, orchestrating his troops to maneuver in such a way as to limit their casualties.

Silas somehow found his way to the front of the line. Three of the dead came at Silas with brutal force, but a quick slice was all he needed to bring them down. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted Kaden who had been surrounded by a large group of them.

Spinning and swinging, Kaden was holding his own against the unskilled fighters, but they kept coming at him as if his death was their ultimate goal.

As he charged, Silas wondered if Mintuk had indeed instructed the undead to attack the leaders of the group first. He didn’t know how it was possible, but he didn’t put anything past the enemy.

He smashed into the group surrounding his friend, blood flying in all directions as he and Kaden swung liberally. The piles of bodies created steep mounds as each was dispatched one-by-one.

Silas’ weapon changed from sword to arrow to sword again, proving the staff knew the best defenses.

The undead seemed to charge in for hours, without an end in sight. The Dunarians had not lost too many of their good soldiers, but they were tired. Silas knew this had to be the enemy’s plan. Once the Dunarians could barely stand, they would be faced with an opponent who actually possessed the skill to think and fight with their own instincts. First, the undead would wear them down, then the Stühocs and Nestorians would come.

Silas found that as long as he stayed alert, the Soldiers of the Dead could not take him down. Their fighting technique was predictable and easy to counter. But more and more, as the troops began to weaken and tire, the fighting dead were able to overcome even the sharpest sword.

In several instances, Silas saw a man or a woman tackled to the ground, only to be jumped on by ten more mind-controlled Humans. They never stayed on a body for too long either. Once their enemy lay lifeless on the ground, they would move on to the next victim. Then the next.

Silas’ sword changed into a shield more often as the enemy grew in number. Everywhere he looked bodies and blood covered the ground. He finally heard Kaden call out for him to break away from the fighting and meet him at the top of the east wall.

Silas followed his leader up a large flight of stairs, though not without taking down several of the ravenous Humans. When he finally joined Kaden at the edge of the wall, the man pulled him aside to the corner, out of view from the fighting. He held an arm against Silas’ shoulder and wiped the sweat from his brow as he glanced over the wall at the enemy.

“The Stühocs are in line behind the Soldiers of the Dead,” Kaden said.

“Why did you call me up here?” Silas asked, trying to catch his breath. “We should be helping the others.” He tried to push by Kaden, but the man grabbed him by the cloak and shoved him hard against the stone wall.

“I’m fulfilling
my
last duty in The Reckoning,” Kaden said.

Silas gave him a confused stare, waiting for the man to continue.

“I want you to head down to Marenon’s Map. It’s completely secure.”

Silas shook his head vigorously. “No.”

“Silas, don’t argue with me. I swore to protect you and help you become the one you were prophesied to be. I haven’t really had a chance to talk to you about your meeting with the Gatekeeper, so that means only you and Inga know how to finish what was started.”

“Kaden, I don’t want to leave these people! What am I supposed to do, stay below Jekyll Rock? For how long?”

“There is a way out,” Kaden assured him. “It’s in one of the rooms down there behind a bookshelf. I haven’t actually used it in a long time. Your grandfather, Garland, showed it to me many years ago, and you can use it to get out of here.”

“I don’t feel right about leaving all of you behind,” Silas said.

“It doesn’t matter how you feel,” Kaden answered him. “You have a responsibility to finish this. And you can’t do that here!”

The two of them stared at each other for a long moment. Would this be the last time they ever saw each other? Silas hated the thought. But Kaden was right, and the man didn’t even know that there was a possibility that Silas could die in all of this.

He reached out a hand and placed it on Kaden’s shoulder, not knowing what to say to someone who probably wouldn’t survive the night.

“Just go, Silas.”

Silas did as he said, refusing to look back at him. It wasn’t fair for anyone else that Silas had a chance to live through the night.

Several Soldiers of the Dead stepped in front of him before he made it to the fortress at the end of the wall, but they fell easily enough.

He opened the nearest door and slipped in without notice. His sword turned into the original polished staff, showing he was safe from harm. The last sound he heard from the outside was the screaming Stühocs charging in to finish off the Dunarians.

If only I had the six medallions,
Silas thought,
then the enemy wouldn’t stand a chance.

 


 

  

Chapter Twelve

 


The Stühocs shoved through the broken gate, without regard for who they cut or maimed; they did not care whether they were Dunarians or Soldiers of the Dead. It didn’t matter. To them, as long as all the Humans were dead on the ground, it would be a victory.

Alric stayed close to Lorcan and Coffman, but kept even closer to Nalani. For some reason he felt more responsible for her than he did anyone else. The fight had been easy against the Soldiers of the Dead, but the Stühocs began to break them all apart.

Dunarians spread in every direction, doing everything they could to hold on to life. The sarians helped a little, but there were only a few of them against thousands of Stühocs and Nestorians.

Alric moved without thought. Every motion he made saved his life and ended another’s. He glanced at Nalani from the side and saw her watching the Stühocs beginning to break into the fortress through a wooden door on the east side.

He knew her concern. The elderly and the children were in that building toward the top, completely defenseless. After taking down five or more Stühocs, Alric grabbed Nalani by the arm and nodded toward a separate entrance to the fortress at the ground level.

“Come on!”

There was no time to explain but he knew he couldn’t let her die like this out in the open. He yelled for Lorcan and Coffman, swinging his arm, telling them to follow him into the stronghold.

Emma saw this too and she grabbed Dink and followed behind the Erellen and the large man. The six of them slipped away from the fight, unnoticed. A few of them rested their heads against the stone wall of the dark room when they entered the bottom of the structure. Their labored breathing seemed so loud, yet the room remained eerily quiet compared to the bloodletting only feet from them.

Coffman stood wary with his sword pointed at the door, knowing that the enemy could come bursting through at any moment.

“Hiding in here won’t stop them from beating us,” Dink said to Emma.

“We’re not hiding,” Alric corrected. He wiped the sweat from his eyes and looked around at each individual. “Is everyone all right?”

Each of them nodded, saying nothing as they waited for Alric’s plan.

He stood in silence for a long moment, knowing that they had to catch their breath. He looked at Nalani and he knew she would never expect him to make good on his half-hearted promise to keep her and her family alive, but he intended to do just that.

“Stühocs have come into the stronghold,” he said. “I know it’s just a matter of time before they take it over completely, but there’s no one here to protect the older people and the children.”

Lorcan raised an eyebrow at this. “You’re worried about the children?” He looked at Coffman. “What do you want us to do?”

“Just follow me,” Alric said.

He moved past the others and to the door on the other side of the room. He opened it carefully with one hand, and with the other he gripped his sword tightly. He didn’t know how many Stühocs had gone into the fortress, but he knew there would be more to come.

He nodded to the others that the hall was clear, and they tiptoed into the passage.

“Does anyone know exactly where they’re hiding?” Alric asked.

“I know that many were placed in the council chamber,” Nalani said, “but I don’t think there is enough room. I imagine that some are out in the hallway too.”

Alric knew exactly where to go. Though he was not part of the council, or the Dunarians for that matter, he had been to many meetings over the past three months.

When he had been hired by the Dunarians to help get the white medallion from Timugo, he never thought he would be staying with them this long.

Inga had wanted to stay because of Silas. Lorcan stayed, probably because of Inga; and Coffman, because he had always wanted to be part of something that was noble and true.

Alric’s reason was the redheaded woman running next to him.

She had caught his eye before he and the others had left to help Silas save Kaden in Mudavé. Of course he had heard of her shaky courtship with Julian, but they soon had a falling out.

He had learned of her planned trip to Voelif, and one particular mission had placed him there before, so he knew a little about the area. He didn’t hesitate in offering up his services.

He found her entering his thoughts at the most random moments. When the two of them had stood in front of the Sphere in Voelif, all he could think was…

He glanced at her as the others jogged behind them.

Usually, his work was the only thing that consumed his mind this much, but thoughts of Nalani had replaced it.

The six of them climbed several flights of stairs until they finally came near the council chamber.

Nalani’s stepfather, Patrick, stood with a shaky weapon drawn.

“I’ll cut you bloody Stühocs to pieces!” he yelled.

“Father it’s me!”

“Nalani?” The man squinted in the darkness of the hallway. “What are you doing here?”

“The Stühocs have entered the stronghold,” she told him as they came near. “They might come here soon. Where are the others?”

“Most of them are locked in the chamber.” With his head he motioned down the hall behind him. “The others are hiding down that way.”

“And you thought you’d stay out here alone?” Alric asked. “I’m impressed.”

“Thank you, Sergeant,” Patrick smiled.

“I’m going to have to ask you to step into the chamber,” Alric ordered.

Patrick shook his head. “Sorry sir, the door is locked from the inside. I told them not to open it for anyone unless there was a knock with a specific pattern.”

“Well, what’s the pattern?”

Patrick stood for a moment. “I uh, I forgot to make one.”

“Well, I’m sure they’ll let you in,” Alric said as he moved to the door to knock.

“Stop!” Patrick said. “Please. I want to fight with you. I am a Dunarian as much as you.”

More than me.

“I think I deserve the right to defend my city!”

Alric looked at Nalani and she nodded.

There was no more time to discuss it. Patrick would fight with them, and that time would come soon. The sound of warring Stühocs had been outside before, but now they could hear the soldiers rushing through the stronghold. The grunting and screeches became louder as a warning that the Stühocs were coming straight for them.

Alric glanced at Patrick, then Nalani. He wasn’t so sure how long the chamber door would stay locked anyway. The Stühocs were there to destroy everyone.

*****

The battle below them raged like one Julian had never seen before. Eden flew invisibly under his legs and this provided the perfect view to see all that was happening in the city before they glided into the east tower.

He tried to see if any of his friends were still in the fight, but it was impossible to discern who was who.

When the three sarians landed inside the tower, the invisibility that covered them instantly lifted. Julian felt out of place in the sarian pen. As a Dunarian, Julian felt as though he had visited the enclosure more than any other member. Seeing it empty, for the rest were surely fighting to help their Human riders, felt odd to Julian.

Before he had been used by Holden, he had felt this place was welcoming. Now, he felt like an intruder.

He and Inga dismounted and moved to the door at the other end. Julian drew his sword and Inga readied herself for any enemy to come.

As they walked down the stairs, Julian couldn’t help but notice how dark the stone passageway seemed. Normally at this time of night, flaming torches all along the walls would light the hallways of Jekyll Rock. Now the bare rock was as black as the night.

The battle in the city below them remained a distant noise, adding to their feelings of separation from their overwhelmed allies.

They walked as noiselessly as possible through the winding corridors until Inga finally broke the silence.

“Thank you for what you did with Daewyn,” she said. “It really means a lot to me.”

“Believe it or not, I’m not here to kill off the Dunarians and their allies. Though, betraying Daewyn could come back to bite me in the future.” He looked at Inga from the side. “When this battle is all over, I want you to remember that I’m not the enemy.”

“I know you aren’t,” Inga said. “Can’t say the others think the same way. I can’t say you aren’t a fool. But you aren’t the enemy.”

He couldn’t argue with her. Julian had been a fool, but tonight he would redeem himself to the Dunarians. He would win this battle for them. He would win the war.

The only person he imagined would be unforgiving was Darius. The look of hatred the man had given him when Julian came to the realization that he had been wrong about the council members was haunting.

Kaden might forgive him. Nalani might forgive him. Wouldn’t she? Maybe when this war was finished he could win her back. Maybe she could love him again.

Before that could happen, he had to get to Marenon’s Map. He just hoped the others had been successful in getting the orange medallion to the pedestal.

Inga followed Julian closely. They could now hear both the battle raging outside and another confrontation inside somewhere. Julian guessed it came from near the council chamber. He noticed Inga’s worried look.

“The best way to help them is to get to the map,” he said.

They began to jog until they finally made it to the statue of King Harold. Julian bent down low and placed his hands on the statue’s feet.

“Shelinsa.”

The statue and door opened, allowing them to move forward. He reached a hand inside his cloak and felt for the medallions.
One…two…three…four…five…

He was sure. This was the right thing to do.

He led the way down the stairs. The last time he had been here, he had taken the medallions from the Dunarians because he had thought the corrupted members would give them to the Stühocs. He had been wrong then, but he was not wrong now. If the orange medallion were there, he would have the weapon. Today would be the end of their troubles.

He shoved open the door and stormed into the comfortable living space of the underground bunker. To the right and left were various rooms. Past the center, however was a hall with one small door at the end.

At the door, Inga waited patiently behind him. He placed his fingers on the handle and held them their firmly.

“What if it’s not there?” Julian asked. “What if someone else still has the orange medallion?”

“You won’t find out by standing here,” she chided.

Julian took a deep breath and nodded. It was time.

He swung the door open. The room was as bare and cold as he had left it just a week before. That is, except for one item.

The orange medallion sat in the pedestal and its chain dangled over the side. Julian smiled stupidly, expressing his elation at this discovery. He reached inside his cloak and pulled out five medallions that were individually wrapped in silk pouches.

“What are we supposed to do?” Inga asked.

Julian’s mind was too preoccupied to comprehend her question.

He let the medallions dangle from his fingers by their thin chains as he stepped in front of the pedestal. When he came close, the top right corner of the map illuminated, revealing a night view of Voelif and the surrounding land.

He grabbed the red medallion and placed it in its designated slot, causing the map to show the midnight-shadowed Reemlock Mountains surrounding Mudavé.

His hands trembled with anticipation. He didn’t even notice Inga’s open-mouthed stare as she silently cherished the display of magic happening before them.

He placed the white medallion in its slot to reveal the land surrounding Timugo. Farlaweer came next with the purple medallion. The green showed the Erellen territory. The two of them could see each region, every square inch of Marenon. The thought overwhelmed them both.

Julian held the blue medallion in front of his face, not knowing what might happen when he placed the final one into the slot. He turned his head to Inga.

“You might want to step away.”

She did as he suggested and set her back against the wall behind them nearest the door.

Julian gripped the pedestal with his right hand, and with his left he set the blue medallion into the sixth and final slot. The last piece of the map’s puzzle was in place. All of Marenon was visible to them.

He waited for the power to flow through him, the energy to burst forth, but nothing happened.

“Why isn’t it working?” he said angrily. “What am I supposed to do?”

With frustration, he gripped both sides of the pedestal.

It was as if a silent explosion went off right in front of his face. He felt himself floating high above Marenon, and could see any part of it that he wanted. The entire landscape sat quietly, hundreds of feet below him.

What he felt was very similar to the sensation he had when he had explored the memory orb. He could almost feel his body standing in front of the pedestal below Jekyll Rock, but in his mind he was outside, exposed to the world below him, though he was sure no one could see him.

What do I do?

He knew he had to get to the battle, but how?

Before he could finish the thought, he found himself floating above Jekyll Rock. Thousands of Dunarian soldiers fought to keep their lives, while many thousands more of their enemies waited outside of the city walls to take their turn against them.

Julian had failed to plan for this moment. He had often thought about using Marenon’s Map as a weapon, but now he wasn’t sure what to do.

What would make fighting more difficult?
He racked his brain for inspiration then…Rain.

The very thought of it brought clouds to the sky within moments and then came the torrential downpour.

Some of the soldiers seemed distracted by the unexpected drenching, but the fighting continued without being hindered.

This isn’t enough,
Julian thought. He moved his floating body to the eastern wall and over the edge. Thousands of Stühocs and Nestorians waited patiently for their chance to punish the Dunarians. Julian lifted his hand and slapped it downward. Instantly, a clash of lightning burned through several Stühoc soldiers. He did this ten more times before stopping.

This isn’t enough!

He descended to the ground, somehow knowing that the enemy could not sense his presence, for no part of him was actually there except for his mind. His spirit body stood on the ground among the soldiers, and he wondered what he could do.

What storm could wipe them out?

Like the lightning he had created, the idea struck him.

He lifted his arms into the air, moving them in a circular motion. The clouds started to churn and spiral downward until three funnel clouds touched the ground. The wind howled and the enemy soldiers began to look around frantically, most of them unable to move because of the dense crowd.

The tornados picked up hundreds of Stühocs and Nestorians at a time and threw them to a quick death.

Though hundreds were dying, Julian wasn’t satisfied.

He reached down to the mud beneath his feet and gently caressed it. The ground responded to his touch by rumbling beneath him. Julian had never seen the Stühocs so terrified. The earth shook violently and cracks snaked all across the vast field. The shaking became so severe that the cracks turned into huge crevices, swallowing the enemy by the hundreds.

Julian concentrated harder until a geyser of liquid fire erupted from the depths of Marenon’s core. The lava clung to the enemies’ skin even though they tried to do everything to extinguish the pain, but Julian did not relent in his action. He called up more fiery springs in various locations across the field.

Many of the Stühocs and Nestorians tried to retreat, but Julian only called more liquid flames to block their escape.

Two of the twisters caught the fire, sucking the flames toward their centers. The tornados lit the sky as though it was midday.

Julian scanned the field until he spotted the enemy leader, Mintuk, the Nestorian Sleeper. Julian flew at a blinding speed until he stood feet from the General. He felt a smile form at the corners of his mouth because he knew the Sleeper had no indication of Julian’s presence. The Nestorian was moments from a painful and shocking death and didn’t even realize it.

Mintuk tried to give orders, but with the deafening sound of the storm and the soldiers screaming in pain, none heeded him. With only a slight thought, Julian conjured a lightning bolt, striking the Nestorian through the top of the head and out his feet.

Julian’s smile turned into a laugh as he watched the flames dance wickedly on Mintuk’s wooden mask. Mintuk fell to the ground lifelessly, but Julian called for another bolt, then another until all that remained of the disgusting creature was a blackened, charred body.

The Nestorians and Stühocs were in a complete panic.

Now that their leader was down, and retreat would be impossible. It was time for Julian to finish the battle.

He moved himself over to the city where many Dunarians still fought for their lives. All of them had to know that something strange was happening outside the city walls. Julian sent bolts of lightning on Stühocs, Nestorians, and what remained of the voracious Humans that only wanted flesh. He had to be precise here, for he wanted no Dunarian to suffer the same death as the opponents.

From the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of Darius Umar. Stühocs had surrounded the battle commander, and no other soldier was near to help him. One blade against ten. If Julian didn’t help him, the man wouldn’t stand a chance.

Julian floated near him, but stopped. Darius wanted Julian’s head. He wanted Julian to die for what he had done to the Dunarian Council. Darius might be the only person who would still stand against Julian after he helped them win the battle.

Julian had no obligation to save the man. If Darius was going to try to kill Julian later, why should he save him now?

Julian watched as one of the Stühoc’s blades caught Darius’ shoulder, and the man fell backward. It was almost as if they moved at a slow pace, allowing Julian to think about his decision longer. The sword fell from the commander’s hand as his body hit the ground. Each of the ten Stühocs raised a weapon in an effort to bring down the defenseless warrior. Julian shook his head. He had let men die before. He couldn’t travel this road any more. He knew it would destroy him.

With a thought, the ground rumbled beneath the crowd and a stone pillar formed out of the city street raising Darius’ body twenty feet into the air and knocking the Stühocs backward.

Darius lay safely at the top of the newly formed column, injured but out of reach. If the man wanted Julian to die, then that was something Julian would have to face at a later time.

He scanned the city for more victims. His work was not finished.

*****

Alric shouted like a madman as he cut down the Stühocs, one after another. The gray-skinned monsters had found where the Dunarians hid their old and young, and they attacked with intensity.

Though Patrick attempted to step up and fight against the Stühocs, Alric made sure to stay in front of the old man to keep his promise he made to Nalani. None in their small band had been taken down yet, but it was only a matter of time.

Coffman held two swords and swung with his mighty arms, cutting through the Stühocs like blades of grass. Lorcan stabbed and slashed, but focused more on magical defense for the group. Nalani, Dink, and Emma had taken to bows and arrows to stave off the Stühocs from a slightly safer distance.

Hundreds of Stühocs had found their way to the council chamber and were doing everything they could to destroy what was left of the Dunarians.

Alric had no idea what was happening outside of the fortress walls, but he doubted it was good. Were the Dunarians already finished? Were Alric and his group all that were left of the force fighting against this dark enemy?

His arms moved freely, blocking, cutting, and splattering blood against the stone floors and walls of the hallway.

The ground started shaking long before he actually noticed it. With the bodies beginning to pile, it was difficult to see the enemy coming for them, though the Stühocs also had to climb over their fallen companions.

When the floor shook more violently, Alric found himself reaching out for balance.

Cracks formed across the floor only feet in front of him, but the Stühocs never saw it coming. The quaking knocked them all to the ground as the cracks turned to larger gaps, and the outer wall to their left began to shift to the side until it crumbled to the ground at the foot of the stronghold.

The attacking Stühocs tried to hold on for their lives, but they could not maintain their stability as the rock crumbled beneath them.

Alric and the others held tight to the floor as the wind whipped at their hair, and they could see the flaming tornados spinning along the field full of burning Stühoc, Nestorian, and undead flesh. Alric was as stunned as everyone else to see the upheaval on the battlefield below them.

As the ground steadied, Alric moved to the edge of the outer wall and could see that there were now more Dunarians alive than there were enemy combatants.

A disbelieving smile crossed his face as he realized that they actually might not die this night.

Nalani crawled up beside him and placed a hand on his shoulder.

“What’s happening?” she asked.

Alric shook his head, unable to take his eyes from the spectacular sight. Never in a thousand years would he have favored the odds of the Dunarians in this fight, but somehow their enemies had been destroyed. He finally looked at Nalani and sighed.

“I don’t believe it,” he said, then laughed.

Nalani held Alric’s face in her hands as she stared deeply into his eyes. “You saved my father’s life. You saved all the people in the council chamber.”

Alric tried to shake his head. He tried to say that he had nothing to do with it, but he didn’t have a chance before Nalani pressed her lips firmly against his. He quickly forgot his protest as he reached out and held her close.

 

  

Chapter Thirteen

 


Silas pushed himself up off the floor with his staff after the earthquake had knocked him over.

Where did that come from?

He ran down the dark hallway surprised that he hadn’t encountered any Stühocs.

Jekyll Rock had become a home to him over the past few months and it pained him to see it overrun as it had been this night. He didn’t necessarily agree with Kaden about running to the underground shelter, but part of him knew that the man was right.

If Silas was the only person with the potential to take down Anithistor, he’d have to stay away from the battle. He was no coward, but he wasn’t a fool either. Garland would have made the same call.

When he came to the statue of King Harold he hesitated.

What am I doing? The Meshulan shouldn’t run!

But then he thought about all it had taken to get him here. People had sacrificed so much. Some had died. His grandfather had been killed. It would be selfish of him to risk his life any further. The people deserved hope. If Silas died, it needed to be at the hands of Anithistor while he was doing everything he could to destroy the Stühoc king.

He bent down to the statue’s feet and muttered his dead mother’s name.

The entrance toward Marenon’s Map opened smoothly and Silas walked through the opening and down the stairs.

He came to the next door at the bottom and opened it. He immediately noticed a light glowing around the door’s edge at the other end of the large room.

Is someone else here?

His next steps were more hesitant as he moved forward. The staff in his right hand hadn’t changed into a weapon so there was no danger. The staff had never steered him wrong before, though that didn’t mean it wouldn’t someday.

He came to the small door and peeked through the open crack. He could see someone standing in front of the completely illuminated map.

But that could only mean…

Without warning, the door swung open causing Silas to jump. He had not expected to see the girl he had left behind in Elysium…the one he hadn’t expected to ever see again…the one he loved…Inga.

Her face brightened when she recognized Silas. Without a word, she hugged him tightly as tears formed in her eyes.

“I thought they took you!” she said, squeezing tightly. “I thought they would kill you.”

“It’s a long story,” Silas explained, “but I will tell you everything soon, I promise.”

The person who had been standing in front of the pedestal had released his grip on the magic and turned to face Inga and Silas.

Julian.

He, too, seemed surprised to see Silas.

“I hope you don’t mind that I used the medallions first,” he said. “Didn’t have anyone around to ask permission.”

“What exactly are you doing?”

“You didn’t see?” Inga asked him as she gripped his hand firmly. Silas didn’t want her to let go. “Julian used the map to stop the battle. We have all the medallions! The Stühocs are finished. This is exactly what Silandrin told us to do!”

Silas’ jaw dropped. “We knew you had the other four, Julian, but how did you get the green medallion from the Erellens?”

Julian looked at Inga with a slight smile then back to Silas. “We figured out a way.”

Silas couldn’t believe it. This must have been what caused the earthquake. Julian had been using Marenon’s Map as a weapon to help the Dunarians. Silas was glad that someone had been able to help.

Julian looked at the map and zoomed out on an aerial view for Silas to see what Jekyll Rock now looked like. A whole section of wall had been taken out of the side of the stronghold, and the ground was covered with blackened lava and deep crevices in every direction. The city looked utterly destroyed, but Julian had saved their lives. He had saved them all from annihilation.

“Amazing,” Silas said.

Echoes reverberated outside the door and each of them stiffened at the sound of approaching footsteps.

“Silas!” the voice of Kaden Osric sounded through the bunker. “Silas, the battle is finished. We…” After he stepped through the door into the room, he stopped abruptly. His eyes darkened when they fell on Julian. At a loss for words, the mentor waited.

Julian spoke first. “Kaden, I would have tried to look for you to give you the medallions, but I thought it would be impossible with the battle going on. So, I came down here myself.”

“I don’t really know what to say, Julian.”

Julian took a deep breath while several moments passed with an awkward silence filling the air. “I’m sorry, Kaden,” Julian finally spoke. “I’m so sorry for what happened with the council members. I know what I did was unforgivable.”

“Helping us today doesn’t undo your mistake,” Kaden said coldly.

“I know it doesn’t. I want you to know that I’m not against you.”

“I know you aren’t, but others will never see it that way. Darius wants your blood, and he’s not the only one.”

“I didn’t think he would be,” Julian said.

Kaden motioned behind them. “I’ve already instructed Darius to meet me down here. Maybe you should leave before he comes.”

Julian shook his head. “I’m not going to run from anyone. I have always done what I believed to be right. I made a grave mistake and I will face the consequences for my actions.”

After a moment, the sound of footsteps echoed from the other end of the bunker as they made their way down.

“Looks like it’s too late anyway,” Julian said absently.

He was right. Darius entered the room with three soldiers standing next to him. They were all drenched from the earlier rain, and Darius, shirtless, had a fresh bandage across his back from the Stühoc assault.

His mood turned from complacent to an angry rage in a half second.

Despite the cut across his back, Darius pulled out his sword and stormed toward Julian with death on his mind. That’s when Inga jumped in.

“No!” she yelled as her magical force slammed Darius and his three soldiers against the back wall.

“There will be no more killing today!” Kaden said.

“The man’s a traitor. A murderer!” Darius spat.

“Regardless, you will not kill him,” Kaden said as he moved toward Darius. He lowered his voice when he came near. “I will tell Inga to release you when you promise me you won’t touch him.”

Darius’ eyes darted between Julian and Kaden.

Silas held his breath, wondering what the commander would do. He knew the man had reason to be angry, but what Darius didn’t know is that Julian had saved their lives today.

“I want him arrested,” Darius said. “I want him thrown into the dungeons. Let the Dunarians decide what to do with him.”

Kaden turned to Inga and nodded. She released the hold on the four men and they fell to the ground. Darius winced as he stood. The bandage across his back was stained with fresh blood.

“I’ll submit to the Dunarian’s will,” Julian said.

“Wait a second,” Inga said as she stepped forward. “None of this matters right now.”

Everyone in the room stared at her as she paced among them.

“Silandrin has instructed Silas in what he must do next,” she said. “Now that we have all the medallions, we can finish what we started.”

“And what exactly comes next?” Kaden asked, looking at Silas.

Silas sighed deeply. Everyone looked for an answer that he wasn’t sure he was ready to give. The Gatekeeper had told them so much, but the hardest part of it now seemed to be finished thanks to Julian.

Silas took the next few minutes to explain to them that once he had all the medallions, he was supposed to use the pedestal in front of Marenon’s Map to obtain the power of the Gatekeeper.

After gaining this new power, it was up to him to destroy the remaining gates and medallions, but the only way he could destroy the Red Gate in Mudavé would be to become that gate’s keeper. Anithistor held the title of Gatekeeper over the Red Gate. In order for Silas to take that role, Anithistor would have to die.

Silas’ explanation to the others was sobering. It made their victory feel slightly insignificant, for even if they had the power of Marenon’s Map, Silas would still have to face Anithistor alone.

“So, what do you have to do?” Kaden asked.

Silas shrugged. “Somehow I have to use this pedestal.”

Julian stepped out of the way, allowing the others an unobstructed view.

“To use Marenon’s Map as a weapon all I had to do was hold on to the pedestal with both hands,” he said. “Maybe it will work the same for you.”

Silas nodded his thanks, and moved forward to the stand that held all six medallions of magic. So much work had gone into creating these artifacts. So much magic and mystery surrounded them. Now he was to use them for himself.

A flood of doubt washed into Silas’ mind as he thought about what should happen next. What if it didn’t work? What if he was one giant disappointment? What if this power wasn’t enough to destroy the gates or defeat Anithistor? What did they need his power for anyway? Julian had been tremendous with his supernatural control over nature.

Inga must have sensed his uncertainty because she stood next to him and placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

“Silandrin was sure about you,” she said. “I’m sure about you, too.”

Silas reached his hand to hers and clutched it in appreciation of her support.

She squeezed in return and stepped away from him, taking his staff in the process.

