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    Prologue


    Evil—the worst kind—was afoot. It sought to captivate and overcome the world of Kambia, and eventually all other worlds. Kambia’s inhabitants felt the darkness encroaching gradually over the years, and now it seemed the coffer was full and ready to burst.


    Deep in the heart of Wangaipangea’s lush land was the beautiful city of Harambe. Adeola Palace, home of Empress Zalira, overlooked the city. It was a grandiose structure of towers, domes, and arches.


    The Empress currently occupied one of the council chambers. The looming room was very much like a garden, half covered by a great glass dome, putting it partly indoors and partly out. Where the spreading floor wasn’t pale, gold-veined marble, it was soft, low-cut grass.


    The Empress sat straight-backed within the grip of her intricate throne, which was composed of curling white wood. Slim trees of that same wood surrounded the immediate area, and many kinds of flowers grew in festive clusters all around. Zalira’s luminous eyes peered from her smooth, dark face. She looked like a figure carved of flawless mahogany. The collar of her flowing dress drew up the length of her slender neck, forming a majestic crown around her head. She sighed and finally shifted her vision from the expansive view of Harambe spreading through the valley below, such a prosperous, happy city. But for how long?


    The Empress’ gaze scanned each of the others gathered in the chamber, seated on cushioned benches forming a semicircle around the throne. Itvin, a wizard of the Veergastaad Order; Ezra, a mystic of the Kragian Order; King Seti-siamun of Ahnis and Ra-siamun, his son and primary heir. Several palace guards lined the perimeter of the chamber and gardens, standing at attention.


    On this clear and deceitfully cheery day shafts of afternoon sun pierced the enormous glass half-dome and made the marble floor sparkle in places.


    “The time has come, Your Highness,” said Itvin. He was old but still contained quite a bit of spirit. He had short, neatly cut gray hair and a clean-shaven face. His blue eyes gleamed with decades of wisdom. Right now, those eyes rested deeply on Zalira’s dark, youthful gaze. “The Overlord is strong. Too strong. We can no longer use conventional ways to ward off his power; his forces have taken root in the north on Monatara Continent and are destroying everything in their path. The strength you possess, my own, and that of the other Orders is not enough anymore. Now is the time to assemble the Chosen.”


    There drew a hefty silence while Zalira and the others considered the old wizard’s words. A group of doves flapped from some high perch in the chamber and soared up into the crisp blue sky. Seti-siamun shifted a bit on his bench, sparing a look to his handsome, young son.


    The Empress nodded, then answered in her strong, surprisingly mature sounding voice, “I am in agreement with you, Itvin dorn’Veergastaad.” Dorn was like saying ‘of the’. “The Overlord’s power has become too much. Our world and every other world need the Chosen, but are they ready?”


    In that moment, Zalira’s gaze shifted to Seti and Ra, particularly the young man. She knew more about him and his destiny than he did. The 16-year-old would know his purpose soon enough.


    Ra agreed to travel to Harambe with his father because Seti had been so insistent. The king said that Ra’s fate was in question. Ra had inquired about the meaning of those words, but Seti only said the boy would realize in time. Ra’s eyes narrowed faintly, moving from the Empress to his father, then back to her. The young man didn’t speak just yet.


    “Seti, it is time. Tell him,” Zalira spoke with calming warmth. “Tell him of his destiny. Tell him why he has trained in combat so vigorously since the age of seven. Prepare him.”


    King Seti-siamun sighed and nodded. The day had finally come. He faced Ra. The young heir watched him carefully.


    “Father, of what does she speak? I…I don’t understand. What does all this Overlord business have to do with me?”


    The king gave the lightest quirk of a smile. He looked somewhat pained when he reached out and touched a hand to his son’s shoulder. He stood. “Come with me and we will talk.”


    Ra-siamun took a breath and stood.


    Father and son moved away from the small council gathering. The others watched them head outside to a remote area on the wide, spacious terrace.


    Zalira looked to Itvin. “And the others? What are their statuses?”


    “The same as the young prince.” Itvin glanced in Seti and Ra’s direction. “Well, mostly. Phenyo has been trained in combat since a young age, as you know. And Evrik, the blasted boy, is well off, even if he has gotten tied up in his bandit ways. Then there is the One.”


    A pause. Itvin’s bushy gray brows lowered faintly over his eyes.


    “Izaiah reports that the boy has not exhibited much in the way of his powers, that he, in fact, has never really used them. Izaiah also feels the boy is too young.”


    “He may be young, but he is a Kragian wizard,” Ezra said. His dark eyes peered coolly from the pale confines of his face. Slim lips pursed lightly, and black hair fell in waves past his broad shoulders. “He only needs to be tutored in the ways of magic to unlock his own power and help him rise to his full potential.”


    “Then you agree that he is ready?” Zalira’s eyes adhered to Ezra.


    “Yes, Your Highness, I do. He must be returned to Kambia as soon as possible if he is to learn how to control his wizardry. The Chosen must learn to work together so that they may face their journey as one.”


    Zalira and Ezra set their eyes upon Itvin, and the old wizard nodded once.


    “It shall be done,” Itvin said. “I will send word to Izaiah regarding the One, and the boy will be returned.”


    “Itvin, you will personally oversee him and the other young ones.” The Empress’ mahogany countenance parted in a pure white smile of straight teeth.


    “Me? Why?”


    “Because, my old friend, you know much about the Prophecy and contain information on many things. Your counsel will be invaluable to them in furthering their training and aiding on their journey.”


    Itvin nodded. “I will do my best.”


    “I know you will. While you’ll be the main counsel for the One and his companions, Ezra”—Zalira looked to the Kragian wizard—“will serve as the teacher for the One to learn his magic. Now go, my friends, and do what you must. Bring the Chosen together. The time of heroes has come.”


    Ezra and Itvin bowed respectfully to the Empress, then left the council chamber.

  


  
    Part One


    Misplaced

  


  
    One


    Something strange happened to Tauzuri Jones on his thirteenth birthday, aside from the fact that it was also the day he started the ninth grade. That’s right, thirteen and in high school. Zuri, as he was called, was smart and had been pushed up a grade, skipping the eighth.


    His mom pulled her electric Volvo C40 up before McCallie High, one of the best schools in St. Louis, and Zuri sighed. High schoolers looked so much more intimidating up close. The boy had a thick knot in the pit of his stomach.


    Mrs. Jones smiled and leaned over to kiss Zuri’s cheek. He smirked, and his eyes darted around to make sure no one saw. The students busied themselves with filing out of buses and getting their morning horseplay in before classes started.


    “I know you’re nervous, sweetie, but everything will be fine. You’ll make friends quickly because you’re so darn likeable.”


    Zuri smiled lightly and nodded. “I know. Thanks for the ride, mom.”


    “Class lets out at 2:50 right?”


    “Yes.”


    “Do you want me to pick you up?”


    “Nah, I can walk. The house isn’t that far.”


    Mrs. Jones’ smile deepened, and she sighed. “Okay, honey. Don’t forget that your father is taking you to see a movie tonight for your birthday.”


    “I haven’t forgotten. Thanks.” The knot in Zuri’s stomach unclenched some, and he owed that to his mother’s sense of soothing.


    He got out and slung his backpack over his shoulder. After another crooked smile at Mrs. Jones, Zuri turned and faced the great structure of McCallie High. He started up the wide steps for one of the propped open double doors.


    *


    A zoo. That’s what high school was. A collection of strange and exotic creatures, so Zuri thought. He crossed the wide foyer, dodging other students as he did. He stood in the middle of the main hall with its beige tiled floor and let his eyes roam, feeling even shorter. Lines of students swarmed around him like busy bees, hurrying to their first classes.


    Zuri sighed.


    He’d been to the high school on only one other occasion, for orientation in the auditorium two weeks ago. During that time, Zuri and all new students had been given school ids, booklets, layout maps of the school, and a tour. All in all, it was a good two and a half hours well spent. Zuri familiarized himself with the map and found the rooms and locations for his classes.


    He liked to be thorough, always had.


    The boy got suddenly jolted when someone bumped into him. He swung around to face the person and found a girl with pale green eyes staring back at him. She wore a black and gold cheerleader outfit with a matching jacket, and she was several inches taller than him. Her books piled at Zuri’s feet, having toppled from her arms in the collision.


    “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said.


    Before she could gather her books, Zuri did it. Trigonometry (a class also in Zuri’s schedule), Earth Science, and Civics, including a couple of composition notebooks. Those were pretty ‘brainy’ classes for a cheerleader, Zuri thought, but it wasn’t right to stereotype the girl. He’d been taught better than that. Who said cheerleaders couldn’t do Trig?


    Zuri smiled and handed the books over.


    “Thanks.” She smiled back brightly, revealing dimples in both cheeks.


    “No problem.”


    “You must be new here. I’m Claira.”


    “Zuri,” he replied, chuckling a little. “Wow. It’s that obvious what a noob I am?”


    Claira’s smile deepened. “Well, it’ll just take a moment to get used to the school. You’ll find your way around easier soon. Did you need help getting somewhere?”


    “No, I think I’ll be alright.”


    A bell resounded through the hall, as it did in all hallways on every floor in every building.


    “That was first bell,” Claira said. “That means you have five minutes to get to class before second bell rings. You’ll be tardy then. Nice to meet you, Zuri. I’ll see you around, cutie.”


    “Okay.” Zuri just grinned after her, watching her hurrying down the hall through the river of students, disappearing around a corner. He felt rather cool then; she thought he was cute. With his curly hair, full lips, and skin like milk chocolate, Zuri considered himself reasonably good looking.


    Claira was nice…and pretty. And his first official friend made at McCallie High.


    Zuri turned, and his face collided with the chest of a guy with stylish, short red hair. Judging from the guy’s jacket, he was on one of the school’s sports teams. His hazel eyes narrowed menacingly, making Zuri feel like a specimen under observation in a Petri dish. Two other guys in similar jackets flanked the one with hazel eyes, scowling.


    Zuri’s gaze flipped to each of them.


    “You eyeing my girlfriend?” said Red Hair and Hazel Eyes.


    “What?”


    “Claira. I saw you watching her.”


    “Oh…well…she dropped her books and I picked them up for her. That’s all.” Zuri kept his composure, even though his body tensed.


    For what seemed like infinite seconds, Red Hair and Hazel Eyes glared down at him. He finally nodded.


    “Okay then, fresh meat. You just make sure you keep your eyes in your head.”


    Where else are they going to be, moron? Zuri wanted to remark but didn’t because that threat was plain idiotic. He decided to simply nod.


    “Good.” The taller, larger boy laughed, and his friends did as well. He budged Zuri out of his way.


    Zuri turned to watch all three guys move down the hall. He smirked, shook his head, and hurried to his own first class.

  


  
    Two


    Fundamentals of Chemistry. Zuri’s first class. He zipped through the door and took the first desk he saw, first row and third back. Moments after he sat, the second bell trilled through the halls, announcing that anyone not inside a classroom at that time was officially late.


    Zuri got his chemistry book from his pack, as well as a notebook and pen. Only a couple of students paid attention to him, certainly wondering what such a young-looking guy was doing there. Most students were on their phones or tablets. Zuri faced forward.


    A man in a fitting dark green sweater, jeans, and sneakers finally stood from where he leaned on his desk. He didn’t look older than twenty-five. He smiled and adjusted his glasses, eyes sweeping over the students.


    “Good morning, everyone…or maybe that remains to be seen.” The teacher chuckled. “Honestly, this is too early for me, and I’d rather be back home chillin’ in my pajamas on my PlayStation.”


    This made everyone stir with a bit of laughter. Something to break the ice.


    “My name is Mr. Scholl, but you can call me Tom. Makes me feel younger.” He smiled again and the class chuckled, Zuri included. Mr. Scholl went around the desk to the white board. He picked up a green marker and wrote his name and email address on the board, then turned to the class. “I suggest you all take note. If you ever miss class or need help or have a question about the course syllabus, you should contact me.”


    While everyone copied the information, Mr. Scholl wrote a short chemical equation in the center of the wall-to-wall board: H2O2. He faced the class.


    “Can anyone tell me what this is?”


    The students watched him silently, some of them squinting thoughtfully at the equation.


    “Anyone?”


    Zuri slowly raised his hand, and Mr. Scholl nodded to him with a smile. “Yes?”


    “That’s the chemical equation for hydrogen peroxide. It contains two hydrogen atoms and two oxygen atoms. Hydrogen peroxide solutions decompose into water and oxygen gas over time.”


    Mr. Scholl’s grin broadened.


    “That’s absolutely spot-on. I see someone’s been keeping his brain occupied over summer vacation and not just vegging out on video games.” He lifted a brow and looked at the other students. “You all should take cues from this guy. What’s your name?”


    “Zuri.”


    “Well, Zuri, you certainly seem to know your chemistry.”


    Zuri smiled lightly.


    Mr. Scholl picked up a sheet of paper and a pen, then went over to the first desk in Zuri’s row.


    “For those who don’t know or who are new to the school, this is an attendance sheet. All teachers pass these around every day to keep track of who’s coming and who’s not. Everyone registered to this class will be on this list and should sign by their name only. If you are caught signing for another student, it’s an automatic suspension. If your name is not on this list but you registered for this class, let me know immediately, and we’ll get it straightened out. We’ll probably spend most of the hour getting settled in here. I’ll pass out the syllabus after we’ve gotten the attendance sheet out of the way, then we’ll go around the room and have everyone introduce themselves. I know it might seem elementary, but it’s a good way for me to learn who everyone is.”


    He returned to his desk, readying materials and sheets of paper.


    When the list reached Zuri, he scrolled down, found his name, and signed beside it with his own pen. He passed the sheet back and set his pen to the desk.


    The room shuffled lightly with activity while the list gradually made its way around.


    Zuri sighed and looked across the room to the far left. Windows ran down the entire wall, giving an ample view of the clean courtyard connecting the four main buildings of the school. Benches and tables spotted the lush yard, as did a few trees and various plants, trashcans. It was quite tranquil. Zuri imagined students and teachers alike enjoyed going out to the courtyard for lunch. He knew he would certainly eat out there on the nice days. At the back of the room a wide doorway led to the science lab. Once Mr. Scholl got into his curriculum, the class would certainly be spending most of the time there.


    A soft clatter came.


    Zuri’s eyes rounded from the windows and saw that his pen had rolled from the desk, resting along the wall to his right. The boy smirked and adjusted so he could stretch for it. The desks were the kind with the tabletop connected to a chair, and you had to sit or exit from the left.


    He supposed he could’ve gotten up and walked to the front of the room, then back down the aisle on the right, but he was sure he could reach it. He stretched, further and further, until the tabletop dug into his side. His fingers were still several inches from touching the pen.


    Come on, come on. Almost…got it. Come on, you stupid pen, move!


    The writing tool quivered, rolled gently towards Zuri, then flew into his reaching hand, and his wiggling fingers closed around it.


    Zuri’s eyes widened. He blinked at the pen, staring at it as if it were a piece of strange alien technology. He wasn’t sure what the heck happened there. Maybe it was a trick of his mind. Maybe…


    Then something else occurred. Did anyone else see how the pen magically leaped into his grip?


    Zuri slowly moved back into his seat and looked around. The student behind him texted away on her phone, and the one ahead of him didn’t appear to notice either. No one did. Zuri didn’t know why he was relieved no one saw, only that he just was.


    The 13-year-old expected his first day in high school to be pretty much what it had been…up until the pen. And he would mull over it for the rest of the day. Zuri didn’t know it yet, but in a short while, the path of his life would take some interesting turns.

  


  
    Three


    Zuri’s classes passed like cold molasses the next day. They weren’t difficult really; his mind muddled over the incident with the pen yesterday. There just had to be an explanation.


    The curly-haired boy fiddled with that pen now, twirling it between his fingers while sitting in his fourth class—trigonometry. Much to his delight, he’d found out yesterday when he entered Mrs. Wahlberg’s room that this was Claira’s trig class hour too. He also found out from Claira that she was a junior.


    Class would begin in less than two minutes.


    The cheerleader occupied the desk to Zuri’s left. She watched him fiddle with his pen, staring intently at the thing. She smiled softly. “Are you okay, Zuri?”