His right hand touched the side of the pedestal as he faced the glowing map in front of him. The view of Jekyll Rock showed nothing but smoke and steam from the rain as it extinguished the flames of destruction.

The map quickly moved back to show all of Marenon in slumbering twilight. The smoke from Jekyll Rock was so small from this height. He took a deep breath as he soaked in the view. His job was to rescue all of this.

Silas placed his left hand on the other side of the pedestal as Julian had instructed. It began to vibrate under his grip, and the floor beneath them shook.

The radiant light of Marenon’s Map vanished into a stream that flowed to each of the medallion’s jewels. After a minute, the streams were spent and the jewels glowed at the center, casting a shimmering rainbow of colors all along the room’s walls. The lights shined from the medallion’s centers, on and off, one at a time. Somehow the medallions created a sound like a beating timpani that seemed to be synchronized to the rhythm of Silas’ heartbeat.

The magic was testing the Human standing before it and Silas was deemed worthy.

The rivers of light that had flowed into the medallions now shot into his eyes, blinding him with a white-hot illumination.

He tried to scream out, but the magic held on to him, paralyzing him as it held him suspended in the air. He had no control over his movements, but he could feel that something very powerful had entered his body.

He lost all sense of anyone present in the room. In fact, he had lost all sense of the room itself. Time seemed to stop as the pounding ceased and his vision returned, though he did not see a room full of onlookers. He was alone.

Silas felt a serenity he had lacked throughout his entire life in Marenon and even on Earth. He looked at his hands and his feet. Both were bare. A white robe that felt softer than silk covered him.

He was standing, though he saw no ground beneath his toes, nor did he feel a surface under his feet.

He had only ever felt this kind of weightless absence from the body when he had died on Earth, only this time he wasn’t staring at a bleeding body surrounded by Stühocs.

Am I dead?

“No,” a voice sounded from behind him. “You are not dead.” The being had appeared out of thin air, wearing the same white robe that Silas now wore. The face shined behind a mask of blurred magic. It looked like the same apparition that the Gatekeeper had left for him on more than one occasion, but the voice was different.

“Are you Silandrin’s apparition?” Silas asked. “You’re one of them anyway. I’ve seen your kind before.”

“I am not, Master Gatekeeper. I am
your
apparition.”

“Mine?”

“A servant. A tool to be used as you see fit. As long as you live, you have a limitless supply of apparitions like me. In essence, I am you, or at least part of who you are.”

“So you carry no message for me?” Silas asked.

“Actually I do. Though I am your servant, I was placed here by Silandrin to encourage you. After this moment, you are to become the most powerful being in all of Marenon. You must now destroy the gates and make your people a true part of this world.”

“I’m afraid,” Silas said, looking down at his feet.

“A person with any wisdom would be. Prophecies are not fulfilled by the fearless.”

“How do I move forward?”

“You move as you have been instructed, and do whatever you deem to be the best course of action.”

“That tells me nothing.”

“I wasn’t sent here to tell you what to do. You already know what to do.”

“Destroy the gates, then it’s all over,” Silas said.

“No. Destroy the gates then take your place as Watchman over Marenon.”

Silas had nearly forgotten about the title of Watchman. Silandrin had told him that before there were gates, before there were Stühocs or even Humans, he hadn’t been the Gatekeeper, he had been the Watchman, the protector over Marenon. But with the creation of the gates, he had come to be known as the Gatekeeper.

If all went according to plan, Silas would become the Keeper of all three gates, destroy them, then take his place as Watchman to protect and guide Marenon for thousands of years to come. But only if he wasn’t killed first.

“If you’re my apparition, then how did Silandrin send you to me?”

“You have met the Gatekeeper, Silandrin, in the past, have you not?”

The only time had been when Silas was a baby – when his grandfather Garland took Silas through the Blue Gate to Earth.

“When he first met you, Silandrin used your spirit to create me and placed me in the pedestal as a message to you. Now you possess the power to use my likeness to speak with whom you wish.”

“I don’t feel much different,” Silas said. “I don’t feel all-powerful.”

“Many changes are coming to you, Silas. Embrace them. Learn to use your new abilities and you will be a great Watchman.”

Neither of them said it, but Silas knew this was the end of their conversation. What more could be said? He turned from his apparition. He knew when he went back to the others that time would not have passed for them.

Silas delayed a long moment. He felt like he needed to collect his thoughts, but in truth, his mind was clear. There were no more questions, no more answers to be found. It was time to take action.

“I’m ready,” he finally said.

“Then I have fulfilled my duty to you. Thank you, Gatekeeper. May magic always serve you for the betterment of Marenon.”

The next sensation Silas had was falling heavily to the floor. Inga and Kaden instantly rushed to his side.

“Did it work?” they asked him.

Silas didn’t answer, but he saw the look of horror on Julian’s face. The group followed his line of sight and saw the pedestal behind them – or what was left of the pedestal. The medallions lay in the crumbled remains of what once stood as the source of power for Marenon’s Map.

Julian walked to the pile of rocks and knelt beside it. “The weapon is gone,” he muttered. “How are we supposed to fight without the weapon?”

“We have Silas,” Kaden said.

“But using the weapon was the plan from the beginning,” Julian argued. “Now we don’t have the Map’s power to take on the rest of the Stühocs and Nestorians.”

“That’s no longer your concern,” Darius snapped from the other side of the room. “I want Julian placed under arrest.”

Kaden held up a hand. “Let’s not be so hasty.”

“Hasty? Do you remember what this man did to us? What he tried to do to me?”

Kaden sighed and looked from Julian to Silas, and back to Julian.

Silas wasn’t sure what was to be done in this situation. He had just undergone the most surreal transformation imaginable, and the anger of Darius Umar was far from his mind.

Kaden decided to let the guards take Julian to the outside jail cells located near the northern end of Jekyll Rock. Julian didn’t protest, but walked quietly with the guards. When he was gone, Kaden, Inga and Darius focused all their attention on Silas.

“What happens next, Silas?” Kaden asked.

Silas took one look at Inga and nodded. She had been there when the Gatekeeper had given him his instructions. A grin formed at the side of her mouth when she gripped his hand. He knew she could feel the new energy that pulsed through his veins. He was the Gatekeeper now. He had a new responsibility.

“Next, we destroy the Blue and Green Gates,” Silas answered. “Then we attack Mudavé.”

 

  

Chapter Fourteen

 


It was the middle of the night, and only a few hours until daybreak, but Kaden had insisted that Silas get some rest. Silas knew he needed it, so he didn’t object.

For the first time in months, Silas found himself alone. The room felt cold, empty and much too large for one person. A bed sat across the room waiting for him, but he didn’t go to it at first. He set his staff on the ground and wrapped his cloak around him tightly and sat cross-legged only a few feet in front of the empty fireplace.

He was now the Gatekeeper and supposedly had some newfound power, but what could he do? What did it mean? He placed a hand out in front of him. With barely a thought, Silas conjured flames in the once-empty fireplace.

The magic is the fuel,
Silas thought.

For a few minutes, he experimented with the size of the flame, and even the color. To Silas’ delight, the glow of the room changed. Blue, violet, black, and yellow. Silas found that many of the colors had different temperatures, with green surprisingly being the hottest of any of them.

Silas jumped when he heard someone knocking at his door. He turned to the fire and set the flame at a cool orange and red, then walked to the door. He opened it just a crack, but swung it wider when he saw that it was Inga. His heart nearly leaped into his throat.

“Inga, come in.”

“Sorry if I woke you,” she said.

“No, not at all. I haven’t even gone to bed yet.”

“Are you sure it’s all right that I’m here?”

“Of course. Is anything wrong?”

“No,” she said as she walked past him. “I just wanted to see how you were.”

She lowered the hood of her cloak and untied it at the neck, letting it drop to the floor. Although she was still wearing the clothes she had been traveling in since she had come into Jekyll Rock, Silas still couldn’t help but admire her beauty.

Her long black hair fell wildly past her shoulders, and her full lips remained half-opened as though she wanted to say something more, but her voice just wouldn’t let out any sound. Her green eyes bore into him as though she were studying some rare artifact unseen by anyone before.

Silas walked to her slowly and held both her arms with his hands. He could feel her start to tremble.

A single tear rolled down the side of her face. Then another, and another. Silas pressed her against him and held his left arm around her waist while his other hand held her head as she whimpered softly on his shoulder.

No words were needed. Both of them had been through so much, yet they had been afforded little time to let their emotions show. Now Inga finally had the chance to break down.

Not only had she nearly been killed on several occasions, but she had also ultimately lost the one parent-figure she had known for most of her life. Silandrin had been more than a father to her. He was a mentor, a teacher, and a friend. They had both seen him sacrifice himself to destroy the Sleeper, Theron. As much as they hated to see him gone, they knew it was a sacrifice that he had to make. Silandrin had to die before Silas could carry on with his mission.

Inga wrapped her arms firmly around Silas’ waist and didn’t let go. He had only known her for three months, but he loved her so much. He felt closer to her than anyone he had ever known. But she had never told him the same. She had never uttered the words ‘I love you’ to Silas.

They sat on the bed and Silas wiped the tears from her face, only to find them quickly replaced by more.

“Silandrin said you could die too,” she said.

This was a haunting revelation that had not escaped Silas’ mind since their conversation with Silandrin. But they could not let it dictate their actions.

“Inga, I’m not going to die. There’s too much for me to do.”

“Anithistor is very powerful.”

“And so am I, now.”

“Yes, but you haven’t had your abilities for thousands of years. Just because you have been given great power doesn’t mean you are the master of it.”

“Sounds like you’re predicting who’s going to win.” Silas knew he shouldn’t have said the words as soon as they came out, but Inga accepted them with grace.

“You just have to be careful. You may be the Gatekeeper now, but I’ve seen what can happen when people receive a lot of power without training. The magic can consume your mind. Bad things can happen.”

“And that’s why Silandrin told us that I’ll need you. You’re here to help me keep it under control.”

Inga nodded and pulled her legs onto the bed and drew Silas in behind her as she lay on her side facing the fire. His hand rested on her waist as they lay close to one another, content to stay in that position forever.

He lifted his hand and the flame in the fireplace dimmed to an even deeper red hue.

“For some reason, green is the hottest,” she said. “Silandrin could melt rock with green fire.”

Silas wasn’t sure when he closed his eyes, but the two of them didn’t stir until nearly an hour after daybreak.

When they climbed off the bed, Inga reached to the ground, took her cloak and kissed Silas softly on the cheek before they left.

There was much to be done now, but Silas had no idea where to start. After wandering through the stronghold for a few minutes, Dublin had found them and made them sit down for a large breakfast. Midway through the meal, Kaden approached the table to let them know of something happening at the north end of the city. Everyone was gathering to hear from the Meshulan.

“They all want to hear from the man that saved them,” Kaden said.

“And that man sits in a Dunarian prison cell,” Silas answered back.

Kaden nodded. “I know. But my hands are tied. He’s responsible for killing most of the council. What can I do?”

“Would the situation be dealt with differently if this had been done by any king other than Julian?” Silas asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Simply that if he were Morgan or Ruben Hobbes, would he have been treated differently? I feel like there is a deeper animosity here that goes beyond what Julian did. Perhaps Darius and Julian didn’t get along when he was on the council?”

Kaden shrugged. “Julian was controversial, but I see your point. Since he was once one of us, perhaps Darius finds it easier to punish him.”

“He is the king, not some common criminal,” Silas added.

“And he has no ill intention,” Inga said. “I’ve seen him when he didn’t know I was listening. He only wants to defeat our enemies.”

“You’re trying to convince someone who already agrees with you,” Kaden sighed. “I think Julian has been foolish, and his mistake was perilous, but we can’t just forget what he did to save us last night.” He reached for a cup and took a sip of something and swallowed hard, staring at Silas with contemplative eyes.

“Many Dunarians have no idea what Julian did to the council members, but it won’t take long for them to figure it out,” Kaden continued. “Personally, I think he should be made to face the consequences of his actions. But I also know that we need him alive. We must have his army. The people of Jekyll Rock should ultimately decide what happens to Julian, but they will listen to their Meshulan.”

“You think so?”

“I do. You are their hero.”

“More like their mascot.”

“Not true,” Kaden said sternly. “You now possess the power to finish The Reckoning, but you know as well as I that you can’t do it alone. You need a big army. That will include armies from the Erellen king
and
the Human king. You can rally support for Julian before word gets out about what he did. I know him well. He’ll reciprocate with his army from Farlaweer.”

“And the Erellens?” Silas asked. “They aren’t going to be happy that we have their medallion and plan to destroy their gate.”

“Well,” Inga said, “they can blame their prince for giving up the medallion. Daewyn led us to it willingly.”

Kaden smiled widely. “Silas, you not only have a new magical power, but also the title that people will follow. Even if kings want nothing to do with you, the people will be inspired by you. They’ve been waiting for you for so long.”

Kaden was right. Silas would go straight to the ones he was born to deliver. The people had grown tired of waiting for him and now he was ready to make good on a prophecy despite how misleading it had been.

Kaden led them to a balcony to point out where the citizens had gathered near the north wall, waiting to hear from Silas.

“They want you,” Kaden said. “They are ready for their Deliverer.”

The three of them walked through the city and to the north side where everyone was waiting patiently. At the first sight of Silas, the crowd began to cheer and clap as some added whistles and shouts to the mix.

Silas could feel their eyes watching him. How could he let them know that he had barely done anything to help them? They only cheered for him because he was the Meshulan, not because of what they had seen him do in battle.

The crowd’s applause continued until Silas stood alone at the top of the wall, then a heavy silence fell over them. What was there to tell them? What did they want to hear? The future was so uncertain for all of them.

Silas looked down toward the front of the crowd to see Lorcan standing next to Inga, giving her a long embrace. It had probably felt like a lifetime since they had seen each other. Nalani, Alric and Coffman stood near them, as well as Dink and Emma. Kaden stood off to Silas’ left and nodded with encouragement.

Silas’ hands began to shake, and he gripped the staff of Uriah to steady himself. For a brief second he closed his eyes, letting his new magic calm his nerves. Like a drug, the relief flooded through his veins, and he smiled, not believing how easy it was.

With the realization that he had no more to fear, he began to laugh. As he laughed, he held out his hands and let out a blast of light that sparkled through the air like fireworks. The crowd’s cheers instantly erupted again at the sight of their beloved Deliverer.

“Dunarians!” Silas said, using his magic to amplify his voice. “Today we have shown the enemy that we are no small nuisance. We have shown them that we cannot be defeated so easily.

This caused the crowd to shout out again.

“Now it’s time we show Anithistor and his pitiful army that they aren’t welcome here in Marenon. They never have been and never will be!”

The crowd’s chanting sounded out in a rhythmic pattern. “Silas…Silas…Silas…”

He held up his hands to try and hush the crowd, but they could not be dissuaded. The looks on their faces reflected pure joy, even though their city lay in ruins and the dead lay scattered throughout. Eventually they calmed, and Silas continued.

“As the Meshulan, I want to be honest with you. First, you must know that it was not I that rescued you last night. I was here in battle with the rest of you, but we only had the orange medallion below Jekyll Rock. It was King Julian Hobbes that used Marenon’s Map to save us.”

Confused looks spread across hundreds of faces.

“Although he isn’t with us at this assembly, I think we should thank him.”

Silas led them in a round of applause, and the cheers eventually caught on, becoming louder and louder. After a few moments the crowd began to chant the king’s name in unison.

Silas couldn’t help but notice Darius’ angered expression when the man realized that the king would have to be set free. Whether they knew it or not, the Dunarian people had just secured Julian’s release.

*****

Nalani had broken away from the crowd shortly after Silas began talking about Julian. She hadn’t seen him for a long time, and she was now going to see him behind bars. She didn’t exactly want to be alone with him. She knew Julian would want to talk about their past relationship, and rightfully so.

It had gone from good to bad to worse. They had been so happy together when they were just members of the Dunarian Council. They were best friends and they easily found themselves in love with each other. Both of them knew that The Reckoning would be concluded somewhere in their future, but they had no idea that it would take such an emotional toll on the two of them. They could never have predicted that it would drive them apart.

Though she didn’t want to talk to Julian about it, she felt she had an obligation to face him.

Recognizing her immediately, the guards saluted her as she came near and allowed her to pass into the compound.

Her heart sank when she saw Julian in the outdoor cage. She knew his goals had always been noble, but she also knew that he could be impulsive in his methods. She knew he had the inclination to act first and think later, but his intentions were always for the best. Julian had felt trapped these past three months. Surely after the betrayal of Ward Holden and the discovery of the memory orb that implicated others on the council, Julian had felt alone.

Nalani had been no help to him then. She had abandoned him. Maybe it had been his callousness at the death of his brother, or perhaps she thought Julian was becoming too power-hungry. Either way, she didn’t feel comfortable around him. She felt like her life was in danger just by being near him. This wasn’t necessarily because of Julian directly, but his reckless decisions seemed to affect everyone around him. As they had only days before.

There would be no speaking of this, however. She knew Julian. He would never forgive himself for what happened to the council members, but he wouldn’t let that stop him from trying to finish what he started.

He jumped to his feet when he saw Nalani walking toward the compound. The sound of the energetic crowd carried through the air as Silas continued to rally their support.

“Nalani,” Julian said, brushing the dirt from his clothes. “I didn’t expect to see you.”

“Likewise,” she said, standing back from the bars. “That is, I didn’t know you were coming last night.”

“I had no idea there would be a battle raging at Jekyll Rock either,” he said.

“You saved us all. Me. My parents. All of us. We owe you.”

“It doesn’t make up for what I did to the council.”

“We have to move past that, as horrible as it was,” she said. “Silas has the Dunarians loving you right now.”

“I heard them chanting my name. I had hoped that they weren’t calling out for my execution.”

Nalani shook her head.

“We’re going to need a scout team,” Julian said, changing the subject. “We must see what we’re up against in Mudavé, and I want to lead it.”

“But you need to bring your soldiers from Farlaweer.”

“I can send a messenger to Robin. He’ll bring all the soldiers from Farlaweer. And I can send more messengers to Hanzad and Canor to gather what reserves they have, though there will be few from either of those places.” He started pacing his cell as though Nalani wasn’t even there. It was like he was talking to himself. “Silas will move first to destroy the Blue Gate, I’m sure. Then he’ll march to Elysium to gather support from the Erellens, but they’ll have to agree to allow him to destroy the Green Gate. But
when
he gets their support, they’ll march with us to Mudavé.” Satisfied with his assessment, he smiled and looked up at Nalani.

“Who do you want for your taskforce?” she asked.

“You and the mercenaries,” he said.

“Inga will want to be near Silas. They’ve been training together and Silas will need more guidance with his magical powers.”

“Fine. All of you minus Inga.” He seemed disappointed.

“What else are you planning?”

“I need to look into something in Mudavé,” he answered. “I killed Mintuk last night, so that should only leave two Sleepers, Marcus and a man named Damon. They’re planning something against Silas, I know they are.”

“How do you know this?”

“Because, I would if I were one of them. It will be their last stand. They’re going to bring everything they’ve got to take him down.”

“You know Darius won’t be happy that we’re planning to release you, much less let you lead a group to Mudavé,” she said.

“I know,” he said, looking down at his feet. “I had the man strung up to be executed. He has the right to wish I’d rot. But if he wants the support of Farlaweer, then he doesn’t have a choice.”

A long pause stood between them. Julian was right. The Dunarians needed all the help they could get. Imprisoning Julian had only been an act of fleeting anger. It was unrealistic to think Darius would be granted his retribution in a war like this. Julian was one of their biggest allies, despite his ignorant conflict with the council members.

Even though their romantic relationship could never be rekindled, she couldn’t help but miss what they used to have. Being near Julian brought up old feelings that she no longer wanted from him though. He used to make her feel safe, but that felt like a lifetime ago.

Julian looked at her with regret in his eyes, and a longing that he should have known she could not fulfill. “We can make it work, Nalani. It’s not too late for us.”

“But it
is
too late, Julian.”

“Why?”

She stepped a foot backward.

“Nalani, we’re about to win this together! Soon, this will all be over.”

She moved another step backward. For some reason she felt hot liquid sting her eyes. She had not imagined this would be so difficult.

“Nalani,” Julian called out.

“I’m sure someone will be by later to let you out.”

“Nalani!”

She turned sharply and walked out of the compound before he could see her tears fall.

 


 

  

Chapter Fifteen

 


Silas woke up the next morning feeling rested, but his mind continued to run wildly. The next part of his mission was clear. Today, the Blue Gate would be destroyed.

After breakfast, Dublin took Silas to where the others had assembled. All the leaders were together, including the previously imprisoned Julian. Silas was glad, yet somewhat surprised to hear that Julian would lead a reconnaissance group into Mudavé. Darius had been livid at the revelation, but ultimately decided to focus his rage on the fight to come.

It had been decided that Silas should go to the Blue Gate as discretely as possible, so he would only be accompanied by Inga and Kaden. Lorcan had wanted to join their group, but to Silas’ relief, Kaden reminded the Erellen that he was a wanted man in Elysium, and that would be their next destination after the Blue Gate.

Coffman placed a large hand on Lorcan’s shoulder. “We’re not going into Mudavé yet. We’re just checking it out.” Lorcan said nothing, probably knowing he would come across as weak as he had three months before when he had been too afraid to enter the Stühoc city. Silas remembered the tale told to him by Inga, that Lorcan had been captured and tortured by the Stühocs when he was a child. Whenever the demon-like creatures came near him, the warrior became nearly useless.

“Inga, we could really use your help out there,” Julian said.

“Silandrin was insistent that I help Silas,” she said. “But I’m sure we will see you very soon.”

Julian nodded, knowing there wasn’t much use in trying to convince her to come. Her abilities would have come in handy though.

Darius Umar remained behind at Jekyll Rock as his soldiers continued to burn the bodies of the Fallen Dunarians. Honor was rarely given to the dead in Marenon, but Darius had instructed that the bodies of the dead Dunarians were to be burned separately from the Stühocs and Nestorians.

From the looks of it, Jekyll Rock would need extensive rebuilding before it would ever return to its original glory. Silas did not envy the soldiers and citizens charged with such a task. In the distance, he could see Dink and his wife Emma helping soldiers with the cleanup. Dink noticed him looking and gave a short salute. Silas smiled and reciprocated.

Silas strapped the staff of Uriah to his back and mounted Skarret, glad to see the sarian still alive. Inga sat close behind him and wrapped an arm around his waist to steady herself. For the first time, Silas found it pleasing that Skarret refused a saddle. Kaden mounted his sarian, Cole, and waited next to them.

Julian, Nalani, and the other mercenaries each rode a separate sarian, leaving one left to stay with Darius should he need one.

Dublin had ensured that everyone was given a wristband before they departed. The green jewel strapped to their wrists could provide instant communication from any part of the land if they needed it. The old man had nearly been in tears when he saw them off.

“Don’ yeh be makin’ any foolish decisions, yeh hear?” he said to Silas. “Yeh might be the most powerful person in Marenon, but tha’ don’ give yeh an excuse to be reckless!”

Silas assured the old man that they would not do anything foolish. Silas checked his cloak pockets to make sure he still counted six medallions. Satisfied, he gave one last wave goodbye to Julian and the others, and they were off.

Traveling to the Blue Gate wouldn’t take long, but none of them knew what they might encounter. Stühocs may have been dispatched there before the battle at Jekyll Rock with the prediction that Silas would be traveling that way. For all they knew, they could be walking into a trap laid by a thousand or more soldiers. Silas had a suspicion that this would not be a problem given his new magical ability, but he knew he was untested. He hadn’t yet been given the chance to see what kind of power was stored within him.

Silas, Inga, and Kaden flew high in the warm morning sun and scanned the ground below them as they glided over Canor. The city seemed relatively quiet as the people went about, unaware that the tides were changing. Marenon would become a very different place in the coming days.

As they passed the city, Blue Gate Mountain loomed in front of them and the snowy top lent unpleasant memories to Silas. He couldn’t look at it without thinking of the fear and pain of his first day in Marenon.

It dawned on Silas that he had not actually ever seen the Blue Gate from the side of Marenon. On Earth, he had seen the Blue Gate begin to open when Kaden had placed the medallion like a key in the cave wall. But Silas had died before ever getting a chance to step through it. And now he was ready to destroy it.

They circled around the west side of the mountain and glided toward the battered remains of Silandrin’s old dwelling. It had been left in ruins, mostly due to Inga’s magic. A few bodies of the dog-men remained at the scene, but most had been dragged away or eaten by animals.

Inga looked from Silas to Kaden as they dismounted.

“Do you remember where it is?” she asked him.

Kaden scratched his beard and thought for a moment. “It’s been almost eighteen years. Garland and I followed the Gatekeeper from this house.”

Silas held out a hand when a feeling struck him. “You don’t have to show us the way,” he said. “I can feel it. It’s not too far.”

It was as though a magnet pulled him toward the gate, like it wanted him to find it.

Past the broken house lay a dark wooded terrain filled with large evergreens and boulders that had broken away from the mountaintop years before, making a home for the moss and ivy. The birds chirped back and forth to one another loudly, but no other sound could be heard.

Skarret and Cole patrolled the sky above the trees, which gave Silas the assurance that no army waited for them in the distance.

They moved forward, step-by-step, following Silas down the flattened path. The ground seemed as though it had been trodden on a consistent basis, but Silas couldn’t speculate as to who would have traveled the road this much.

Silas could feel the gate drawing him as they began to veer off the path and into the thicker part of the woods. They walked for several minutes, and with each step, Silas could feel the indivisible hands, pulling him toward the gate. He had thought at first that the sense had only been in his mind, but he could undoubtedly feel a physical push toward it.

They continued as it drew them east around the mountain and they found themselves walking down another long pathway. This one was straight and led to the side of the mountain where a bare, smooth wall stood.

No ivy or plant life crept up the wall.

Silas barely noticed that the gate had stopped drawing him in once he realized that they stood only a hundred feet from it. They stared at it in wonder, though there was nothing wondrous about it.

“So much magic has been put into making these gates, yet they are most unassuming,” Silas said. “No art, no grand entrance. Just flat, gray rock.”

“I think Silandrin meant for them to be uninviting,” Inga replied. “Though without the medallion, no one can pass through, I don’t think he wanted anyone near them. They weren’t something he was proud of, I’d say.”

Silas stepped forward and his right hand began to vibrate just before his staff transformed into a broadsword. Kaden drew his sword, and Inga threw up her hands to ready themselves for a coming attack, though nothing happened.

Silas closed his eyes as he called on the magic to reveal the danger that lurked near them, but he could see nothing. He opened his eyes, and searched around him frantically. That’s when Judoc appeared from behind a set of trees and stood in front of the gate.

“Anithistor told me you would be coming here soon,” Judoc said. “He told me to be ready.”

“And do you think you are ready?” Silas asked.

“I think if you are here to destroy the Blue Gate, you will find that you are outmatched. We will never let you touch it. You should have come with more men.”

“So you haven’t heard,” Silas said. “You haven’t heard that there is a new Gatekeeper? You now stand before him.”

Judoc lowered his stare, then reached for his small spectacles with his furry hand. He folded the sides that had clung to his pointed ears and placed the glasses in his cloak pocket.

“Gatekeeper or not, you will not touch this gate today,” he said.

Seemingly from nowhere, a hundred or more dog-men appeared from the shadows of the trees.

Silas could feel his two companions tense at the sight of so many beasts wanting their blood, but he felt calm in his heart. He was the Gatekeeper. It was time to act like it.

“I’m giving you one last chance for you and your servants to stand down,” Silas said. “If you do not, you will die.”

Judoc didn’t respond with words, but with a ferocious bark and growl, he called out for his servants to attack. Each of them sprang into action, but Silas was ready.

His mind had never felt more aware. The first group of dogs jumped at the small band, but Silas was able to pass a sword through them in one fluid motion. He threw up a large green shield around Inga and Kaden with one hand, and with his sword, he shot out a web of lightening bolts, electrocuting ten of Judoc’s minions at once. One after another, they jumped at Silas, but he found that he could now change the staff to become any weapon he desired.

The first one, he sliced through with a sword. The next, he smashed with a hammer. He turned to face three others. With Silas’ desire, the hammer changed into a flail. He barred his teeth as the flail caught fire. In one mighty swing, Silas smashed through the line of them, spreading flames and smoke. He turned just in time to see another jumping toward his back, but Silas held out a hand to stop the dog in mid-flight. Next, he smashed it into a tree with a crushing force. He then concentrated on a branch from the top of the tree and snapped it in half. With the sharp end out, he sent it sailing at the attacker, spearing it through the chest.

Fifty more attacked at once, but Silas threw down his staff and placed both of his arms together and let out a stream of fire that spread in every direction, spewing from his palms.

The man-dogs let out howls of pain as the flames seared their fur and flesh. Few remained, but those that survived ran off in every direction, thankful to have escaped with their lives.

Sweat poured down Silas’ face, but he felt no fatigue. Kaden and Inga stood in awe after witnessing his mastery of magic.

He allowed the green shield to vanish and he turned to face Judoc. He called the staff to float to his right palm.

Judoc swallowed hard as Silas approached. He knew there would be no fight. Silas was unbeatable.

“Just make it quick,” Judoc said. “I’ll die at the hands of Anithistor if you don’t kill me now. I imagine he will be less than civil with my execution.”

“Why would you waste your time with him?” Silas asked. “Why did you serve the Stühocs?”

“They provided me a home here,” he answered. “Anithistor allowed us passage here from the old world.”