    He snapped from his thoughts and looked at her. Aside from being fixated on the pen incident, Zuri pondered last night. He’d gone home and done some reading, trying to put the incident out of his mind. When Thomas Jones, his father, got home just after five, he, Victoria, and Zuri had dinner. Afterwards, Zuri opened his birthday gifts—a higher capacity iPod, a couple of video games for his PlayStation, and twenty-five bucks. They all had cupcakes baked by Mrs. Jones. Well, Zuri had two. Then he and Mr. Jones headed off to see the new Avengers movie. And even through all that birthday goodness, Zuri found his mind wandering right back to the pen.


    He smiled faintly and nodded. “Yes, I’m okay. I…stayed up a bit late playing some new games.”


    “I see.” Her grin intensified. “Anything cool?”


    “Horizon: Forbidden West and the new Dead or Alive .”


    “Oh my god, I love DOA. The best fighting game series ever.”


    Zuri blinked at her, and his own smile broadened. “You play games?”


    “Yep. Been playing video games since I could walk. So, who’s your favorite character in Dead or Alive?”


    It took more than a few moments for the question to register in Zuri’s mind. He liked Claira from the moment she bumped into him yesterday, and her coolness meter had just jumped another five notches. She was a gamer; that rocked.


    “Jann Lee,” he answered. “Though I can use pretty much all the characters.”


    “Me too. I usually go random all the time.”


    The two chuckled and smiled at each other.


    Then the trilling tintinnabulation of the second bell filled the halls. Class had started.


    Mrs. Wahlberg stood promptly from her desk, tucked her bobbed hair behind her ear, and instructed everyone to open books to chapter one. She turned to the whiteboard, popped the cap off a black erasable marker, and wrote the words Pythagorean Theorem.


    “As you all learned in algebra and geometry, this is one of the key theorems in all math equations…”


    And she went on and on, even dishing out a geometry-level refresher quiz, before starting the lesson.


    *


    After class, all the students filed out quickly, chattering busily. Lunch time. Zuri started for the cafeteria.


    “Zuri! Zuri, wait!”


    He turned to face Claira. “Yes?”


    “I just wanted to say that you’re really smart. Back there in class up at the board, how you answered Mrs. Wahlberg’s solution—that was great. It looked pretty difficult.”


    “It wasn’t that bad. I just applied coefficients to the Pythagorean Theorem to solve it,” he answered.


    Mrs. Wahlberg wrote the equation on the board and said she would give five extra credit points to whoever solved it before class was over that day. Four other students attempted before Zuri raised his hand.


    Claira shook her head, smiling. Her lightly tanned skin glowed golden and healthy like that of a peach.


    “You’re something, Zuri, and you can believe that. Hey, I was wondering…” she licked her lips, “would you be interested in tutoring me? I mean, I could pay you if you want. It’s just that while I get the whole concept of trig and how it ties together, I don’t learn as well as when I get some one-on-one instruction…”


    “I’d like to,” Zuri said before she could go on any further. “That’d be cool. And you wouldn’t have to pay me.”


    “Really? Thanks a lot.”


    “It’s no problem.” Zuri’s eyes shifted around Claira, and the smile fizzled from his features. He stiffened.


    Red Hair and Hazel Eyes. He closed in until he stood beside Claira, glaring down at Zuri as he had yesterday. His arm went around her shoulders. “Hey, babe. Is this little dweeb bothering you?”


    Claira rolled her eyes, shrugging the jock’s arm from her. “Be nice, Brett. For once, be nice. His name is Zuri.”


    “I don’t care if his name is Wayne Gretzky.” With boiling eyes, he moved around his girlfriend, advancing on Zuri. Zuri backed away some, peering up. “What did I tell you yesterday, runt? Did I not make it clear enough? Why are you bugging my girl?”


    Brett’s hand shot out and shoved Zuri’s chest.


    “Brett, leave him alone!” yelled Claira. “Just stop it! Why do you have to be such a jerk?”


    The jock ignored her and kept his eyes fixed on Zuri. He pushed the younger boy again. Claira’s raised tone drew the attention of other students. A small group formed to observe the bullying.


    Claira punched at Brett’s arm, but he still ignored her. “I said STOP IT!”


    “Don’t touch me,” Zuri finally said. His voice came out low and tight, his eyes narrowed.


    “Oh yeah? And what are you gonna do, dork-wad? Huh? Nothing, that’s what.” Brett lifted his hand, planting a finger in the center of Zuri’s forehead. He applied force and made Zuri stumble, knocking into some lockers.”


    “Brett!” Claira blared.


    The gathered students laughed.


    And their laughter, the perverse, animalistic joy they derived from watching someone get pushed around, made Zuri’s anger soar. He was not a confrontational person. He didn’t like fights and the like. He was quiet. And he had been minding his own business when Brett the Barbarian came up and started causing trouble.


    It began as a vague rumble, then it escalated just a little—the floor, the entire hallway, trembled. Windows rattled in their panes. Students up and down the corridor stopped what they were doing, whether talking, walking, or just fooling around with friends. Even Brett lost his greasy smile, looking around surprised.


    Zuri all but shook with anger. “I said leave…me…alone!”


    Many of the lockers lining the walls ripped open in the same moment when that last word—alone—erupted from his lips. The students were further startled, a few even crying out at the unexpected and weird phenomenon.


    Zuri blinked, and the anger drained from his face. The boy’s eyes swung from the surrounding students to the lockers with their doors hanging open, then back to Claira and Brett.


    Brett didn’t budge. After examining the scene, he peered down at Zuri.


    Claira stepped in and touched the smaller boy’s shoulder. “Zuri?” she said softly.


    Without another word, Zuri hurried by her, disappearing in the swarm of students.


    This incident at McCallie High would probably never be understood…at least not by mere beings. Students and now some teachers stood in the hallway for minutes after Zuri left, trying to figure it out. By the time the school day ended, it would all probably be long forgotten.


    There was one person at McCallie High who knew exactly what had just taken place. He wore a gray double-breasted suit, black shoes, and a trimmed beard, his head cleanly shaven. He stood around a corner with arms crossed over his chest and saw the whole exchange between Zuri and the bully.


    Moments after Zuri left the scene, Principal Rimbald did the same.


    *


    He found a suitable place in the courtyard, a secluded corner with one bench beneath a leafy tree. And while he wasn’t particularly hungry, Zuri managed to eat half the juicy Pink Lady apple he packed with his lunch that morning. His mother stopped making his sack lunches for him when he hit the fourth grade; Zuri insisted.


    He sighed and stared down at the apple, letting his mind race through current events.


    What the heck happened back there? Why did the floor shake and the lockers suddenly whip open like that? And then there was that utterly weird sensation Zuri experienced. It was like goose bumps, only ten times more potent. He felt as if raw energy jolted through his body. ‘Friendly electricity’ would be sufficient words to explain it. His body felt energized and lightweight at the same time.


    Had he…caused the shaking floor and flailing locker doors?


    Another sigh fizzled from him, then his eyes jerked up and settled on Claira. The whisper of her tennis shoes on the grass caught his ear. She quietly sat on the bench next to him.


    Zuri wanted to shrink in on himself. He didn’t say anything, staring at the half-eaten apple in his hand.


    “Zuri, I’m so sorry,” Claira finally said softly.


    He shook his head but didn’t look at her just then. “You have nothing to apologize for. Your boyfriend’s the bully, after all.”


    Claira chuffed and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, Brett can be a snot sometimes.”


    Zuri’s gaze lifted to her, and he issued a soft smile. “Sometimes? On both occasions that he and I have crossed paths he’s pushed me around. I’d say he’s a snot most times.”


    Claira’s face lit when she giggled.


    “I say you’re right.” She sighed and touched his shoulder. “I know that, technically, I’m not obligated to apologize for Brett’s behavior, but I just don’t know what else to do. You’re a nice guy, and he had no right to treat you like that.”


    “Why don’t you break up with him? You deserve better.” Zuri lifted a brow.


    Claira considered that, her mouth tweaking. She smiled fully at him. “You’re right. I’ll send him a Dear John text tonight. I’ll be walking through the school doors tomorrow as a single woman.”


    Zuri chuckled. “Right on.”


    Claira remained there with him under the tree for the remainder of the lunch period. They talked about various things, video games mostly.

  


  
    Four


    After school, Zuri immediately left the campus and started walking home. He headed down the sidewalk with his pack over his shoulder, looking up every few moments when a carful of kids from the school rolled by. The cars all brimmed with loud music, chatter, and laughter. Zuri could hear them even when they turned a corner and zipped out of sight.


    He drew in a breath, sighing it out.


    He wondered if he’d ever be one of the cool kids riding with the car full of friends, probably all off to have food at some hangout and planning for activities later that night.


    Oh, it’s just rubbish, Zuri. You don’t need all that, anyway. You came to high school early because you’re smarter than most and you deserve to be here, and it doesn’t matter what anyone thinks of you. The important thing is studying.


    “Study, study, study—that’s all I do.” The boy answered his inner voice. He smirked and kicked a small rock. It skipped the sidewalk before settling in a sprig of grass. “For once…”


    For once, you’d like to be normal and do normal things, such as hanging out with friends. But you’re not ‘normal’. You’ve felt different your entire life, like an outsider. And you’re really beginning to see that now…


    First the pen, then the trembling corridor and snapped open lockers.


    Zuri wasn’t sure how, but he knew he had something to do with those two incidents. Intuition burrowed in him, and he just felt it.


    The Joneses lived about a mile from McCallie High. Zuri reached the intersection and went right on Geyer Street. It was a straight shot to Woodbine from there, Zuri’s street.


    August days in St. Louis were very hot and sometimes very humid. Zuri worked up a mild sweat as he trekked for home. He’d lived in this neighborhood his whole life (so he thought) and it was just fine. The people were friendly, the yards were clean, and the trash man always came promptly on Thursdays. As far as suburban life went, it was ideal.


    He came up on a truck parked along the street. The logo for a well-known internet service provider was painted on it. The ladder and safety box at the rear of the truck extended beside a nearby telephone pole, and a man in an orange vest worked up there.


    Zuri shielded his eyes and peered up curiously as he walked by. The sun poked through the treetops, distorting his view of the workman for a moment. When the glare receded, Zuri sucked in his breath and stopped cold.


    He stared up at the creature.


    It looked like a reptilian man. A snake’s head, perhaps a lizard’s, with large green eyes, the pupils forming black slits. Instead of human skin, it had red, gray, and green scales. It still wore the workman’s uniform and hardhat.


    The creature slowly rolled its head on its shoulders and turned creepy, vivid eyes down to Zuri. Its mouth opened a bit, revealing many pointy teeth on the top and bottom. The thing appeared to be grinning. A forked red tongue shot out and wiggled.


    Zuri turned to bolt and ended up running into someone. He almost yelled out but didn’t. He was breathing hard.


    The person he bumped into smiled down. A human-looking person. A mailman. He adjusted his bag. His expression transformed from a smile to one of concern. “Are you okay, kid?”


    Zuri spun back around to stare at the thing up in the maintenance box, but it was gone. Only a man was there. The human workman. He paid attention to neither the boy nor the mailman.


    “Kid? What is it?”


    Zuri faced the mailman. “I…uh…nothing. I have to get home.”


    He started off.


    The mailman smirked, shrugged, and continued on his route.


    While he put distance between himself and the workman-turned-lizardman, Zuri kept sparing looks over his shoulder. But the workman didn’t change. He remained human.


    The last two days had been the weirdest of Zuri’s life, and this latest incident was certainly the freakiest. What the heck had he seen back there? Maybe it was just a trick of light, something to do with the angle of the sun shining down through the trees. He wouldn’t dismiss the possibility. Yet…


    Zuri knew it was more than that. He clearly saw the snake-lizard-man thing, and he would never forget how the glistening red ribbon of its tongue sprang from the trap of its mouth.


    He took a breath. A nap sure sounded nice right now.


    Zuri reached an intersection and looked both ways. Across the street, heading in the opposite direction, a woman pushed a stroller. Only it wasn’t a woman. It was one of those things. It wore her jeans, sneakers, and blouse. A strong, scaly tail protruded from the seat of its pants.


    The lizard person stopped pushing the stroller and turned slowly to watch him, much the way the lizard workman had. Its tongue flickered.


    Zuri’s heart raced. He blinked enlarged eyes and fled across the intersection. All he wanted was to get home and away from all the craziness.


    He hurried down the sidewalk, half jogging, eyes darting about. They were everywhere now. Peering out the windows of houses he passed. Watching him with those green, glassy eyes from passing vehicles. A reptile-man mowing his lawn simply stopped and turned to stare upon the fleeing boy.


    Zuri became frantic.


    Everywhere he looked, there they were.


    He backed down the sidewalk, until he bumped something. He whirled around to face one of the creatures. It had on jogging clothes, its muscular arms and legs covered in varying scales. This one even wore a headband. It produced a jagged, serrated grin, then shot its tongue out and hissed at the boy.


    Zuri screamed and bolted into the street.


    A horn blared off, accompanied by the squeal of tires on asphalt.


    Zuri’s chest rose and fell with deep breaths. His wide eyes jotted all around. But…the creatures were nowhere to be seen now. Only human-looking people going about their daily routines.


    The horn honked again.


    Zuri finally focused on the driver behind the wheel. It was someone he knew, though not well.


    Principal Rimbald opened his door and got out. He examined the boy, who shivered where he stood.


    “Tauzuri Jones, right?” Archer Rimbald said.


    Zuri nodded briefly.


    “What are you doing in the street? I almost turned you into a speed bump.”


    Zuri shrugged, shaking his head. He was still trying to register what transpired.


    “Jump in, Jones. I’ll give you a ride.”


    Zuri stared at Rimbald for long seconds, making sure he wouldn’t suddenly morph into one of those creatures. A short line of cars formed behind Rimbald’s; one of them honked.


    Zuri sighed and hurried into the passenger seat, backpack clutched on his lap.


    Mr. Rimbald started along. Neither of them said anything, and only the drone of the air conditioner filled the vehicle.


    The principal cleared his throat, sparing a look to Zuri, who observed the world through his window. He didn’t see any more snake-lizard creatures though.


    “What’s on your mind, Jones?”


    Zuri blinked and looked over at him. “I’m just…tired.”


    “Oh, I see.” Rimbald’s smile came faintly. “You look rather alert to me.”


    Zuri certainly couldn’t tell Principal Rimbald what happened. He wouldn’t believe him anyway. His own parents wouldn’t even believe such a story.


    Rimbald turned onto Woodbine Avenue, then nodded and said, “If you ever want to talk about anything—anything at all, no matter how strange or weird it is—my office is always open, you understand that, Jones?”


    Zuri nodded. He found that he couldn’t take his eyes from Rimbald, a fitting name for him, since his head was smoothly shaved. With his neatly cut beard, he very much looked the authority figure. His brown eyes beam from his dark face, holding a smile.


    Shortly thereafter, Rimbald slowed and pulled into the Jones’ driveway.


    “Here we are. You get some rest there, son, and be more careful, hm?”


    “Yes, sir.” Zuri’s head tilted, and his eyes narrowed. “How do you know where I live? I didn’t tell you.”


    Mr. Rimbald’s smile deepened. “I make it a point to know as much as possible about my students, Zuri. Now you go on and get some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow at school.”


    Stranger and stranger.


    That same surge of inexplicable energy that passed through Zuri in the corridor earlier crept back up on him. Mr. Rimbald seemed…familiar. Aside from knowing exactly where he stayed, how did he also know that Tauzuri was sometimes called Zuri? More stuff for the boy to consider.


    He finally nodded and got out.


    Mr. Rimbald backed from the driveway, honked once, and drove off.


    Looking around sharply, expecting to see snake-lizard-people neighbors watching him but seeing none, Zuri quickly unlocked the door and went into the house.


    *


    His mom wasn’t there. A note on the refrigerator in her neat handwriting said she’d gone grocery shopping and should be back before 4:30. And, of course, Mr. Jones was at work. He wouldn’t be home until after five.


    Zuri spied the clock on the kitchen wall: 3:10.


    The boy sighed, opened the fridge, browsed the contents, and decided he wasn’t hungry. He grabbed a cup and filled it with filtered water from the spout on the freezer door, right beside the ice dispenser. He drank two glasses.


    Afterwards, he went to his room, dropped his backpack by the door, and crashed on the bed. He hadn’t been lying when he told Principal Rimbald he was tired. His mind was overwhelmed by all that happened in the past couple of days, and a tired mind led to a tired body.


    It didn’t take long for Zuri to fall into slumber.


    *


    Lizards. Lizards and snakes everywhere. Zuri knew it was a dream, but like all dreams, it seemed so real. So solid.


    He stood atop a long, rolling black hill, and the ground beneath him shifted, composed of various sized flat shale rocks. The sky burned red, and within it a huge, blackened circle loomed so close that it filled the horizon. The air hung heavily with the potent smell of sulfur. From his hill, Zuri scanned the great and vast valley below him. Lizards poised down there, and snakes coiled and hissed. So very many of them. Zuri turned in a slow circle and saw that the reptiles completely surrounded him, stretching as far as he could see.


    Just a dream. He knew that, but he couldn’t contain his fear.


    The reptiles all shifted and murmured, the scales of their sinewy hides glinting beneath the crimson sky of that hellish place, their tongues flickering. Then, as Zuri watched, each snake and lizard began to glow, emanating mildly with red light. Their hissing ceased and the absolute silence made the dream even more unsettling. Each creature morphed simultaneously, growing. The lizards’ animal appendages and claws extended and reformed, until they stood upright like men. Lizard-men. The same happened to the snakes; their legless bodies enlarged, and arms and legs formed, until they too stood upright. Coverings appeared over their muscular half-reptilian, half-man bodies, various kinds of dark armor. Some of them wore helmets. The lizards had tails and ridges around their eyes, noses, and under their jowls. The snakes had smoother scales.


    Each of them snapped to attention, and the sound shuddered through the valley. All pairs of animalistic eyes beheld the boy standing on the large mound before them.


    Zuri stared down at the militant ranks in awe. He wasn’t as scared now, only intrigued.


    “Our purpossse isss to ever ssserve you, lord,” they spoke in unison. The snake-men drew out the letter ‘S’ when they said it; the lizard-men did not. The reptiles went silent, thousands of pairs of eyes observing the boy.


    Firm fingers gripped Zuri’s shoulder, and he spun about frantically. He got only a glimpse at the figure’s devious grin before jerking awake.


    *


    “Zuri, honey, it’s okay. You were dreaming.”


    His mother’s voice registered as he gradually transitioned from the dream world to the waking one. The soft hand on his shoulder wasn’t red with black nails. It was Mrs. Jones’.


    She rubbed tenderly while Zuri sat up and rubbed his eyes. He squinted against the overhead light. The windows by his desk showed a twilight sky. Zuri glanced at the clock on his bedside table. It was almost 7:30.


    He’d been asleep for over four hours?


    Didn’t seem like it. He felt as if he laid down no more than twenty minutes ago. But that’s the way time passed when one was unconscious.


    Zuri stretched again and swung his legs over the bed. Victoria Jones studied her son.


    “Are you okay, sweetie?”


    He nodded. “Yes. I was just tired, you know, getting used to the school schedule.”


    “I know how it is.” Mrs. Jones smiled. “It’ll probably be another week at least before you get used to it.”


    Zuri nodded again faintly. He was only partly listening to her. The vivid dream remained strong in the front of his mind. It was very weird, probably a byproduct of his overactive mind and the events that happened earlier. The visions of the reptilian men.


    He couldn’t tell his parents about the visions. Just as he couldn’t tell them about his experiences with the pen and the trembling corridor and lockers. Zuri didn’t even know how to cope with it…except to keep it to himself.


    “Are you sure you’re alright?” Mrs. Jones asked, her voice gentle and matronly.


    “Yes, mom, I’m fine.” That wasn’t entirely true, but it was the only answer he could offer then. Zuri’s thoughts stuttered over the figure he saw just before she woke him.


    Dark red skin, thin black lips, prominent ridges over his vibrant green eyes with elongated black pupils like the eyes of the reptilian men. He had ridges on his forehead, long, straight black hair, and talons at the tip of each finger. He wore a fine-looking shirt with a high collar and smooth onyx clasps down the front. Pants and calf-high boots hugged his muscular legs. Zuri still vividly saw the figure’s ill-intended smile, his teeth straight and exceptionally white.


    He rose from bed and forced a smile. “What’s for dinner? I’m starving.”


    “Meatloaf, mashed potatoes, honeyed baby carrots, and salad.” Zuri’s stomach growled, and Mrs. Jones chuckled. “Your father and I ate almost an hour ago, and there’s plenty left. You eat all you want, baby.”


    Zuri sighed. And it wasn’t a sigh of exasperation or frustration. It was a sigh of relief, the warm sensation of being secure and loved. His parents treasured him and did all they could to make him happy and safe. Likewise, Zuri loved them just as much. No matter how many Bretts came along, he would always have his mom and dad, the safety of home.


    Mrs. Jones kissed his forehead, then the two of them left Zuri’s room for the kitchen.

  


  
    Five


    Two days.


    It had been that long since anything weird occurred, since the visions of the reptilian men and the dream on Tuesday. And it wasn’t as if Zuri hadn’t tried to tap into the strangeness. He attempted to make the pen move again multiple times since it first happened, but to no avail. He spent over an hour last night sitting at his desk and staring at the pen, concentrating, trying to get some reaction. Nothing happened though.


    Maybe he was going nuts. Maybe everything that happened that week were figments of his psyche. Very intense figments. Yet no matter how many times Zuri told himself this, he still didn’t believe it.


    Coach Ted Hundmann’s whistle shrilled through the gym, further amplified by the structure’s high ceiling. He clapped his hands a few times. “Let’s go! Let’s go! Form a line in front of the bleachers.”


    The whistle chirped again.


    Zuri, who leaned to the wall rolling in his thoughts, snapped out of it and lined up with the others. It was just his luck that Brett the Barbarian had this P.E. class too, the last class of the day. The period was usually unisex, but twice a week male and female students split to their respective instructors for sport activities.


    Brett’s face slowly molded into a thick smirk as Zuri passed him. Zuri didn’t pay any attention, though he could almost feel the heat of the other boy’s glare. He sighed inwardly and wished he were bigger. Brett wouldn’t bother him then.


    Zuri stepped in line, facing out into the gymnasium with his fellow students. He shifted his weight on one leg, scratching at the calf with his other foot. His t-shirt reached down past his waist, his shorts just below his knees. That was the standard P.E. attire for all students.


    Coach Hundmann’s eyes roamed over each of them. He went to one end of the line and handed a clipboard to the student there. As they all knew by now, they were expected to find their name and sign next to it.


    While the guys passed the board along, Hundmann spoke.


    “Today you’re going to split into teams and play some basketball.” He served as coach for the school’s team, the Defenders. “I know that not all of you play a lot of basketball, but I’m sure you all know how to play—you toss a ball through a hoop. Quite simple.”


    Hundmann smiled, and bushy brows shifted over his twinkling eyes. He was in his late forties and had a buzz-cut that probably made most people relate him to a military sergeant or something. He pointed to one end of the line.


    “Count off as one and two starting there.”


    The boys counted.


    Hundmann collected the clipboard and set it aside.


    “Alright,” the instructor said, “I want all the ones to take a vest off the rack by the basketballs.”


    Zuri was a two, so he remained where he stood. However, his stomach performed a few somersaults when he noted that, down the line, Brett hadn’t moved either. They were on the same team.


    Brett gave Zuri another dirty look, and Zuri remained calm. He wasn’t scared of Brett; he just didn’t like to be bothered.


    The ones had donned their flimsy bright-orange vests.


    Coach Hundmann blew his whistle.


    “On the court! As I said, I know not everyone here plays basketball, so most of the rules will be waved. The most important rule is teamwork. Utilize your fellow teammates. You see an opening, you take it and pass to someone on your team. Also, no traveling. For those of you who don’t know what that is, it’s running with the ball in your hands. Always dribble unless you’re going to shoot. Now, let’s see what you got! Team One, west hoop. Team Two, east.”


    They split up, took their places, and the game began.


    Zuri wasn’t really surprised that the ball never got passed to him. It skewed once and he stopped it from going out of bounds. But for the most part, he was a spectator on the court. The ball got passed back and forth, shot at both team’s hoops, and rebounded. Zuri moved where the game went, remaining on the outskirts of the action. Or at least he tried to stay out of the way.


    Ten minutes into the game, a guy on Team One came charging down the court right towards Zuri and the basket, dribbling the ball like he practiced the maneuver often. Zuri took a breath and bent some at the knees. He was determined to at least try for defense, even if the guy was a foot taller and thirty pounds heavier.


    Zuri moved to swipe the ball and the other guy easily swayed and dodged. Once clear, he aimed and shot, making a two-pointer. Zuri sighed, mentally imagining the scolding thoughts of his team. He was closest to the basket, so he retrieved the ball.


    The rest of the guys from both teams migrated to that end of the court.


    Brett strode up to Zuri and snatched the ball. “You’re such a loser.” He turned back to the game, laughing dryly.


    Zuri glared at his back. That similar electricity, the kind that built up in the corridor two days ago, began humming through him. If he was doomed to be in the same school as Brett for at least a couple of years—maybe longer if Brett didn’t meet the academic credentials to graduate on time—Zuri wasn’t going to spend that time as the bully’s personal punching bag.


    “And you’re a blockhead.”


    “Oooo.” Many of the guys droned in unison, instigating the encounter with their sharp, expectant smiles and charged anticipation in their eyes.


    Brett stopped and turned to Zuri. One of his eyes twitched. “What did you say to me?”


    “You heard me. I called you a moron. All you’re good for is running with a football.” Zuri stood his ground. He wasn’t backing down this time.


    Brett dropped the basketball, and it rolled off. The other guys gathered in a large circle around the bully and his prey.


    “You know, dork-wad, I was willing to cut you some slack, even though you’re the reason Claira broke up with me, but now you’re asking for it. I think your face could use some rearranging.” Brett pounded one fist against his other palm, the muscles in his arms flexing.


    Zuri took a deep breath, yet he didn’t let fear show in his eyes. “Claira broke up with you because you’re a loser. She’s tired of watching you be a jerk, though I don’t understand what she saw in you to begin with.”


    Hundmann’s whistle blasted through the gym. He glared from his place on the bleachers. “What’s going on there? Break it up!” He gave his whistle a few more toots.


    Brett ignored him. He advanced and shoved Zuri, who tumbled to the floor. The other students instigated further with their laughter. Hundmann climbed from the bleachers, hurrying for the boys.


    Zuri’s face hardened. He glared up at Brett. His skin prickled all over from the electric sensation, and his entire body felt lighter, as if he could fly if he wanted, like he would take off at any moment. The feeling could be described as a kind of euphoria. Zuri felt invincible. All he knew right then was that he despised Brett for being mean, for always wanting to hurt people, and that he wanted something memorable to happen to Brett.


    And then Brett’s clothes vanished from his body. Every article, except for his socks and tennis shoes. Brett the Barbarian stood before his peers completely naked from the ankles up.


    Zuri exhaled and released his hold on whatever power he’d summoned, his body tingling as the electrifying current ebbed off. He grinned.


    Brett startled and clapped hands over his nudity, and the other guys burst into roaring laughter that reverberated through the gymnasium. Coach Hundmann stopped just outside their gawking circle and blinked.


    A girl entered the gym during the chorus of laughter and halted in the doorway. She worked as a student aid in administration during her sixth hour and had been sent with a note to excuse Tauzuri Jones from class so he could report to Principal Rimbald’s office. She grinned at the sight of Brett in his birthday suit. She couldn’t wait to gossip.


    *


    All the way to Principal Rimbald’s office Zuri’s mind popped at the possibilities. The pieces were trying to fit together, yet the puzzle still wasn’t clear. He now had no doubts that he somehow caused the trembling floor and locker incident or the instance with the pen. And now the thing in the gym with Brett.


    That was awesome!


    He had to find out why and how he had this power and learn to control it.


    The boy grinned as he walked the corridors. When he reached the main office, he dried up that smile, cleared his throat, then entered.


    The room contained several potted plants and windows along the far wall that allowed warm sunlight to pour in. A couple of office employees went about their work. A woman with silvering brown hair and a kind grandma-face smiled softly at Zuri.


    “Can I help you?”


    “I…er…Mr. Rimbald sent for me.”


    “Your name, dear?”


    “Zuri Jones…well…Tauzuri.”


    “Ah, yes.” She gestured to the wooden door to her left. The words Principal Archer Rimbald were stenciled in solid black letters across the smoky, opaque glass. “Go right on in.”


    “Thanks,” Zuri said. Butterflies performed chaotic ballets in his stomach. Why would the strangely familiar Principal Rimbald want to see him?


    The boy went to his door and knocked.


    “Come in, Zuri.”


    Zuri entered and closed the door behind him, keeping eyes on Rimbald, who sat up straight in his cushioned, leather, high-backed seat. His large hands were folded on the desk before him.


    For extended seconds, student and principal stared at one another.


    Rimbald’s smile remained. He nodded to the chair across the desk from him. “Have a seat.”


    Zuri did so. He took a breath, eyes scanning Rimbald’s office. The room was neat, clean, and spacious, with windows running down the wall behind Rimbald.


    The boy met his attentive gaze. “Am I…in trouble, sir?”


    “No, no, of course not, son.” Rimbald smiled, forming a steeple of his fingers. “I just wanted to talk to you for a moment, that’s all.”


    “Oh.” Zuri’s shoulders slumped when he relaxed in his seat.


    “How are things going for you? Getting into the groove of high school life okay?”


    “Yes, everything’s okay. Different from junior high.”


    Rimbald nodded.


    “I’m glad you’re getting along. High school can best be described as a whole other world when compared to the lower grades.” He cleared his throat, tilted his head, and lifted a brow. “And the students? How are they treating you? I mean, being that you’re smaller, new, and you’ve been skipped up a grade, you might receive some heat.”


    Zuri didn’t speak right away. He considered his one and only problem since starting McCallie High: Brett the Barbarian. But after today, maybe Brett wouldn’t be so much of an issue. Zuri repressed a smile. “No, no problems, sir.”


    “You sure?” One corner of Principal Rimbald’s mouth formed a partial smile. “I was passing through the corridors a couple of days ago and saw you with another student, Brett Davison. Looked like you two were having some sort of conflict.”


    Zuri stiffened then shifted in his seat. Rimbald’s eyes seemed to drill holes right through him in search of the truth. He sighed. “It was nothing really. I’ve known people like him. They bully others to make themselves feel good. I’m sure he’ll go away once he realizes he won’t get a rise out of me.”


    “Ah,” Rimbald droned, nodding. His eyes flicked down to the items situated neatly on his desk—a stapler, laptop, pen holder, and phone—then settled on Zuri again. “And the trembling of the corridor, the lockers? Do you want to talk about that?”


    The boy’s eyes enlarged. He shook his head. “I…I don’t know how that happened. Why do you think I do?”


    Zuri couldn’t take his eyes off Rimbald.


    The man smiled intently. “You know exactly what happened, Zuri. You caused it, didn’t you?”


    “I…I…”


    “I know about the power inside you and that you must have many questions regarding it. I can help y—”


    “No.” Zuri quickened to his feet. He wanted to leave the office and get home. “I have to go.”


    “Zuri, it’s okay. You don’t have to be afraid,” Rimbald said in a calm, resonant tone. Only his eyes roamed to follow the boy’s movements.


    Zuri shook his head, backing towards the door.


    “Sit down, Zuri, and let’s talk.”


    But the boy didn’t comply. He turned and rushed for the door. Before he reached it, a chair slid from the left, blocking the exit. Zuri gasped and turned to Rimbald.


    The tall, angular, bald man in his fine suit simply nodded to the chair across the desk.


    “You aren’t the only one with powers. Please, sit. We will talk.”


    *


    And talk they did. Rimbald figured he’d start with the basics. He now watched Zuri across the desk.


    The boy blinked, one brow easing up skeptically.


    “So, I’m not even from this world?” He chuffed lightly and shook his head. “That’s ludicrous, sir, not to sound disrespectful. But it just is.”


    Rimbald chuckled. “I know how it sounds, but it’s the truth. You are not from this earth.”


    “Then where do I come from?” Riveted and compelled, Zuri leaned forward. He had so many questions that they were ready to start pouring out of his ears.


    Rimbald cleared his throat before starting.


    “You come from Kambia, a world in an alternate universe.” Zuri’s doubtful look reasserted itself, and Rimbald shrugged. “It’s true. You were transported to Earth when you were a few weeks old, and I was the one who brought you here.”


    Zuri gathered his thoughts. “Okay, let’s just say I believe you. Why was I brought here? How did I get this power? Do mom and dad also have them? Have they—”


    “Whoa there, young one.” Rimbald’s chuckles resounded through the office. He found the innocent curiosity drawn over Zuri’s face endearing. “One thing at a time. You were brought here for your own protection, to hide you until the time was right, but we’ll speak more on that soon enough. As for your power, you were born with it; it’s part of who you are and where you come from. You’re a mage from a wizard order, just as I am.”