“You are a fool.”

“A realization I made a long time ago. If you will please be done with me now, Mr. Ainsley, I would appreciate it.”

“I’m not going to kill you. You will be my messenger.”

Judoc stood silently waiting.

“Tell Anithistor he has awoken a giant. Tell him that I’m coming for him.”

He stared at Silas, then glanced at Kaden and Inga who had walked up from behind. He nodded slowly and walked away without another word.

When he was out of earshot, Kaden spoke next.

“You know he won’t go to Anithistor.”

“I don’t expect him to,” Silas said. “Would you?”

“No. I would run as far away from Mudavé as possible.”

Silas turned his head to the two. “Are you both all right?”

They both nodded fervently.

“You seem to know how to handle yourself well,” Inga said. “I’m not sure why Silandrin thought you would need me.”

Silas didn’t know either, but he was glad to have the two of them there. If anything, maybe Silandrin knew it would not be good for Silas to be alone on this journey.

Silas turned back to the blank wall and reached into his pocket. Without looking, he knew he had grabbed the blue medallion. He stepped forward to the blank wall and looked at the bottom near the ground where he found a small slot for the medallion.

He took one last look at Kaden and Inga then bent down to insert the medallion. Immediately, streaks of blue light slithered across the bare rock and began to spiral toward the center until almost the entire wall was pulsating with the blue light. Eventually, they could each see to the other side. The other world. Earth. If they wanted, all they had to do was step through and they would be back where they had started their lives. The blue light began to fade until it was only a small outline of the clear passage in front of them.

Silas knew the entrance to Earth led somewhere on that mountain in Colorado where he and his grandfather had died months before. He couldn’t help but shake the realization that this had been the same gate Maroke had used to come after them. This had been the same gate Marcus and Theron had used before Silandrin had closed it completely.

For a brief moment, Silas thought he could step through it. If he wanted, he could go back to Earth and forget about all of this. The problems of Marenon would be forgotten. At least, for a time. But he knew that someday the Blue Gate could be used again.

Besides, there was no life for him there. His grandfather had made sure of that. His friends had been few in number because Silas and Garland had always been on the move. Silas had recently learned that this was because Garland had been evading the Sleepers – Marcus and Theron.

“If you want to go back to Earth, now is your chance,” Silas told Kaden and Inga.

“How do you destroy it?” Inga asked, ignoring the suggestion.

That was a good question. Silas had no idea. Here he was, staring at his home planet for the last time, but the power he needed to destroy the connection eluded him. Were there words to say? A spell to cast?

He first tried to use fire against it, but nothing happened. It remained a simple walk-through to another world.

Silas searched deep within his mind. Somewhere there was an answer to the gate’s destruction.

He threw his staff to the ground.

“I don’t know!”

Inga walked up next to him and stared deep into his eyes.

“Silas, you’ve got to clear your mind of any distractions. You possess the power to destroy it. You’ve got to find that power.”

He knew she was right, but it didn’t explain
how
he should find it. He closed his eyes and tried to search his thoughts. He
was
distracted. So many new options of magic flew through his brain, but he needed something specific. Silandrin had said Silas would have the power to do it, but where was this power?

“Clear your mind,” he heard Inga say, though her voice felt distant.

He breathed slowly, trying to calm his thoughts, to purge his mind of everything. After a moment, his thoughts cleared. That’s when the words formed in his mind.

He had never heard the language before. It wasn’t of his own tongue, and it wasn’t Erellen, but something else. A certain phrase passed through his mind several times before he decided to speak it.

“Osh tü lorminan, Kül vorheesh-sellan…”

The ground beneath them began to tremble.

“Osh tü lorminan, Kül vorheesh-sellan,” he repeated louder.

The shaking became so severe, that the others fell to the ground, but Silas stood firm. He opened his eyes to witness what was happening before him. The blue light had begun to swirl again, and the view of the other side into Earth started to disappear. The words remained fresh in his mind.

He could see the medallion’s sapphire jewel pulsating the light brighter than he had ever seen it before.

A third time.

“Osh tü lorminan, Kül vorheesh-sellan!” he yelled.

The blue light vanished. The medallion exploded into pieces as the rock wall crumbled to the ground into a dusty heap.

Everything went black as Silas lost all consciousness.

*****

When he started to feel himself walking, he knew he was dreaming. The red dirt path before him stretched long, but he knew his destination. He was walking toward the Red Gate.

“Silas!” a voice called out to him. “Silas!”

He looked in every direction, but could not find the source of the voice.

“Over here!”

Silas looked up in time to see a cloaked figure jumping from a tall boulder to the ground in front of him.

“I see that you know the words of the medallion’s destruction,” the man said.

“What?” Silas asked.

“The words,” the man repeated. “I don’t know them myself. They are from an ancient tongue of the Stühocs. Powerful words. Anithistor used them to create the red medallion and Silandrin used them to create all the others. The fact that the words came to you only proves who you are.”

Silas said nothing, wondering who this man was and how he knew this information.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” the man said.

“Who are you?”

“I’m alive,” Will said with a smile, though he didn’t seem overly happy. Silas thought that is expression seemed forced.

“But who are you?” Silas asked him.

“I’m Will,” the man said. “Will Ainsley.”

Silas’ eyebrows wrinkled. “But you’re dead.”

“That’s what most people think,” he said. “I was never killed, Silas. I ran off into battle and no one ever saw me again. They never found a body because I had been captured.”

“This is a dream,” Silas said. “You aren’t real. I don’t even know what my father looks like.”

“Dreams for the powerful are never
just
dreams, Silas. “After years of trying, I’ve finally escaped the Stühocs, but I’m still in Mudavé.”

“Why are you still in Mudavé?”

“I fear my recapture. There are more enemies patrolling the borders of Mudavé than ever before. You must have started something. I’m hiding in the Reemlock Mountains.”

Silas knew this couldn’t be real. How could no one have known that his father had been captured?

“Why haven’t the Stühocs turned you?”

“They tried but it was too difficult. They’ve kept me around to use against you. A ransom perhaps. I just wanted you to know that you will not be alone here. I will be waiting to help you. We can finish this together.”

“How are you talking to me through a dream?”

“Magic,” Will said with a smile.

Silas shook his head.
This can’t be real.

“It’s so good to see you, Silas. I wish your mother could have seen you now.”

The mixed emotions that racked Silas’ heart were unnerving. Part of him wanted to talk with his ‘father’ forever, but part of him wasn’t sure he would even remember this when he woke. Were these just built up emotions trying to compensate for the feelings of abandonment? Did he even feel abandonment?

“It’s time for you to wake up, Silas. You have more work to do. I will see you again soon.”

The image before him began to disappear like a fog in the early morning.

“Wait!” Silas yelled, but it was too late.

He woke with a start as sweat spilled down his face. He was in a bed. His bed. He looked out his window and could see the remains of Jekyll Rock in the city below. He turned sharply when someone knocked on the door and opened it slowly. It was Kaden.

“You’re awake.”

Silas was having trouble controlling his breathing.

“You’ve been asleep for two days.”

Silas couldn’t believe it. “Two days?”

Kaden nodded. “We were getting worried about you. When you destroyed the Blue Gate, you just fell to the ground; we didn’t know what to do.”

Silas turned his gaze back to the window. He hadn’t forgotten his dream as he had predicted. He didn’t know whether it was real, but his heart told him that his father was waiting for him in Mudavé. His father, or someone else.

 


 

  

Chapter Sixteen

 


It had taken a day and a half for the five riders to fly to the outskirts of Mudavé. Early on, Julian had spotted several patrols, much further out than they had expected. This forced them to land, and it took them the rest of the second day to find a spot where they could safely observe the Stühoc city.

The setting sun provided enough light for Julian to see through a small retractable scope. One thing was for sure: the Stühocs were not secretive about their intentions.

“What do you see?” Alric asked as he squatted beside the king.

“An army greater in number than the one that attacked Jekyll Rock.” He handed the scope to Alric. “If you focus on the western side of the city, you’ll see the Pyramid. Looks like they’ve been using the Sphere a lot.”

The camps of the mindless slaves stretched far and wide. The number of soldiers was so large that most couldn’t even fit within the confines of the city walls. The slaves had been pushed out, and most of the Nestorians had camped along the outer edge of the walls. The Stühocs, however, resided safely inside the city.

The large Pyramid stood tall near the main fortress, and would no doubt be used against enemy combatants in battle. Alric and Coffman had told Julian about how Anithistor had commanded the Sphere at the top of the Pyramid without the power of the medallion.

“So, in order for the Sphere to work,
Anithistor
will have to control it?” Julian asked.

Alric shrugged and shook his head. “I couldn’t tell you. For all we know, he could have just used the medallion to get the weapon up and running. It may not require any kind of power source now.”

Julian nodded, knowing Alric could be right.

They sat watching the city, and devised the best ways to attack such a large force while avoiding the Sphere’s deadly beams. The tides could easily change with such a weapon, even when the sides were initially equally matched.

“Numbers could be a problem,” a shaky Lorcan said. “When our armies meet, we have no idea how many we’ll have against the Stühocs and their allies. I don’t know if King Jiaros will join us.”

As the night fell and the stars shined, they made a fireless camp in a rocky alcove safely out of sight. The others assured Lorcan that a patrol would have to walk within ten feet of their camp in order to spot them.

The sarians rested their large heads on the ground while their riders found a spot against the rock to sit and rest. The five of them sat in a rough circle. Nalani sat across from Julian between Coffman and Alric.

“Lorcan, I brought something to calm your nerves,” Alric said as he reached into a sarian saddle. He pulled out a large animal skin filled with some liquid. “Viper’s mead!” he exclaimed with a laugh. He tossed it to Lorcan and the Erellen immediately unscrewed the cap and started to drink the strong liquid.

He winced when he swallowed and passed it on to Julian who protested at first. If a Stühoc patrol were to come by, it would do none of them any good to be drunk.

The mercenaries waved him off.

“I fight better when I’m drunk!” Coffman nearly yelled.

Despite his initial feelings, Julian shrugged and gulped a large quantity for himself. He passed it on to Alric who then gave it to Nalani, and before the hour had finished, none of them could even see straight. Alric had them all laughing with stories of some of the mercenaries’ more crazy operations, and even had Lorcan holding his belly.

Julian knew they were being too loud, but for some reason he felt no concern.

After another long, drawn-out story, the laughter died down. Alric looked at Julian with a solemn face then huffed. “King
Julian Hobbes…What’s your story anyway? How’d you die?”

The others looked at Alric in surprise, but none of them objected to his question. Generally, such an inquiry would be considered bad form to most Humans in Marenon, but now it didn’t seem to matter.

Julian took another long draw from the animal skin and winced hard. The alcohol burned his throat, but it felt good.

“My brother murdered me.”

The only one who wasn’t shocked was Nalani who had heard the story before.

“We got new ice skates and he knew the ice on the pond wasn’t ready. I fell through and Morgan was content to leave me there. When my father saw what was happening, Morgan acted like he was helping me. Before the end, we were all drowning together.”

Each of them watched Julian intently.

“I guess when someone is chosen for Marenon, it doesn’t matter how good of a swimmer you are,” Julian said.

The group was silent for a long time until Julian spoke out to Alric.

“How about you? How did you die?

Alric grunted then smiled. “Buried alive.”

Julian raised an eyebrow at this, expecting more, but Alric didn’t continue. The man just looked down at the ground and shook his head. Of course, Julian wasn’t going to ask for more. The obviously painful subject was easier for some to talk about than others.

“Plane crash,” Coffman said, answering a question that hadn’t been asked of him. “We all knew it was going down, and when the plane was low enough, people started taking parachutes. When it came to be my turn to strap one on, there were no more. I was the last one.”

“Why didn’t you try to jump with someone?” Nalani asked.

Coffman let out a deep laugh as Lorcan and Alric joined in. “Have you seen me lately? A parachute would hardly be able to hold me, much less with another person.”

Nalani smiled at this.

“What about you?” Alric asked Nalani.

She took a deep breath and shook her head. “Thankfully, I can’t remember.”

“Thankfully?” Lorcan asked.

“Well yeah. I can’t imagine the fear that went through your minds just before you died. Though I’m sure the same fear gripped me, I don’t remember it.”

“So, you remember nothing about your life on Earth?” Coffman asked next.

“No, nothing. I woke up in Marenon as child. People talk of life on Earth, but Marenon has been the only home I have ever known. It’s normal to me.”

“Well, for what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re here,” Alric said as he placed a warm hand on Nalani’s.

Julian saw her grab it in acceptance, and rub his thumb affectionately. A mixture of anger, confusion, and jealousy rushed through him, and he was glad it was dark because he could feel his cheeks burn red. It could have been the alcohol, but Julian knew it wasn’t.

“I find it all baffling, to be honest with you,” Lorcan said. “The gates, Gatekeepers, Silas.” He shook his head. “From what Silas has said, it seems like the Gatekeeper knows a lot more about this world than even the Erellens do.”

“You ever wonder what’s on the other side of the Green Gate?” Coffman asked. “What world could be waiting for you just to slip into unnoticed?”

Lorcan shrugged. “I hope I never have to see. If I do, that means the Stühocs have taken over.”

“What if it was an absolute paradise, and no one has ever been bold enough to try?” Nalani said.

“Yeah, but what if it’s a lifeless void?” Alric countered. “What if you go there and your body isn’t able to survive the atmosphere?”

“Maybe that’s where you should go,” Julian said without thinking.

The smiles on the other’s faces disappeared one by one. Alric looked at Julian. “Excuse me, what?”

He shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Nothing,” he said as he stood and climbed onto the rock above them. “I’ll take first watch. We’ll take off before sunrise. Stühocs won’t be looking for anything then.”

The others complied, and tried to make themselves as comfortable as possible. With the alcohol in their blood, they were soon fast asleep.

After an hour or so, Julian felt sober, though he probably wasn’t. Sleep couldn’t take him even if he wasn’t on watch. He had too much on his mind. He couldn’t shake the thought of Nalani and Alric together. He didn’t know where that mutual affection had come from. Maybe something had happened in Voelif.

Whatever the case, he didn’t understand it. What did Alric have that Julian didn’t? What could the man offer her that Julian hadn’t already given her?

He didn’t wake anyone for the next watch, but instead sat through the night. From here they would fly out to the edge of the Midland Pass, north of Timugo. There they would wait for several days for Julian to assemble his army. The hope was that the Erellens would also join them there.

Then they would wage the largest, most deadly battle ever seen in Marenon. They might all die. There was a chance that this would not succeed, but then again, this was the only chance they had.

If they didn’t win, all of Marenon would eventually come to be like the abhorrent city of Mudavé and then the Stühocs would have to find another world to destroy.

But Julian knew what he had to do. He knew he wouldn’t fight alongside his soldiers whenever the battle took place. He would be fighting a different kind of battle.

Anithistor and his Sleepers were planning something against Silas. But Julian knew about Hroth. Spencer had told Julian all he needed to know. The Possessor had done well in stealing the mind of seven individuals and letting them infiltrate all parts of Marenon.

Julian wasn’t sure, but he had a feeling that if he could kill Hroth, then perhaps the last two Sleepers would become powerless.

No. Julian wouldn’t be fighting in the battle to come. He would be in that fortress looking for the Possessor.

 


 

  

Chapter Seventeen

 


Word had spread all throughout Jarul about Silas’ coming, and it had been no accident. Kaden had sent several messengers ahead of their group to announce to the king that the Meshulan was on his way.

Expecting Jiaros to try and keep it quiet because of Silas’ obvious intentions, Kaden had instructed the messengers to also spread the news around the city.

Silas, Inga, Kaden and Darius rode the sarians like horses as they led the group of a few thousand soldiers through the Gated Passage and into Elysium.

Silas felt drained for some reason. Ever since he had passed out after destroying the Blue Gate and dreamt about his father, he had not been able to gain back his strength. The magic was still in him, but he felt like it wasn’t as powerful. He had tested it again by walking outside the city walls of Jekyll Rock and blasting away trees. He was glad to have Inga help him learn effective ways of switching between different forms of magic quickly. But he didn’t know what was draining him. He almost felt like he needed to sleep more, though he knew that wouldn’t solve his problem.

He had decided not to speak of the dream – or at least not yet. Despite what his ‘father’ had said in the dream, he knew that it was likely little more than random bursts of thought. Perhaps the face of the man in his slumber was someone he had come across in this life or the last one, and he had just forgotten it.

But there was no reason to worry other people. It had been two days since the dream. If it happened again, then he might mention it. But he didn’t expect he would have the same dream twice.

As they neared the city, Kaden pointed out that a small group waited for them up the road. The three figures sat tall on their steeds, and when they neared they could see that the one in the center was Jiaros. Silas recognized one of the guards as Teymus, the one who had been assigned to him when he had been to Jarul previously.

The army of Dunarians came to a halt at Darius’ command. Silas and Kaden prodded their sarians forward to be nearer to the Erellen king. Inga held tight to Silas’ waist as she sat behind him.

Jiaros seemed almost displeased with their arrival. His long face was smiling, but Silas could tell it was just a mask.

“King Jiaros,” Silas called out. “I see our messengers have not failed us.”

“It is good to see you alive, Silas Ainsley,” the king said. “And yes, your messengers were more than adequate, though I cannot speak highly of their ability to be discrete.”

Silas was tempted to look at Kaden and smile, but he held his composure.

“When the crowds learned that the Meshulan would be here today, they insisted on festivities. My people wish to honor you.”

“I’m honored just to hear of your people’s generosity,” Silas said.

Jiaros prompted his horse to move closer to Silas and spoke lower so his voice would not carry.

“You have something that belongs to us,” he said.

“Actually I don’t, because as Gatekeeper, the medallion belongs to me.”

“It is done then? You have accepted the responsibility?”

“I have,” Silas assured him.

“Then I only ask that you allow the Green Gate to be destroyed after you have defeated Anithistor.”

“That is a request I cannot grant. I’m sorry, Jiaros, but you know there is a certain order of things. After so many years of fear, why do you resist the completion of my task? You knew this day would come, didn’t you?”

“I care only for the well-being of my people.”

“Then you must trust me. You’ve got to come out from the shadows and stand with us; fight by our side in Mudavé.”

Jiaros said nothing to this, and Silas interpreted his silence as a contemplative decision not to go with the Dunarians.

“Why won’t you fight with us?” Silas asked him?

“Silas, I…”

“Meshulan,” Silas interrupted. “That is the name the Erellens have for me?”

“Yes.”

“Then believe in me.”

“I will not risk the lives of my people with a march on Mudavé. My son Daewyn has told me of what he saw in Voelif. The mindless slaves, the Nestorians, the Stühocs. There are too many.”

“But Silas now has the power that the last Gatekeeper once had,” Kaden said. “He will be there to help us fight.”

“Then why do you need my army?”

“Because I want Marenon to unite as one!” Silas shouted. “Your people deserve the chance to stab a sword into the heart of the Stühocs. You’ve been hiding away for seventeen years and your people have forgotten that there is a reason to fight.”

“No,” said Jiaros. “They have not forgotten. They haven’t forgotten the blood of their loved ones shed in their own lands! They have not forgotten the endless torture inflicted by Anithistor and his disgusting servants. My people wish they could forget.”

A long moment stood between them. Jiaros may not want his army to charge into Mudavé, but his people might. And the Erellens would want to hear from their Meshulan.

“Inspire the masses and you will get the support you need,” Kaden had told him yesterday.

Without another word, Jiaros turned toward the city, expecting the others to follow. With the opening of the city gates, came a flood of cheers. Hundreds, maybe thousands of Erellens lined the streets shouting out, blowing horns, and throwing confetti.

For many, this had been the first they had heard that the Meshulan had returned to Marenon. These simple citizens didn’t know what Silas knew. They didn’t know that Silas had only just been handed his magical power instead of being born with it. They didn’t know the grueling work it had taken to come to this point. They didn’t know that Silas could die, as could their hope of deliverance.

The sarians trod behind the king’s horses, and the Dunarian soldiers followed proudly on foot. Darius rode to Silas’ left and Kaden to his right. Inga sat straight on the back of Skarret, holding onto Silas.

“Do you want me to get off?” she asked him. “They’re cheering for you. I wouldn’t want to steal your thunder.”

“I would never hear of it,” Silas told her. If it weren’t for you, I’m sure I would have died on several occasions. I’m proud to have you ride with me.”

They traveled for what felt like miles until Jiaros finally led them to a grand stage at the center of the city. The platform did not look like it had been merely built, but rather grown from the dirt for leaves and flowers covered the entire area. The Erellens surrounded them as Silas stepped onto it.

Darius instructed the Dunarian soldiers to stand to the side so the Erellens could gather closer to Silas. Kaden and Inga also stepped back as Jiaros introduced the Erellens to the Meshulan. The Deliverer.

With all eyes on Silas and the crowd falling into silence, he again found himself in a position completely new to him. The crowd would hang on his every word, for even the Erellens craved to hear what he had to say. He only hoped that he wouldn’t disappoint them.

*****

Kaden was impressed with how Silas carried himself in front of the Erellens. He was also surprised at how much they seemed to adore him. They had been waiting for him for so long. All of them felt that it was time to finish the war.

As Kaden watched the young man speak, he thought about what Silas needed to do. They had discussed this while traveling to Elysium and now it was all up to Silas to follow through.

First, Silas had to make the Erellens want to fight the Stühocs. Second, he had to make them realize that destroying the Green Gate was a key step in succeeding. The boy had done well at Jekyll Rock a few days before, but the Erellens were unpredictable. However, it looked good for the Dunarians, given there had been a parade in Silas’ honor.

Somewhere along the time when Silas mentioned his appreciation and gladness at his reception, Kaden felt a tug on his sleeve. He turned, and hadn’t expected to see Jiaros so close to him.

“I shouldn’t have let you leave my city the other day,” he said. “Now your Meshulan will send thousands of my people to die.”

Kaden would never forget leaving Jarul to try and save the council members in Farlaweer. That had been one of the most trying days in his life.

“He’s your Meshulan too, Jiaros,” Kaden answered back.

Jiaros said nothing to this and focused his attention to Silas who had amplified his voice to reach all that wished to hear it.

“Doing nothing only brings the Stühocs to your borders,” Silas said. “Is that what you want?”

There was a loud and resounding “No!” from the crowd.

“It pains me to see them like this,” Jiaros said.

Kaden turned sharply. “Your Highness, please follow me.”

Jiaros turned to his guards and instructed them to wait while he spoke with Kaden privately. Kaden stormed away from view of the crowd and behind the platform with the king close behind him.

Kaden closed his eyes with his back to the king, muttering to himself that he had to control his emotions so that he would not strike the king. He spun around to face Jiaros.

“What do you want, Jiaros? What do you want?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve tried to have a calm temperament with you and anyone else that has had doubts about Silas, but enough is enough! We’ve come too far for you, of all people, to be against us.”

Several guards came around behind the platform and started to draw their swords when they saw the hotly animated Kaden.

Jiaros held up a hand and waved them off.

Good, Kaden thought.
He’s ready to talk.

“I’m not going to apologize for caring about the well-being of my people.”

“I never asked you to do that. All I’ve asked is that you
believe
in Silas.”

“I do believe in Silas! Of course I do. But I don’t want my people to believe a lie.”

“How can you say that you believe in him if you think he’s nothing more than a lie?” Kaden asked.

“Because the prophecy is false.”

Kaden was unable to reply. He had heard such claims made from doubt or fear, but never had he hear them expressed with such conviction.

“Silandrin told me this himself,” Jiaros continued.

“What are you talking about?”

“That’s why I didn’t want Silas to leave and go after the Gatekeeper. That’s why I held all of you here.”

“Why?”

“Because Silas
can
die! The prophecy never guaranteed Silas’ victory. It only pointed to the possibility that he could be the one to defeat Anithistor. Silandrin told me this so I would be prepared in case Silas was killed prematurely.”

“If this is true, then why didn’t the Gatekeeper just meet Silas here in Jarul? Why did he go off to a shack in the middle of nowhere?”

“Because he required isolation,” Jiaros said. “Or he requested it. The plan had been for my guards and me to escort Silas to Silandrin, but we were concerned about a dragon sighting. If Silas had waited only a day, we would have gone with him. He would have never been captured by the Sleeper, Marcus.”

Kaden snorted. “And he wouldn’t have gotten the orange medallion, and Jekyll Rock would have been destroyed. Looks to me like sneaking out of here was the best plan after all.” But he knew he was only trying to convince himself.

He couldn’t believe what Jiaros told him was true. This whole mission, everything the Dunarians had been built on had pointed to what Silas
would
accomplish.

“And what exactly did the Gatekeeper instruct you to do if Silas is killed?”

“He told me not to try and fight a war. He told me to go through the Green Gate with my people.”

Kaden wasn’t sure if he believed Jiaros. Could the Erellen king be lying out of fear? Kaden thought that would be very unlike him.

But if what Jiaros said were true, then they were all in trouble.

Kaden remained in a reflective silence, remembering all the times Silas had come close to death and escaped it. How close had they been to losing everything?

So you see why I hesitate to send my people to war?”

Kaden thought about it for a moment, then shook his head.

“No. I don’t see why. By failing to support us, it becomes more likely that he will die. With meager support, there is little chance he will face Anithistor.”

The two stared at each other as Silas’ voice belted throughout the city.

“The existence of the Green Gate shows that we’re afraid!” his voice sounded. “Let’s show them we are confident enough to burn our bridges of escape; that we only move forward, and never backward!”

The crowd gushed with applause and chants of preemptive victory. Though their king may have not been ready, the rest of the Erellens were. Kaden placed a hand on the king’s shoulder and squeezed.

Today, the Green Gate would be destroyed, with or without the king’s approval.

*****

The Erellens insisted that the parade continue to the Green Gate. They were ready for a fight. As Silas and Inga mounted Skarret, he caught Kaden’s eye and noticed the man seemed a bit distant, though Silas couldn’t understand why.

The gathering had a mix of Humans and Erellens, all wishing to see the same thing. Once they made it to the caves, there were obviously too many people to fit inside at once, but most were content to stand and wait for the news that Silas’ job had been finished.

Silas had been pleasantly surprised to have this much support so quickly, but it just proved that the Erellens were ready to live a peaceful life and reclaim their place in Marenon. They no longer felt a need for a possible escape.

The group that entered the cave consisted of Silas, Inga, Kaden, Darius, Jiaros and several guards. The large crowd of would-be spectators awaited the Meshulan on the grassy plains above.

Jiaros rode ahead of the small group that travelled through the cave. Silas knew the king thought destroying the gate was reckless, but Jiaros would not go against all of his subjects. He would publicly appear as a supportive king.

Inga rubbed Silas’ back affectionately, letting him know that she was happy to be near him.

The Green Gate looked similar to the Blue Gate except this one had been made into what seemed to be a shrine or a memorial. He was surprised to see a lush, green environment that surrounded the blank wall. The light above them shined like the sun, though the source had to be an enchantment of some kind. The sight took Silas’ breath away.

“Where’s Daewyn?” Kaden asked Jiaros.

His eyes went from Kaden and landed on Inga. “He’s back at the castle,” he said simply. His focus turned to Silas. “So, how does this work?”

“First I want to know I have your support,” Silas said.

“I am here aren’t I? Isn’t that enough support?”

“You were forced into this,” Silas said. “I know what position you are in, but I want to know that I have
your
support.”

Jiaros sighed deeply, then for some reason glanced at Kaden. “You are the Meshulan. You will deliver us from our enemies. Of course you have my support.”

Silas bowed low to the king and turned to face the blank wall on the other side of the giant room.

When he stepped forward, he felt completely alone. He walked to the wall and placed the medallion into the slot at the bottom. Like the Blue Gate, streaks of light slithered across the wall, only this light was a dark green color. Those streaks then spiraled until all of the people in the room could see clearly to the other side. Nothing stood between them and the other world. Only air.

This was a world that no Human, no Erellen, nor anyone else had ever seen before, though all that was visible was a dark cave that probably resurfaced to a land similar to their own.

After destroying the Green Gate, the Erellens would have no place to go should they need a way of escape.

Silas turned back and looked at Jiaros one more time. The king responded with a reassuring nod. Silas then looked back at the gate and closed his eyes.

He needed to say the words of destruction. His mind instantly drifted to the dream of his father. The man had said that the words that destroyed the medallions were the same words used by Anithistor and Silandrin to create them. To have them float through his brain was a supernatural power, proving he was the Meshulan.

Silas had forgotten the words that had brought down the Blue Gate into a crumbled pile of rock, but when he started to focus, the words came back to him.

“Osh tü lorminan, Kül vorheesh-sellan.”

The ground beneath them began to rumble.

“Osh tü lorminan, Kül vorheesh-sellan.”

The others fell to the ground as the rumble turned into a violent shaking.

The Green Gate’s light began to fade, and loose rocks from around the cave began to break off and fall in tiny pieces all around them.

“Osh tü lorminan, Kül vorheesh-sellan!” Silas shouted.

The medallion at the ground exploded into tiny shards and the wall crumbled into a heap.

I forgot to have someone catch me, was the last thought that went through Silas’ head before he blacked out.

*****

Another dream. He was near the mouth of a cave, but he couldn’t see in very clearly. Studying his surroundings, he recognized the red rocks of Mudavé, though he still seemed to have shown up near a more isolated spot.

“I found a good hiding place,” a voice from behind him said.

Silas spun to see who was talking to him.

“Father!”

“So, you believe it now?” said Will.

“I believe that you are a dream that claims to be my father.”

Will grinned. “I wish I could convince you that this is more than a dream. It’s a message.”

“You said you found a hiding place?”

“I have. It’s right under their noses. The Stühocs will never be looking for you at the Red Gate. They’ll patrol much farther up the path.”

“I’ve destroyed the Green Gate,” Silas told him. “All we have is the Red Gate now.”

“I’ve waited a long time for this moment, son. Soon we’ll be united together and we can finish this. What is it your grandfather called what you’re doing? The Reckoning?”

Silas nodded. “It won’t be long now. I just wish I could believe that you are real.”

Will looked frustrated for a moment, but Silas could tell that he tried not to show it.

“When you became the Gatekeeper, you gained a lot of power didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Then perhaps you can search the mind of someone who knew me; Kaden perhaps. Search his memory for my likeness. When you find it then you’ll know this isn’t just a dream.”

Silas studied Will’s features for several moments. His dark hair and blue eyes did nothing to support his claim that he was Silas’ father, though Silas could tell he was Garland’s son.

Sensing Silas’ thoughts, Will said, “You took many of your features from your mother. Except for her pointed ears, of course.”

Silas smiled at this, finding it funny that he would look more like his mother, yet have only Human features.

“Look for me when you get here, Silas. I will show you to the Red Gate. I will lead you there.”

“If you are more than a dream, then I will be glad to find you.”

Will smiled at this, then looked away. “There’s one more thing that I must tell you before you come here.”

Silas waited.

“I think destroying the Red Gate might kill you,” Will said.

“What? Why?”

“Did you feel any loss of power when you destroyed the Blue Gate?”

“Maybe a little, but I thought I had just exhausted myself.”

“Maybe so, but I fear the same has happened since you’ve destroyed the Green Gate. And I think the same might happen when you destroy the Red Gate.”

“You think I will die?”

“I don’t want that to be the case, but your power is not your own, Silas. It has been given to you. The power comes from the medallions and their gates. Your life has been fused to them.”

Silas didn’t know what to say. He still couldn’t understand why his father would know all this information.

“Though you are meant to demolish the gates, the one thing that the Gatekeeper never told you was that you would have to sacrifice yourself in order to destroy them.”

“So, destroying the gates and medallions will be the end of me,” Silas said to himself. He hadn’t expected it, but he couldn’t say that he was surprised. This contradicted what Silandrin had told him several days before – that Silas would have to take the place of Watchman – but he could have been lying. It wouldn’t be the first time that Silandrin had bent the truth.

“I will be here for you, every step of the way,” Will said. “I can’t wait to see you.”

Silas smiled. Whether this dream was more than a dream or not, it was comforting to have someone who claimed to be his father, someone who seemed so loving toward him. He realized he missed having a parental figure in his life.

“It’s time to wake up, Silas,” Will said. “Wake up!”






Chapter Eighteen

 


Silas woke in a white tent, wrapped in light blankets wearing nothing but a comfortable silk robe.

“About time you stirred,” a voice from the other side of the tent sounded. It was Kaden.

“How long was I out this time?” Silas asked as he sat up in the bed.

“Three days,” Kaden said, handing Silas a flask of water.

The cool liquid felt soothing as it trickled down his dry throat.

“How do you feel?” Kaden asked.

“Like I got shot out of the sky,” he answered. He tried to stretch his neck, but his muscles only hurt more. The throbbing pain throughout his body almost felt flu-like, but he knew he wasn’t sick. The last time he had regained consciousness, he had felt weakened, but it was much worse this time.

Kaden stood next to the bed with a concerned look on his face. “Are you sure you’ll be all right?”

Silas shook his head. “I don’t know.” His thoughts drifted to the dream of his father. Will had told him to find someone that would have a memory or some recollection of his appearance, but Silas didn’t even know if he had the ability to search someone’s mind. This power was all too new to him. Part of him didn’t want to have that kind of power, for it reminded him too much of Hroth, who had not spoken to his mind since the battle at Jekyll Rock. Silas was happy for that, at least.

“Kaden, how well did you know my father?”

The man seemed perplexed by the question, but answered without hesitation. “I knew Will quite well,” he said. “We didn’t exactly have the best relationship.”

“So you remember what he looked like?”

“Of course. Why do you ask?”

“The last two times that I passed out, I’ve had two very vivid dreams.”

Kaden reached behind him and pulled a chair next to the bed, his eyebrows furrowed with concern. “Go on,” he said.

“I dreamt of myself and my father having a conversation in Mudavé. It seemed more realistic than most dreams. Maybe more like a vision. It was like he was right there, waiting to talk to me. He told me that he was alive and had been a prisoner of the Stühocs for the past seventeen years. He said that he has finally escaped and is waiting to help me find the way to the Red Gate.”

“But it’s only a dream, Silas.”

“That’s what I thought the first time, but like I said, this was different from any other dream. The second time was just like a continuation of the first. It wasn’t the same dream again. He said that he had found a safe hiding place and couldn’t wait to see me.”

“Your father died, Silas.”

“That’s what everyone says, but how many of you saw him die? Were you there?”

Kaden shook his head.

“Then it’s a possibility. He suggested that I search the mind of someone who knew him.”

“Why?”

“Because, I’ve never seen him before. How could I have an accurate dream of my father if I’ve never even seen his face?”

“You can just search my mind?”

“I’m willing to try. That’s all I want to do. Just think of what he looks like, and I will try to see the image that you are conjuring.”

Silas knew Kaden wasn’t too keen on the idea. Who would be? But after a moment of thought, Kaden nodded and allowed Silas to try.

He sat up from his bed as Kaden closed his eyes. He placed both of his hands on the side of his head, just as Hroth had done to him several days ago. He had no idea what he was doing; he just thought that with so much magical power, surely he could see into someone’s mind.

With deep concentration, Silas tried to find the image of his father. At first all he saw was black; perhaps the backs of his eyelids, but then pictures started to form. He had expected just to see stills, but it was much more than that. There was a commotion. Then he could hear.

There was a man with his back turned to Silas. No, Silas wasn’t there. Silas was someone else. He had no control over the movements of his head. His vision turned from right to left. The man at the other end of the room turned, but his face was covered in shadow by the hood of his cloak. There was also a woman on her knees, crying.

“You two stop it! I’ve had enough of your fighting! I don’t want either of you!” the woman screamed. Apart from the look of distress upon her face, the woman was absolutely gorgeous. By her pointed ears and fair skin, Silas could tell that she was Erellen. The big tears rolled down her face as she looked at the two men, begging them to stop.

Silas realized that he was watching the memory from Kaden’s point of view.

“You’re nothing but a worm!” the shadowy man said to Kaden. “You don’t deserve her!”

“You were my friend!” The voice confirmed Kaden’s identity to Silas, though he sounded much younger. His eyes focused in on the Erellen woman. “You told me that you loved me!”

The shadowy man pulled out a dagger and charged for Kaden. Kaden carried no weapon, but he was able to grab the man’s wrist and wrestle him to the ground. The Erellen woman screamed for the two of them to stop fighting, but neither would relent.

Everything moved so quickly that it became difficult to see what was happening. The man whose face Silas had yet to see, was able to reach around Kaden and free his hand that held the dagger. With a quick swipe, he cut into Kaden’s jaw drawing a river of blood from his face.

“No!” the woman screamed. “You cut his throat! You killed him!”

The man stepped back from Kaden. Kaden looked down at his wet hands covered in blood, then quickly placed the pressure back on the wound. “I didn’t touch his throat. But maybe I should have.”

With blood pouring from the spaces between his fingers, Kaden sat against the wall and looked at the woman for a long moment, then back to the man. “I hope you’re happy.”

The man walked over to Kaden and squatted in front of him. He pulled back his hood to reveal the younger version of a face that Silas had gotten to know through his dreams. Will.

“It doesn’t make me happy to see our friendship end this way,” Will said. “We both knew this would happen.”

“So, this is your way of getting back at me?” Kaden asked. “This is how you react when your father chooses me to be his second in command over you?”

“I love her,” Will said.

“So do I.”

“Goodbye, Kaden.”

Will stood and walked over to the Erellen woman.

“Shelinsa, are you all right?”

Silas instantly recognized the name that belonged to his mother. She looked up at Will with big wet eyes then to Kaden. Kaden just stared back at her, his vision blurring with tears.

“I’m sorry, Kaden,” she said.

Kaden said nothing.

She turned and left the room and Will began to follow her. Before he stepped out of the room, he took one glance back. For a brief moment, Silas could see the sense of regret and sadness in his father’s eyes. A single tear dripped past his cheek and he was gone. Kaden dropped his head to his chest and began to weep.

Silas didn’t want to see any more.

He felt his grip loosen on the side of Kaden’s head and instantly the light from the outside shined bright in his eyes.

“Did you see him?” Kaden asked. “Did you see the same man from your dreams?”

Silas nodded. “I did.”

“Interesting,” Kaden said. He sat silently for a moment then stood. “I tried to come up with the best image I could. I thought of him sitting across from me when we used to play cards. It was the best image that I could remember.”

“Thank you,” was all Silas could get out. Kaden had no idea that Silas had just seen a very intimate moment in his past. Kaden had been in love with Silas’ mother? He had been a rival against his father?

For a brief second, Silas studied Kaden’s face and looked at the scar that barely showed through his beard. He had seen it before, most notably the first time they had met in the caves on Earth. Silas would have never thought that his father was the one to administer such a mark.

Silas got up from the bed and Kaden showed him his fresh set of clothes and a clean cloak.

“I’ll wait for you outside,” Kaden said.

Before Kaden left, Silas said, “Do you think my father is alive?”

Kaden stopped just before leaving the tent and sighed. “I think you just had a dream, Silas. Your father isn’t alive.”

Silas wasn’t satisfied with the answer. He changed into his clothes and noticed his staff leaning against a corner of the tent. “So, I’m assuming the end of the parade was a bit of a let down after I passed out,” Silas called out.

“I think you might like how it turned out,” Kaden said as Silas walked through the opening onto the grass.

The view before him took his breath away. It was like nothing he had ever seen. A vast camp, filled with white tents and soldiers, littered the entire field before him. The tents lined up, row-by-row as far as the eye could see. Erellens, Humans from Farlaweer, and Dunarians all camped together, united under one hope: the Meshulan.

“Where are we?” Silas asked.

“Midland Pass, just above Timugo,” Kaden said. “They’re all here to fight.

Silas gave Kaden a confused stare.

“We put you on a wagon and double-timed it here,” he said. “This is it. This is your army.”

“Unbelievable.”

“It may seem that way, but I fear it still isn’t enough. The Stühocs have grown their army to a very large number. Julian has reported to us that the weapon they have could wipe us all out. But there’s something you should know, Silas. We might have a new advantage that he hadn’t previously anticipated.”

“What’s that?”

“I think it would be best if you just followed me.”

They walked up a hill, but not without a fair number of wide-eyed stares and bows. Silas would nod in return, but his thoughts were elsewhere.

First, there was this heavy weakness that seemed to weigh on his entire body. It felt as though he were emptying somehow, like some of his life had escaped him when the gates were destroyed.

Then there was the revelation that Kaden had been in love with Silas’ mother, Shelinsa. Kaden and Will had fought over her. This information was baffling to Silas, but he could find no reason to mention this to Kaden now. There was too much to accomplish; too much to finish before dwelling on distracting matters. When all of this was over, the two of them would have plenty of time to talk about anything they wanted.

Silas was now convinced that his father was still alive, despite what Kaden said. He had to be. Perhaps Kaden dismissed his dream so easily because of his past with Silas’ father. Maybe Kaden didn’t want Will to be alive. Kaden had said before that the two of them didn’t have the best relationship, but Silas had no idea it had been that bad.

At the top of the hill there was a large airy pavilion that oversaw the entire camp from above. Upon Silas’ arrival, several of the camp leaders bowed in greeting. All of them seemed surprised to see Silas, but Inga had been the first to notice and she nearly clobbered him, running up to give him give him a tight hug.

“A little longer than last time,” she said softly into his ear.

“Yeah. Sorry about that.”

Apart from Kaden and Inga, the others in the tent were Julian, Jiaros, his son Daewyn, Alric and Nalani.

A large map of Mudavé lay spread across a wooden table in the center of the tent. Various figurines were placed all over the map showing that someone had devised a strategy.

When Silas glanced to his right, he gave a start after seeing a face he hadn’t expected to view in a thousand years. The tall figure looked menacing in his war paint and full headdress. His muscled green skin rippled as he tensed. His Excellency of the Anwyn people sniffed the air loudly and snarled at the sight of Silas.

“I see you carry the staff of Uriah as your own,” the leader said.

Silas didn’t know what to say. The staff had been unjustifiably stolen from the Anwyns. He gave a long glare in Alric’s direction.

“Hey don’t look at me,” Alric said. “That thing has saved your life on more than one occasion.”

Silas looked up at the towering Anwyn. “Your Excellency, I…”

“I don’t want to hear what you have to say,” he said. “The only condition I have before I help your army is that you give me the medallion and staff that you stole from us.”

Silas turned to the others. “Do we actually need their help?”

Julian spoke first. “Though a frontal assault could be successful, we still have to worry about the Sphere that can turn us all into Soldiers of the Dead. But the Anwyns have just finished a special fifteen-year project that may give us the advantage.”

“I would rather see you and your friend eaten alive,” he pointed to Alric. “But when we saw your army moving, we knew it was our time to attack the Stühocs.”

“What have you been planning?”

“The Anwyns have been digging underground tunnels from Timugo all the way to the heart of Mudavé,” Julian said. “All of this was part of their plan to retake their homeland from the Stühocs. But the Stühoc army has grown too big for the Anwyns to take alone. His Excellency came to us to offer his services freely, but then he saw Alric.”

Alric shrugged his shoulders and Nalani elbowed him in the ribs. “The Dunarians hired me,” he said.

“I cannot give you the medallion,” Silas said. “I am the Gatekeeper and my predecessor is the one who made them. He has entrusted them to me.”

“The staff,” His Excellency demanded, holding out a hand. “It would motivate my men to see that it has been returned to its people.”

Silas stood for a moment. He wasn’t ready to give up the staff of Uriah. He had grown too attached to the weapon, and he wasn’t sure his magic, alone, could hold up against Anithistor. He would need it.

“Silas, the Anwyns could start the attack from within the city,” Julian told him. “They might even be able to stop the Stühocs from using the Sphere.”

Silas took a deep breath and handed the staff to His Excellency who smiled widely. “You will not regret your decision,” he said. “I will ready my men for the morning.”

“Why wait until morning?” Silas asked.

“The Erellens will not attack without Lorcan Zamire in custody first,” Daewyn announced. “He is a wanted murderer and we know the Dunarians are hiding him from us.”

“Will you get off it?” Alric yelled. “You know as well as I that Lorcan was provoked. If it hadn’t been for you and your friends, nobody would have died.”

“If this is true, then why is he hiding?” Daewyn raised his voice.

“I’m not hiding!” the voice came from midway up the hill. Lorcan walked steadily next to the giant, Coffman. The two entered the tent and Lorcan took his eyes off Daewyn only long enough to reach for Inga’s hand and squeeze. “You would stop your army on the account of me?”

“He wouldn’t,” Jiaros said. “You are not the king, son. I make the decisions.”

“What is it going to take for you to drop all of this?” Lorcan asked.

“Your life,” Daewyn snapped.

“Well, you can’t have that. What else?”

Daewyn dropped his head, knowing he would never be allowed to carry out the death sentence. Word had gotten out about Lorcan’s friendship with the Dunarians and he had become somewhat of a hero in the past couple of days. Many thought Lorcan’s murder charge was suspect anyway. Why would such a trusted advisor turn on his king?

Silas remembered the story that Lorcan had relayed to him. Daewyn and a group of his drunken friends had attacked Lorcan because they were jealous of his abilities, and some say that Daewyn was jealous of Lorcan’s relationship with Jiaros. Defending himself, Lorcan had cut the throat of Daewyn’s best friend, Merrin. Merrin died in minutes. Lorcan ran.

“I can think of one thing that will ease my mind,” Daewyn said, though it doesn’t make up for what you did.”

Lorcan dropped his head, apparently understanding what it was that Daewyn wanted.

The hush in the tent felt awkward.

“Now that there are no more death sentences in the tent, can we agree that we go to battle tomorrow?” Julian asked.

The others, including Daewyn, nodded and turned their eyes to Silas.

“Tomorrow it is then.”

 


 

  

Chapter Nineteen

 


That evening, after the meeting at the top of the hill, was a time of celebration for many. As the sun set, the fires of the camp replaced the light and dancing musicians replaced soldiers. Many of them would be dead the next day, so they wanted their last night to be filled with happiness. Yet not all were as joyous as others, and some decided to reflect on their second life in silent solitude.

Silas Ainsley was in no mood to celebrate. The words of his father in his most recent dream weighed heavily on his mind. Will’s claim that Silas would die when the Red Gate was destroyed was substantiated by Silas’ growing weakness.

He wanted to determine if he had lost any of his power, so he had gone out of the camp earlier that day. He practiced everything he had learned. He remained more powerful than before he had obtained the status of Gatekeeper, but he still felt drained and weak when he had finished. The flames had been just as hot; the quakes shook the ground just as violently, but he was no longer without limits.

He had completely exhausted his magic after an hour; something he hadn’t had to fear before.

It did not seem so far-fetched to imagine himself dying after the destruction of the Red Gate. He knew his power derived from the medallions, but he didn’t really believe that they had been fused to his life. On the other hand, perhaps that was the only way it could work. Maybe Silandrin never told him about this because he thought Silas would have too much fear to move on.

But that wasn’t how it would happen. Silas would go on. Even if it killed him. Even though he almost knew it would.

He sat against a large rock at the top of a hill. The camp beneath him seemed so alive, the people so happy. It almost felt ironic.

Silas had thought he would be left alone on the hill since it was so far away, but Inga must have spotted him as he made his campfire. She slowly walked up the hill alone.

For the first time since he had met her, Silas didn’t want to be near her. She had been with him every step of the way. He loved her. He loved being near her. But after tomorrow, they may ever see each other again. He had to tell her the truth. That’s why he didn’t want to be near her.

Her smile and her beauty quickly pushed aside any negative feelings, however. When she came near, they said nothing at first, and Silas scooted over to make room for her next to him in front of the small fire.

“They’re pleased with you,” she said after a full minute of silence. “They’re excited to follow you. And whether you are angry with the Anwyns or not, they’ve inspired some extra confidence. It really feels like we can win this war.”

“I shouldn’t have told you that I love you,” Silas blurted out. The sudden change of subject caused Inga to turn sharply toward him.

“What?”

“I should have kept my mouth shut.”

“Why?”

He briefly told her about the dreams he had been having. He told her about his father and about how he thought Silas would be killed. At the end of his story, Inga was at a loss for words.

“That’s why,” he said finally. “I love you and tomorrow, I’m going to leave you forever.”

“But you don’t know that,” she said.

“My magic isn’t as strong as it was in the beginning. I’m not sure I was meant to survive this at all.”

“So that’s it then?” she said. “You’re just giving up?”

“Of course not. I told you all of this to let you know that I’m going to the Red Gate alone tomorrow.”

“You can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Well, if what you said is true, then you’ll need me and Kaden.”

“You’ll only be putting yourselves in unnecessary danger.”

“Unnecessary?” she said as she stood from her seat on the ground. “I’ve never known a more necessary reason to face danger. You and I both know you could die before you get to the Red Gate tomorrow. I intend to make sure that doesn’t happen, with or without your approval.”

Silas sighed heavily. He didn’t know what to do. He would be facing a threat tomorrow that none of them could fathom. They didn’t know what kind of power Anithistor could conjure. They didn’t know what kind of force would be guarding the Red Gate. There were also two Sleepers that were probably planning a final attack, according to Julian. Silas didn’t want Inga in the middle of it.

He was confident in her ability to live through any battle. She could always throw up her shield of green and escape if she had to, but he wasn’t so sure about her facing Anithistor. He had to come up with a way to make her stay away from him.He might be destined to die tomorrow, but he didn’t want any of his friends to suffer the same demise, nor did he wish any of them to see him die when the Red Gate came crumbling down.

“You’ll be too much of a distraction,” Silas said. It was a stretch, and he knew what he was about to say would hurt her, but it might also save her life. “You’ve distracted me before, and it’s nearly gotten us both killed. I can’t afford to have that tomorrow.”

“You’ve never said anything like this to me before.”

“I didn’t want to hurt your feelings,” Silas lied, staring at the fire in front of his feet. “But tomorrow is more serious, so I’m telling you the truth.”

He didn’t want to see the hurtful tears welling up in her eyes. He stole a glance upward, but didn’t see what he had expected. She was definitely hurt, but she only clenched her jaw and narrowed her eyes. She was angry.

“Silas Ainsley, I can’t believe you. You know as well as I that you need me next to you tomorrow.”

“I don’t want you there!” he yelled. He placed a hand over his eyes and shook his head. “Why don’t you go see what Lorcan is doing? I’m sure he’ll be glad to have you around so he doesn’t have an emotional breakdown at the first sign of a Stühoc.” He had gone too far, and his words stung even him.

Inga showed no emotion as she turned and walked back down the hill without looking back.

He hated what he had just said to her, but it had to be done. Tomorrow he would have to be alone. No friends, no love of his life. Alone.

*****

Julian Hobbes hadn’t directly asked Nalani about any new relationship she might be in. He suspected it a few nights before when she and Alric seemed a little friendlier than expected. But seeing them kiss passionately next to a private fire on this night only confirmed that suspicion.

He had gone to find her, to talk to her again. He had wanted to try and convince her that she was making a mistake by dismissing him. But when he stumbled upon the pair, he couldn’t bring himself to interrupt. She had truly moved on. Julian knew he now had to accept it.

When he saw, he felt the blood drain from his face; though he didn’t feel an overwhelming amount of jealousy as he thought he might in such a situation. He mostly felt disappointment.

It meant that their future was certain, or their lack of a future anyway. The thought left him feeling empty, like there was nothing left to hold onto.

After witnessing the two expressing their newfound love, Julian turned around and headed for his camp. Around one of the large fires he spotted the captain of the Royal Guard, Robin, among a group of soldiers. Each of them stood out of respect when they noticed him walking by. Julian waved for them to remain seated as he tried to make his way to his private tent. Robin stepped away from them and called out to the King.

Julian stopped just outside his tent and turned to Robin.

“Is everything alright, Your Majesty?”

“Sure,” Julian lied.

“It just looks like something is bothering you,” he said.

“It’s nothing,” Julian assured him.

“Are you looking forward to leading your troops in battle tomorrow, my lord?”

Julian walked through the flap in his tent as Robin followed.

“I would, but that’s not going to be my place tomorrow.”

“You will not be battling with us?”

“I will, but not in the charge against the city.” Julian wrapped a cloak around him.

“My duty is to protect the King, Your Highness. I need to know what you are planning.”

Julian buckled his dagger to his belt and secured it tightly. “You are relieved of that position. Tomorrow you will be in charge of the entire Human portion of the army. I hereby promote you to General of the armies of Farlaweer.”

“I cannot accept this. My job is to…”

“Your job is to do as I order. You are the best leader and fighter out there. That’s what I need you to do tomorrow.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Julian fastened his sword and sheath to his back.

“May I ask where you will be then?”

Julian placed a sarian whistle around his neck and tucked it under the tunic beneath his cloak.

“I hope to be close enough to the action so that Eden will hear me when I need her,” Julian said.

“You won’t take your sarian?”

“Not where I’m going. If something should happen to me, you can keep her. I know you’ll treat her well.”

He pushed past Robin and out of the tent. He looked to his left and could see Inga storming down the hill. He followed the line of her path and saw a figure hunched next to the rock in front of a small campfire. Silas.

Julian turned to Robin and placed a hand on his shoulder. “You’ve been a good friend to me, Robin. You will lead the troops well, I know.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty. I am honored that you think so.”

Julian didn’t look back to see the concern on Robin’s face, but he knew it was there. There just wasn’t time to explain himself.

Julian walked steadily up the hill, passing Inga on his way, but she was in no mood to talk. She didn’t even seem to register his passing nod. But he wasn’t walking up the hill to talk to Inga.

He did not regret his decision to give command of his army to Robin tomorrow. Anithistor was by no means the only enemy that remained to be killed. Somewhere out there was the Possessor, Hroth, in charge of two very dangerous Sleepers.

Marcus would remain a dangerous fighter, but he knew that Damon was the more menacing of the two. Somehow the man had the ability to change his appearance to look like anyone alive. That could be a very perilous weapon indeed. For all Julian knew, Damon could be planning to appear as Kaden so he could get close to Silas and kill him. This was just one of a number of possibilities. Whatever the Sleepers had planned, Julian intended to cut them off at the source of their power. His plan was to find Hroth and kill him.

When he came within feet of Silas, he found that he didn’t know what to say. For so long, they had been working together for the same purpose, but they had only minimal interaction with each other.

“Lady troubles?” Julian asked feeling stupid.

“Something like that,” Silas answered numbly.

“I think I might know how you feel.”

“I don’t think this war is good for long-lasting relationships,” Silas mumbled.

“May I sit down?” Julian motioned to a spot across from Silas in front of the fire.

“You are the king.”

Julian sat, not saying anything at first, looking up at the sky. He could see the darkened outline of a few sarians flying above them, keeping watch for the entire camp. He was sad to leave Eden with someone else, but he wasn’t necessarily leaving forever.

“When I became part of The Reckoning, I never thought it would be like this,” Julian said. “I always envisioned some grand adventure where we would destroy the Stühocs with ease and without loss.”

“Sorry to disappoint.”

Julian shook his head. “I’m not disappointed. It’s all too real. I should have known it would be.” He picked up a blade of grass and tossed it into the fire. “I was a fool.” He watched as the green instantly wilted into a brittle gray ash and floated away into the air. “I’ve been a fool this whole time.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way anymore,” Silas said.

“And it won’t be. After tomorrow I’ll likely have no chance of being a fool anymore.”

“Same here,” Silas said. “None of us may survive.”

Julian sat up straighter and looked Silas square in the eye. “I want you to know that I have your back.”

“Sorry, but I just told Inga that she can’t come with me tomorrow.”

“That’s not what I mean. Tomorrow, I’m going after Hroth. I want to take out the Sleepers before they can get to you.”

Silas looked up from the flames, finally returning Julian’s hard stare. “I see.”

“You saw Hroth. What kind of power does he have?”

“Actually, not that much it seemed. He obviously has a lot of power with his mind, but if you can get him in a room alone, I don’t see why you couldn’t kill him easily enough. Though, that’s the hard part.”

“What is?”

“Getting him alone,” Silas answered. “He has a place in the tower above where they keep their prized prisoners. Last time I was there, I barely escaped with my life. He has Maroke’s Leapers. He may have a lot more with him this time since they probably know about the coming battle by now.”

Julian nodded. He stood and walked over to Silas who also stood. He extended a hand and Silas accepted it. “Good luck tomorrow,” Julian said.

“Where are you going?”

Julian sighed and looked out toward the dark horizon. He, like many in the camp, didn’t fully expect to survive the next day, but he was all right with that. As long as he could finish the job he set out to do, he would die happy. He looked at Silas and grinned. “I’m going for a walk.”

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty

 


Damon sat quietly as he waited for the others to arrive. The only sound that could be heard was the light tapping of his feet on the stone floor. He tried to calm his mind, but his thoughts of doubt would not be quieted. Their attempt to decimate the Dunarians at Jekyll Rock had failed.

With his right index finger, he traced the outline of the tattoo on the underside of his left wrist. The dragon marking declared who he was. It assured his mind that he was where he was supposed to be.

He couldn’t help but smile at the irony of the marking. The dragons that had been used by the Stühocs were all dead accept for one. When Marcus arrived in Mudavé with an unconscious Silas Ainsley, the dragon took off, never to be seen again. It wasn’t much of a loss, but Damon wondered if it was some sort of sign; something that said it was time to take flight.

Now, all that remained of the seven Sleepers were Marcus and himself. Only a week ago it had looked like the Stühocs were winning the war – that their victory was certain – but now the odds didn’t seem to fall in anyone’s favor. Flying away sounded like a good plan at this point.

There had been reports of a huge army of Humans and Erellens marching to Mudavé, but scouts had not come back with specific numbers.

The door on the other side of the room opened slowly and the dark, gray-skinned Stühoc king, Anithistor, walked through silently. Hroth followed behind him, slumped over and frail-looking. His cloak covered his face in shadow, and Damon felt like he could easily knock the Possessor over with barely a shove.

He shook his head, trying to erase the thoughts. He never knew when Hroth would be looking into his mind.

Anithistor stood on the other side of the room, watching Damon with intense black eyes.

“They come tomorrow,” he said.

“I thought they might,” Damon replied.

“You are ready then?”

“The task you have appointed to me is simple,” Damon answered him.

“Hroth tells me you have some conflicted feelings.”

Why did you tell him this?

Because it is true,
Hroth voiced in his mind.
You can’t tell me you don’t have doubts.

“I assure you, there is no conflict within me.”

Don’t lie to Anithistor.

“Do you feel that the dreams were successful? Does Silas believe that he will meet his father near the Red Gate?

“I don’t presume to know the boy’s thoughts. I at least know that he was more receptive of me the second time.”

“I hope you are right,” Anithistor said. “Hroth’s ability to see into the boy’s mind diminished once he obtained the powers of the Gatekeeper, but if you are confident, then we will proceed with the current plan.”