    For the briefest moment, a sliver of concern shone in Rimbald’s eyes.


    “Your parents, the Joneses, know about your power but do not possess any themselves. They are not your real parents. They are people of Earth who agreed to serve as surrogates to raise you.”


    The boy blinked a few times, features furrowing. “I’m adopted?”


    “Somewhat, yes.”


    Zuri considered all of this. He shook his head. “It’s all a bit…far-fetched, Mr. Rimbald.”


    Rimbald held up a hand. “I know how it sounds, and my name isn’t Rimbald. It is Izaiah, Izaiah of Wangaipangea.”


    “Wangai-what?”


    “Wangaipangea. It’s my home on Kambia, a place I have longed to see again for years now.” His thoughts roamed to that beautiful kingdom, and he smiled lightly. “You will see it soon, for your time on Earth has reached its end. For thirteen years I have served as your Watcher on this world, making sure the Joneses raised you well and kept you safe, instilling you with kindness and goodness, and you have turned out to be just that—smart, compassionate, and good, which is a relief considering what you could’ve become.”


    Izaiah added that last part as a mumbled afterthought, not bothering to elaborate. “Now it’s time to return to Kambia and face your true path, your destiny.”


    Afternoon rays flooded through the office windows and lit Zuri’s features. He watched the principal and pondered all he’d been told.


    Then the bell dismissing the final class of the day rang.


    Zuri’s eyes shot to the clock on the wall and saw that it read 2:50 on the mark. The boy sighed and stood.


    Izaiah rose from his chair too. “I’ll give you a ride home and we can speak some more.”


    *


    The ride from McCallie High to the Jones’ house wouldn’t take more than five minutes. Zuri decided to tell Izaiah about the visions of the reptilian men, the dream.


    Izaiah steered the vehicle from the faculty lot to the avenue. A shadow draped his features.


    “They’re called hov’kor. They serve a very evil master. The fact that you’ve seen them means your powers have escalated phenomenally.” There was another obvious reason why Zuri saw the hov’kor, and he would find that out later.


    “Who is this evil person they work for?” Strapped into the passenger seat, Zuri regarded him closely.


    Izaiah kept his eyes forward. “He is called the Overlord. He resides in the Netherworld, another dimension, and he is intent on destroying Kambia and Earth.


    “Wow.” A deep sigh pushed from the boy. “That’s heavy.”


    “Indeed.”


    “Do I really have to leave? I don’t want to leave my parents.”


    “Yes, you must. It’s your destiny. You and your companions, whom you have yet to meet, must eventually face the Overlord. It is part of the Prophecy.” Izaiah spared a glance to the scrawny, curly-haired kid. “The Joneses will understand. They knew this day would come, though I know they will miss you. Talk to them this evening. They’ll tell you everything that I said back in the office and confirm it. You and I must go soon.”


    “How? How do we go?”


    “Portals. That’s the way we mages and wizards travel between dimensions. It’s how we’ll get back to Kambia.”


    Izaiah pulled into Zuri’s driveway and, like the other day, bid him goodbye and headed off.

  


  
    Six


    The sun dropped from the sky, its residual rays igniting the western horizon with a scarlet explosion. That evening Zuri waited until his father came home from work to reveal what Izaiah told him. He also told his parents about the pen incident, the lockers in the hallway, and the disappearance of Brett’s clothes. The three of them sat in the living room, Victoria and Thomas on a couch across from Zuri’s chair.


    The Joneses held brimming pride in their eyes as they regarded the boy. Victoria gripped Thomas’ hand, and they both squeezed tightly.


    “You’ve always been special, Zuri. Everything Izaiah told you is true,” Mr. Jones said. “You are not from this world but from Kambia. Vicki and I are part of a small group called the Protectors of the Prophecy that know about the other worlds and dimensions, and the evil one that seeks to rule it all.”


    The Joneses exchanged a look.


    Zuri didn’t miss it. “This evil one, interdimensional travel, a prophecy, wizard-like powers—what does it all have to do with me?”


    “Oh, honey…” Mrs. Jones sighed and shook her head. “We don’t have the authority to tell you much more than you already know, but you’ll have all your answers when you…when you…go back…”


    Her words choked off, and the tears in her eyes finally slipped down her cheeks. She sniffled.


    The lump in Zuri’s throat tightened and expanded, working its way into his chest. He went around the table and sat beside his mother, hugging. She embraced him with just as much might. Mr. Jones shifted to sit on Zuri’s other side, and his arms went around them both.


    They remained that way for several moments. When Zuri pulled back from Mrs. Jones’ shoulder, his eyes were wet.


    “We knew this day would come,” she said. “And no matter what happens, how far away you go, you’ll always be our son.”


    “That’s right.” Even Thomas was choked up, of course. For thirteen years, he put his love, time, heart, and soul into Tauzuri of Kambia, and now the time had come for the boy to leave. “We love you, Zuri. Always will.”


    Zuri shuddered with sniffles, hugging his parents again. “I love you, mom and dad.”


    “We’re very honored and proud to have had the privilege of raising you as our own,” said Thomas.


    Zuri expelled another long sigh. He wiped his eyes and shook his head. “I still can’t believe this is happening. So, what now? Principal—I mean, Izaiah said that I had something to do in this other world. When I finish whatever it is, can I come back here?”


    Again, the Joneses shared a solemn glance.


    Victoria met Zuri’s innocent, looming eyes, which were still juicy with unshed tears. She shook her head slowly. “We don’t know, sweetie, but we sure hope that you can.”


    The boy considered, looking to his surrogate parents. “Have you both ever been to Kambia?”


    “No,” Mr. Jones said. “We’ve only ever heard of it through description, ancient writings, and such. As part of the select few who know of Kambia and the Prophecy, your mother and I were raised in the same inner circle. We learned at a young age what our parts would be in all of it.”


    He paused, thought a moment, and smiled.


    “I know it sounds old fashioned, but your mom and I were paired; it was determined that she and I would be together not long after we were born. We prepared for the moment when you, the One, would be delivered into our care, to be raised with kindness and safety until you were old enough to face your destiny.”


    “What does all that mean? Who am I and what is my part in all of this?” the boy pleaded.


    Mrs. Jones gently swept a hand over his crown of thick, tight, raven curls. “You’ll learn everything in time, when you return to Kambia.”


    Zuri wondered how soon that would be. Tomorrow? A week? A month? He sighed.


    From the kitchen came the buh-beep-buh-beep-buh-beep of the oven timer.


    Mrs. Jones perked and smiled a bit, standing. “That would be dinner. Why don’t you both go and get washed up, hm? A little food will make us all feel better.”


    Zuri nodded and stood. He slowly headed for the bathroom, though the last thing he wanted, really, was to eat. Everything swam around him the way images floated in dreams. It didn’t seem real.


    But it was happening. And he just had to accept and face it. Zuri had no idea what challenges and wonders were to come; he’d confront them as best he could. There was something that lifted his spirits just then.


    Claira. He had a study-date with the cheerleader that night. She would be over soon.


    Zuri washed his hands and headed to the dining room.


    *


    Numb silence hung over dinner that night, and there wasn’t much talk. Mr. and Mrs. Jones sat at either end of the table, and Zuri sat between them. No one ate much. The only sounds came from the occasional clinks of silverware to plates and the bubbling of the tropical fish tank against the wall.


    “Zuri honey, go ahead and eat something.” Mrs. Jones’ matronly voice droned softly over the table.


    The boy sighed and picked at his meal. Lemon-pepper tilapia, black beans on a bed of firm rice, and perfectly spiced and seasoned Brussels sprouts. His mother’s Brussels sprouts were the only ones he would eat; she made them taste very good. But that night, he just didn’t have the urge to eat anything. He set his fork down and reached for his glass of lemonade instead, taking a sip.


    “I’m sorry, mom. It looks and smells great, as always, but I’m not hungry.”


    Her eyes drew to her husband, who looked just as solemn. Thomas Jones slowly began to chew his mouthful again. Victoria nodded to Zuri.


    “I understand. The best thing to do is not to worry over things.” A vibrant smile lit her lovely brown features. “What time is Claira coming over?”


    Zuri’s gaze zipped up from his plate to regard his mom. He was visibly pleased at the mention of the cheerleader’s name. “I told her seven would be good. Give us some time to finish dinner and stuff.”


    “Who is Claira?” implied Thomas, lifting an interested brow. He smiled faintly at the boy he’d called son for over a decade. He took in another forkful and waited.


    “She’s a girl from school,” Zuri said.


    Thomas chuckled softly. “A girl, eh? Been in high school less than a week and already driving the ladies wild?”


    A blush fell over Zuri, and he smirked lightly. “It’s not like that, dad. She’s in my trig class. She’s having a few issues with the subject, and I agreed to tutor her a couple days a week.”


    “I see.” Mr. Jones grinned. “Is she cute?”


    “Oh, Thomas.” It was Victoria’s turn to smirk across the table. She shook her head at her husband.


    “What? It’s a legit question. Is she?” Thomas popped another bite of savory tilapia into his mouth.


    Zuri nodded, blushed some more, and finally gained enough of an appetite to eat a few bites.


    Thomas’ deep chuckles eased forth again. The Joneses continued dinner with a lighter air, determined not to let recent developments dampen their spirits. The aura surrounding them was still quite fragile though. The fact remained that Zuri would be going away soon, and that was not a joyous notion.


    The doorbell chimed.


    Zuri took a deep breath. “That must be Claira.”


    Victoria spied the clock on the wall. It was just after six-thirty. “She’s a bit early.”


    Zuri started to move from the table, but Thomas halted him with the wave of his hand. “I’ll get it, son. You eat some more of your dinner.”


    The boy relented. He shoveled in a fork of rice, then speared a Brussels sprout and popped it in his mouth. Victoria smiled warmly at him. It seemed Claira might be the one to cheer him up a bit, considering the situation.


    Thomas headed through the living room, crossed the foyer, and opened the door. His smile faded at the figure on the other side.

  


  
    Seven


    The person was certainly not a teenage girl. He was dressed completely in black—a blazer, slacks, silk shirt, and fine shoes. Amazingly blue eyes held a twinkle of mischief, peering from a pale face. The Jones’ porch light cast ample luminance over his mottled, yellowish skin; in normal medical terms, he might’ve been diagnosed with some form of jaundice. Oily, lank hair sprang from his head, black as the deepest reaches of space. It was pulled back into a tail, falling over his blazer collar.


    The medium-build man tilted his head a bit, his slippery smile lingering as he watched Thomas Jones.


    Mr. Jones’ skin crawled. Something about the strange man did not sit right with him. He had the greatest urge to slam the door and look for something to use as a weapon for defense. “Can I…help you?”


    “Yes, yes you can. I’ve come for the boy.”


    Thomas’ eyes loomed wide with recognition, with knowing, and before he could think to do anything—slam the door, call out a warning, anything—the eerie fellow in black lifted a hand, fingers uncurling. In his palm rested a flat, circular, transparent crystal.


    “Evaptra,” the single word hissed from between the creepy man’s lips, and the crystal activated.


    A clear blue field shot from the discus, expanding to enclose the Jones’ entire house, even overlapping the neighboring homes. The bubble stretched to the street. Thomas’ movements halted abruptly, posing mid-step as he backed away from the stranger. A woman walking her dog froze, and the pug immobilized with a leg up and ready to pee on a tree trunk. A car driving by also froze, the still beams of its headlights slicing the night. A few fireflies hovered unmoving over the Jones’ front yard. Tree branches and leaves ceased to sway in the breeze, perfectly still.


    Everything within reach of the bubble had been frozen in time.


    The sneaky-eyed man broadened his smile. Long fingers closed around the magical stone in his palm. He dropped the thing in a pocket of his blazer and moved around Thomas Jones, heading into the house.


    *


    Zuri instantly noticed the change. It was quite freaky the way his mother suddenly froze in the middle of pouring more lemonade, the pitcher held over her glass, pale yellow liquid making a still arc downward. Even the sound of pouring liquid had stopped. All sound ceased.


    Zuri gasped and dropped his fork, only the utensil didn’t fall and clatter to the plate. It hung in midair where the boy released it. Confused and puzzled, he looked from the fork to the fish tank across the dining room and saw that the bubbles produced by the filter had stopped on their way to the surface. The pair of pink convict Cichlids paused, suspended in the tank.


    His eyes snapped back to Victoria.


    “Mom?”


    She remained inoperative, the faintest smile on her lips, arm extended, eyes on the lemonade she poured.


    Zuri quickly stood. “Mom!”


    A man in black with weird looking skin stepped through the wide archway into the dining room. He grinned at Zuri, and Zuri’s heart leapt.


    “Wh-who are you? Dad!” the boy called.


    The angular fellow laughed. “Your old man—he’s chilling out, like your pretty mommy.” Sizzling eyes rolled to Victoria, who remained poised like a display window mannequin.


    “What did you do? You’re some kind of wizard too, aren’t you?” Fear trembled through Zuri’s voice, but he contained it and tried to remain calm. He stood behind his chair, gripping it tightly.


    The man’s smile deepened, and he huffed a breath over the nails of one hand, polishing them against his blazer. “Hm. Yes, yes, you could say that. I used a spell stone to halt time around your house. I am called Wortmel, and we are glad to have finally found you, milord.”


    “I’m nobody’s lord?” Zuri frowned. “Why did you call me that and who is ‘we’?”


    Wortmel chuckled.


    “So, so many questions.” He frequently repeated the first word of his sentences. One of his more tolerable attributes. “You don’t realize it yet, but you’re very unique, and you have much to learn. Have you been told just who you are?”


    Zuri thought for a moment. Another strange incident in his life, which grew weirder by the day.


    “I know that I don’t come from this world and that I have some kind of power.” His eyes flipped to Mrs. Jones. “How long will this time halt last?”


    “Oh, not long.” Wortmel grinned. He moved with the ease of an eel, stopping at Mr. Jones’ plate. He drew in a hefty breath and exhaled. “Ah. The air is always crisper when it’s distilled. Get it? Dis-stilled.”


    Zuri got it alright, but he didn’t find it humorous. He continued to frown at the ugly fellow.


    Wortmel chuckled and shrugged.


    “I never was much of a comedian.” He plucked a Brussels sprout from Mr. Jones’ plate, sniffed it, and tossed it over his shoulder. The round green vegetable stopped short and hung in the air. “Bleh. That, that doesn’t smell very tasty.”


    He honked a short laugh.


    Zuri’s eyes narrowed. “I want to know what’s going on.”


    Wortmel clasped his spindly hands before him. “And you shall, milord. Indeed, indeed, you shall.”


    The man reached into a blazer pocket and removed another spell stone. This one was round and flat like the stone used to hold the time-freeze spell, only dark red instead of clear. Again, Wortmel held the thing in his upturned palm. It surged and ebbed with crimson light, then a beam shot from it. A black speck formed in midair, expanding into a sizeable, round opening. A hole that hovered vertically above the floor. A person could easily walk right into it.


    Zuri’s mouth parted. He was fascinated. The longer he stared at the yawning black void, the more he saw something swirling inside, like streamers of red matter. His breathing quickened at the flood of sulfurous air churning from the black hole, the same odor he remembered so crisply from that dream. There were also sounds coming from the void. Low, idle hissing sounds. And one voice to overcome them all, rich and prominent, droning and chanting in a language Zuri couldn’t even begin to recognize. Might’ve been Russian or Taiwanese, for all he knew.


    The 13-year-old weaved vaguely where he stood, entranced by the voice, the chanting. It seemed to be calling him, beckoning. Zuri blinked and shook his head to clear it. He observed the swirling vortex while he addressed Wortmel, ready to put a hand to his nose and mouth against the stink of sulfur.


    “What is that?”


    Wortmel’s grin parted to show his yellowing teeth.


    “That, that is your salvation, your destiny.” His hand draped to gesture at the hole. “It is a portal…to your world.”


    “K-Kambia is through there?”


    The man chuckled. He tilted his head, blue eyes sharpening.


    “No, no, not exactly. But I can assure you that the world beyond this portal is where you belong. You wish to learn all about the power you possess, and you will, through there. Feels good, doesn’t it? Having, having such power? Just wait until you learn to harness and control it, to make it expand.” Wortmel’s face hardened, and his hand clenched into a fist. “No one will be able to stop you. No one.”


    The chanting voice burrowed into Zuri’s mind again, threatening to drown out all reason, and the boy was tempted to go to it. But he was strong. He thought of his parents, the Joneses, the people who had raised him with their love, and that chanting voice seemed to stand against all that. The voice wasn’t good, Zuri knew, and it contradicted everything he’d been taught. Yet he could not deny his attraction to it.


    He weaved and took a step towards Wortmel. Wortmel nodded and sighed, looking like a man who had succeeded in completing a tedious task. He held a hand out to Zuri.


    “That’s right. Come, come with me…”


    Mrs. Jones remained posed and preserved in time. Zuri didn’t look at her. He shuffled slowly for Wortmel across the room, drawn more so to that voice beyond the portal than Wortmel himself.


    He was halfway there.


    “Tauzuri!”


    The boy snapped from his trance, and both he and Wortmel shot eyes to the kitchen. Izaiah glared from the spacious doorway; he had entered the house from the back.


    “You!” Wortmel seethed. He immediately went on the defensive, speaking quickly to Zuri. “Come, come, boy! Now! You must go through the portal!”


    Zuri shook his head, backing away.


    Wortmel half screamed, half groaned. His blue eyes brimmed with rage, nostrils flaring.


    “He’s not going with you, Wort-bag,” Izaiah stepped forward, his long trench coat billowing around his legs. He lifted a hand with his fingers spread, palm up. A potent force stirred and swarmed around his hand. It had the same visual appearance as when a baking desert floor was seen from miles away, the air wavering just above the ground.


    “The Overlord will not rest until he has what is his!” spat Wortmel. “Be, be assured of that!”


    Izaiah smirked. “Tell your foul master that his end is coming.” He aimed his charged hand at Wortmel and sent out a sonic blast.


    The blow dislodged Wortmel, knocking his feet astray. He yelled angrily as the portal engulfed him, swallowing him into the void. The vortex immediately quivered, fluctuated, and shrank, clipping off Wortmel’s wailing voice.


    Absolute silence came again. Wortmel’s time-stop spell was still in effect. Mrs. Jones remained unmoving, forever pouring her lemonade refill.


    Zuri met Izaiah’s gaze, the mage’s eyes set sternly in his granite face.


    “Are you alright, young one?”


    The boy nodded. “I…I think so.”


    Izaiah strode around the table to him. “Good, because it’s time to go.”


    “What? Now?” Zuri’s eyes widened some.


    “Yes. You can no longer remain in this world. The Overlord knows you’re here and will do whatever it takes to lure you to him. I wonder how he found out so fast…” Izaiah pondered. “It must’ve been when you first accessed your powers, that day with the pen.”


    “I still don’t understand what this Overlord and I have in common. Why does he want me?”


    “You’ll find out once you’re settled in Kambia.”


    Zuri shook his head, looked at Mrs. Jones, and pushed forth a sad sigh. His eyes watered. “I’m not ready to go. My parents…”


    Izaiah’s hand gripped his shoulder. “They’ll be alright once this spell wears off. I’ll return to check on them soon, let them know where you are.”


    “Will I ever be able to come back?”


    “I don’t know,” the mage answered. Though if the Prophecy followed through as it was written millennia ago, there was a high chance Zuri would never see the Joneses again. “You might. Now we must go.”


    Izaiah removed an item not unlike the one Wortmel used to open his vortex. It was completely transparent and covered with gold glyphs and symbols, a visually beautiful object.


    He held it up. An instant later, a vortex spun into existence. The portal was much different from Wortmel’s. It eddied with white-gold light, emanating a gentle, warm breeze. Instead of sulfur, something fresh and floral blew from it, and Zuri thought he heard the faint sound of chimes. The interdimensional doorway’s light filled the dining room, pouring into the adjacent areas too. Zuri had to squint a bit just to look directly at it.


    “Let us go, Zuri,” Izaiah said, voice hindered and calm. He gestured to the portal. “It’s alright. This is the first step of your journey, and first steps are often scary. I promise you won’t be harmed.”


    The boy drew a couple of deep breaths. He longingly looked at Victoria, then started for the portal. Just before he reached the threshold, he thought of something. Zuri ran to the living room. He returned seconds later with his backpack slung over a shoulder.


    He regarded Izaiah closely. “Just make sure you return and check on my folks. Tell them that I love them and that I will be back.”


    The mage smiled and nodded at the boy. “I shall.”


    Zuri faced the portal, his eyes reduced to narrow fissures against the ultimate light pouring from it. “I can do this, I can do this, I can do this…” he chanted softly.


    After another deep breath, Zuri Jones walked into the unknown.


    *


    Claira lived only two blocks from Zuri, almost around the corner really. She had been rather surprised to find that her new friend and trigonometry tutor lived so close by. That night was their first official study-date.


    She spied her watch: 6:42. She hoped that showing up a few minutes early wouldn’t be a problem. To someone like Zuri—prompt, intelligent, orderly, sweet, and several other endearing things she could think of—Claira thought her timeliness would be attractive. Zuri was three years younger, and she wasn’t looking to date him or anything, but he was a really nice and resourceful person. She hoped that he would see her in the same way—just friends. If he were older, Claira wouldn’t hesitate to ask him out.


    The cheerleader chuckled to herself for those random thoughts.


    She rounded the corner onto Zuri’s street and started down the sidewalk. She slowed as she approached the Joneses, stopping completely a few houses away. Something wasn’t right.


    Aside from what appeared to be randomly placed mannequin figures (the woman and her dog, a man jogging down the opposite sidewalk, the people in the halted car), there was also strong luminance pouring from the windows of Zuri’s house. Neighbors who weren’t affected by the time-freeze spell stood in their doorways and on their lawns gawking and chattering.


    Claira watched just as riveted, the light exploding through her pale green eyes. She didn’t know it then, but she might not ever see Zuri Jones again.

  


  
    Part Two


    Homecoming

  


  
    Eight


    Warm tingles engulfed Zuri’s entire body, accompanied by a feeling like being snatched forward through a vast tunnel of ultimate light. It happened so quickly.


    He stepped from the golden portal and into the world of Kambia, allowing his head to turn gradually, taking it all in.


    “Wow…”


    A spacious arboretum partly surrounded him with an open sky above, the rising towers and buttresses of Adeola Palace seen over the trees. Zuri stood on a wide, round stone with many markings and symbols chiseled on it known as a rune gate. Various pathways branched from the gate, leading to different areas of the palace grounds. Guards adorned in fine, light-weight armor stood posted at attention around the arboretum’s perimeter.


    Zuri’s attention settled on two figures standing side by side just beyond the rune gate. One man had very light brown skin and raven hair past his broad shoulders; a stoic expression lingered on his face. He wore white attire—boots, pants, and all—and his trim jacket was lined and hemmed with gold etchings. The other man’s clothing was more earth-toned, his fine jacket falling below his knees. He had short silver hair, thick eyebrows, cleanly-shaven features, and wore a tailored, expectant smile. He reminded Zuri of a good-natured grandpa.


    “Welcome home.” A familiar voice came from behind Zuri.


    The boy turned to see Izaiah gazing down at him. He examined the area again, speaking softly, “It doesn’t feel like home; I’m definitely not in St. Louis anymore.”


    The portal shrank and eased from existence. Izaiah touched Zuri’s shoulder.


    “You’ll do just fine. Come on.”


    They went forward and stopped by the two observing strangers. Well, strangers to Zuri, at least. Izaiah knew them both. The mage smiled and nodded.


    “Itvin, Ezra. It’s been a long time.”


    “Indeed, it has, old friend,” said Itvin. His smiling eyes dropped to Zuri. “Welcome, young master. I am Itvin of Veergastaad. And this”—he gestured to the other man—“is Ezra of the Kragian Wizard Order. We will both serve to educate and train you about your power…and the Prophecy.”


    Ezra still didn’t speak, only giving a respectful nod.


    Zuri swallowed to wet his tongue and throat. He was nervous. It didn’t seem real. He considered giving himself a good pinch to see if he would wake up, snug and sound in his bed.


    The boy cleared his throat. “Uh…nice to meet you. I’m Tauzuri.”


    Itvin’s smile widened.


    “Yes, we know.” The old wizard’s wise blue eyes twinkled in the golden light of the midday sun. “This is a difficult transition for you I’m sure, but you can be assured that everything will be done to accommodate and educate you. I know you have many questions, and you’ll have answers to them shortly. For now, there is someone who wishes to see you. The Empress wanted you brought to her the moment you arrived. Please, this way.”


    Zuri’s eyes shifted to Izaiah, and the mage nodded. The boy fell in beside Itvin. All four of them started from the rune gate’s arboretum towards the main structure of the massive palace.


    *


    Kambia was not how Zuri pictured it to be. Then again, he hadn’t known exactly what to expect. They entered a covered stone corridor that bridged between the expansive gardens and the rest of the palace. Wide archways overlooked the grounds and a shallow, harmless stream bubbled by under them.


    Singing and drums rose steadily. Zuri sought the source and found it. A group of brightly dressed people occupied a place on the grass downstream. They formed a semicircle. While the drummers played, everyone swayed to the rhythm, singing in harmonically soothing tones that distinctly reminded Zuri of something he’d seen on National Geographic. A special on African tribes.


    The boy stopped and leaned to the railing on the bridge by one of the arched openings. He listened and watched, calmed and moved by the voices, the joy in their words, a language he didn’t understand. Still, it was so beautiful.


    Itvin, Izaiah, and Ezra didn’t interrupt, letting him watch. Certainly, the Empress would understand if they were a little less than prompt in meeting with her, if it meant enriching the boy culturally.


    When the voices and drums ebbed off a few minutes later, Zuri released a sigh. Itvin smiled and touched his shoulder. “Come along, young master.”


    Zuri nodded, and they started on again. He didn’t say anything for a bit, walking obediently along, taking in all he could. The beauty of the palace truly was beyond words, a vision found in a fantastical story. He spared a look at Itvin.


    “What is it?” Itvin asked.


    “Nothing. I was just wondering about the singers back there.” Zuri thought, shifting his backpack to the other shoulder. “They reminded me of people back home, on Earth. I was thinking that maybe this world isn’t so different.”


    Itvin’s wise eyes drifted to Zuri. “You’ll find many things to be similar between Kambia and Earth. Believe it or not, lots of elements on Earth were directly derived and influenced by elements of Kambia.”


    “After what I’ve seen and experienced in the past week, I’ll believe just about anything.”


    Izaiah chuckled. “You seem to be taking this all rather well, Tauzuri. Frankly, I had thought it might take more to get through to you, but you’re clearly not like other people. I’m proud of you for being so strong, and I know you’ll see your destiny through.”


    They took a set of wide stone steps against a low-sloped, grassy hillside into the palace main. Shortly after, they entered a hallway with a reaching ceiling, making their way through the corridors. The floors were creamy marble etched with gold patterns, gleaming and polished to mirror perfection. Guards lined the walls, facing outward and unspeaking. Two more stood sentinel outside a great round entrance, a pair of heavy half-moon doors swung inward and secured.


    One guard nodded at Itvin, allowing them passage.


    Gentle, harmonious voices seemed to murmur from the walls of the grandiose throne room. Several guards were posted around the room’s perimeter. A skylight of opaque glass allowed a little of the sun’s rays to drop inside, casting pools of warmth across the floor. A huge terrace gave an unobstructed view of Harambe in the valley, the rolling emerald hills that stretched in the distance, and the blue haze of the ocean beyond. Large sections of the marble floor were replaced by soft grass, flowers, and slim white barked trees.


    Amazement couldn’t even define Zuri’s expression. The boy’s mouth fell open, while his eyes scanned the throne room’s interior. He noticed the massive, curved slab secured in position over the terrace. He was sure that in times of emergency or even attack the slab moved into place to effectively seal off the room, becoming a haven for Her Majesty.


    The Empress.


    Zuri and the others observed the back of her intricate throne; it was faced to look out over the terrace, the city. Slowly, the circular section of marble upon which the throne sat began to spin. And she gradually came into view.


    The floor locked into place.


    Empress Zalira’s dark eyes rested on the men and the boy, and she smiled. As fitting of her status, she always wore elaborate garb. The dress she donned that day was the same hue as the rolling hills of Wangaipangea. It appeared to shift and switch colors as Zuri watched. Emerald to teal to aqua and back. A chameleon effect. Her silver headdress framed mahogany features to form a very lovely picture, her neck a graceful swoop.


    Zalira’s eyes glued to Zuri’s, and the boy held his breath.


    You are part of the Overlord.


    But…I don’t understand.


    You will. In time. Only you can save us, save all worlds.


    But…


    In time.


    Zuri gasped and blinked. That was weird. He’d heard a voice in his head. Her voice for sure. And he was able to speak back with his mind. Now he knew what a transistor radio felt like, picking up signals. Was that his power or hers?


    Zalira’s smile remained smoothly fixed. She lifted a hand to beckon Zuri. “Please, come forward.”


    He gulped. His shoes squeaked on the floor when he shuffled closer. Zuri couldn’t take his eyes from her. She looked like she was still in her teens, yet there was something about her which made her seem older, more refined and mature.


    Zuri cleared his throat and did his best to do one of those courtly bows he’d seen in medieval movies. “Empress.”


    Zalira chuckled. “Do not hurt yourself, young one.”


    He straightened, cleared his throat again, and her features became more serious.


    “You may be little more than a child, but I’ll not patronize you, Tauzuri. You are here in Kambia to face a very real danger, because only you can stop it.”


    “The Overlord.”


    “Yes.” She nodded once. “For over ten millennia, he has contaminated this world with his evil. He is now at the peak of his power and ready to make his ultimate move. He wishes to have free reign. You see, when he leaves the Netherworld, his powers weaken. You will learn all you need to, you and your companions. I am here to aid you however I can, as are Itvin, Izaiah, and Ezra.”


    Her expression softened at the curly-haired boy.


    “You have gone through much. I have quarters ready for you during your stay in the palace. Itvin will take you. Please, rest yourself and gain your bearings. Dinner will be served in a few hours.”


    Zuri only nodded. It wasn’t like he could do much else.


    “Come along, young master,” Itvin’s crisp voice resounded.


    Zuri went to him. Before they left, he turned to the Empress again, tilting his head. Then he and Itvin left the throne room.


    I believe in you.


    A last mind-message from Zalira to Zuri.

  


  
    Nine


    A portal stretched open from nothingness. Wortmel flew out and landed face down on the rune gate in the massive throne room of the Overlord’s castle. Monumentally tall windows overlooked a hellish landscape of dunes, mountains, and oozing lava rifts. A huge moon filled the horizon, and just enough light crept around it to vaguely ignite the reddish sky. The dark stone floor shimmered in places, patched with quartz, and the ceiling rose so high that shadows hid it. Deep chasms broke the expansive floor in huge sections, and rank, warm, sulfurous air belched up from the black depths.


    “And once again, you have failed me, Wortmel,” droned an articulate, rather pleasant voice. The Overlord stood over the fallen man, green eyes sparkling down. “You know how much I despise failure. Hm.” He pondered calmly, tapping a taloned finger to his chin. “What should I do to properly punish you and make you realize how much you’ve disappointed me?”


    “No, no please, lord. I was close. He had almost reached the portal when—”


    The Overlord snarled and waved an arm to dismiss him.


    “Yes, I saw. Through your eyes, remember? You fool. Izaiah stopped you.” His eyes narrowed, and he conjured an artful grin. “No matter. For thirteen cycles they have hidden him, but no longer. He is part of me. That means we will always share a bond. I’ll use it to lure him. Eventually, he will come.”


    Wortmel stood and dusted himself. In a shimmer of magic, his modern Earth clothes morphed into something more fitting of him—a dark robe over simple pants, boots, and a tunic belted at the waist. He clasped his hands hopefully. “A shame the boy cannot simply be snatched and brought here.”


    “As are the terms,” grumbled the Overlord. He turned and started across the wide, long strip of floor for his throne, and Wortmel shuffled behind. To either side of the bridge connecting both sides of the expansive chamber loomed lightless, howling void. A dozen hov’kor soldiers lined the throne, standing at attention for their evil master. The Overlord lowered to his majestic seat, eyes burning over Wortmel. “If you continue to fail, I’ll start to believe you’re not really on my side. You wouldn’t want that, would you?”


    Wortmel gulped. “No, no, lord. I wish only to please you and serve your will.”


    “Then do it. Bring me the boy.” One of the Overlord’s taloned hands clenched into a tight fist.