“What if he’s too powerful?” Damon asked. “What if he is able to defeat us all?”

“His power is derived from the medallions and he has to destroy them. Ultimately, his goal is to destroy himself, even if he hasn’t figured that out yet.” He let out a short laugh.

All of them turned their heads when the door opened again and Marcus came through. The man looked tired and disheveled. None of them spoke as they waited for him to give his report.

“We were right. They will march on Mudavé tomorrow.”

“Their numbers?” Anithistor asked.

“Eight to ten thousand,” Marcus said. “They consist of Humans and Erellens, but they do not outnumber us.”

“Very good,” Anithistor said. “Our troops are already on alert, and will be waiting for them. Tomorrow, you will be in charge of the Sphere,” he told Marcus.

“What? Why?”

“I need someone there that I can trust.”

“That’s the first thing they are going to try and destroy,” Marcus argued.

“Which is exactly why I want you there. You are smart, a good commander. I will get the Sphere started for you whenever the battle begins, but then you are in charge of it. You will command it.”

Marcus said nothing, but Damon knew it wasn’t out of grateful acceptance. Marcus was angry, but he knew that arguing with Anithistor could be a fatal mistake for him. The king was coming to a point where he no longer needed the Sleepers, and that was a dangerous place for the two of them to be. Damon wasn’t worried too much for his own safety. He still had something that none of the other Sleepers ever had; a quality that Hroth and Anithistor had thought to be invaluable. All of them just might get the chance to find out tomorrow.

“Have we ruled out a preemptive attack on their camps?” Damon asked.

Marcus shook his head. “Any approaching army would be seen from miles away. They have sarians patrolling their skies.”

“It’s no matter,” Anithistor said. “We want the battle to occur near the Sphere. We want to be as close to the walls of Mudavé as possible. Tomorrow, both of you will need to keep your minds clear. Hroth will be in his tower, telling you everything he sees, encouraging you along the way.” He looked at Damon. “Reminding you of who you are now. Not who you used to be.”

Tomorrow is the biggest day of your life,
Hroth told him.

Maybe so. But it could also be my last.

The same goes for all of us.

Not you,
Damon thought.
You will be locked safely away in your tower.

None of us are safe.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-One

 


Julian walked the familiar path toward the city of Mudavé. This was the same path where he and Garland had found Silas and the mercenaries before their journey into Mudavé three months before, though he was much closer to the Stühocs’ capital now.

The sun had not yet peeked its first rays over the dusty horizon but Julian was already very close to the city. The Human and Erellen armies would have left over an hour before, and would take a different, broader road to the Stühoc fortress.

At first, Julian was surprised that he hadn’t run into any Stühoc patrols, but he just assumed that all the soldiers had been called back to the city. His plan to get in was simple, though he had no idea if it would work. If he failed, he would be killed, but that did not mean all would be lost. The Stühocs could still be defeated without Julian. He just wanted to make it a little easier for the rest of them.

The sky was still dark when the city came into view. It looked similar to what he had witnessed through the small scope when scouting ahead a few nights before, only there were no more tents or fires; just soldiers waiting. Most were not asleep; they were probably anticipating an attack this morning.

Anithistor’s Soldiers of the Dead had been caged or chained to each other so none of them could wander off too far. Their mindless bodies required no sleep, only instruction from the one that controlled the Sphere.

He pulled his sword from its sheath and held it sideways above his head and marched toward the city gate.

“Hey!” Julian yelled to the Stühoc guards standing on the wall. It was probably too difficult to see him in the darkness. He lit his sword on fire with a magical thought and waved it back and forth like a flag.

“Hey!” he yelled again, knowing that a single arrow could end his little plan in a second.

But no one shot him.

He could see the gate crack open and a group of angry, confused Stühoc soldiers rushed at him.

Julian knew he was about to feel some pain. He put out the fire and sheathed his sword, then held his hands in the air.

“I’m not here to fight,” he said when the guards came only feet from him. They each held out a sword or a spear, surrounding him with caution.

“I am King Julian Hobbes of the Humans. I’m here to see Hroth. I know that…” He didn’t finish his sentence before something hit him in the back of the head and he fell to the dirt.

Later, when Julian tried to open his eyes, he wasn’t sure they were working. But, eventually, they adjusted to the dark. He saw that he was in a prison cell. Cold stones paved the floor below him, as well as the walls surrounding him.

He felt no restraints on his arms or legs, but he had been stripped of his cloak and weapons. He grasped around his chest and neck, and his fingers found the small whistle resting against his skin. He was glad they hadn’t taken it.

The back of his head felt like someone had used it as a chopping block. The slightest movement shot a continuous, throbbing pain through the rest of his skull.

He was the Stühoc’s prisoner, just as planned, but that had been the easy part. What remained of his plan depended on his ability to think on his feet, and a tremendous amount of luck.

In a brief moment of doubt, he couldn’t believe that he had put himself in this position. He knew he was trying to do the honorable thing; to right his wrongs, although he knew he could never fully atone for them. He was finished strutting around, pretending that he had never done anything wrong. His deeds had been selfish and futile, and rescuing the people of Jekyll Rock had hardly changed the kind of person he had become.

The Stühocs had manipulated him, but this was not an excuse. He thought about the man he had allowed to die. Daniel. The guilt of letting him perish that way crushed Julian. The man’s wife had been able to see her husband for a brief moment of freedom before he was taken from her forever.

He thought of his angry vendetta against the Dunarian Council that claimed three more lives.

He thought about his brother, Morgan, who slipped through his fingers to a crushing death from the royal balcony.

Julian had hoped that saving Jekyll Rock would come close to making up for all of it, but it hadn’t. There would never be a way to undo what he had done. He had become a monster without even knowing it. Now it was too late.

That’s why Nalani no longer wanted him. She feared him and what he was capable of.

His father would have been so ashamed of him too. Julian was glad that Ruben Hobbes wasn’t alive to see his youngest son fall.

Even now, Julian found himself looking for redemption through his actions. He was a volunteer Stühoc prisoner, hoping to take a shot at Hroth.

Whether he lived or died; whether he succeeded or failed – all of this would be over by the end of the day. The thought made him shiver.

He didn’t know how long he waited before someone opened his cell door. He knew it hadn’t been more than an hour. The light from the early morning sun blinded Julian, but eventually he could see the outline of a figure standing in the doorway. Behind the figure were two larger Stühocs that Julian guessed were Leapers.

“I’m Gilrod. My master was intrigued by the name you gave us. He did not want to wait any longer to speak with you,” the gravelly Stühoc said.

“Anithistor?” Julian asked.

“You don’t get to ask questions. Get up.”

Julian did as he was told, knowing that he could probably take this scrawny creature, but the Leapers would be a different matter. With a sword, Julian felt confident. But without a weapon, he wouldn’t last very long.

The two lizard-like Leapers walked on both sides of Julian, obscuring his view from the windows outside. The smaller Stühoc remained a few paces ahead of them. Julian couldn’t help but wonder if the Human and Erellen armies had made an appearance yet. He thought, surely, that he would be able to hear the battle outside, but either it had not yet started, or this part of the fortress was too far from it.

He followed Gilrod up a long and winding stairwell that seemed to climb for miles. This must have been the tallest pinnacle of the Stühoc structure. The stairs ended at a large wooden door. Julian noticed, with some surprise, that the door looked new. Either that or it hadn’t been used very much. Gilrod looked to the Leaper on his right and motioned for the creature to open the door.

The Leaper stepped forward and stuck out one of its long, sharp claws, inserting it into the door’s keyhole. It turned its finger and unlocked the door. As Gilrod shoved the door open, the Leaper to Julian’s left shoved him forward into the room.

The tower room was very large and round in shape. It was completely empty, save for the creatures that stood in it. There were several large windows across from Julian, and next to one of them was a figure with his back to them and a personal Leaper guard next to him.

Julian couldn’t see his face when the figure turned, but could only see darkness under the creature’s hood.

“Are you Hroth?” Julian asked.

The hooded Stühoc said nothing as both Leapers placed their large hands on Julian and shoved him to his knees. The ominous creature moving toward him reached out with two long, gray hands and grabbed the sides of Julian’s head.

He instantly felt the assault on his brain, as though the creature was forcing his way in.

The first attack felt like someone was calling out his name. He knew it was coming from the one that held his head, but was it that easy for Julian to let him in? Maybe that’s what he had to do.

I am Hroth,
Julian heard him voice in his mind.
Your mind is easy to break into, I see.

“I’m not resisting you,” Julian said aloud.

Speak to me with your mind,
Hroth instructed.

I’m not resisting you.

Why does King Julian Hobbes request my presence?

I am here freely,
Julian thought.
You do not need to use your mind on me.

Hroth released Julian’s head and stepped away from him. Julian was able to catch himself when he fell to the ground. He looked up and could see that the Leapers and Gilrod were still in the room, but had taken their posts next to the door.

The brief thought went through his head that Hroth could now read him, and that his thoughts would have to be guarded. No part of his plan could be revealed.

But Hroth looked distracted as though he was communicating with others at the same time. He may have had the ability to read minds and communicate supernaturally, but Julian suspected he could not do it with multiple beings at once. He was probably talking to the Sleepers or Anithistor. Julian knew he had to keep his mind as clear as possible. He didn’t want to give any secrets or true intentions away.

After a moment, Hroth looked in Julian’s direction.
What do you want then, Julian? No Human has ever come to me freely.

You are Hroth,
Julian thought to him.
You are the Possessor.

Hroth waited.

You may not believe me, but I want to be possessed by you.

You lie.

Julian shook his head and stood from the ground.
You know what I have done. You know that I am beyond the redemption of my people, so I want to offer you myself.

I know that you want us all dead.

Of course I do, Julian thought.
Nothing would please me more than to kill you right now, but I know that’s not a possibility. I know the moment I step forward, your Leaper guards will shove their claws through my chest and kill me.

So your alternative is to be possessed?

You don’t want me?

Don’t misunderstand me,
Hroth thought, beginning to pace the stone floor.
Possession of the king will be a great tool to have, and I will possess you, don’t worry. I’m just perplexed as to why you are here willingly.

Because I have one condition.

Hroth stopped pacing and faced Julian.

I want you to erase my memory. I will serve you if you will help me forget everything about my life here in Marenon.

If you forget everything, then you will be useless. Your status is what makes you valuable. Losing your memory would erase your status.

So, there is no way?
Julian wondered.

Not if you are to be useful to us,
Hroth claimed.
But I assure you, once you are fully mine, you won’t care about your past life. You won’t feel the guilt of killing your brother; the guilt of letting Daniel die; the wrongful execution of three Dunarian council members. You will use these memories to fuel your drive to make Marenon a better place.

Your goal is to make Marenon better?

Of course. And you can start that process by destroying those that oppose you.

Julian couldn’t lie to himself. The loss of guilt would be a welcome feeling. But he knew he couldn’t allow himself to think that way.

You doubt,
Hroth said.
Your thoughts show me that you have no real intentions of becoming a servant of Anithistor. But I know you no longer want the weight of shame on your shoulders. You know that I can make that go away forever.

That’s all I want.

No. That’s not all you want. You want to kill me. You wish you could get your hands around my throat and destroy me. You want me dead because you think that will render the Sleepers useless. Though you are right in that assumption, you will never come near me. You won’t touch me and Silas will die. Anithistor and Damon will see to that.

Doubt started to creep up on Julian. He suddenly wasn’t so sure this had been the best plan of action.

You have no intentions of becoming a Sleeper,
Hroth told him,
but you have foolishly stepped into my tower. I will possess you, but not today. It is a long and grueling process.

Hroth stood at the window and watched the morning horizon.
Your armies have arrived. This battle will truly be epic.

Hroth froze for a moment when an intriguing thought seemed to catch his attention.

Perhaps the fight wasn’t as fair as previously thought,
Hroth told Julian.
Part of your army is unseen, just below the surface of our Pyramid.
He turned to Julian.
Somehow you got the Anwyns to come after us as well.

There was no hiding the anger on Julian’s face. How could he have been so foolish? It was impossible to hide any thought from Hroth. He should have known better.

It seems that having you here has proven useful already. You have been just as valuable without being possessed. If you will excuse me, I must tell Marcus to move the Pyramid and be ready for an attack from underground.
He turned back to the window and stood in silence.

Julian was left standing there like a fool. He had not imagined that Hroth would have been able to break through so easily, but there he was, stealing the very knowledge that had been hidden from the Stühocs. It seemed as though every attempt Julian made to help in the cause against the Stühocs came back to bite him and those he was trying to help.

I have no more use for you today,
Hroth told him. He looked at Julian then the guards, and they grabbed Julian to take him away.

“Let me stay!” Julian called out. “I can help you!”

We both know you aren’t here to help me. Don’t be a fool.

The door slammed shut behind them as Gilrod led Julian and the two Leapers down the spiraling stairs.

They walked through the same hallway as before and Julian could see the cell that would hold him for a very long time if he didn’t do something now.

Julian was no master of magic by any means, but he had found it useful on occasion. It would probably take more of his energy than he wanted, but it was now or never. He stopped in his tracks and the two Leapers snarled in anger. With deep concentration, Julian closed his eyes and sent out bolts of electricity from his hands, frying the Stühocs in front of him.

Gilrod fell to the ground immediately, but the Leapers stood and reared back in pain. Julian reached for the arm of one and shoved its long claws into the neck of the other. He then crossed over to Gilrod and yanked the sword from his belt.

He quickly stabbed the other Leaper through the heart repeatedly until he could sense no more life. He looked at Gilrod on the ground and could see the Stühoc still breathing.

This was war.

Julian stood over him, gripping the sword tightly. Gilrod opened his eyes to see the angered Human king.

“The Stühoc reign of terror ends today,” Julian said.

“Human filth,” was the last thing Gilrod spoke before Julian sent the jagged blade through his throat.

Julian marched past the dead bodies to the window-filled hallway.

He stopped and looked out over Mudavé. The Erellens and Humans were ready, lined up for the charge. He glanced to his right and could see the Pyramid moving away from the city center. The Stühocs now knew about the plan for the Anwyns to attack from underground. But that was all they would know.

Julian turned to go up the spiral stairs but stopped in his tracks when he heard the terrible screeches from the other side of the fortress. Hroth must have sensed danger, and called for more Leapers to come after Julian. He gripped the sword tightly, anticipating a long fight ahead of him.

He smiled. If Hroth was calling more Leapers, that meant he was scared.

As he should be, Julian thought.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Two

 


Each of them had a job to do, but none of them knew exactly how it would play out. Silas sat high on a white horse that had been given to him by Jiaros.

“It is a royal steed,” Jiaros had told him. “I would be honored if you rode him into battle with us.”

Silas had accepted it with humble gratitude. Kaden later told him that such a gesture shouldn’t be taken lightly. It meant that the Erellens were behind their Meshulan without reservation.

Personally, Silas preferred to ride Skarret, but he feared the sarians wouldn’t stay in flight for long, as they were easy targets for Stühoc archers. But they would be near if needed.

Silas watched the lines of soldiers form as they stood in perfect view of Mudavé, while remaining at a safe distance. Darius commanded the Dunarians, which formed at the center of the giant force. Dink and Emma had pushed their way to the front of the line, more eager to fight than most, it seemed. Silas was sure that Dink would have tried to talk his wife out of fighting, but he knew they both wanted Marenon to be free as much as anyone else.

Soldiers from Farlaweer and Elysium had brought enough horses to create a large line of cavalry to lead the attack. Silas would ride ahead with the first group while the foot soldiers followed close behind. Kaden had reservations about this plan because he didn’t want Silas to lead the charge, but everyone saw the symbolism in it. The soldiers were looking to him for leadership. At some point, however, when the battle finally broke into the city, the plan was for Silas to move away from the fighting and go to the Red Gate. There he knew he would face his ultimate enemy.

Robin commanded the Royal Army that would be attacking the western side of the city. The Erellens, led by Jiaros, would take the eastern side. As he looked around, Silas saw no sign of Daewyn among them, and wondered where the prince could be. Kaden pulled his horse next to Silas.

“Where’s Julian?” he asked. “People are starting to ask questions.”

Silas shook his head. He had no idea where Julian had gone. When they had talked the night before, he had been dressed in his traveling garb and said something about the Sleepers. “He’s trying to help us somehow,” Silas said.

“I hope he knows what he’s doing this time,” Kaden said.

Silas glanced to his left and that’s when he saw Inga approaching. Behind her were Alric, Coffman, and Nalani. Silas jumped off the horse and made his way to her.

“I’m going with you,” she said. “I don’t care what you say. You need me.”

“Inga, I’m sorry about last night. I just don’t want you to get into something you can’t escape.”

“If that’s your fate, then it is mine as well,” she said.

“No. My fate is my own. You and Kaden can come with me to a certain point, but then I go alone.”

“I’m not going with him to the Red Gate,” Kaden told her.

“Why not?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips in frustration.

“Silas is the only one with the power to fight Anithistor. He doesn’t need to worry about protecting us when they meet each other.”

Silas could tell that Inga wasn’t pleased, but there was no more arguing. He was going to tell her how happy he was that she was coming with him, but they were interrupted by a commotion from the Erellen group.

The Erellens soldiers stirred as many tried to peek around each other to get a better look at something. Even from his high perch on a horse, Kaden gave a shrug, having no idea what the soldiers were trying to see. After a moment, Silas saw that there were several people pushing through the crowd, making their way to the front.

The first to emerge from the sea of soldiers was Daewyn who wore a smug, satisfied smile on his face. The next person to appear was not as happy.

The grim-looking Erellen was Lorcan. He wore a large, bloodstained bandage around his head and looked as though his spirit had been crushed. At first, Silas thought he had been in some kind of accident or a fight until it dawned on him what had happened.

Judging by the shocked expressions of the other Erellen soldiers, and the defeated look that painted Lorcan’s face, the mercenary had just undergone the one punishment that stripped him of his identity as an Erellen. Daewyn had cut off the tips of Lorcan’s pointed ears.

When Lorcan had been in prison, he had explained to Silas and the others that this form of punishment was meant to humiliate the offender. It was a mark that told all others that he had broken a serious law. It was a penalty reserved only for the vilest offenders – and now, for Lorcan Zamire.

Inga brought her hand to her mouth when she saw him. He walked slowly to the group where he was met with looks of sympathy and support. Inga, Alric, and Coffman were the first to walk up to him to see if he was all right. Lorcan assured them that he wasn’t in too much pain and that he would survive.

“I’ve had worse injuries,” he tried to laugh.

When Lorcan saw Silas, he pushed passed his mercenary friends and came within a foot of Silas. Silas didn’t know what to expect from the Erellen. Was he angry? Silas couldn’t discern his intentions.

“You love her, don’t you?” Lorcan asked Silas. His voice was too low for the others to hear.

“I do,” Silas answered.

“I think she loves you too.”

Silas was surprised that this was what Lorcan wanted to talk about. His ears were still bleeding and he was facing the humiliation of his people, but his only concern was for the girl who loved them both.

“The Meshulan deserves to have a woman like Inga,” Lorcan said. “I want you to know that I support it. And she deserves to have you.”

Silas stepped a little closer to Lorcan. “I’ve come to terms with what will happen today. You two have a history. Most importantly, you have a future, which is what I lack with any of you.”

Lorcan looked at him with deep concern. “What are you saying?”

“You know what I’m saying. Destroying the gates will end the war. It will also end the need for a Gatekeeper. It will be the end of me.”

Lorcan’s mouth fell open at Silas’ words and shook his head. “Just like that, huh?”

“Probably.”

Lorcan placed a weak hand on Silas’ shoulder and sighed. “I’m going with you today.”

Silas almost smiled at this, but kept himself from doing so. Lorcan had always been a basket case when he came near Stühocs and Silas wondered how he would handle today’s battle, much less going into the depths of Mudavé.

“I know I’ve let my fear get in my way before, but not today.”

Silas looked away for a moment. He could see the others still looking at the two, no doubt wondering what they were talking about.

“I’ve been stripped of my honor,” Lorcan said, pointing to the bandages. “Give me the chance to fight side-by-side with the Meshulan.”

“You want to fight next to me to save your dignity?” Silas asked.

“No,” Lorcan said. “I want to fight next to you to help you make sure Inga leaves when you need to go alone. You know she isn’t going to listen to you when you tell her to go back.”

“I’ve got Kaden for that.”

“You think she cares what Kaden says?”

“You think she cares what you say?” Silas came back.

“Yes.”

Lorcan was right. Inga would want to follow Silas until the end, no matter the cost. But if she would listen to Lorcan, then it would be one less thing Silas would have to worry about.

“Swear to me you won’t have some kind of meltdown when we get in there,” Silas said.

Lorcan stood straight, and placed his arms at his side. “My duty is to the Meshulan. I swear to you that I will not fail you today.”

Silas smiled. “Thanks for trying to save my life in Timugo.”

Lorcan seemed puzzled by the gesture.

“You’re a good person,” Silas continued. “Your heart is true and you care about Inga. For that, I consider you a friend.”

“I personally think the half-ear thing is a good look for you,” Alric said as he walked up to them. Nalani, Kaden, Coffman, and Inga were close behind. Lorcan smiled at them when they approached.

“Why’d they cut your ears?” Coffman asked.

“I agreed to do it so Daewyn would leave me alone. I’m no longer an outlaw.”

“What’s your plan for battle?” Alric asked him.

Lorcan looked at Inga, then to Silas. “I’m going with them.”

Alric and Coffman raised their eyebrows at this, but said nothing.

“What about you?” Lorcan asked them.

“We’ve got the Sphere to deal with,” Nalani answered. “We aren’t sure how to destroy it.”

“And the Pyramid has been moved,” Alric said. “It’s almost like they know about the Anwyns coming in through the ground.”

Silas thought for a moment then spoke. “When you first saw the Sphere, you said it had been powered by a medallion right?”

Alric nodded. “Yeah.”

Silas reached inside his cloak and pulled out the orange medallion and the purple medallion, leaving the read and white medallions safely in his pocket.

“If you can get these medallions into the pedestal at the top, I can do the rest.”

“What do you mean?” Nalani asked, as Alric took the medallions into his hands.

Silas shook his head. “If I focus, I can destroy the medallions. The words that created them are the words that can destroy them.”

“You mean, you can just destroy these right now?” Alric asked.

Silas shrugged. “But we want them in the pedestal. They’ll destroy the Sphere, I’m sure.”

“How will you know when the medallions are in place?”

“I can sense them. They’re a part of me somehow, ever since I became the Gatekeeper. When you get them to the pedestal, I’ll be able to see them.”

Alric shrugged. “Whatever you say. You’re the boss.”

After that, they all stood in silence, knowing that this could be the last time any of them would see each other again. There were no tears, no goodbyes – just a few smiles and nods to show that it was time, and that each of them was ready to take the fight to Mudavé.

Using a scope, Kaden could see that the Stühocs had set up a line of gray, angry soldiers. Behind them was a sea of Soldiers of the Dead.

“First, they’ll weaken our front lines by bringing in soldiers that can actually fight,” Kaden declared. “Then they will release the mindless savages.”

Silas looked to his left and noticed a nervous army. Though all of them were skilled fighters, the thought that this would be the biggest battle of their lives was not lost on any of them.

As Inga and Lorcan got onto their own horses and rode next to Kaden, Silas steered his to the front of the waiting army. He focused his magic into amplifying his voice, but stopped himself abruptly. For a brief moment, the sight overcame him. So many people were there ready to die because of him.

“Today is your day,” Silas addressed the entire army. “All of you have longed for the day that the Stühocs would be out of our lives. Today is that day. Some of you fear what is to come, but to you I say, today is your day! Take Marenon back from the Stühocs and claim it for yourselves. My grandfather predicted that this day would come. It was the plan from the beginning.
You
are soldiers of The Reckoning. The Stühocs don’t belong here! Today is not their day! Today is your day!”

The soldiers exploded in cheers for the Meshulan. He looked back at Inga, Lorcan, then Kaden. Kaden nodded his approval, and Silas turned his horse toward Mudavé. He gritted his teeth in determination, and with a sharp kick, his stallion charged forward as thousands followed close behind him.

The Stühocs immediately responded, hoping to break the Humans and Erellens down with a full-speed attack. Most of them didn’t know that Silas was riding straight for their center, however. He held up a palm in front of him and instantly a bright ball of light appeared all around him, bowling over dozens of Stühocs at a time.

Silas was an unstoppable force, electrocuting and incinerating Stühocs left and right. The other soldiers quickly caught up with him, hitting the Stühocs with an undeniable strength.

To his right, Silas could see bursts of light from Inga and even Lorcan who had somehow found the strength to fight the dreaded Stühocs head on.

The fighting was still too far for The Reckoning soldiers to force their way in through the gates. There were still hordes of Soldiers of the Dead and Nestorians to fight through before that would even become a possibility.

Robin and the Royal Army were the first to break through the Stühocs’ front line, but that meant they were also the first to be attacked by the Soldiers of the Dead.

Darius and the Dunarian Order, along with Silas, Inga, Lorcan, and Kaden broke through next, followed by the Erellens. The next time any of them would fight another Stühoc would be when they broke through the city gate. Silas hoped by then, the Stühocs would be so overwhelmed with Anwyn soldiers that the fight would be easier.

The Soldiers of the Dead were wild-eyed and vicious. A familiar feeling came over Silas as he remembered when he had to take down the undead in Jekyll Rock. The fact that these people were once simple Humans with lives and a reason to live did not escape him, but it also didn’t keep him from shooting a stream of fire through an entire group of them, burning their flesh to the bone.

Cutting through the Soldiers of the Dead was not too difficult, though some that opposed them were caught in the wake of biting jaws and clawing nails. The lines of Nestorians were not far behind as the Humans and Erellens drew nearer to the city walls.

Silas yanked on his horses’ reigns and moved closer to his friends. Inga and Lorcan seemed flawless in their magic as they blasted Nestorians and undead soldiers into the air. Kaden sliced and cut so quickly it seemed he didn’t even have to concentrate.

“We’ve got to break down the city gate!” Silas yelled to them. “I need you to follow me.”

Each of them nodded in affirmation and Silas jumped from his horse to the ground. A Nestorian instantly charged him with a spear, but Silas held up his left hand and called the spear to it, while he conjured a fireball in his right hand and sent it sailing for the Nestorian’s mask, igniting it in flames. Silas then turned the spear toward the ground and stabbed the head into the dirt at his feet.

A giant crack formed in the ground, traveling at lightning speed until it reached the city gate, splitting it in the middle. With deeper concentration, Silas called fire to fill in the crevice, setting an entire line of Nestorians, and ultimately the city gate on fire.

He fell to the ground as he felt the sudden loss of energy. He knew he was using too much of his magic and that he needed to conserve the rest for his confrontation with Anithistor. But this was battle. People were dying. He could not just stand idly by.

He slammed his fist against the ground and forced himself to his feet and charged forward as hundreds of soldiers followed him closely behind. The Nestorians’ line broke with the sudden surge, and now the Humans and Erellens had to face the onslaught of arrows flying from atop the city wall. Silas placed a large green shield over himself and anyone that stood within twenty feet of him.

Kaden grabbed his arm and spoke loudly so Silas could hear him.

“You’ve got to save your strength! I know you can’t do this forever. You must save your magic to face Anithistor.”

“I’ve got to get everyone into the city,” Silas yelled back. He turned from Kaden and with a rush he sent the green shield crashing into the fiery city gate, crumbling its remains into tiny pieces of wood, rock, and dust.

Soldiers all around Silas charged in blindly and that’s when the explosions came. The first one knocked Silas and the others off their feet. The second, third and fourth took out only a few of the Stühocs who had been waiting for the attack. When Silas looked up from the ground he could see hundreds of the green Anwyns fighting their way out of the newly formed craters in the ground.

Apparently the Stühocs had been ready for such an attack because they instantly surrounded the craters and all the arrows were directed at the Anwyns, but this allowed for more of the Humans and Erellens to get through.

Silas pulled himself off the ground and stumbled through the broken gate. What he saw made him freeze. The Stühocs must have reserved the rest of their troops inside of the city, for there seemed to be more now that there had been at the battle of Jekyll Rock.

Looking around at The Reckoning Soldiers, Silas wasn’t sure they had the manpower to overtake the Stühocs. He glanced to the east and could see the Pyramid looming in the distance, thankful that it had been moved for the time being. Once the Stühocs were satisfied that there wouldn’t be any more surprise attacks, they would start moving the Pyramid closer and the Sphere would unleash its fury on the opposing army. That’s why Alric and his crew needed to get to it quickly.

He looked in every direction until he spotted them, fighting the overpowering number of Stühocs and Nestorians that surrounded them. Silas sprinted in their direction until he came near. He stretched out his arms, yelled for his friends to drop to the ground, and unleashed rivers of ice in every direction until their enemies formed a wall of frozen sculptures around them. Coffman took the liberty of smashing one of them into tiny glass-like pieces with his foot.

“I really need to think about learning more of this magic stuff,” Alric said as he looked at Silas.

“The four of you need to get to the Pyramid,” Silas told them.

Just then, another explosion sounded behind them. When they looked, they could see another group of Anwyns emerge from the underground tunnels, this time led by His Excellency who carried a mighty sword that gleamed in the morning sunlight as he moved. When the sword changed into a giant battle-ax, it confirmed that the Anwyn carried the staff of Uriah. Silas felt a twinge of jealousy and regret that he was no longer using the famed staff, but he knew it was in the hands of the true owner.