    He knew he’d have to handle things himself eventually. Alone, Wortmel would be no match against those protecting Tauzuri. Zalira, Itvin, and the others would do everything in their power to defend him and his companions.


    Green eyes glinted harshly after Wortmel as he retreated.

  


  
    Ten


    Itvin stood in the door while Zuri observed his quarters. The boy turned in a circle, taking it all in. There was a huge four-post bed, wardrobe, and fireplace. Various figurines lined the mantle, works of art and tribal masks hanging on the walls. A large space rug draped the floor under the sitting area before the hearth. Zuri stared out the windows and across the terrace a moment, taken aback by the stunning view of the palace grounds. He could see that part of the gardens where he arrived through the vortex and the green valley beyond the palace walls.


    Zuri turned to see Itvin smiling patiently at him, then sighed.


    “You don’t like the room?” Itvin asked.


    “No, it’s not that. It’s just…well…I wish mom and dad were here. I miss them. I mean, it’s not everyday someone finds out they’re a wizard or something from another world.”


    Itvin laughed. “I must say that if I were in your place, I probably wouldn’t be as composed. You’re adapting well.”


    “Mom and dad always say I’m strong in that way.”


    “They’re right.” The silver-haired wizard nodded. His smile deepened, and so did the friendly crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes and mouth.


    Zuri removed his backpack and set it on the bed. “I’m going to miss Claira too.”


    “Claira?” Itvin lifted a curious brow.


    “A girl from my school. Only known her for less than a week, but she’s really nice. She was supposed to meet me for a study session right before I came here.”


    “Sounds as if she’s special to you.”


    “We’re just friends. She’s cool, though.”


    Itvin smiled. “I’m sure you’ll see her again. Her and the Joneses.”


    The boy nodded. A round of silence passed between them. His vision locked onto something. “What is that? I noticed Izaiah wore one when he came to my house, saw it whenever his trench coat flapped open. That other man, Ezra, has one too.”


    Itvin followed his gaze to the metallic, slim, cylindrical object hanging on his belt at his right hip. It was just about a foot long. “This? It’s a scepter. Mages and wizards carry them. They channel and enforce one’s power.”


    The old wizard removed the scepter and demonstrated, activating it. Zuri watched as the object began to glow a soft, golden light. With the flick of his thumb, the object elongated to five times its length. Itvin stepped into an open area of the room and began to twirl it masterfully, executing moves that would surely hold off an attacker.


    Zuri grinned. “Sweet! It doubles as a fighting staff!”


    Itvin ceased his display. Smiling, he deactivated the scepter, and it returned to its normal length, the glow ebbing off. He reattached it to his belt. “It certainly comes in handy.”


    “Will I get one of those, since I’m a wizard, I mean?”


    Hearty laughter poured from Itvin. “In time. For now, young one, rest yourself and continue to absorb all that’s happened to you so far. Izaiah, Ezra, or I will return shortly to retrieve you for the evening feast.”


    Zuri nodded and Itvin left him.


    *


    Itvin returned to the throne room, where the Empress, Izaiah, and Ezra awaited him. All four of them stood on the great terrace, the sky becoming burnt orange on the western horizon with sunset’s approach. Zalira had her back to them, dark eyes fixed on the city in the valley. Her queenly skirts pooled on the stone floor, fully concealing her feet.


    The three wizards silently watched her.


    “I have touched his mind,” she said finally. “I did not feel a threat within him, yet…”


    “You sensed the darkness. His darkness,” Itvin entered.


    Zalira nodded and faced them. “We all know how past potentials, spawn of the Overlord, were dealt with, and we must be prepared to handle the boy in the same manner.”


    Izaiah’s mouth dropped incredulously. “So, you want to kill him?”


    “No,” she snapped, more sharply than intended. “That’s the last thing I want to do. I merely state a fact. Even though we hid him and made sure he was given kindness and compassion through Victoria and Thomas of Earth, he still has the potential for darkness.”


    “Do not we all have such potential?” countered Izaiah respectfully. They all watched him. “If I had not gotten to the Jones’ home when I did, I have no doubt that Zuri would’ve gone through that portal with Wortmel. But he is new to his power. He doesn’t yet understand who he is. He will come to learn everything in time about the Prophecy and his place in it. Even though the Overlord’s essence is part of him, I believe Zuri is primarily good. He has more admirable qualities than not. Having been the one to serve as his Watcher on Earth while the Joneses took care of him, I can say that with full certainty.”


    Itvin nodded. “I concur. I believe his heart is good.”


    “The Overlord will do all he can to lure the boy to him. What if Tauzuri should decide to go with him?” This from Ezra. A gentle breeze stirred, shifting his long, fine white coat against his booted calves.


    “We’ll just have to ensure he’s ready to face such decisions,” Izaiah said. The tall mage stood with hands clasped at the small of his back. “Besides, I know Zuri will do all he can to fight the Overlord and all he stands for. It’s the kind of person he is.”


    Zalira nodded. A mellow smile bloomed on her youthful features. “Then it’s agreed. Tauzuri and the others must be united at once. They will begin their education and training to face the path ahead.”


    Izaiah, Itvin, and Ezra acknowledged with nods too.


    *


    Shortly after Itvin left, Zuri set to testing out his powers again. He rummaged around in his backpack and found an eraser, the big pink kind. He sat cross-legged on a rug at the foot of the bed, placing the eraser before him.


    And he stared at it, willing it to move, budge, or something. It didn’t.


    Zuri smirked and concentrated harder, face scrunching up into what Mrs. Jones called his belly ache face. That didn’t help either. His frustration abruptly switched to anger. Anger at himself for not being able to just do it. Anger at the entire situation—why him and now? Anger at Brett for being such a sour guy. Brett. Zuri focused his displeasure on the bully, brown eyes fixed on the eraser.


    Then it came. The electrifying tingles. It started in his toes and fingers, quickly zapping through the rest of him, and he felt light and weightless.


    The eraser levitated from the rug and rose to Zuri’s eye level, where it hovered, spinning slowly in place. Zuri grinned. He observed the floating eraser for a minute or two, then lifted his hand, fingers open and apart. He flicked his wrist, and the erase shot across the room, bounced off the door, and dropped to the floor.


    Smiling, he went to retrieve it.


    He was getting it. At least when Izaiah and the others got around to training him, he’d have a head-start. Zuri began to understand that his emotions, particularly anger and frustration, played a part in how he controlled his power.


    He returned the eraser to his backpack and went out on the terrace. The sky was a mural of purple, orange, red, and dark blue ribbons, the last of the sun’s glare coming from the west. He stared at the two moons of Kambia for a long while, awed by how the larger one dwarfed the smaller. Both the lunar bodies loomed so close that he could clearly see craters and dents on their surfaces.


    Movement above the trees caught his attention.


    Zuri watched as three winged creatures soared gracefully over the palace wall, gliding by his terrace.


    “Wow…”


    They were men. Men with wings and feathers on parts of their bodies, from what Zuri saw. Two of them had dark gray coloring; the third, who soared slightly ahead of them, had rich cardinal-crimson feathers. Zuri noted that their feet were those of birds—three toes and a heel, long talons protruding from each multi-jointed digit. The boy’s hands fixed to the stone balustrade and his eyes followed them.


    The birdmen landed just outside the rune gate arboretum. Two guards escorted them to the palace’s main structure. Zuri watched until they disappeared into the covered walkway six stories below his window.


    He never stopped to think that races other than humans lived on Kambia. He remained on the terrace until he heard a knock at his door. He spun around and went back inside.


    “Who’s there?”


    “It’s Itvin. May I enter?”


    “Yes.”


    The door swung in, and the wizard occupied the entrance. “Ready for dinner?”


    Zuri’s stomach growled. Itvin chuckled.


    “Looks like I am,” the boy answered.


    “Then follow me, young master.”


    The angular man walked with a steady pace. Zuri moved up beside him, his shorter legs pumping a little faster to keep up.


    “Itvin?”


    “Yes?”


    “I saw some men fly in and land in the garden just before you came. What are they?”


    He smiled. “Ah. They are called Nevareyt, the winged ones.”


    “Do they live here in Wangai…Wangai…?”


    “Wangaipangea? No. The Nevareyt live on Arendruil Continent, on the other side of the Eastwest Ocean from Wangaipangea. They are a private people and rarely leave the sanctuary of the Dark Woods and Nydia, their great tree.”


    The Nevareyt were split into two castes—the brullak and the chaweha. Brullak, the warrior class, were the rulers, much larger and formidable. Chaweha were the servant class, smaller in build with more bird-like facial features. They weren’t allowed to fight, seen as inferior in battle. If a brullak male wanted to take a chaweha female for his mate, she would be inducted into the ruling class and treated with equal respect. A brullak female could not do such with a chaweha male.


    Itvin’s lips quirked thoughtfully. “But in recent times, even they aren’t safe from the darkness that threatens this world.”


    Wizard and boy reached an intersection in the wide corridors and went straight. Lamps and chandeliers lined the ceiling, their ample glow lighting the way.


    “So, they came here for Empress Zalira’s help?”


    “In a way, yes.” Itvin nodded. “In the end, though, it is you and your companions who must face the evil and save us all.”


    Zuri lifted a brow. “You say that like you’re giving a weather report.”


    “Hm?”


    “Like those smooth-voiced weather anchors who talk about the pleasant sunshine down in Florida or something, you know?” Itvin eyed him curiously. Zuri smirked. “No, I guess you don’t. Point is you sounded like you’re not worried that the fate of this world is in the hands of a kid.”


    Itvin released a low, smooth laugh. “I have been around for a long time and learned that panic and bad vibes or thoughts never help anyone.”


    “Maybe after fifty or sixty years I can be as calm and collected as you, Itvin.”


    The old wizard chuckled more at the boy. He was quite funny. “Yes, perhaps you will.”


    “Itvin?”


    “Hm?”


    “What other kinds of races are on Kambia?”


    “Well, let’s see. There are Neuwts and Gnomes. You’ll learn about them in time.”


    They reached a staircase that swirled down to the first floor. At the bottom of the stairs, they crossed through a huge room posted with guards and entered another grand corridor. The smells of food filled the air and teased Zuri’s nose. The sound of soothing drums and flutes and casual voices also arose.


    “Itvin, when do I meet these companions of mine? Are they also young?”


    “Actually, you’ll be meeting one of them tonight. He is a few years older than you. His name is Ra-siamun, son of King Seti-siamun. Each of your companions is around the same age.”


    “A prince? Cool.”


    Itvin gave a curt nod. “The king and his son have been staying as the Empress’ guests for the past few days, and just like you, Ra-siamun was recently told of his path.”


    “He has powers too?”


    “No. You will be the only wizard amongst the four of you.”


    “When do I meet the other two?”


    “Soon.” Itvin shook his head. He appeared humored at the boy’s fervent curiosity. “Enough questions. For now, time to feast.”


    At the end of the corridor, they followed the curve right and entered directly into the palace’s lavish dining hall.

  


  
    Eleven


    Sitting beside his father, Ra-siamun forked some steamed fish and vegetables on his plate, eating quietly. The long table had quite a selection of food to choose from. Palace workers tended to the meal, quickly refilling empty bowls, platters, and pitchers. Musicians occupied an open corner by the arched exits to the gardens.


    Empress Zalira sat at the head of the table, looking ever regal in her high-backed chair. Delicate black fingers picked berries from her plate, transporting them to her full lips. She nibbled slowly, smiling vaguely at her assembled guests.


    King Seti-siamun munched heartily. Izaiah and Ezra sat across the table from the king and his son. Even the three Nevareyt were present, sitting on backless benches to accommodate their currently folded wings. The birdmen were partial to herbivore diets, though known to eat meat when it suited them. Their plates heaped with various fruits, vegetables, and brisket.


    The Empress’ eyes fixed on the far end of the hall when Itvin and Zuri entered. An arm lifted, gesturing to empty seats on either side of her. The wizard and boy moved ahead, Itvin meeting the eyes of each Nevareyt man.


    Zuri’s attention fixed on the only other person in the room about his age. Ra-siamun. And the prince nodded a greeting, which Zuri returned. He took the seat to Ra-siamun’s right, and Itvin sat on Zalira’s right, across from Zuri.


    “Tauzuri,” said the Empress. Her kind, watchful eyes pointed to the young man beside Zuri. “Meet Prince Ra-siamun, one of your companions in the coming journey.”


    “Nice to meet you,” Zuri said.


    “Likewise.” Ra-siamun studied him. To Zuri, he came off just a tad uppity, yet not unpleasant.


    Zuri looked at Zalira again. “When do we start this journey?” He was anxious to be done with it and get home.


    “Soon, young one, soon.” The Empress’ smile hung gently. “For now, eat and replenish yourself.”


    Zuri took in all the food lined up and down the table. He’d never seen a display like it. If every meal at the palace was going to be like this, he would surely be on the chunky side when he got back to Earth. He smiled faintly, inhaling all the yummy scents, then began loading his plate. He hadn’t eaten but a few bites of dinner before Wortmel showed, and his hunger now reared up like a beast on the prowl.


    He ate some steamed fish, followed by a big bite of fruit tart. He’d never tasted anything so good. He didn’t notice Ra-siamun watching him curiously, while everyone else at the table chatted amongst themselves and music filled the background.


    “So, you’re from…another world?”


    Zuri’s face turned, and he locked eyes on Ra-siamun. His cheeks bulged with food. Smiling, he chewed and swallowed, nodding. “Yes, you could say that. It’s more like another dimension, an alternate one.”


    “I have heard a little about you from the Empress, Itvin, and the other wizards.” Ra-siamun’s eyes roamed absently around the dining hall. “A bit of a mind-job, wasn’t it?”


    “Excuse me?”


    “Being ripped from your everyday life and reasserted onto another path, one you didn’t ask for.”


    “You sound resentful,” Zuri said.


    “Maybe I am. I didn’t ask for this.” The prince sighed and set his fork down. His eyes fixed on Zuri’s. “You realize we could die, right?”


    “From what I understand, the lives of everyone on Kambia are at stake. I just want to get this little adventure started, kick this Overlord guy’s butt, and get back home.”


    Ra-siamun’s face brightened and he laughed. “I can tell you and I will get along just fine.”


    “Indeed,” Zuri said. “Ra-siamun, do you have any brothers or sisters?”


    “You can call me Ra.”


    “Okay.”


    “I have a younger brother, Biondi. He remained at home with mother.”


    “What’s your mother’s name?” Zuri asked.


    “Nessia. Queen of Ahnis.”


    “Ahnis? Is that your home?”


    “Yes,” said Ra. “A large city by the water.”


    “I see.” Zuri hesitated, appearing to ponder over something. “Ra, what do you know about the other two who are supposed to go on this journey? Will they be at dinner tonight as well?”


    “I know that one of them resides just on the other side of Harambe. And if all is going as planned, she too has just been updated on her new path.”


    “She?” Zuri lifted a brow.


    Ra grinned and nodded.

  


  
    Twelve


    Dinner at Ambassador Thandiwe’s home wasn’t as lively as usual. The cheer and good-natured banter that always illuminated the dining hall turned up elusive that night. This could mainly be attributed to the message received from Adeola Palace earlier that day. A summons the Ambassador had been dreading for years. He found out not long after Phenyo’s birth that she was special.


    Thandiwe had heard little of the Prophecy surrounding Arkannon Goldsley, only back then he didn’t know that the mystical, dark ruler was truly the Overlord of the Netherworld. Like most people in Kambia, Thandiwe believed Goldsley was an old wizard who appeared swift as the wind with his army and laid ruin, then vanished just as quickly. The stories of Goldsley reached back for generations, told and retold.


    And then when the Ambassador’s wife Imani gave birth to their daughter and the wizards came, Thandiwe learned that there was much more behind the ‘man’ Arkannon Goldsley. Like, for instance, he wasn’t a man, but a creature not even of that world. He also learned that Phenyo was destined to stand against his evil, that she was part of the Prophecy.


    Both Thandiwe and his wife didn’t want to believe any of it, but they were shown the truth by Itvin and Zalira. The Empress invited them to the palace’s grand library and showed them scriptures, writings, and illustrations only a handful of others had ever seen. And they swore an oath to tell no one of it, to take such knowledge with them to the grave. When Phenyo was only four, Imani did just that. She fell ill and died within a matter of weeks.


    So, the Ambassador raised Phenyo as best he could, which proved quite tedious at times, especially when she reached her teen years. The girl had a free spirit, and at the current age of sixteen, she was no less defiant than in her earlier years.


    His eyes lifted from his plate and veered to the left. Phenyo sat there picking at her meal. The ample lighting of the hall kissed along her chocolate skin. Her thick, long, dark hair was intricately braided, pulled up and away from her face, cascading down her back.


    “Phenyo, my dear,” Thandiwe began. Her hazel eyes snapped to him. “I know the news you received is sudden, but you should not worry over it. Eat your dinner.”


    The young woman set her fork down, shaking her head.


    “Sudden?” A short snort escaped her. A couple of hours ago, after Zalira’s messengers departed, Thandiwe found Phenyo in the stables and made short work of explaining the situation. “I’ve just found out that I’m leaving my home, being sent away for reasons I don’t even understand.”


    Two others sat at the spacious table. Chaonaine and Abimbala.


    Chaonaine served as the House Matron. She maintained order and made sure everyone did their parts in the household, not to mention serving as a woman figure for Phenyo to learn from and look up to. She started working for the Ambassador when Phenyo was ten.


    Abimbala lived and worked in the manor for years, long before Phenyo had been born. The seasoned, older woman served as a mystic of sorts. She advised the Ambassador on all his dealings. Since she’d been born with no legs, absolutely nothing from the tops of her thighs on down, Abimbala was the only one at the table with a rolling chair. Both she and Chaonaine halted their own dinners to watch and listen.


    Thandiwe sighed. He didn’t want to get into it then, but Chaonaine, Abimbala, and the entire house knew by now that Phenyo had to leave. Abimbala had actually known for some time.


    “Please, Phenyo. Try to understand that I don’t want you to go. It’s simply something that must be.”


    “Why? Explain to me why I have to leave then, father!” The girl’s voice burst sharply through the dining hall.


    “I…you’ll learn all you need to know very soon.” The Ambassador was torn with sadness. He thought he’d be adequately prepared for the moment when it came; he wasn’t. But the Prophecy had to be seen through, and she was part of it. This was why he made sure she began training with a blade and bow at an early age. He couldn’t look at her when he spoke next, eyes dropping to his plate. “Finish packing after dinner. A carriage from the Palace is coming for you in the morning.”


    “It’s like you don’t even care!”


    “Sweetheart, that’s not true.”


    Phenyo’s watery eyes glared at her father. She shook faintly with frustration and anger. Her chair scraped the stone floor when she jerked it back, whipping to her feet. Her fine skirts rustled as she all but ran from the hall.


    Silence filled the chamber then, with the occasional snap of embers from the great hearth at the far end of the room. The Ambassador met Chaonaine’s eyes first, then Abimbala’s. The latter knowingly watched him back.


    *


    She fully ran once she was out of the dining hall, tears stinging her eyes. And she didn’t stop until she reached the stables out back of the manor. Once there, Phenyo raced in and collapsed on a bale of hay outside one of the stalls. She completely unleashed, burying her face in her arms while she cried.


    Some of the lanterns still burned, lending a calming amber glow through the stable. Animal smells permeated the air. Those sensations usually calmed and assured Phenyo, which was why she went there.


    The girl sniffled. Several minutes passed before her tears ceased. She remained idle until something shifted and huffed in the stall behind her. Phenyo sat up, turned, and peered inside.


    She went to the wooden barrier.


    “Jaja,” she said.


    The cheelu’s lips rippled a pleased sound. Its big brown eyes fixed on her. Cheelu, native to Wangaipangea, could adequately be described as a cross between horses and camels. Humpless and swift with long necks, cheelu had short tails and powerful legs. They ranged in color as horses did and were also used for transportation.


    Phenyo loved Jaja. The animal was her friend, a constant part of her life. That would certainly end since she was leaving in the morning. Maybe she wouldn’t be away long on this special journey.


    She stroked the cheelu’s muzzle, lifting her wet hazel eyes to the creature’s.


    “What am I going to do, Jaja? I don’t want to leave my home. I want to stay here, where I’m happy and safe.” Phenyo smiled and kissed Jaja’s muzzle. “With you.”


    The animal listened and watched her, enjoying the attention.


    Phenyo’s mind wandered.


    “Father tells me I must go for the sake of our world, for every living creature on Kambia, but if that were true, if so much is at stake, then why not send real warriors?”


    “You are a real warrior, and you were chosen for this task.”


    Phenyo stopped rubbing Jaja’s long, fuzzy face and turned to the one who’d spoken.


    Mutabaruka. He stood tall and slimly muscled in the hazy glow of lanterns, his skin dark as a starless night. Kinky stark-blond locks were tied away from his face, falling past his broad shoulders to mid-back. His startling blue eyes gleamed like gems at her from the smooth shadow of his face. He was dressed as finely as anyone else employed by the noble house, with leather enforced pants hugging his strong legs, boots, a long-sleeved tunic, and sash around his waist. His sword and a series of smaller blades hung from the belt.


    Phenyo’s eyes narrowed. “Then you know something about it?”


    “Not much, milady. Only that you won’t be alone. Others will accompany you for whatever you may face.” His arms crossed his chest.


    “How do you know this?”


    He smiled very faintly, flashing perfectly straight white teeth. The guard was very handsome. Paired with his kind and stately ways, Mutabaruka’s physical beauty was only further amplified. Phenyo had known him since she was twelve, and over the years she’d grown a deep fondness that she believed he could sense.


    “I have my sources,” he said. “If you listened more around the manor, you might’ve seen this coming.”


    She surged forward, standing right before him, face hardening in anger. “You knew I’d be sent off? Why not tell me, Muta?”


    “It was not my place,” he voiced calmly. “I am your personal guard. My job is to keep you safe.”


    Phenyo licked her lips and tried to relieve the sudden dryness in her throat. “Will you be going with me tomorrow?”


    He shook his head.


    The girl sighed. What would she do alone, alienated and in unfamiliar surroundings?


    He touched one of her shoulders and smiled down.


    “Don’t worry. Whatever is to come, you’ll be alright. I may not be able to go with you when you depart in the morning, but that doesn’t mean I won’t be watching.” He winked, and Phenyo lifted a partial smile. “You’re strong, milady. You have learned well from me and other instructors how to take care of yourself. That training has prepared you for this day. Remain strong.”


    She didn’t know how he did it, always making things better. He’d been soothing her since she was a girl, never loud or forceful, but always gently insistent and encouraging. Phenyo nodded.


    “Good then. Why don’t you go make sure you’re properly ready for tomorrow, and I’ll fetch you something from the kitchen, bring it to your room, hm?”


    Again, she nodded, then threw her arms around his neck, hugging him tight. “Thanks, Muta.”


    The man answered by returning the hug, giving a soft pat to her back. He released her and watched her leave the stable.


    *


    As promised, Mutabaruka returned to the main house and prepared a light tray of food for Phenyo. He chose items he knew she was fond of. Warm flat-bread and fruit was her favorite.


    The large kitchen was empty except for him, the staff having already washed the dishes and pots, covering the remains of dinner. They were a very resourceful, tidy bunch. Such staff was needed to run a household like this one.


    Muta worked at the long, wide island in the kitchen’s center, chopping and arranging fruit on a platter. Kitchen labor wasn’t his forte, but he didn’t mind doing this for Phenyo. A low creak stirred the otherwise silent air, and Muta’s sharp eyes narrowed, going to their corners. He detected someone behind him.


    “Did you manage to soothe her,” came a deep voice.


    Muta turned to set his vision on tall, beefy, solid, bald Rashaad. Rashaad had been hired on to the manor’s security detail little over a year ago. Muta didn’t have any personal qualms with him, and Rashaad did an acceptable job of helping to keep things safe, yet he found the man strange.


    “Hm?” Muta’s blue eyes fixed on him.


    “The girl. I saw you both in the stable just now. You looked…close.” Crunch. Rashaad took a bite of the crisp, oblong fruit in his hand. A liru, much like the green apple of Earth.


    Mutabaruka smirked and went back to finishing up the platter. “She’s very upset. I merely comforted her.”


    “I’ll say.” Rashaad grinned around his liru.


    “What are you implying? She’s just a girl.”


    “A young woman is more like it, soon to be seventeen.”


    Muta shook his head at the man who stood half a foot taller than him, wishing he would cease his babble. “I’m nearly seven years her senior. Besides, I don’t feel that kind of love for her,” he lied.


    “If you say so.”


    Rashaad shrugged and chuckled. He left the kitchen. Muta glared vaguely after him. He cleaned up his small mess and took the tray to Phenyo.

  


  
    Thirteen


    The feast at the palace carried a merrier tune than dinner at Ambassador Thandiwe’s house. Still, the friendly smiles and laughter at the long table was a façade that covered the deeper issue. Everyone gathered in Zalira’s dining hall had something in common—each of them was directly affected by the Overlord’s darkness. Whether involved personally in the Prophecy or not, they all had a part to play.


    But no talk of that passed between them at the table, only small chatter and eating. There was a time and place for everything.


    After dinner, Empress Zalira bid everyone goodnight and retired to her wing of the palace. All the dinner guests dispersed from the chamber, leaving servants to clear up the table.


    At King Seti’s recommendation, Ra-siamun and Zuri headed off on their own. That would give them a feel for each other. Dismissing his personal guards who had accompanied him and Ra from Ahnis, the king walked off with Itvin, Izaiah, Ezra, and the three Nevareyt men.


    The two boys took to the corridors of Adeola, finding their way into the vast menagerie at the rear. Smooth, round glowing stones secured to posts lined the pathways, creating pools of ample light across the palace grounds.


    “So, what is your world like?” Ra asked. The path took them between two high hedges.


    “Well, it’s definitely different than here.”


    “I’ll bet you have wonders galore back on this Earth.”


    Tauzuri shrugged and smiled. “I guess it depends on how you look at it. From where I stand, this place, Kambia, has the wonders. I mean, there are only humans on earth. This world has humans and several other kinds of people.”


    Ra-siamun nodded and grinned. “Maybe I’ll get to see your world someday.”


    “Maybe. But Earth isn’t really my world. I was taken there as a baby, raised. I was born on Kambia.”


    “All the same, you see Earth as your home, don’t you? The place you eventually want to get back to?”


    Zuri nodded.


    “Then I’d say it’s your world.”


    “You have a point. Hm, I guess it’s kind of like Superman’s situation.”


    “Superman?”


    “He’s…a comic book hero. In the story, he crashed on Earth as a baby and was raised by kind people. As he grew older, he found out who he really was and reclaimed some of his past.”


    “I see,” said Ra. “And what made this Superman super?”


    “He had great strength and powers that others didn’t.”


    “I would’ve liked to have met him.”


    Zuri chuckled. “You can’t. He’s not real. He’s just a comic book character.”


    Ra merely watched him, waiting for further explanations.


    “Comic books are a form of fantasy on Earth, like movies and stuff. They’re…figments of imagination. Stories.”


    “Ah.” Ra nodded and smiled. “I would like to experience these things.”


    “You just might.”


    They headed along the well-kept grounds, traversing paved paths through the shadows. They came upon a structure of rising stone pillars filled in between with shrubs and foliage. The arboretum of the rune gate. Zuri recognized it.


    Voices ebbed from inside.


    Zuri and Ra exchanged a look. The older boy lifted a finger to his lips, then moved closer to the perimeter of bushes, waving Zuri to follow. They quietly huddled and peeked through to the circular, stone-paved area beyond.


    The voices belonged to Itvin, Izaiah, Ezra, Seti-Siamun, and the three Nevareyt. The men stood well away from the glyphed slab of the rune gate in the center of the arboretum. Torches hung to the pillars, providing ample illumination.


    “You have traveled far, my friends, and for good reason,” Itvin said to the Nevareyt. “What you have told is no small matter.”


    “No, it’s not,” spoke the winged man with cardinal coloring. His wings lay folded against his back. Uisdean was his name. He stood six and a half feet tall, muscular, and bare-chested. Dark hair layered with raven feathers fell past his broad shoulders. “The cult groups are becoming increasingly dangerous, their activity unpredictable. They have begun to invade our forest, holding their bonfire chanting sessions in the night. It is only the outer perimeter now, but they’re steadily making their way further inside. I believe they intend to attack Nydia.”


    Nydia. The sacred tree where the Nevareyt lived. Its great trunk spanned quarter of a mile across, its branches so tightly woven and lush that sunlight couldn’t even pierce through in most places. The tree itself towered above the forest, and mighty branches didn’t begin sprouting from the trunk until a hundred feet up. Nydia was strong and ancient. Her roots ran deep within the earth of Kambia.


    “Your people are strong enough to fight mere mortals, if need be,” entered Izaiah.


    Uisdean nodded. “Aye. Mere being the key word. The humans who chant of the Overlord’s foul will in our forest are not mere. They are…powerful.”


    “Powerful?” Itvin lifted a brow.


    Seti and the others listened intently.


    “Yes,” Uisdean said. “Powerful. Some of the attackers wear some kind of medallion that gives them magical abilities. They can shoot fire or lightning from their hands. The Nevareyt are not a magical people, Itvin. We cannot hold off the coming darkness for long.”


    “The Servants of Fate,” Ezra spoke in a low, smooth tone.


    “What?” Uisdean observed him.


    “That is what they call themselves, the cult groups loyal to the Overlord and his dark way. They have been around for centuries, quieted mostly, but always practicing their foul beliefs.” Ezra’s piercing gaze dropped thoughtfully before returning to Uisdean and his fellow Nevareyt. “Each of the continents, it seems, are seeing more of the Servants’ activity. May I ask you—have any towns or villages been destroyed or abandoned in your region?”


    Uisdean nodded. “A scouting group flew north from Nydia two months ago. They reported that the town of Synthius was abandoned. And not just abandoned. The very ground on which the town was built had dried up and turned black, cracks marring the earth, thin rivulets of lava filling the cracks. The buildings looked burnt out, transformed to the same blackened state as the ground. For half a mile all around Synthius the land is like this, the trees and grass dead. Utterly desolate, destroyed.”


    “Diseased,” Itvin said.


    “Yes, diseased.” Uisdean nodded. “And the foul tang of sulfur seeps from the ground.”


    The three wizards observed one another in silence, unmindful of the others who watched them. It was obvious they shared knowledge on what phenomenon overtook Synthius.


    Izaiah sighed. “Our world seems to become smaller with each passing day, while that Foul One asserts his forces, changing the terrain to that of his domain one square mile at a time.”


    “Indeed,” spoke Itvin. The old wizard’s thick brows drew faintly in the dimly cast light, then his eyes narrowed. He detected something beyond the hedge nearby. It sounded like someone sneezed, and he had an idea just who that someone might be.


    Itvin smiled very faintly and turned back to his companions. They would talk more on the Servants of Fate.


    *


    Ra and Zuri didn’t stop running until they were completely clear of the area where Itvin and the others carried out their meeting. They got curious glances from guards on roving duty and others on the premises, seen only as two playing boys. When they finally did stop, it was in one of many high archways leading back into the palace main. Zuri leaned to the smooth stone wall breathing deeply.


    Ra-siamun shook his head, smiling. “You almost got us caught.”


    “Caught doing what? We didn’t do anything. Besides, it’s not like you can control when you have to sneeze.”


    “No, I don’t suppose you can.”


    Zuri went serious. “So, what were they talking about? Servants of Fate…”


    “I’m not sure,” Ra answered. “I have heard a lot from listening to my father’s conversations in the past, but I’ve not once heard of these Servants, until now. At least we know they are loyal to the Overlord.”


    “And powerful, from what the winged man said.”


    “Yes, and powerful.”


    Zuri and Ra went quiet again, examining each other in the draping shadows.


    “Ra, what exactly do you think our part is in all of this?”


    The young prince shook his head. “I don’t know. All I know is that you and I and the other two we’ve yet to meet are part of the Prophecy, the time when goodness will face down the Overlord’s evil.”


    “But we’re just kids. Wouldn’t it make sense for people with more experience to go after this guy? I mean, sure, I have this power inside me that I didn’t know about until recently, but I highly doubt I’ll be able to do anything significant against this Overlord.”


    Ra-siamun faced him fully. He towered over Tauzuri by about a foot. “Do not doubt yourself or your abilities, my friend. We may not be the wisest or the strongest, but it is us who must carry out this task, so the Prophecy says. We will not fail; we cannot. It would mean utter darkness for Kambia.”


    Zuri’s shoulders sank with a sigh. “Prophecies change.”


    “Yes, I suppose they can.”


    The two moved from that spot, heading back into the palace.