As he turned away, he could feel his hands begin to shake. He didn’t know why at first, but he finally came to the conclusion that he had overexerted his magical energy. Since the destruction of the Blue and Green Gates, he had not been able to maintain his strength. He cursed himself silently for having used so much of his magic in the battle already. But the soldiers had needed it. Yet none of it mattered if Silas didn’t have the power to defeat Anithistor.

He closed his hands into fists and tried to gather his strength. When he opened his eyes he looked up at the Pyramid again. This time he noticed something different.

Apparently the Stühocs were satisfied that there were no more secret Anwyn entrances that could potentially bring down the Pyramid with one of their large explosions, because the structure began to roll slowly toward them.

“They’re bringing it this way,” Silas said. He squinted, trying to see more clearly, noticing the pedestal at the top of the Pyramid and the Sphere above it that had begun to churn. “You haven’t got much time.”

“Where are the sarians?” Nalani asked.

Coffman pointed behind them where they could see every one of them, scraping and biting at any enemy that came near them. Their natural instinct would be to fly and attack, but there were far too many archers.

“They’re going to be our only way to get to the top of that thing,” Alric said.

“Just be careful,” Silas said. “You’ll be the first targets.”

Alric nodded, and commanded the others to come with him.

Silas searched for Kaden, Inga, and Lorcan and spotted them not too far from his position. He took down several Stühocs along the way, before finally reaching them.

“It’s time!” Silas yelled.

Each of them looked at him, ready to do what was needed.

“Do you know how to get to the gate?” Kaden asked him.

“We’ve got to get away from the fighting. Then I’ll be able to concentrate harder.”

Silas led them across the field through enemies, which he quickly dispatched. He wasn’t exactly sure which way to go, but he knew he would soon feel it.

He stopped abruptly when he saw a bleeding green figure on the ground trying to call out to him.

His Excellency of the Anwyns lay between two of his personal guards who were both dead. An arrow stuck out of the leader’s chest and another was embedded in his neck. The Anwyn chief had a look of defeat in his eyes, but coupled with a determined expression of disdain for the enemies that fell him. In his last few moments, he grabbed the staff of Uriah and held it up for Silas to take it.

Silas placed a hand around the shaft of the weapon and His Excellency’s hand fell lifelessly to the ground. Silas knew the leader no longer had the ability to speak to him, but his words weren’t needed. He may not have approved of Silas; and he may not have accepted who Silas was, but one thing was certain, His Excellency wanted Silas to finish what he started, and get rid of the Stühocs for good. Even if that meant taking the staff that didn’t belong to him.

Staff in hand, Silas held out his fist and a cord of light wrapped around his wrist and the wrists of his three companions, binding them together like a rope so as not to lose each other in the crowd. He looked to Inga and nodded. She drew on the magical strength within her, and a cold feeling fell over each of them and they became instantly invisible to anyone around them.

Silas pulled them forward, trying to feel the direction of the gate. It would be out of the city, away from the battle, secluded.

It was time to find Anithistor and destroy the Red Gate.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Three

 


Nalani pulled Alric and Coffman close to her and they hunkered low in the dirt. The fighting around them was intense, but their chief concern was preventing the Sphere attack that was sure to come.

“I’ve got the two medallions, but there’s not much more to go on than that,” Alric said. “Silas said he can blow them up if we can get them to the pedestal.”

Coffman shook his head. “That’s not going to be easy.”

Nalani looked all around her. Erellens and Humans had all fallen under one banner with leaders working together to direct their troops onward. Bursts of magic lit the air as Erellens used their weapons and magical attacks and Humans stabbed unrelentingly with their swords, driving deeper into the heart of the city, though the sheer number of Stühocs seemed to never end. As she watched the Pyramid creep toward them from the east side of the city, she knew the soldiers would be in trouble soon.

She remembered all too well what had happened in Voelif. The bolts of light that shot out from the Sphere and into the chests of the unexpected prisoners were terrifying. Being hit by one of those bolts meant instant death, and then instant enslavement of the soul.

Nalani shuddered at the thought, and shook her head vigorously. “We’ve got to ride a sarian to the top of the Pyramid and take out whoever is up there before he uses the Sphere.”

“It’ll take some fancy maneuvering,” Alric said. “But I’m with you.”

“Wait,” Coffman said, holding up a big hand. “It can’t just be one of us. The Stühocs will shoot one of us down in a second.” He looked back at the sarians and counted. Nalani did the same, and for the first time, noticed that Julian’s sarian, Eden, was among them. She wondered silently why he hadn’t taken the bird with him, wherever he was.

“Eight,” Coffman said. “There’s eight birds so I think eight of us should go up at once.”

“They’ll take us all down,” Alric said.

“Maybe,” Nalani nodded. “But it’s a good bet that one of us will make it through to the top and be able to kill whoever is up there.”

“One of the sarians belongs to Darius,” Alric said. “He’ll go up with us.”

“That’s four,” Coffman counted.

Nalani searched the mass of soldiers. It was difficult to see any specific person. It all seemed like such a blur, but then she spotted the next two riders. “There!” she said, pointing in the distance. “Dink and Emma.”

“And I’ll get that idiot, Daewyn, to fly up with us,” Alric said.

“We need one more,” Coffman told them.

Nalani felt the whistle that hung from a string around her neck. Julian had given it to her before her previous mission to Voelif. She knew that he always carried one with him as well, and had used it on occasion to call his faithful sarian to him. Though it hadn’t saved Nalani from being captured in Voelif, it had possibly saved the lives of three others.

“Leave Eden here for Julian. He might need her.”

Alric obviously disapproved of the decision. “He’s not even here!”

Nalani didn’t know what it was. Something inside her mind was telling her that Julian would need Eden for some reason. Even if he didn’t, she didn’t feel right about taking her away.

“We’re leaving her behind,” she said with finality. “Meet back here when you have the other riders.”

Alric looked at her with concern in his eyes, but she paid him no mind. The Pyramid was nearing the city’s center and they had to be ready to go before it reached the soldiers.

Without looking back, she waded through a sea of bloody green and gray warriors. Often, she had to use her sword to cut down the Stühocs or Nestorians that got in her way. She didn’t know why she was going after Dink and Emma, but she felt like she could trust them. Choosing fighters from the Dunarians would be easier too. An Erellen or even a soldier from Farlaweer would be less likely to abandon his or her comrades in the heat of battle to attempt a suicide mission. She doubted that Darius would join them, but she didn’t see the commander easily giving up his sarian for such an endeavor without being the one to ride it to the top.

When Nalani came near, she reached a hand out and grabbed Emma’s shoulder. Emma spun around with her blade in hand and almost took a swipe at Nalani, but stopped short.

“Nalani!” The woman was covered from head to toe in gray and red blood.

“I need your help!” She pointed at Dink. “His too.”

Dink turned when he had heard his wife’s voice. She briefly told them the plan of attack and showed them where the sarians stood huddled amongst each other.

“Stay there, and stay low!”

She pushed past them until she reached the front of the Dunarian line. Every soldier was pushing forward into the middle of the city of Mudavé, inching ever closer to the mountainside that housed the Stühoc fortress.

She had never before seen the ugly city, but she had little time to take in the scenery. The misty skies and brown-red hues of the sand and stone left her with the feeling that she wasn’t missing anything by battling instead of exploring.

Naturally, at the front of the line, she found Darius Umar. The dark man slashed in fury without tiring. He had led the Dunarian Order with a determined fierceness, and today it had paid off.

When she told him of her plan, he knew it was something that he needed to help with personally. Nalani knew he could have sent one of his other men to do it for him, but this part of the battle was essential.

He instructed his second in command to take over and to keep pushing the soldiers forward. He and Nalani ran together, past the eager warriors and to the sarians. Dink and Emma had found a spot near the sarians to lay low. Coffman and Alric soon came in with Daewyn following behind.

“What’s the plan?” Daewyn asked.

“Simple,” Alric said as he pointed to the Pyramid. “The seven of us fly to the top of that thing.”

“We’ll go at it from different directions and hope we don’t get shot down,” Nalani said.

Darius held up a hand. “Just one problem. Only one of us will have the two medallions. That’s you, right Alric?”

All of them stood in silence, perplexed by this oversight. Alric finally said that the best way to go about it would be for six of them to come at the top of the Pyramid from the sides to distract anyone that might be protecting the top, while one of them would dive from a much higher distance straight down to the top.

“It’s not a safe move for anyone,” Alric said. “I think it presents an equal danger to all of us. I’ve got the medallions, so if you want, I can dive from the higher distance.”

It was decided. Each of them was about to mount a sarian when they noticed something strange on the horizon.

The Pyramid. It moved much faster than before. The seven riders stood in stunned silence, realizing that they had failed to notice the Pyramid’s rapidly growing speed. Though the top of the Pyramid reached a great height, they could clearly see what, and who was at the top.

Unlike a typical pyramid, this one had a flat platform at the top where there would normally be a pointed tip. On that platform was the enchanted pedestal that had conjured up the Sphere of captured souls.

Commanding the Sphere was the Sleeper, Marcus. A group of ten Stühocs surrounded the edge of the platform, forming a wall around Marcus and the pedestal. Each of them was armed with bows, ready to take on any kind of assault.

On both sides of Marcus were two Leapers guarding the Sleeper from any who should get too close.

“This just got a little bit harder,” Alric exclaimed.

Before another word could be spoken, a burst of light exploded from the Sphere, shooting a flurry of bolts through the opposing army.

Each strand of light nailed its target in the chest, dropping them to the ground in an instant. It didn’t matter who it was. Anwyn, Erellen, and Human alike dropped like flies at the commanding words from Marcus.

With the burst of energy, the sarians scattered and their riders ducked for cover, as did anyone else with the ability to move. The Stühocs in front of the freedom fighters backed off a considerable distance as not to be in the way of the Sphere’s relentless destruction.

One bolt sailed directly over Nalani’s head and into the face of an Anwyn soldier, his spear dropping to the ground next to his lifeless body. She was able to put her back against a rock, hoping the bolt couldn’t pass through the thick stone. Alric crawled on the ground toward her, and finally sat up against the rock inches from her.

“Did any of the riders get hit?” she asked. “Where’s Coffman?”

“I didn’t see anything, I just dove.”

She rested her head against the rock, praying that the opportunity for them to escape to their sarians would arise. With another exploding sound, a second bolt shot through the soldiers, dropping hundreds more at once.

She wondered what it felt like to be hit by one of them. Did it hurt? Was it instant blackness? At first, she thought it might not be as bad as being stabbed or cut through by the enemy, but her thoughts quickly went away when she saw the Anwyn in front of her begin to twitch.

Alric gave her a long look, then pulled out his sword and sliced through the Anwyn warrior. He hacked again and again until there was no more twitching. Though this may have gained them a few moments of safety, it didn’t stop the others who had been hit. Within moments, victims of the Sphere stood, waiting for the command of their new master.

Like Alric, many of the soldiers began hacking away at their new enemies, but their efforts failed to gain them any ground.

If Nalani thought Human Soldiers of the Dead were bad, Anwyns and Erellens were far worse. The Anwyn’s brute strength with the mix of uncaring ferocity, made them extremely deadly, and not so easy to kill. Nalani watched as just one of them tore through a group of Erellen soldiers. It took more than ten arrows to take him down, and even then he was still thrashing.

Another burst of light; another group of felled soldiers.

“We’ve got to get to the sarians!” Alric said to her.

He was right. If they didn’t stop Marcus and the Sphere, there would be none of them left. It wouldn’t even matter if Silas killed Anithistor.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Four

 


All was quiet outside the city of Mudavé, though the group of four could still hear the raging battle in the distance. Silas was surprised and relieved that no Stühoc had attacked them even though Inga had dropped their invisibility some time ago. He knew he had the ability to take on just about any enemy, but he had used too much of his power in the battle earlier. The others could see his fatigue too, but none of them expressed their concern.

They followed a path with large rock walls on either side of them. It wound around so much that none of them could see further than twenty feet ahead. The path looked exactly like the one from his dreams, making him wonder if his father truly was alive.

His father.

It was a long shot, but Silas wished it were true. If William Ainsley were alive, then that would mean he wasn’t truly alone in this world. His father would be there to help guide him toward the Red Gate, and Silas would feel unstoppable. Silas’ father had told him that destroying the Red Gate would mean his death, but the thought did not necessarily bother him. He had accepted it as part of his responsibility as the Meshulan. He didn’t fear it.

Kaden had quickly dismissed the possibility of Silas’ father being alive. Silas assumed this was because of Kaden’s relationship with Will – Kaden probably just
hoped
he wasn’t alive.

The memory Silas saw in Kaden’s mind had been unexpected to say the least. To know that Kaden had been in love with Silas’ mother and a rival to his father was unreal.

But here he was, at the end of it all, and Kaden had no idea that Silas knew of this. Though Silas did not fear the end, he felt that so much had been left unsaid. His friendship with Kaden felt like it had only started. His relationship with Inga felt like it could have gone somewhere. But this was the end.

Now Silas was ready to close the doors behind him.

“I want to be honest with all of you before we part ways,” Silas said as they walked forward.

He took a deep breath. “Kaden, I guess it doesn’t matter now, but I want you to know that there’s a very real possibility that I could die without having defeated Anithistor.”

Kaden said nothing to this.

Silas continued hesitantly, unable to read the man. “Silandrin told me that the prophecy only pointed to me as the possible Deliverer. There are no guarantees.”

“I know,” Kaden said. “I’ve known for a few days now.”

Silas stepped closer to Kaden. “How?”

“Jiaros told me. Silandrin broke the news to him before you came to Elysium the first time.”

Silas looked at the dirt, eyebrows furrowed, and then looked up at Kaden. “Sorry I didn’t tell you.”

Kaden shrugged. “There’s no point in apologizing for it. There’s nothing we can do about it.”

“I didn’t want you to feel like you needed to be overprotective of me.”

“Well, I suppose I might not have let you fight with us at Jekyll Rock the other day had I known then. We’re here now. You are alive and where you are supposed to be.”

“And my father is here too. Somewhere.”

Kaden sighed deeply and cocked his head at Silas. “You really think that’s real, don’t you?”

“I hope it is,” Silas said. “But I understand that you wouldn’t be completely thrilled.”

“Why do you say that?”

Silas didn’t know if telling Kaden that he had tapped into the secrets of his mind was such a good idea, but this could be the last time they saw each other. Silas wanted to know more about it before he went to face his possible doom.

“When I was searching your mind for my father’s image, I saw a memory.”

Kaden stiffened at Silas’ words.

“I know you meant to keep it from me, and I guess I understand, but I can’t help what I saw.”

“And what is it that you saw?”

“You and my father were not friends. Apparently my mother had chosen to marry him, but you weren’t happy with that. You weren’t happy because you loved her.”

Kaden looked away, avoiding Silas’ stare. Inga and Lorcan watched in silence as the conversation unfolded.

“I won’t deny that I loved your mother,” Kaden said. “She was a wonderful woman; the most beautiful Erellen in all of Marenon.”

Silas smiled. “I saw her in your memory. She was beautiful.”

Silas was surprised to see the water in Kaden’s eyes thicken into tears, but the warrior did not let them fall. Silas then knew that it had not just been some fight of reckless passion, but something deeper. Kaden had truly been heartbroken by what had transpired on that day. Silas knew that now wasn’t the time to delve into such a story. A battle was raging in the distance and Anithistor was waiting to destroy Silas. But Silas wasn’t finished.

“I’m sorry things didn’t turn out well in the end,” he said.

Kaden shook his head and inadvertently let one of his tears drop down the side of his face. “Do not be sorry, Silas. There has always been a certain order of things that is out of our control. That order has brought you here to this day.”

Silas looked from Kaden and the others to the path that curved ahead of them. “It’s time that we part ways,” he told them.

At these words, Inga dropped her head, and Kaden fought back the tears that had formed moments before. Lorcan stood reverently, placing a calming hand on Inga’s shoulder.

Silas stepped closer to Kaden. “Thank you for taking me this far. Not just on this path, but through all of Marenon.”

Kaden sniffed and laughed lightly. “If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t have been killed on Earth in the first place.”

“If it wasn’t for you, I’d probably be a Sleeper.”

“Silas, I swore to protect you,” Kaden said. “It was something your grandfather and I agreed that I would do. I told him I would protect you until the end.”

“And you have,” Silas assured him. “You have fulfilled your vow to him. We’ve come past the end to a place that only I can go. You know this.” Kaden nodded and Silas pulled him in and hugged him tightly.

Stepping away from Kaden, Silas moved to Inga. Now the tears welled up in Silas’ eyes. With his finger he brought up her chin so her eyes would meet his. The green of her irises had brightened with the mournful well that pooled around them, releasing flowing streams down her cheeks.

Silas wanted more than anything to kiss her wonderful face; to hold her in his arms one last time, but such things were not meant to be. He loved her. He loved her more than he thought he could love anyone. But he had a job to do. It was time for him to leave.

He pulled her in tightly and she wrapped her arms around his waist and squeezed. Neither of them wanted to let go. In this warm embrace, there was no Mudavé. There was no war. There was only Inga and Silas – a mutual happiness felt only in a place that knew no pain, loss, or fear.

But leaving her would be the most hurtful kind of pain. Moving on without her would fill him with an overwhelming sense of loss. His only fear was never seeing her again.

When they released each other, Silas felt it was too soon, but it was for the best. It was time to leave.

He kissed her forehead gently, and stepped away slowly. He looked at Lorcan, and then back to Inga. “Take care of Lorcan,” Silas said. Both Inga and Lorcan smiled painfully at this.

Silas was ready to embark on the final road of his journey. This day would decide the fate of Marenon. If Silas didn’t succeed, all would be lost.

With his staff in hand, he walked down the path, leaving three sets of longing eyes to bid farewell to him. Before walking past the bend, he looked back one last time. He was happy to see they were smiling. Silas turned to leave them when he heard Kaden call out.

“Silas!”

He turned his head to look at Kaden.

“Send Anithistor back to the Hell he came from!”

Silas grinned and nodded. Then he walked away.

He wished that he didn’t have to ask the others to stay behind. He could really use their company right now. But it would be too dangerous for them. There was no way they stood a chance against Anithistor, and Silas wasn’t sure there was a way that
he
could stand a chance either.

His hands hadn’t stopped shaking since he had noticed them earlier. It wasn’t a nervous shake, but more as if he had done heavy lifting and his muscles were sore. He found himself relying heavily on the staff to keep him going, using it to balance himself. Part of him felt like he could fall over and sleep for a century, but he knew he had to keep going.

The path wound through the hills and mountains. If Silas had not been able to feel something physically pulling him in the direction of the Red Gate, he would be completely lost. There were several turns he had the option of taking, but he could feel the pull that let him know where the Red Gate stood.

By this time, he could barely hear the battle in the distance and in this moment of quiet he felt isolated. He stopped on the path when he began to recognize the rock formations around him. He knew these were from his dreams, and he knew that could only mean that his father was somewhere near. He heard a sound that came from his left. It sounded like someone screaming.

He stepped forward in the direction of the noise. As he came closer, he could understand the words. It was a man.
Could it be him?

“Please, don’t take me back to the fortress!” the voice cried out. “I’m finished there! I don’t want anymore!”

Silas turned another corner and the person that had been yelling came into view. Two Leapers were dragging the man across the dirt toward Silas. When they noticed him, Silas’ staff turned into a long sword instantly.

The Leapers dropped their captured victim and flashed their viciously long claws at Silas. Silas smiled, waiting for them to make the first move. One of them jumped at Silas, easily covering the great distance, but Silas jut held up a hand and froze the creature in mid-air. It came down in a crash and broke into tiny shards of ice.

Seeing what power its new foe carried, the other Leaper sprinted in the opposite direction, but it was not fast enough to avoid the bolt of lightning Silas conjured from the air.

He winced, and stretched his neck after the use of his power. He knew he should have just tried to fight them with his sword and reserved his magical powers for the Stühoc king.

The sword turned into a staff and Silas walked to the man who had just picked himself up off the ground, brushing away the dirt from his clothes. Silas instantly recognized him as the man who had visited him in his dreams. It was Silas’ father. It had to be. Kaden’s memory had proved that this was the same face, only seventeen years older.

“Silas,” Will said. “You saved me.”

“How do I know you’re my father?” Silas asked.

“Did you do what I said? Did you search someone’s mind?”

“I did.”

“Then you know it’s me!”

A flood of questions gushed through Silas’ mind at once. He leaned his shoulder against the stone wall to his right and Will stayed in the same spot.

“I know that you wear my father’s face,” Silas said. “Where have you been for the past seventeen years?”

“Here. Mudavé. I was captured in battle.”

“I’ve always been told that you were killed in battle.”

“Silas, you know the answer to this. No one found my body. The Stühocs took me, set fire to everything. There were several good soldiers who were unaccounted for that day. I was the only one that actually survived.”

“And they didn’t turn you?”

“Couldn’t. But they knew you would be back someday. They wanted to use me against you, but I escaped them. I’ve been hiding in these mountains for the past month.”

“Let me search your mind,” Silas said, stepping forward.

Will gave a pause. “What?”

“You wanted me to search the mind of one that knew you before you were captured. Let me search your mind to prove that you are who you say you are.”

Will stood for a moment in awkward silence. He took his time, seemingly concentrating. Silas assumed Will was thinking of whether it would be a good idea or not.

After a long, awkward moment, Will looked Silas in the eyes.

“Fine,” he said. “Do it.”

Silas stepped forward, knowing this could be a trick used to get close to him. He didn’t underestimate the power of his enemies. For all he knew, this was Anithistor getting ready to reveal himself and blast Silas into oblivion. But it was worth a try. If this man standing before him really was William Ainsley, then Silas would trust him. There would be no reason not to.

Will left his arms at his side as Silas approached him. Silas gently set the staff on the ground and reached for Will’s head with both hands. The same movement had been used on Silas when Hroth had entered his mind, and Silas had done this to Kaden.

He didn’t particularly like going into someone’s mind. With Kaden, he had felt as though he was stealing something that didn’t belong to him; that all of Kaden’s guarded secrets were suddenly available for the watching.

This was exactly what Silas wanted now.

He reached up and gripped Will’s head. When he closed his eyes, he instantly saw a world of memories for the choosing. Silas wanted only to find the same memory that had been taken from Kaden. This would be proof enough.

But Silas did not find himself in a dark room with two men fighting over his mother, Shelinsa. Instead, Silas saw through the eyes of Will on the ground.

The sky was dark and gray with pregnant storm clouds rushing swiftly by. The earth around him was scorched, nothing but ash and smoke. Will looked down at his hands and Silas could see the burns and blood that covered them. An arrow protruded from his side, and Silas could tell that he was in pain. The smoke in front of him cleared with a gust of wind and he could see the enemies walking toward him. Most of them were familiar to Silas. Two of them in particular made his insides go cold with memories of fear and torment. Hroth was one of them but was not the first one Silas had noticed. Walking tall and monstrous toward him was the giant Stühoc, Maroke.

Will tried to move at first, but the pain caused him to wince and fall back down to the ground. Silas could feel the terror that swamped Will’s mind in those moments that he knew would be his last. Will tried to reach for a sword, anything that could help him, but there was nothing. He was unarmed and helpless.

Within moments, they were all standing above him.

The silent Hroth looked at the monster and nodded his head.

“He’s the boy’s father,” Maroke gestured to him. “He will be useful, I’m sure.”

Maroke looked at Hroth as the creature spoke something through his inaudible mind-speech.

Maroke nodded again. “This
is
most fortunate. Anithistor will be pleased with this.” He bent down and grabbed Will by the hair and yanked his head back, then shoved Will’s head into the ground.

The memory faded to blackness.

Silas let go of Will’s head and stared at the man in disbelief.

“This is how you were captured?”

“What did you see?”

Silas explained the memory and Will nodded.

“It’s all my fault,” Silas said.

“For being born? Hardly.”

“Why did you go out to fight that day?” Silas asked.

“I was angry. I was ready for Maroke to die. I was ready for their rule to be finished. I was a fool.”

“How is it that Hroth wasn’t able to turn you?” Silas asked.

“He just couldn’t. For some reason I was more difficult than others. I just happened to have a stronger mind, I suppose.”

Silas hoped it took more than just a strong mind to shut out Hroth. When Hroth had reached out for Silas, the Possessor entered his brain without effort.

“So, you believe me now?” Will asked him.

“Yeah,” Silas said. “I do.”

“Good. Now, you should follow me to the Red Gate. It isn’t far from here.”

Silas bent down and picked up the staff from the ground. “But I know where it is. I’ve been able to feel its pull the whole morning. Like it is calling out to me.”

Will shrugged. “Then I hope you don’t have a problem with my going with you. I can show you to a back route that Anithistor won’t expect you to walk through.”

“You sure he’s here?”

“He arrived this morning. I spotted him near the gate. He’s alone.”

“I have to kill him before I can destroy the Red Gate,” Silas said.

“Well, it’s just him.”

Silas snorted. “Just
him? The evil Stühoc king who has tried to rule over Marenon for thousands of years?
Just
him? You think killing him will be easy?”

“No, I don’t suppose it would be. Do you have a plan?”

“No. We’ve only met once, and that was before I had any useful magical ability. I haven’t exactly had the chance to see how he is in a fair fight.”

“You’ll do well, son.”

Silas felt a little uneasy about Will calling him son. All of this seemed too crazy to be real, but Will had not given Silas one reason to believe that he was anything other than what he claimed. He felt like he had no choice but to trust him.

Silas followed his father into the mountains. There, he would meet Anithistor. There he would destroy the Red Gate. And there he would die.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Five

 


After the fifth blast of light from the Sphere at the top of the Pyramid, Nalani knew they had to move. The ones that had been hit by the soul-sucking beams now attacked their previous allies.

“We’ll have to move quickly,” Alric told her.

Nalani could see the sarians huddled together in a small alcove. Dink and Emma had taken shelter with them. She couldn’t see Coffman or Darius. Daewyn lay silently behind a mound of dead bodies, but his eyes revealed that he was very much alive.

She peeked her head above the rock, and instead of seeing a large fighting army in front of her, she was overshadowed by a giant Anwyn who snarled sharply at her appearance. She let out a gasp and fell onto her back, knocking the wind out of her lungs in the process.

Alric tried to help her up, but the Anwyn leapt over the rock and smacked him away like an annoying fly. Nalani rolled to her right when the green warrior slammed his fists against the ground. The savage’s attempt to crush her had nearly succeeded. The Anwyn forced her to maneuver several times before she was able to reach for her sword.

In a last attempt to end her life, the Anwyn went for her throat with his sharp teeth. Nalani held her sword sideways and caught his mouth with the blade. The Anwyn didn’t even seem to notice that the sword was killing him.

Nalani was finally able to roll to her feet, and with a swipe, she carved a large gash into the Anwyn’s side and he fell to the ground. She turned the sword downward and stabbed him through one more time to make sure he wouldn’t be going after anyone else again.

Alric made his way to her. “Are you alright?”

She nodded. “Go get Daewyn.”

Alric nodded and took off. Nalani hunkered against the rock one more time. She peered over this time to see Darius a hundred feet in front of her, commanding his soldiers to push forward and take down anyone hit by the bolt. To the left she could see Coffman fighting off three crazed Erellens.

She was about to run and help him, but before she even moved, the man had all three of them crushed on the ground, lifeless.

“Coffman!” she yelled.

He looked up, searching for the voice until he spotted Nalani waving her arms.

“Grab Darius and get to the sarians!”

He nodded an affirmative and took off. Nalani charged toward the sarians. First an Erellen attacked her, then an Anwyn. They seemed to chase her with a ravenous hunger. She was glad that most of their minds were gone, because in a normal state, they would have been much more skilled opponents.

She cut through the first and spun to meet the second. Both were on the ground in seconds. Thankfully, she encountered no more enemies the rest of the way to the sarians. Dink and Emma waved her in behind Skarret, and she ducked low and scanned the area for Alric and Daewyn. At first she didn’t see them, but then noticed that Soldiers of the Dead had surrounded them. Though the numbers of the undead army could quickly escalate into an overwhelming force, they lacked the ability to think in terms of fighting strategy so Alric and Daewyn were able to easily cut through them.

Both of them finally made it to the group of sarians, and within a minute, Coffman and Darius had also joined them.

“We’ve got to do this now!” Darius said. “My soldiers are ready to retreat.”

“Everybody know what they’re doing?” Nalani asked them. Each of them nodded. She looked at Alric. “You’ve got the medallions?”

He felt his pockets. “I do. I’ll be flying high.”

“Good, let’s go.”

The seven of them mounted a sarian of their choice. Nalani found Fury and patted her neck. Alric pulled up beside her on Cole and grabbed her arm.

“I don’t suppose I can talk you out of going up there, can I?”

“Not a chance,” she said.

He looked at her for a long moment. She didn’t really even know when she started to have feelings for Alric, but in that moment, she couldn’t imagine losing him. He had been in her life for such a short period, but somehow he had stolen her heart away.

“I love you,” she told him. “I don’t know why, but I do.”

Alric grinned widely. “I never thought I would say these words again: I love you too.” He leaned over from the top of the sarian and kissed her firmly on the lips. She returned the kiss, grabbing his face with both hands.

The kiss finished too soon and before they knew it, they were in the air, dangerously exposed to the Stühocs and Nestorians who seemed to have incredible range with their arrows.

Dink flew atop Skarret and Emma flew next to him. Coffman, Darius, Daewyn, and Nalani flew in various directions as Alric instructed Cole to fly as high as possible.

The devastation below them was incredible. The craters that the Anwyns had created in their grand entrance had left massive dark holes all around the landscape. Most haunting was the countless number of bodies that lay scattered across the ground. Stühocs, Humans, Erellens, Anwyns, Nestorians; all people groups of Marenon were represented in their own mangled way.

Nalani looked over her left shoulder and up, watching Alric fly farther and farther up into the air. Eventually, he disappeared into the clouds.

*****

The gray and white mist that surrounded Alric felt cool in the hot, dusty climate of Mudavé. For these few moments he was alone in the surreal silence. He grabbed the feathers of Cole. He had never thought he would be in a full-scale battle of the ages for the freedom of Marenon. All he had ever cared about was his own freedom. His independence had never been threatened before, but now he felt like he was doing something honorable; a word he would have never before used to describe himself.

But here he was, about to attempt something that could kill him. For the first time in his life, he was ready to die for something. It felt good.

Looking at the sarian, he thought of Kaden, and was glad that he hadn’t killed him to try and save Coffman and Nalani. If he had gone through with it, he didn’t know where he would be right now. He might have tried to go back to save Nalani and Coffman and only gotten himself killed. Now he was
with
Nalani and Coffman and was about to be killed alongside them anyway. It seemed the more honorable choice didn’t necessarily provide the best outcome.

He reached to his pockets and felt the medallions. The two items would have fetched him a fair price – a thought that had entered his mind on more than one occasion. But now, all he wanted was to use them to blow up the Sphere.

All he had to do was place them in the correct slots and Silas would take care of the rest from some unknown location. He shook his head at the thought. He hoped Silas was right. He would get up there, fight off the Stühocs, try to kill Marcus and put the medallions in their slots, but that was all he could think to do. He had no words, no thoughts that could make them explode like Silas did. He wished he could do more.

Cole was untiring. Alric had barely made it above the gray clouds when the bright sun blinded him for a moment. Cole flapped to keep them steady, waiting for Alric to give the order to dive.

He scanned the peaceful cloud cover below him for a moment, taking in one last picture of beauty before diving back into battle. He breathed in the fresh air and then snarled.

“Ah, this is boring,” he said to himself. “Come on, Cole.”

At the command from his rider, the sarian dove back into the clouds and Alric felt his stomach leap into his throat. In moments he was through the clouds and could see the tiny specks of people warring against each other. He scanned the area for other sarians and their riders. With a careful eye, he could see all six of them aiming their way toward the top of the Pyramid.

Alric kicked the bird into a sharper dive, hoping to reach the Pyramid at the same time as the others. One or two arrows whizzed by his head, but for the most part, the Stühocs on the Pyramid’s platform were preoccupied with the others.

One sarian went down with an arrow, but he couldn’t tell whose it was.

Please not Nalani!

Alric was basically standing on the sarian’s back as he came closer. At about the same moment, the sarians converged on the top platform. The Stühoc soldiers let out another flurry of arrows.

Before landing at the top, Alric looked one more time at the five remaining sarians. He spotted Nalani to the right, and further up was Coffman. Another arrow landed in Dink’s shoulder, knocking him off the back. Emma’s sarian was quicker than his fall, as she whipped around to catch her husband from the deadly plunge.

Alric and Cole dropped to the top of the Pyramid with a crash. Most of the Stühocs hadn’t even seen him. Cole slashed his talons through two of them instantly, while Alric hopped off the back and slammed his shoulder into another Stühoc, throwing the unsuspecting creature over the edge.

Coffman came in next, jumping off the top of his sarian before it even landed, tumbling into a group of Stühocs. Nalani flew in, then Darius. At first, it looked like they had the upper hand, but the Leapers soon sprang into action.

Darius was the first to take on the two towering monsters. Their claws thrashed and swiped, and he parried each blow with masterful precision.

Marcus had become distracted from the Sphere and watched the fighters as they took over his platform.

“Get them off!” he yelled at the Leapers.

Alric joined Darius, as Nalani and Coffman continued to fight the Stühoc regulars against the Pyramid’s edge.

Angry at the intrusion, Marcus pulled out his sword and stomped toward the Leapers. He came up to Darius from behind and brought his sword to swing down, but Darius spun and met him head-on.

Marcus bared his teeth as he swung again and again, but Darius was unfazed. Alric, however, was doing everything he could to keep his balance against the Leapers. He ducked low as a set of razor-sharp claws missed his head by mere inches. He swung upward and caught a Leaper on the side of the face, only adding fuel to its fiery anger.

With the anger came a tenacious ambition to dice Alric like vegetables on a cutting board. The other Leaper fell back as the one Alric had cut put all of its strength into decimating its enemy.

Moving back, inch by inch, Alric tripped over his own feet and fell to the ground with a thud. The Leaper pounded the ground with it claws, aiming for any part of Alric’s body, but either missed because of Alric’s ability to move quickly, or was deflected with a parry.

With one swipe, Alric repelled the set of claws, but swung too wide to recover and the Leaper shoved a hand full of spikes into his leg.

Alric cried out in anger and pain as he looked down at the claws that had gone through his leg, ripping the skin and shattering bone. He tried to swipe with his sword again, but the Leaper shoved it away. It brought up its hand to finish the job, and Alric prepared himself to leave this world – this second life. He closed his eyes to accept the blow, but it never came. When he looked up, the Leaper had a black arrow protruding from its head and when it fell, he could see Nalani standing behind it, aiming a stolen Stühoc bow.

For a brief moment, he smiled, but his smile turned into a look of horror when another Stühoc pulled up his bow and arrow from the ground, aimed, and released.

Before Alric could yell out to her, the arrow sailed through the air and landed in her chest. Her weapons dropped to the floor when she instantly fainted and fell over the side of the platform.

Alric couldn’t find his voice. He watched as the sarians Fury and Cole jumped into the air, determined to catch the falling victim, but there was no way for Alric to know if they were successful.

He wrenched the dead Leaper’s clawed fingers out of his leg, numb to the pain. He was probably in shock, but he didn’t care. He dragged himself to his sword using his arms and good leg. He watched the last Leaper walk up behind Darius who was too engrossed in his fight with Marcus to ever notice the creature.

“Darius!” Alric called out.

He didn’t hear him. Alric tried again, but this time it was too late. The Leaper walked behind him, unhurried, and shoved his bladed fingers through the Dunarian commander’s back. The man fell to his knees and Marcus flipped his sword around and stabbed him through the chest to finish the job.

This was it. It was ending. The war was over and Alric had failed. Everyone below them would soon be Soldiers of the Dead. He looked to his right to see a sarian going after Marcus and the Leaper, but it was shot down immediately by another Stühoc. To his right, Alric saw Coffman pick the Stühoc off the floor and toss him over the side.

Everyone who had attacked the top of the Pyramid was either dead or severely injured except for Coffman. That left the four of them: Marcus and the Leaper, and Alric and Coffman.

The Leaper wasted no time in attacking. It jumped for Coffman’s throat from the other side of the platform. Alric then saw that Coffman was empty-handed, but it was too late to throw him a weapon. The big man threw up his arms to block the Leaper. He stopped one of its arms with his hand, but was unable to block the other as its claws buried deep into his shoulder.

Coffman screamed out in pain, but wasn’t deterred from the fight. He brought his hand up to the creature’s throat and squeezed as tight as possible, but the Leaper jerked away and slashed with its other clawed hand and ripped through Coffman’s side. This brought him to the ground as the blood ran from the fresh wound.

Alric couldn’t bear to watch his good friend die like this, but there was nothing he could do. He tried to drag himself to Coffman, but his movement was too slow. One quick glance to Marcus showed that he cared nothing about those on the floor of the platform. He was done with them and ready to let out another blast of light from the Sphere.

Coffman struggled to stay alive with the Leaper on top of him. Another swing of the claws caught his upper leg, spraying a fresh geyser of blood in the air, but he wasn’t giving up yet. The Leaper stabbed downward, but this time Coffman caught its wrist with his right hand, and with his left, he rammed his palm into its elbow. The Leaper howled in pain. Coffman lifted his non-injured leg up and gave a smashing kick into its gut, causing it to double over. With the same foot he kicked it again in the face. It never knew what killed it as it stumbled backward, slipping in and out of consciousness, finally tumbling over the side of the Pyramid.

Alric and Coffman knew they would be no match for Marcus in their injured state. Coffman was bleeding freely, and Alric could barely move. He felt the medallions in his pockets, unsure if he would actually be able to do it. But he had to try. He had to at least get the medallions to the pedestal and end this mess.

As he crawled, he finally made it to Coffman.

“You alive?” Alric asked.

“Not for much longer,” Coffman said. A smile came to his lips when he turned his head to Alric. “Not unless you can hold these wounds closed for me.”

“We’ve got to kill Marcus.”

“We can’t even walk.”

“We’ve got to try!”

The two of them turned their heads to Marcus whose only focus was on the Sphere as it churned into its weapon form again.

He didn’t know how he was going to do it, but Alric was going to get the medallions to the pedestal. He knew it would probably kill him but he had to try.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Six

 


Kaden, Inga, and Lorcan made it back to the city to find the Erellens, Anwyns, and Humans fighting amongst themselves. The Sphere had fulfilled its purpose, and from what Kaden could tell it wasn’t finished. The Stühoc army stood back in awe of the scene before them. They weren’t fighting because their enemy’s own troops were doing it for them. The new Soldiers of the Dead had rendered their presence nearly unnecessary.

In the distance Kaden could see Robin leading the Humans, but they fought mostly against their own undead soldiers. Jiaros and his generals led the Erellens, but it seemed to be the same story. The Anwyns, too, fought hard against their own combatants. Blood mixed with sweat and tears as the warriors killed their friends and family members, knowing that their loved ones were already gone. It was a heartbreaking scene to watch. Kaden felt sick at the thought of making the choice to fight companions to the death in these dire circumstances. Their struggle with the current batch of Soldiers of the Dead would soon be finished, however, and they would be able to push forward, unless more of the undead were created using the Sphere.

Kaden wasn’t going to stand for that.

Resting behind a boulder, he looked at Lorcan and Inga.

“Looks like Alric and the others failed to stop the weapon,” Kaden said. “We’ve got to figure out a way to get up there.”

“If I can get a sarian, I can make us invisible and get up to the top of the Pyramid,” Inga told them.

“You have enough strength for that?” Lorcan asked. “You’ve used a lot of your magic already.”

“I can handle it,” she said. “But we have to get to a sarian first.”

“I can’t tell from here,” Kaden said, “but it could be well-guarded up there.”

“We’ll see when we get there,” she answered back.

Kaden knew it would take a lot of effort to even get close to the Pyramid, but they had to try. He led them forward, through the crowd of Human soldiers, doing his best to move them away from any of the Soldiers of the Dead.

The Sphere atop the Pyramid was swelling and he could tell that another burst would shoot out at any moment. The troops wouldn’t be able to take much more. Another blast, maybe two, and the leaders would call for their soldiers to retreat.

The three ran together as fast as they could through the mess. Inga shot magical bursts of fire in every direction, and at one point, conjured a green shield around each of them.

Lorcan dealt a bit of his own magic, but mostly relied on a sword.

Kaden alternated between his sword and his bow and arrows to stave off the enemies.

He knew they were running out of time. Each second that passed brought them one second closer to possibly becoming a Solider of the Dead.

He hurried them forward. They actually found that the least amount of action happened at the base of the Pyramid. Many of the soldiers had tried to get away from the Sphere’s energy because their natural instinct was to flee as far from it as possible. But there were plenty of dead bodies and injured combatants to show that there had been conflict here earlier.

They found the group of sarians at the base – two of them dead, two of them injured, and three of them standing tall.

Kaden noticed Cole, Fury, and Skarret were the three uninjured. He didn’t see Julian’s sarian among them at all.

Daewyn sat at the base of the Pyramid with an obvious broken leg. Dink sat next to him, keeping pressure on a deep shoulder wound. With his good arm, he pointed to his left, and they could see Emma over another body, doing everything she could to save the person.

Nalani.

The three rushed to her side. She was barely conscious. An arrow stuck out of her chest, and looked like it should have killed her.

“How long has she been here?” Kaden asked.

“Just a few minutes,” Emma told them. “I think the arrow missed her heart, otherwise she’d be dead by now. But I’m afraid to take it out.”

Kaden bent down beside her and placed a calming hand on her forehead.

“Nalani, you’re going to be alright,” Kaden said.

She bit her lip and nodded. Her eyes darted to the top of the Pyramid. “They’re still up there.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

“Who?”

“Alric and Coffman. They need help.”

Kaden turned to Lorcan and Inga and nodded. This was it. They raced over to the three remaining sarians and mounted them.

“What are you doing?” Dink said. “The Sphere’s about to go off again!”

“That’s exactly why we’re going up there!”

With that, they took off.

*****

Inga did all she could to make it to the top as quickly as possible and the others followed right behind her.

When she made it above the platform, she almost couldn’t believe what she saw. Darius lay on the ground, dead. Coffman and Alric might have been dead too – she couldn’t tell.

Then there was Marcus. The Sphere was ready to blast, and she knew there wasn’t time to go after him before it took the lives of more soldiers.

Kaden and Lorcan were right behind her. There was no time. Before the Sphere exploded, all she could think to do was throw up a green shield of energy around them.

She had no idea if it would work. She had no idea if it actually
did
work. All she knew was that everything had gone black, and she was falling.

*****

Silas followed his father through the dark caves of the Reemlock Mountains.

Will held up a finger to tell him to stay quiet. “We’re not far now. Just another minute or so.”

The path wound through another set of corridors and cave walls until Silas wasn’t sure he would ever be able to find his way out again. But then, of course, he assumed he would not survive anyway.

“I want to know something,” Silas said.

“Yes?”

“Why did you tell me in my dream that destroying the Red Gate would kill me?”

“Because it will,” he answered.

“But, how do you know this for sure?”

“You hear a lot of things when you’re imprisoned in Mudavé,” Will said.

“What, some guard just said that to you or something? I find that hard to believe.”

Will turned on him sharply and grabbed his arm. “Why don’t you go and try it then?” he nearly yelled. “See if it kills you.”

Silas pulled his arm away from the strong grip, surprised at Will’s sudden burst of anger. “I plan on it. Forgive me if I’m curious as to why something would kill me.”

“Don’t you feel it, Silas? In your bones, in the magic?”

Silas knew exactly what he was talking about, but he wasn’t going to say it outright.

Will continued. “When you destroyed the Blue Gate, what happened to you?”

“I blacked out.”

“How long?”

“Two days.”

“What about the Green Gate?”

“I blacked out for three days.”

“And have you felt yourself weaken?” Will asked him. “Have you been able to use your magic as effectively?”

“No.”

“Your magic is tied to the medallions, right?”

“I guess so.”

“You’re destroying the medallions. You’re destroying whatever life you have in you right now.”

Of course Silas had suspected this. He knew that his power came from the medallions and he knew that when each one was destroyed he felt tired and weak.

Silas wished that it wasn’t true.

“I know you find it difficult to believe me,” Will said. “I just wanted you to know what you’re getting yourself into before you do it.”

“I never went into this thinking I was invincible.”

“That’s very wise of you.”

Silas didn’t like his father’s darkened tone. Didn’t fathers want to keep their sons from harm? Shouldn’t Will be urging Silas to stay away from the Red Gate?”

But this man
was
his father. He had to be. Kaden’s own memories had confirmed this.

Will silently led him further until they came to a door that seemed very out of place to Silas. It was a plain wooden door seemingly embedded in the cave. Before opening the door, Will looked back at Silas.

“Are you ready? He’s just on the other side.”

The revelation came so abruptly. There truly was no preparing for such a fight, and though Silas would have preferred another night’s sleep to gain some of his power back, there was obviously no time for that.

He looked into Will’s eyes deeply, wishing he had more time to explore his mind further. What would Silas find? Would he find pure intentions? Did Will want Silas to defeat Anithistor? Silas had trusted his dreams without considering the fact that he could have been set up by the enemy.

Silas nodded at Will for him to open the door, and his father complied. With a loud creak the door swung inward. Silas half expected to be blasted with some sort of powerful magic, but instead found a massive cavern, dark and foreboding.

It was a grand cave as wide and tall as a stadium. Only a faint light poked through the top from the outside world. This was it. Silas had felt the gate pulling him to this point. But before he could destroy the gate, he had to find his adversary. Though Silas had the medallion, he was not the Red Gate’s keeper. That title belonged to Anithistor.

Before stepping forward, Silas took another look back at Will. The man had his eyes closed, and looked almost like he was praying.

“Father?”

Will shook his head, but didn’t open his eyes. “I have a bad headache,” he said. “I’m just going to stand here in the shadows.”

Silas found this curious, but didn’t pursue the matter. “It’s probably for the best that you leave. It will be too dangerous for you here.”

Will shook his head again, leaving his eyes shut tight. “Let me stay here in the shadows.”

Silas nodded, though the man couldn’t see it.

Silas stepped forward, unable to see the cavern very clearly. Was this the location of the Red Gate? It felt right.

After walking another twenty feet or so, a burst of light brightened the entire cavern. He lifted his hand to shield his eyes from the glare, before they adjusted to its brilliance.

On the other side of the room he could see a flat stone wall that looked identical to both the Blue and Green Gates. But the gate itself wasn’t what held Silas’ attention. Standing tall in front of the Red Gate was Anithistor.

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 


The tall Stühoc glowered at him from the short distance. Black markings ran up and down his gray-skinned neck, and even down to his fingertips. His solid black eyes added to his unsettling deathly features. To Silas, he looked like a living corpse.

Silas gripped the staff in his right hand, noting that it hadn’t changed forms. Anithistor had no intention of killing him yet.

“Silas Ainsley,” the Stühoc king said. “You don’t know how foolish I felt, letting you get away from us so easily.”

“You should hire better guards.”

Anithistor didn’t smile. “Do you realize what kind of power we can have together if you would join with me?”

“I do. That’s why I’m here to kill you.”

“You know that by killing me and destroying the medallions, you will destroy yourself?”

“A fact that has been driven into my brain,” Silas answered. “I’m not afraid to die again.”

“But you don’t know what is ahead of you.”

“Is that why
you
jump from world to world?” Silas asked him. “You’re so afraid of the end that you want to create a new beginning? Is that it?”

“Perhaps. I’ve never really thought about why I love to move from world to world, destroying all life.”

Silas shook his head. “This is your first one isn’t it?”

“What?”

Silas smirked. “You’ve never done this before. Your world was all but destroyed, and you had to do something. You accidentally came here. There are no other worlds. You figured out how to make a gate, and you came to Marenon. I know this because if you had conquered other worlds before, you would have taken over this small realm a thousand years ago.”

“What’s your point?”

“My point is that you’re terrified. You have never seen such opposition. Only once have you ever come this close to losing everything. The last time that happened you left. You were too afraid to try and rebuild your world. So you came here. You drove fear into the innocent. You war with them so you can become the supreme ruler again.”

Silas took a short step forward.

“I wouldn’t come any closer if I were you.”

“And if I were you, I would think about opening that gate and going back to where I came from. I’m giving you that chance.”

Anithistor’s eyes narrowed.

“That’s right,” Silas continued. “I’m giving you one last chance. I will spare you if you go back home. If not, I will kill you today. Then I’ll destroy the gate.”

He took another step forward.

“I said, I wouldn’t come closer if I were you,” Anithistor warned him.

“Why not? Afraid?” Silas asked.

With a thought, Anithistor brightened the cavern, displaying three platforms set a hundred feet above the Red Gate. Lorcan, Kaden, and Inga stood trembling with ropes taught around their necks.

“I have but to think it, and your friends’ dead bodies will dangle above us.”

Silas wanted to vomit.
How did he capture them?

“Surprised, I see,” Anithistor said, his grin yellow and foul. “

Silas didn’t know what to do. How could he fight Anithistor and expect his friends to live?

“What do you want me to do?” Silas asked.

“Give me the medallions.”

“That’s it?”

“No. After you give me the medallions, I’ll open the Red Gate for you, and you’ll walk through it. Once you are in the world I left behind, I’ll close it.”

“And you expect me to believe you’ll just let them go?”

“I guess you will just have to trust me.”

Silas didn’t even blink before he used his magic to throw the Stühoc with the force of an explosion. Anithistor crashed into the Red Gate. Silas knew he had to keep Anithistor’s mind away from his friends on the platform or they would die in a second.

He sent sparks from his fingertips, electrocuting Anithistor with the strength of ten storms. The king responded with a green shield that sprayed the sparks in every direction, shattering rocks to pebbles and dust wherever the bolts landed.

Anithistor cared nothing for Silas’ friends because he came at Silas with everything he had. The staff of Uriah instantly turned into a large shield to deflect Anithistor’s magic, but the electric blast sent it sailing to the floor. Silas concentrated hard to create his own shield of green energy and subsequently shot a blast toward Anithistor, knocking him backward again. Silas conjured blazing, green fireballs in his palms and readied himself to throw them at his enemy. But the Stühoc lifted his arms, calling for the rock ceiling to cave in.

Hundreds, maybe thousands of rocks came tumbling down from the high ceiling. Silas knelt to the ground and lowered his head, anticipating the rocks to crush him; instead, he willed them to stop in mid-air.

The green flames burned bright in his hand as large rocks floated around him. He lifted his head, and with a mighty push, he hurled the rocks and flames in Anithistor’s direction.

The searing rocks crashed into the Stühoc king, burying him under a glowing mountain.

Silas stood from his kneeling position, squinting from the sunlight that was streaming from the gaping hole in the ceiling. Was Anithistor dead? Silas’ magic seemed to be almost spent. His body felt weaker than ever and he found himself staggering as he moved.

He looked up at his friends on the platform. “Are you alright?” he asked. All he got back in return were shaking limbs and nervous stares. Why weren’t they responding to him? He looked back at Will who quietly sat with his eyes closed in the corner of the large cave.

“Father,” Silas called out. Silas looked straight ahead at the blank wall that was the Red Gate. He took a step forward, feeling his limbs starting to give out. He walked past the pile of smoking rock and stood in front of the Red Gate. He could see the small slot at the bottom for the red medallion.

He reached into his pocket and pulled it out. All of these troubles had arisen because of this simple piece of jewelry. He looked back at the pile of rocks. If Anithistor was dead, then the gate would be destroyed with the words that had become so familiar to Silas. He knew all he had to do was think of each individual medallion and say the words that etched through his mind so seamlessly.

He looked up at his friends, knowing that he had to set them free before destroying the gate. He closed his eyes and searched them for their bonds, trying to untie the knots from his position of the ground. But the rumbling ground wrecked his concentration.

When he opened his eyes, the entire cavern was shaking. The rocks that had covered Anithistor were now hovering feet above the ground instead the Stühoc pulled himself up, then they crashed to the floor. He turned to face a battered and fatigued Silas. Blood streaked down the sides of Anithistor’s face and bruises were already forming. The attack would have killed a normal man.

In that moment, Silas knew he wasn’t going to be able to kill Anithistor by conventional magical powers. The Stühoc had to have some weakness; there had to be an attack he could not withstand.

Anithistor easily knew Silas’ weakness.

“Give me the medallion,” he said. He reached a hand toward the platforms that held Lorcan, Kaden, and Inga. “Give me the medallion or they die.”

Silas let out a defeated breath and tossed the red medallion to Anithistor.

“You have the others,” Anithistor said.

“Only one.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the white medallion and tossed it to him.

Despite his obvious pain, Anithistor smiled at his newfound victory as he caught the second medallion. “Where are the others?”

Silas closed his eyes, searching for the medallion’s location.
Still lying on the top of the Pyramid.
Silas shook his head, knowing Alric had to be dead or the medallions would be in the pedestal by now. Silas would have to destroy them without taking out the Sphere. He hated the thought.

“Not with me,” Silas answered.

“The Sphere,” Anithistor said. He smiled again. “That’s alright. You have no more power.”

“Let my friends go,” Silas demanded.

“Sure.” In the short instant, Anithistor flicked his wrist and the platforms dropped beneath the feet of Lorcan, Kaden, and Inga.

“No!” Silas dropped to his knees, calling on the rest of his power to hold them in mid-air before the ropes could snap their necks.

But it wasn’t enough.

Anithistor sent a flash of electricity into Silas’ chest, throwing him into the wall. The blinding, hot light burned into his concentration. Smoke filled the air, and Silas was completely spent.

He was able to glance up at his friends one last time. Their necks were broken, and they dangled lifelessly in the air.

No!
Silas thought. His eyes burned with tears at seeing them so easily killed. It was completely finished. They were through. The Dunarian mission was a failure. Anithistor stepped forward to finish the job.

Silas’ father was still in the corner, muttering to himself. In his last moments of life, he wondered why his father had come here. What was he doing now? Was he afraid? Why hadn’t he tried to help his son?

“You have lost, Silas Ainsley,” Anithistor said.

“I know.”

“I hate to kill the Gatekeeper and Watchman.”

“No you don’t.”

“You’re right.”

 


 

  

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 


Julian stumbled up the spiraling stairs toward Hroth’s chamber. He couldn’t count the number of Leapers he had just taken down. The Possessor obviously knew Julian was coming after him and must have called every Leaper in Mudavé to take out his would-be assassin.

A giant gash in Julian’s leg had bled freely until he had ripped a piece of his shirt to wrap around it. The wound had slowed him down. With each opponent he was forced to call on every bit of magic he knew and rely on all the fighting techniques that Robin had taught him when Julian was a young teenager. Never before had he fought so many Leapers.

It would not have been so bad with Stühoc regulars. Though they could think and make decisions in a fight, they were weak and poorly trained. Leapers needed no training. Their brute strength and agility made them a dangerous foe. That, and their sharp claws that nearly matched a sword.

Finally facing the wooden door at the top, he felt so close to his quarry, yet he knew there was more to be done. There would be no sneaking in. There was no secret key. Julian could no longer rely on stealth. He knew that Reckoning Soldiers were running out of time.

As much as he could with his injured leg, he forced his shoulder into the door in hopes of breaking it down. He groaned in agony. The door was solid, and the first collision felt like it might have dislocated his shoulder. He tried it one more time, but it nearly made him pass out from the pain. The door wouldn’t budge this way.

The sound of screeching made him freeze. He had just faced so many Leapers and now more were coming. Hroth was surely intending to kill Julian.

But he wasn’t going to give up easily. He was glad to at least have the door to his back, knowing he would not be attacked from behind, but he didn’t have a lot of faith in his strength. His body had reached its limits and his limbs were ready to give out. When the first Leaper came into view, Julian readied himself with his sword, taking a defensive position. It jumped at him with lightening-quick speed, but Julian maneuvered his sword to meet it in the throat. That had been his easiest kill of the bunch.

But three more followed quickly behind. He hated their gray lizard skin and sharp teeth. He loathed their demonic claws that went for the killing strike every time.

He blocked and parried. A set of claws swiped his other leg, grazing his skin with small tears that showed he had just escaped a much more severe injury. In such an enclosed space, Julian actually held the advantage. He smashed one of them with the hilt of his sword and sent a fiery ball into the mouth of another, killing it instantly. Another clawed hand swung for his head, but Julian caught its wrist with his sword and it howled in pain as its hand fell to the ground. Using the distraction to his advantage, Julian shoved his sword into its chest, quickly ripped it out and cut the neck of the last Leaper.

For a moment, all was still again, but he knew it wouldn’t last. The brief silence was interrupted by another distant screech indicating that more were on the way. Julian was finished. His body couldn’t take any more fights with the Leapers. If he didn’t find a way through the door now, he would be cut to pieces.

He slammed a fist into the door, frustrated that he couldn’t get past it. That’s when he remembered how the Leapers had gotten through when they had brought him to Hroth earlier.

He looked at the stairs below him and found the hand he had severed from the Leaper. He grabbed it and used his sword to cut the finger off near the palm. The long nail acted as a key, but he knew he would have to be precise in turning the finger so it would unlatch the lock.

He didn’t know if the slot had been formed to fit a specific Leaper or all of them, but he knew he had to try. The loud grunting and screaming from the stairs below told him he had about fifteen seconds to figure it out.

He twisted the finger in every direction. He shoved, he pulled, but no adjustment would cause the lock to unlatch.

Maybe ten seconds.

He took a deep breath and slowed his movements, knowing that rushing would produce no results.

They’re almost here!

Sweat dripped past his eyes, making him blink. He did a short twist to the left, then a sharp movement to the right and pushed.

Click.

He swung the door open, relieved that it had worked. The first set of Leapers appeared, ready to take his head off, but Julian shoved his way through the door and turned to slam it shut. The door smashed three sets of arms as he pushed against the door with his shoulder. Having left his sword on the stairwell, he reached into his cloak and pulled out his dagger, swiping at the hands trying to push through into the room. He cut at the long, clawed fingers as the gray blood painted the side of the wall and wooden door. Finally, he was able to slam the door shut and he quickly locked the bolt in place. He shoved his knife into the keyhole, calling on every bit of strength he had to send electric currents through the end, melting the lock so they couldn’t come through. Though it melted his dagger with the rest of the lock, no more Leapers would be getting in anytime soon.

He turned sharply to see Hroth facing him, standing next to his Leaper guard. Julian suddenly felt exposed in his weaponless state, save for the one Leaper finger in his right hand. He hadn’t been afraid of facing Hroth; he didn’t think the Possessor had any magical fighting abilities.

Did you think I would stay in here without protection?

Julian ignored him. He wasn’t going to dignify the Stühoc by communicating with him in thought.

As best as he could, Julian held a defensive position as the Leaper stepped slowly toward him. Julian could feel no more magic within him. There was nothing else to call on. He could barely move as the Leaper grabbed his right shoulder with one hand and with the other it shoved its claws through the same shoulder and into the wood of the door, pinning Julian like a ragdoll, his feet dangling above the ground.

Julian didn’t even have the strength to scream as pain like he had never felt before shot through his body. The blood from his wounds pooled onto the ground beneath him. The Leaper stared deep into Julian, studying his eyes. Hroth was probably telling the creature to hold its composure so it wouldn’t kill him yet.

Hroth stepped forward.

What did you think you would accomplish by coming here? Did you think you could defeat me?

“I just want you dead,” Julian answered weakly. “With you dead, your Sleepers will wake up.”

What makes you think that?

Julian rested his head against the door behind him. His body was ready to pass out in order to cope with the pain he felt.

“Speak to me.” Julian said.

I don’t speak.

“Use your words. Your mouth. Speak to me.”

No.

Julian began to breath harder. His hatred for Hroth began to grow into a hot rage of loathing. He didn’t care if it cost him his life. He wanted the coward to suffer as he had made Julian suffer. He tightly gripped the stiff finger he had used to unlock the door.

“You used me,” Julian said. “You possessed men and nearly brought down all of Marenon.”

Nearly?

“Nearly,” he said, struggling to breath. “The Reckoning soldiers are advancing. You are losing the battle. Your Sleepers are almost all dead.”

And the remaining two are doing their job well.

“You are their voice, right? When you die, the voice inside their head is gone.”

But I’m not dying today.

Before the Leaper could react, Julian brought the clawed finger up and stabbed downward into the beast's right eye. The Leaper dropped Julian, and with a surge of adrenaline, Julian jumped forward and tackled the Leaper to the ground. With his good arm he pulled out the sharp claw from the Leaper’s eye and stabbed it again and again repeatedly. The Leaper tried to shove Julian off of it, but Julian was unrelenting. He didn’t stop until the Leaper’s nerves produced no more movement, and its labored breath ceased altogether.

With the mix of gray and red blood all over his face and body, Julian looked up at Hroth who stood silently. Julian used every bit of strength he had left to stand. He hoped he would have enough to finish Hroth.

“Speak to me,” Julian said.

I am speaking to you.

Julian stepped forward and reached for Hroth’s throat. He threw back the Stühoc’s hood, revealing his pasty, gray skin that almost looked white. His eyes were completely white, possibly indicating that he was blind. Scars ran up and down the side of his cheeks, and wrinkles shoved deep into a contorted, worried face. He was the ugliest Stühoc Julian had ever seen.

“I said, speak to me!”

A wheezing breath came from Hroth’s throat as Julian gripped harder. “What do you want me to say?” His voice was raspy and hoarse, as though he hadn’t used it in years.

“Is Silas still alive?”

“I don’t know.”

Julian squeezed tighter.

“Has your servant killed him?”

“Not yet.”

“Where is he?”

“The Red Gate.”

Julian paused for a moment, thankful to know that Silas wasn’t dead yet. That meant there was some hope left.

“You ruined me,” Julian told him. “You used me against my own allies. You used me to kill innocent people. Before you die, I want you to know that you haven’t won. All of this did nothing for you or the Stühocs. I want you to die knowing that you have lost the war, and that Silas has brought about his Reckoning.”

Even with their blinded whites, Julian could see the fear in Hroth’s eyes. It was a fear of knowing what was about to happen. It was the fear of knowing that the end was at hand, and there was no escaping it.

Julian gripped the Leaper claw one last time, and with a quick stab to the side of the head, ended Hroth’s wretched life.

*****

Alric watched Marcus as he dropped to the floor of the platform at the top of the Pyramid, holding his head as though some invisible object had hit it. The Sphere above them had been prepped to let out another blast, but Marcus had no ability to command it now for some reason.

“It’s gone!” Marcus yelled out. “Where are you? Tell me what to do!”

Alric looked to his left at Coffman. His eyes were closed, but the man was still breathing. He looked back at his right to Marcus. Alric knew if there was ever a moment to move, this was it. He reached a hand forward, beginning a slow crawl toward the pedestal.

“Where are you going?” Coffman muttered.

“Don’t you worry, buddy. I’ll be back.”

He pushed himself forward. Somehow he found the strength to bring himself upright, hopping forward with the one leg that wasn’t bloody and shattered. He reached down and grabbed a sword off the ground and came within a foot of Marcus.

The man looked up at Alric with tears in his eyes.

“Are you going to kill me?”

“Planned on it,” Alric said.

“I don’t – I don’t know what happened!”

“What, the reason you fell over and started acting crazy?”

“The voice is gone! I can’t hear him! I feel like, like I just woke up! I don’t know what’s happening!”

“You just killed thousands of people, that’s what’s happened.”

“But I, I just…”

Alric slapped Marcus on the side of the head with the flat of the sword, sending him to the ground, unconscious.

He staggered toward the pedestal as he pulled out the two medallions. The Sphere above his head had swelled to a size that Alric had never seen before. He loathed the weapon. It had done so much damage and threatened his own life on too many occasions already. He placed the orange medallion in its designated slot, then the purple one.

“It’s up to you now, Silas,” Alric said as he stepped away from the pedestal. He grabbed Marcus by the shirt and used all of his strength to drag the unconscious body to the pedestal. With a heave, he lifted him and laid him across the top of it. If what Silas said was true, and he could destroy the medallions from far away, Marcus would die along with the powerful relics.

He dragged himself next to Coffman and stuck his head over the side of the Pyramid, yelling for one of the sarians to pick them up. He then looked out over the horizon and could see that Reckoning troops had advanced and were fighting against the Stühocs. The Soldiers of the Dead were finished.

Skarret was the first to come flying. With its large talons, it scooped up both Alric and Coffman and fluttered safely to the ground.

So many injured lay around Alric. Looking down at his own leg, he was surprised that he was still conscious, but his breathing had become heavier and shallower. He wasn’t dying. At least, he didn’t think he was. He’d had worse injuries than this hadn’t he? Maybe not.

He looked up and saw Nalani.

Is she breathing?

He got no answer to the question. He just rested his head on the dirt beneath him, hoping she would make it. Then, darkness.

*****

Julian had fallen on the ground with Hroth’s dead body next to him. He had to move. He couldn’t stay here. With all the smashing and clawing at the door, Julian knew it would give soon.

With his left hand he slowly reached under his tunic and pulled out the sarian whistle. He had no idea how far Eden was from the Stühoc fortress. He could hear the battle raging closer than before. That was good news. That meant that the Reckoning troops were advancing. But he didn’t even know if Eden was still alive, much less within range to hear his call.

He brought the whistle to his lips, took a deep breath and blew. The sound had a much lower tone than anything that size should have made. He never knew why this was so, but chalked it up to the wonderful magic of Marenon. No one would ever uncover the land’s mysteries completely. No one should ever try. Such an attempt would drive a person to insanity.

He blew again, breathing one last resonating note before he let the whistle drop to his chest. If the sarian hadn’t heard it by that point then it would never come.

Julian wasn’t sad by this. When he started this mission he hadn’t expected to make it this far. He had succeeded. He had finally completed a mission without messing everything up. A slight grin formed at the side of his mouth at this. He had done wrong by so many people. He was responsible for the death of innocents. His regret wouldn’t leave him as long as he lived. But he also knew that in the end, he came to be where he needed to be all along. He had finished what he needed to accomplish.

The rest was up to Silas – just as it had been intended from the beginning.

Julian closed his eyes. He wanted to let sleep take him. He desperately needed it, or at least his body thought he needed it. Before he slipped into a soft dreamland that might have been his last, a faint sound jolted him to his senses.

It wasn’t the thrashing and screeching of the Leapers from the other side of the door that seemed to never end. It was something much softer, much sweeter. He looked up to the window of the room and saw her.

Eden.

She flapped her wings and let out a squawk, beckoning Julian to join her. He had never felt his heart so light. Perhaps his life had not ended. Perhaps this wasn’t his last day as he had led himself to believe.

Pain shot through his body as he pulled himself up. Eden edged closer to the side, allowing Julian to use as little strength as possible to climb onto her back. Once he was secure, he instructed her to go up.

The sight below him revealed that the Stühocs were losing. The Reckoning soldiers had shaken the enemy’s confidence and surged ahead toward the city center, ready to take the entire fortress.

Eden pushed herself upward where Julian could see in every direction. He looked over and across the Reemlock Mountains. Smoke billowed in the distance away from the city and a pit formed inside Julian’s stomach.

Silas.

He did not have a plan, but even if he could provide a distraction, he could possibly help Silas accomplish the rest of his mission. With a sharp kick that caused Julian to wince in pain, he urged Eden forward toward the Red Gate.

 

  

Chapter Twenty-Nine

 


Damon sat in the corner of the destroyed cavern, not even noticing that the sun shined onto him through the billowing smoke that rushed out of the gaping hole in the top.

It had taken all of his concentration to hold the magic that masked the three hanging victims at the top of the cavern. Hroth had been helping him focus and now he heard nothing. There was no more voice inside his head. He was no longer Damon the Sleeper, but someone else entirely. Memories of his former life rushed into his brain as though his possessed existence had been a terrible nightmare.

Damon? Where had that name come from? He wasn’t Damon. He tried to remember, but it seemed impossible. He knew where he was, and he knew he had a purpose or mission, but what was it? The bodies? He didn’t want to open his eyes, though he knew he was now awake.

But why had he been called Damon? He racked his brain for an answer until a vague memory passed by. Hroth. Hroth had given it to him. He remembered something about receiving a new name to erase who he once was.

He remembered being captured in battle. He remembered the ashes, the smoke. He remembered Hroth, Maroke, and others. He remembered on the day he was captured, seventeen years ago, all of the enemies kept calling him the seventh Sleeper, whatever that had meant. Now he knew.

He remembered being imprisoned for so long before he first heard the voice and accepted it. Two years of agony and loneliness made him wish for someone to talk to. Unwittingly, he had let Hroth in. He talked to him about everything. He didn’t care. He was glad to have someone to talk to. Before he ever knew what he had allowed Hroth to do, he had been possessed. For fifteen years he had been possessed and now all of a sudden his possessor was strangely absent from his mind. He couldn’t think of the last time he felt freedom.

He recalled that he was posing as someone’s father. No. Not someone. Silas. Silas Ainsley. He was posing as Silas’ father. But that couldn’t be it. That wasn’t all. He
was
Silas’ father. William Ainsley.

For so many years he had been forced to learn this power that would allow him to change the appearance of himself and others around him into people that were alive and well.

For so many years he had been forced to wear a mask. He had forgotten who he truly was. He had forgotten to fight for the right team. He had been forced to forget these things. He had been possessed. How many people had suffered because of him?

He opened his eyes.

The first place his eyes went was to the underside of his wrist. The dragon marking was fading, and he watched as it disappeared completely.

He looked up sharply. Anithistor stood over Silas, ready to kill him with a final word. Silas had all but given up, his strength completely obliterated.

“Stop!” Will screamed from the other side of the cavern.

Anithistor halted his movement, and turned slightly to Will.

“You can’t kill him!”

Anithistor squinted at him. “What are you doing?”

“He’s not just some threat you can vanquish. He is the prophesied Deliverer; the Keeper of the Gates. He is your Reckoning!”

“Damon, what is wrong with you?”

“I’m not Damon. I never truly was Damon. You and your desperate servants put me to sleep with your evil possession, but no longer. Hroth is dead. And so are you.”

*****

Silas couldn’t believe what he was hearing and neither could Anithistor, judging by the look on his face. The Stühoc king had called his father Damon. The same Damon that was a Sleeper. But that meant…

Silas was sick at the thought. His own father had been captured and possessed all those years before. This person was Damon
and
William Ainsley. Silas jerked his head upward to see his friends that had been hung. Only they weren’t there. In their place were three different Stühocs used by Anithistor and Damon to deceive Silas.

That’s why he curled up in the corner, Silas thought.
He used his power to trick me.
But Damon had said that he was now awake, and he was now opposing Anithistor. Julian must have done it. Hroth was dead. The Possessor no longer controlled Will or Marcus.

Silas closed his eyes, searching for the location of the purple and orange medallions. This time they weren’t in the pocket of Alric Thirsk. Instead, he saw them placed in their slots with Marcus lying on top of them.

Damon stepped forward.

“For fifteen years you had me murder and lie. You forced me to become someone I never was; someone I never wanted to be!”

Anithistor lifted his palm to Will. “And you will die as weak as you were when Hroth brought you here in the beginning.”

The burning heat of lightening bolts shot into Will’s chest and he was thrown back with an unrelenting force. Even then, Anithistor didn’t stop. Almost as if he had forgotten about Silas, he turned his full back to him and ripped into Will, ignoring the man’s painful cries.

There on the ground, the ancient words that had created the medallions formed in Silas’ mind as they had when he destroyed the Blue and Green Gates. Tears fell from his eyes as he saw his father for who he was, writhing in pain because he wanted to save his son.

His eyes closed and his mind went from the pained scene in front of him back to the medallions. First, the purple medallion of Farlaweer, and then the orange medallion of Voelif, both rested safely at the top of the Pyramid. Then the white medallion of Timugo appeared in his mind as it dangled from a chain in Anithistor’s grip. Words formed on Silas’ lips.

“Osh tü lorminan, Kül vorheesh-sellan,” came out barely above a whisper. Anithistor was too busy sucking the life out of Will to notice that the jewel on the medallion had lit up.

Silas pulled himself up to his knees.

“Osh tü lorminan, Kül vorheesh-sellan,” he said again, this time much more loudly.

The bolts of lightning ceased from Anithistor’s palm when he heard the words. He turned sharply and looked at Silas. Silas didn’t see him, his mind’s eye solely focused on the three medallions that had begun to burn with an intense heat.

Anithistor lifted his hands to try and stop Silas from saying the words of creation and destruction. A ball of fire blazed in Anithistor’s hand as he readied to throw it at Silas, but he was too late.

“Osh tü lorminan, Kül vorheesh-sellan!” Silas screamed.

In the last instant, Silas opened his eyes to see the white medallion explode into a bright, white light, engulfing Anithistor in its destructive detonation. Silas was thrown backward and saw nothing but black, and heard nothing but silence.

*****

Inga’s eyes shot open at the sound of the blast. The top of the Pyramid had exploded into a million pieces of rock and metal. The first thing she thought was that she had somehow died and that she was seeing the battle unfold from outside her body. The wafting smoke and debris above her seemed so surreal, but she knew that it meant only one thing.

Silas had destroyed the medallions. The plan had been for him to destroy them and then destroy the Red Gate, but what if he couldn’t make it that far? What if it was a last attempt to help them before Anithistor killed him? She had to go to him.

She tried to lift herself off the ground, but someone forced her to lie back down – a Reckoning soldier.

She looked to her right. Dink and Daewyn sat, staring up at the explosion above them. To her left she saw Emma giving water to Lorcan who accepted it graciously. Kaden also looked up at the devastation above them, knowing that it could have meant the end for Silas. If they heard another crash or detonation in the distance, they would know that the Red Gate had been destroyed. Silas had predicted this would be his end. That he would die.

She couldn’t imagine a life without him. A Marenon without Silas was meaningless.

Beyond Kaden she saw Alric and Coffman who were being patched up by more soldiers who had come to their aid. Even Nalani was awake. Someone had removed the arrow that had nearly killed her. She even smiled with relief to see that the Sphere had been destroyed.

Out in the city beyond her, she could see that all of those that had been hit by the Sphere’s bolts of light – all of those who had become Soldiers of the Dead – they were now lifeless. Hundreds, maybe thousands had dropped at once as their souls were released to the final resting place, never to be used by a corrupted force again.

Inga let her head fall to the ground, glad to know that her friends were alive for now. Their injuries would heal in time. Some would take longer than others, and some may never fully recover. But they were alive and the Sphere was destroyed.

But what about the Red Gate? What about Silas?

*****

Silas opened his eyes with a jolt, but his vision instantly blurred as he tried to focus. Somehow, he had not been knocked unconscious by the explosion. He squinted at the sky when he thought he saw a sarian flying down to him.

His vision went black for a moment, and when he opened his eyes again, a bloody and battered Julian stood over him.

“Don’t go to sleep!”

Silas got to his knees and held himself on the ground on all fours. “Julian?”

“I saw the smoke from the distance.”

“You killed Hroth?” Silas asked still looking at the ground.

“Yes,” Julian answered. “Is that Anithistor?”

Silas nodded, looking at the scorch marks on the ground, which was all that was left of Anithistor. Beyond that was a man struggling to stay alive for as long as possible.

“Father,” Silas said as he began to crawl on his hands and knees to Will. Burns ran up and down the man’s face and arms. His clothes were ash. Even through the blisters, Will’s eyes were still able to form tears that fell down the sides of his face.

“Silas, I’m sorry! I’m so sorry.”

Silas placed a warm hand in his dying father’s, a gesture he had felt before with his grandfather.

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” Silas assured him. “You didn’t ask to be part of them. And you saved my life just now. You saved everyone.”

Will shook his head. “No, Silas. You did. You killed the master of evil. Now you have to destroy the last gate.”

He gripped his father’s hand tighter. “I very well might be joining you in a few moments.”

Will smiled. “Maybe not. I wish I could have gotten to know you, son. I wish I had…”

Silas shushed him. “There’s no time for regrets.”

“If the Red Gate takes you with it, I’ll see you on the other side. Maybe…Maybe I can still get to know you. Maybe I’ll get to know the son I’ve longed to have in my life, but Hroth never let me.” Will took a deep breath. “Maybe…I can…Maybe I can…”

With one last breath, his father was gone; delivered to the true afterlife.

Silas wiped a stray tear from his cheek, feeling that same emptiness he felt when Garland had died on Earth, then died again in Marenon. He didn’t know his father. He had never been given the chance. But that didn’t take away from the fact that Silas would miss him. He would miss the thought of him. How would life be different if the Stühocs had never captured Will?

Silas turned away from his father’s body and scanned the ground. Among a pile of ashes he saw the red medallion and picked it up. As he expected, the blast had not harmed the artifact. Only the words that created the medallion could destroy it.

He nodded at Julian and stepped forward to the Red Gate. He placed the last medallion in the slot at the bottom and streams of light began to slither into a spiral across the face of the stone wall. Eventually the two of them were able to see through to the other side, revealing a world that looked so much like Mudavé, barren and wasted. Fumes spread across the landscape and fire spewed into the air.

Silas was ready.

Closing his eyes, he said, “Osh tü lorminan, Kül vorheesh-sellan.”

Julian straightened himself as he watched the Deliverer do what he was meant to from the beginning.

“Osh tü lorminan, Kül vorheesh-sellan,” Silas said again. He braced himself mentally, knowing that saying the words again could very well mean the end of his life. But this was the fulfillment of his destiny. This was the end of The Reckoning.

“Osh tü lorminan, Kül vorheesh-sellan!”

The Red Gate crumbled to the ground just as the Blue and Green Gate had done before. The rock exploded into dust and flames, declaring to all of Mudavé that Anithistor had been defeated; declaring that the gates and medallions no longer existed.

The explosion that rocked the entire cavern nearly knocked him backward, but it wasn’t the explosion that brought him to the ground. It was his wobbly knees and weak bones. He felt as though every bit of his energy was immediately sucked from his body.

He caught himself at his knees, and he could feel Julian grab his shoulders to steady him. Perhaps this was death. His life was leaving him, and he felt at peace about it. He felt no pain, just an overwhelming amount of exhaustion. All he wanted was sleep. And sleep came quickly.

*****

Silas had dreamed this before. He wore white robes and stood on a white surface with nothing but bright light all around him. He did not think he was dead yet, or maybe this was what death looked like when one was going to the true afterlife. But he knew that no more gates stood, and no medallions remained.

A voice called out behind him. “I never doubted that you would get to this point.”

Silas turned to see Silandrin walking toward him.

“How is it you are here?” Silas asked.

“I’m not really here, Silas. This is a dream.”

“You’re not here to tell me something?”

“In a way I am, I suppose.”

“But this isn’t a normal dream.”

“Of course it isn’t.”

Silas shook his head.

“I’m a thought, given to you with your recent transference of power, meant to manifest itself when the time is right.”

“My final thought,” Silas said, looking down. He wasn’t saddened, just a little disappointed.

But Silandrin told him differently. “These are not your last thoughts. You are not dead. Not yet. You still have a job to do.”

“But I’ve done my job. I’ve done what you said to do. I’ve done what I was prophesied to do.”

“As the Deliverer, yes. Don’t you remember who I was before the gates and medallions came about?”

“The Watchman,” Silas answered.

“That’s right. Now there is no more Gatekeeper. There is only you: the Watchman of Marenon.”

“My powers are gone. I have no ability to be a Watchman.”

“You will,” Silandrin assured him. “Time and training will make you the best person for the job.”

“But who will train me?”

“The others will find you, Silas. You will gain the power you need to continue on, though I would say it is best that you do not declare your new position to the people. It is best to remain in secret for now.”

Silas didn’t know what to think. Sure, he remembered that Silandrin had told him about this, but it had never been Silas’ focus. When he had been told that destroying the medallions would claim his life, he had stopped thinking about being the Watchman. All he ever wanted was to get rid of the medallions and destroy the gates. All he wanted was for this to be finished. And now it was.

Silas was too tired to train again. He had been through too much to take up another task. Who were these ‘others’ that Silandrin mentioned?

“Do not think about it too much,” Silandrin said. “Meditate. Be alone. People will need you again one day.” He took a deep breath and smiled. “It’s time for you to wake up.”

“When I wake up, will I be weak and drained of my power?”

“Not this time. Though your newest powers derived from the medallions, that doesn’t make you powerless on your own.”

“I thought that destroying the Red Gate was going to kill me.”

“Did that scare you?” Silandrin asked.

“Yes.”

Silandrin smiled. “It scared me too.”

“I don’t think I’m ready to go back.”

“You need to, Silas. Wake up.”

“Not yet.”

“Wake up.”

*****

“Silas, you have to wake up!” The voice was Julian’s.

Silas slowly opened his eyes to see a bloody Julian sitting over him. Behind him was a sight that Silas never thought he would witness in Mudavé.

Instead of the ominous red sky, with gray clouds and fumes, the sky was actually blue with white clouds floating by peacefully. It was as if the land of Marenon was ready for a new beginning too.

 


 

  

Chapter Thirty

 


Julian tenderly held Silas in his injured arms, even rocking him slightly to give him the most possible comfort. But now, Silas was beginning to regain some of his old strength. Not the strength of the Gatekeeper or Watchman, but that of himself before he had gained the power. It felt good.

His breathing became stronger, and he slowly sat up from Julian’s hold.

“Are you alright?” Julian asked. “You’re not dead!”

“Yeah,” Silas said. “It’s over. It’s done.”

Julian smiled. “You have finished The Reckoning.”

“I didn’t do it alone.”

They sat together in the mess and rubble of mountain rock, not knowing what to say to one another. Silas couldn’t believe that he had reached this point. He couldn’t believe his own words when he had said it was finished.

“The others will be happy to know you’re alive,” Julian said.

“No,” Silas said. “They shouldn’t know.”

“What? Why?”

“I am the Watchman now,” Silas said. “I don’t know what that really means, but it’s something I have to figure out on my own.”

“The people of Marenon need someone to look up to,” Julian said. “The Watchman would be the perfect person for that.”

Silas shook his head. “No. That has to be you. One thing I know is that the Watchman is supposed to help the people of Marenon, but only in secret. People shouldn’t be looking to me for help, though I hope I never fail to give it. They need a strong leader. A strong king.”

Silas placed his hands on his head, resting his elbows on his knees as they sat in silence. Next to a blackened spot on the ground where Anithistor had stood was the staff of Uriah lying where Anithistor had blasted it from him.

“I cannot be that man,” Julian said.

“You
are
that man.”

“I’ve done so much to hurt people.”

“But you’ve also done so much to help them. Julian, I have to learn how to do this. I have to learn how to be the Watchman, but that is going to take time. They can’t be looking to someone like me to guide them. That’s not my role. And I need someone that I can trust to be their leader.”

“What will you do? How will you gain the power to be the Watchman?”

“I don’t know,” Silas said. “I suppose that’s my next journey.”

He stood and helped Julian to his feet and walked to the staff to pick it up.

“So, you want me to tell the people you died?” Julian asked as he limped toward Eden.

Silas thought for a moment as Julian painfully mounted the sarian.

“You can tell them that I disappeared,” Silas said. “Tell them that The Reckoning is finished and that when the Red Gate was destroyed, I was gone.”

“Just, vanished?”

“In a white blaze,” Silas said. “Just like Silandrin.”

Julian nodded. He reached into Eden’s saddlebag and pulled out an emerald wristband and tossed it to Silas.

“Marenon will need its Watchman in the future. Just because you’re pretending to vanish, doesn’t mean you actually have to. From time to time, I’ll need to remember that you’ll be coming back. Though the people of Marenon were victorious in its darkest day, that doesn’t mean there won’t be even darker days ahead. We
will
need you again, Silas.”

Silas looked down at the wristband, studying it. “And I will always be here to help.”

Julian bowed from his sarian, and then took off in flight. Silas watched as the giant bird flapped away, glad to know that he wasn’t completely alone.

 


 

  

Chapter Thirty-One

 


Silas watched the green head that floated above the emerald in the silver wristband. Julian spoke to him in secret about what had transpired over the past two months since the Battle of Mudavé. It was nighttime, and the crisp, cool air brushed at Silas’ shaggy hair. He was glad his cloak provided some warmth in the cold cliffs of the Luras Mountains.

Julian told him about how the kingdom fared post-battle. The Dunarians no longer existed as a people group; rather they had joined with the rest of the Humans as regular citizens, though many of them were dedicated to completing repairs of their homes in Jekyll Rock.

The Humans of Marenon had demanded that Julian remain their king, especially after hearing about his role in helping Silas destroy the Red Gate; a story told not by Julian, but by Kaden and others that had some influence among the people.

But Julian didn’t want to have his power unchecked any longer. He felt that no king should have absolute power and even urged the Erellens to follow the new kind of government that Julian had proposed.

Julian had created a new council. There was no leader among them, though Julian held the title as king, which made him a liaison between the council and the citizens. Kaden, Alric, Inga, Coffman, Lorcan, and Nalani had been asked to be part of the council and all of them accepted their new role. After much thought, Julian remembered how well the Dunarian Council had functioned with eight members, and subsequently asked Dublin to become a voting member of the Royal Council. The old man had become so overjoyed with excitement that Julian thought he would keel over.

A lot of work still had to be done in Marenon, and perfect peace had not yet been obtained. Neither Silas nor Julian had expected there to be a complete absence of conflict. As long as people could think and opinions could be voiced, there would always be problems to resolve.

But there was also a hope for Humanity’s future in Marenon. Dink and Emma were to become the first set of Human parents. The child was expected to come in the months ahead, and Emma had become a kind of an iconic figure for the Humans. Many people had even demanded that Dink and Emma receive special treatment as First Father and First Mother. Silas was truly happy to hear this.

As for the other groups in Marenon, the Anwyns and their new leader were focused on moving their people back into Mudavé, though many Stühocs still resided there. The land in Mudavé was beginning to change. Plants were growing and grass began to cover more of the ground.

Conflict with the Stühocs would remain, but not to the scale they had seen before. Julian knew that they were now a part of Marenon permanently and would have to be treated as such, so long as they didn’t continue to war against the others.

The Erellens still kept to themselves for the most part, but were much more open to communicating with the Humans, and had even begun an open trade with them.

The surviving Nestorians moved back to Voelif. All other groups in Marenon had declared their slave trade against the law, and would consider it an act of war should they be caught doing so ever again.

This was good to hear, but deep down, Silas didn’t care about it. His thoughts drifted to the woman he had begun to love, then was forced to give up. It saddened him to think of Inga, crying over him. They would have begun a relationship had things been different, but Silas knew now that he had to spend his life alone. The road Silas had set before him would never allow for romance. For now, he was all right with that, but it didn’t erase his deep-rooted feelings for her.

“How is she?” Silas asked.

Julian said nothing at first, and then sighed. “She really believed that you were going to live. I think she expected it. She was crushed, Silas.”

It pained him to hear it, but Silas couldn’t let his feelings for her distract him from his new mission. He loved her. He would always love her. But she had to move on. The life of a Watchman was a life lived alone, a life of secrecy.

A long moment stood between them.

“How long before we’ll get to see Silas the Watchman alive and well?” Julian asked.

Silas shook his head. “I don’t know, Julian. I wish I did.”

After a few more moments of silence, they ended with a promise to contact one another should the need arise.

The light faded from Silas’ wristband and he sat in complete darkness with only the cold air and bright stars to keep him company.

Silas gripped his staff and watched in awe as a brilliant shooting star streaked through the sky. Silas had seen them before, but never so bright. This one kept going without fading, and even looked like it landed somewhere in the distance. Maybe he would search for it.

It was the end of an era. A new Marenon had been born. That new Marenon would need a Watchman that could look over the inhabitants – protect them. The future would not be all peace and happiness. Marenon would be in turmoil again someday. The people of Marenon would need someone with great magical power to rescue them again. Such was the job of the Watchman.

If it took him a thousand years, Silas would find or learn that magic. Someday he would be called upon for guidance, for direction, for rescue.

Whenever that time would come, Silas, the Watchman would be there.
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