  


  
    Fourteen


    The next morning, a small crowd gathered outside Ambassador Thandiwe’s manor to see young Miss Phenyo off. Phenyo stood at one of the windows in her large room on the second floor. From that point she could see over the front yard, which faced east to the valley where, not so far off, Harambe thrived. She saw her father amongst the servants, waiting. Abimbala sat proud and straight-backed in her rolling chair near the Ambassador. The legless woman’s face spoke of a serious nature. She wore a fine, sleeveless dress that showed her slim, firm arms, the muscles built up from years of moving herself around in that chair.


    Phenyo sighed. Wouldn’t be long now before the carriage arrived to take her to Adeola Palace on the other side of Harambe, built on a great hill and surrounded by woods. Phenyo wondered many times what it would be like to live there. She’d gone to the palace several times, accompanying her father for business. During none of those visits had she met Empress Zalira. She’d never even seen her.


    Well, now it seemed Phenyo was about to satisfy that curiosity. She only wished it was under different circumstances. She wished she knew more about the situation. Her father wasn’t telling her everything. What was he hiding?


    Again, the young woman sighed. She adjusted the jacket that fit close to her slim torso. She also wore leg-hugging riding pants and boots. A knock came at the door. Phenyo turned, lit by the vibrant rays of sunlight pouring through her windows.


    Chaonaine entered. The dress she wore sparkled silver, clinging to her, covering her from the top of her long neck down to her feet. Some of the soft material pooled behind her. The house matron stood in the great doorway and watched Phenyo a moment, then she moved into the room.


    “Are you ready to go?” Chaonaine asked.


    “I suppose so.”


    Chaonaine could only imagine what must be going through Phenyo’s mind. “Your father sent me to fetch you. The carriage makes its way up the road for the manor now.”


    “I see.” Phenyo faced the windows a moment, then spun back to Chaonaine. “Did you know about this, that I would be sent away so suddenly?”


    The house matron shook her head, her long hair pulled back in a tight, coiled bun. “Like you, I knew nothing of these developments until yesterday. I was just as surprised.”


    Phenyo examined her, trying to decipher if she lied or not. She’d known Chaonaine for over seven years, and while they hadn’t seen eye to eye on everything, the house matron had never done anything disrespectful or wrong to Phenyo. She found Chaonaine bossy most times and rather strict in her policies concerning the house, but she had great respect for her.


    Phenyo decided the woman spoke true. She took a breath and nodded.


    “I am ready.”


    Giving a longing, sad look around her room, she slowly walked out. Chaonaine followed, shutting the tall wooden door after her.


    *


    The anticipatory chatter out front of the manor hushed when Phenyo stepped through the double doors onto the brick patio. She stood there silently, drawing her eyes over all those gathered. Chaonaine came out after her. They both headed across the patio and down the few steps to Thandiwe in the yard.


    The ambassador watched his daughter approach. His heart clenched tighter at the sight of her, knowing that he must let it happen, that he must let her go. For, he knew not long after she was born that her path would lead to this day, this moment. The tall, regally dressed man looked down sadly at his daughter. He attempted to smile, but it didn’t come out right. The small crowd of house servants watched on quietly. Mutabaruka and Rashaad were amongst them, standing aside.


    “Phenyo, my dear daughter,” Thandiwe began, his voice soft and on the verge of cracking, heavy with emotion. “I’m sorry that I could not warn you sooner of this. Believe me when I tell you that I wanted to. I just simply could not.”


    His hands lifted to her shoulders, and Phenyo stiffened, then she relaxed a little.


    “I cannot say that I understand what’s going on, father, but I trust in you and your judgment. I will do what must be done, whatever it is, and I will return home with haste. I love you.”


    Thandiwe pulled her to his chest and hugged tightly.


    Phenyo returned the embrace just as intensely. She’d been angry last night. That didn’t mean she hated her father. He was all she had, and she loved him more than anything. It was just her disappointment and disbelief at the sudden orders he gave her.


    The beat of hooves rose as the palace carriage got closer. It had entered the main portion of the graveled drive, the last stretch. Four black cheelu pulled it.


    “I love you more than you know, my dear,” Thandiwe said, slowly releasing her. He kissed her forehead.


    Phenyo wiped her wet eyes and nodded. She stepped away from her father and went to the next person down. Abimbala. The mystical woman merely nodded at Phenyo, offering a very small smile. After her was Mutabaruka. Phenyo halted before the dashing guard and gazed up at him. The morning breeze carried his fresh scent. Gods, how she would miss him too. For years he’d kept her safe.


    “Muta…” Phenyo stepped in and wrapped her slim arms around his waist.


    The man sighed faintly, returning the hug. When they pulled back, his eyes gleamed down at her. “Remember, I won’t be far off. I’ll be watching,” he spoke softly.


    Phenyo nodded, sniffled, and wiped her running eyes again. “I’ll hold you to that.”


    The sight of his smile drew a small one from the young woman. From behind her came the low warbling sounds of cheelu.


    Phenyo drew a breath and turned to see that the palace carriage had arrived. The driver secured the reins and climbed down from his seat to open the door and lower the folding steps. He waited beside the open door obediently, standing by to help Phenyo when she was ready to board. Manor servants quickly saw to loading Phenyo’s things into the rear of the carriage.


    Taking a deep breath, Phenyo gathered her nerves and started for the carriage. She stopped and turned when she reached the steps. Her eyes skimmed everyone gathered to see her off. Muta nodded once, encouraging her to go on. So, she did.


    Phenyo took the driver’s offered hand, and he helped her inside. He shut the door afterwards, turned to Thandiwe, and bowed. The ambassador issued a respectful nod. The driver climbed back into his seat, took up the reins, and started the cheelu pulling the carriage around the circular path.


    Phenyo’s eyes met her father’s. Thandiwe’s heart trembled to watch her go, his little girl. Though, she wasn’t so little anymore. She had grown into a fine young woman, and now she moved forward in her journey.


    The yard was silent.


    Thandiwe sighed, now looking at the back of the carriage as it moved off down the drive. He heard footsteps just behind him, then someone spoke very close to his ear.


    “Don’t worry, sir. She will return to you.”


    Thandiwe nodded slightly at Rashaad’s words.


    “Besides that, you are not the only one here who cares for her. The entire house is quite fond of Phenyo, though…” Rashaad paused and smiled very slimly, “a certain person loves her in other ways.”


    The ambassador’s eyes narrowed and swayed from the departing carriage, which was almost over the rim of the low hill and out of sight. His head turned slowly to Rashaad, whose gaze flicked to Mutabaruka. Thandiwe’s brow furrowed, and he examined Muta as well, who stood tall and proud with his crisp blue eyes fixed on the diminishing carriage.


    The ambassador caught on to Rashaad’s meaning rather swiftly.


    Rashaad smiled and walked away, leaving his boss with something to think about.

  


  
    Fifteen


    Phenyo stared sadly out at the scenery of Harambe. The beautiful capital city. She had never left Wangaipangea. However, she traveled several times with her father on business across the wide channel of water separating Amandla and Miaisha, the two land masses making up Wangaipangea. While Miaisha was bigger, Amandla was lusher, composed mainly of spreading valleys and forests. A large desert covered much of northern Miaisha; plains and forest covered the rest of the land. Both parts of Wangaipangea held their own beauty and mystique. Seti-siamun ruled over Ahnis, his kingdom in the desert built along the shore of the Eastwest Ocean.


    Phenyo would miss it. She knew she’d have to travel far and wide before she could return. She sighed and sat back on the seat, letting her mind drift. She wasn’t too surprised to find that it lingered on Mutabaruka, her trusty guard. He told her he wouldn’t be far away during her travels, wherever they might take her, and she believed him. The dashing, strikingly handsome man always kept to his word. Whenever he promised something, he came through on it.


    A small smile touched Phenyo’s lips. At least she wouldn’t be completely separated from her home, not with Muta watching from a distance.


    When the carriage veered to the right and the road gained a slight incline, Phenyo knew Adeola Palace wasn’t far off. She scooted to the other window and saw the great structure up on its hill, a compilation of buttresses, towers, and domes.


    *


    The carriage passed through a highly secure outer perimeter where soldiers kept their barracks, then through the main front gates. Phenyo took in the enchanting beauty of the towers that reached far above, seeming to brush the belly of the sky. The driver guided the cheelu along the wide, paved street, their hooves clacking against the stone. The carriage drew around the massive tree at the front of Adeola Palace, planted in a spacious circle of thick green grass. On the other side of the tree, standing on the wide walkway up to the doors, was a man with silver hair and a kind face. He was accompanied by a group of servants. Judging by the man’s attire and the scepter hanging from his hip, Phenyo figured him to be a mystic or wizard.


    The carriage stopped at the walkway. The driver immediately climbed down and opened the door for Phenyo, lowering the folding steps. He held out a hand to assist her from the carriage into the fresh morning air. She stepped forward, and the driver did a half-bow, replaced the steps, shut the door, and moved away. The wizardly looking man’s smile widened just a little, and he went forward. The servants saw to Phenyo’s things.


    His fine jacket brushed along his thighs and settled when he halted before her. “Greetings, Phenyo. I am Itvin, wizard of the Veergastaad Order. How are you this morning?”


    She lifted a brow, not completely surprised he knew her name.


    “Hm, considering I found out just last night that I was to be uprooted from my home to travel gods know where, I suppose I’m doing okay.” She sighed after she finished. “I extend my apologies, sir. I didn’t mean to be brash. I just…”


    Itvin continued to smile, nodding.


    “I understand. You owe me no explanations.” He considered something and chuckled. “At least I can see now that you’ll fare well in the face of adversity.”


    “Adversity?”


    “Indeed.” Itvin nodded once, and his wise blue eyes fixed on hers. His smile returned faintly. “Come.”


    The wizard spun, starting a sure, easy stride for the huge entryway. Phenyo followed. Itvin entered the shadows of the great palace foyer, and she upped her pace to walk at his side.


    “Am I going to see the Empress?” she asked, her hazel eyes tipping to Itvin.


    He chuckled. “Not just yet. She is indisposed at this time but will see you shortly. I’m taking you to the gardens at the rear. You’ll be comfortable there until it’s time to see Empress Zalira.”


    “Oh.”


    They passed many wide, immaculate corridors, guards standing post at doorways, and servants busying themselves.


    “How long will this task take?” she asked.


    “I don’t know.”


    “What is the task? It’s some kind of journey, right?”


    “You’ll find out soon enough, young miss.”


    Phenyo stopped in the middle of the breezy corridor. Her hands flew to her hips, and she frowned deeply at Itvin’s back. He too halted.


    “Is there anything you can tell me about why I’m here?” she snapped.


    Itvin sighed and faced her, his hands clasping at the small of his back. “Phenyo, please. I’ve explained that all will be revealed to you in due time. Now, come along.”


    He turned and started forward again. Phenyo’s eyes narrowed, and she followed, falling back in beside him. She decided it would be best not to talk for a bit, seeing as her frustration level had risen, and frustration could easily turn into anger.


    A few minutes later, they moved through a series of arched doorways and down a path of large flat stones into the sunny, robust garden. Despite her heightened displeasure at how things had gone down, Phenyo held her breath at such beauty. It was as if all the exotic and fragrant plants of the world had been mustered into one place.


    Itvin observed her while she took it all in. Archaic patience filled his eyes.


    Phenyo took several breaths, allowing calmness to take over.


    “You’ve seen this garden before, yes?”


    She nodded. “On a couple of occasions, as a little girl. I accompanied my father here to the palace for his business dealings. It’s just as beautiful as I remember.”


    Itvin touched a hand to her shoulder. “Remain here for a bit, young miss. Empress Zalira knows of your arrival. I will go and check if she is ready to see you now.”


    Phenyo met Itvin’s eyes, nodding.


    He left her in the palace gardens.


    She watched the old wizard move smoothly from sight and sighed. As much as she wanted to enjoy the beauty surrounding her, Phenyo could not. She thought of her father, of being separated from him and her home for what looked to be a long time. It would be difficult, but she’d get through it. Itvin was right; she was tough.


    Phenyo walked until she came to a place covered by the shade of a looming tree with a circular bench built around the base of its trunk. A group of flareks—tall birds with vibrant red feathers and curled beaks—stood in a shallow pond near the tree. It was the perfect place to sit, so that’s what Phenyo did. She watched the flareks a moment, then clamped her hands to her face, covering her eyes.


    The tears came swiftly, riding in on the tidal wave of her frazzled emotions. She already missed home. The young woman knew she appeared out of place bawling in the timelessly lovely garden, but she didn’t care. She sniffled.


    Then she heard something that sounded like a very tiny voice. Right against her ear. Phenyo’s hands dropped from her face.


    “What? Is someone there?”


    Nothing out of the ordinary happened. The sun beamed down from above and doused the land with warm light. The flareks continued to lounge and stand around the pond. A gentle breeze twirled the grass into lazy patterns.


    Slightly confused and very intrigued, Phenyo examined left and right, even behind her, but saw nothing. Heard nothing.


    Then it came again in her other ear. The tiny voice. The words were indiscernible, as if spoken in a language unfamiliar to her.


    “Huh! Who is that?”


    Phenyo hopped from the bench. She spun around frantically to search for who- or whatever had spoken against her ear. She turned a complete circle once, twice, then gasped and stopped. Floating before her eyes was a glowing pink orb. A tiny person with rapidly fluttering, transparent wings hovered in the light. The being was no more than four or five inches in height.


    Phenyo had never seen anything like it. She blinked at the little hovering woman, taking a precautionary step closer. The woman advanced too, until she was near enough that Phenyo could see the big smile on her tiny face very clearly. Her luminous eyes were twice as large as normal. The winged lady giggled and swooped closer, her pink light reflecting in Phenyo’s hazel eyes.


    “How lovely…” Phenyo breathed. “What…are you?”


    “Libit,” said the woman, her teeny voice coming through crisply.


    “You’re a libit?”


    When Phenyo was a little girl, her father used to tell her stories about a small race of people that supposedly lived a long time ago. Libits. According to the stories, libits were very private and stayed in their own space, a place separate from the realm of Kambia. It was believed that they died off years ago, since no one had heard from or seen them. That was obviously not true.


    “Libit,” chirped the woman again, then started to rattle on in a language unknown to Phenyo. Her tiny wings pumped and fluttered, sending her spiraling through the air, up and down, all around, chattering all the while. Phenyo’s head jerked to follow the libit’s movements. She seemed to be trying to tell Phenyo something, explain something maybe.


    The small woman suddenly stopped before Phenyo’s face again, hovering. She blinked a few times, smiling faintly at Phenyo. Then she disappeared in a little surge of light pink luminance, gone as suddenly as she’d come.


    Phenyo blinked, her eyes going left and right. She turned to see if the libit had appeared elsewhere, but she hadn’t.


    “Well, that was interesting.”


    Phenyo sighed. She started walking through the garden again.


    *


    At least now Phenyo had something other than leaving home to fix her thoughts on. The libit. The young woman concentrated so intensely on it that she wasn’t looking where she was going. She veered off the gravelly path and moved through the soft grass, around a wall of high hedges. Her eyes fixed on the ground as she went.


    “Hey! Look out!” a voice called.


    “Huh?” Phenyo snapped out of it. Her gaze flipped up and focused on two boys. One was taller and obviously older than the other. The younger one grimaced and seemed to lose whatever concentration he had gathered.


    Before anyone could say anything, a few liru tumbled from above. The green apple-like fruits spread in the grass around Phenyo, a couple of them striking her.


    “Hey!” she smirked thickly and rubbed the top of her head.


    Ra-siamun and Tauzuri hurried over.


    “Are you alright?” Ra asked.


    “I guess so.” She eyed the handsome prince, then the younger boy. “What are you two up to?”


    Zuri grinned vaguely. “My bad. I was practicing with my powers, making these fruits hover.” He gave a short glimpse to the liru at his feet.


    “Power?”


    “Yep.”


    Being ever the regal lady, Phenyo peered down her nose at him. “You’re a wizard?”


    “That’s right.” Zuri still grinned.


    “Well, then, maybe you should learn to be more careful when practicing with your powers, young one.”


    “And maybe you should be more careful and watch where you’re going,” Ra chimed in. His face held a half-smile. “Wouldn’t want to walk under anymore hovering fruits now, would you?”


    Phenyo smirked at him. She stepped closer, eyes glued challengingly to his. “You couldn’t possibly be talking to me, since I don’t converse with common riffraff such as yourself.”


    “Riffraff?” Ra lifted a brow in amusement.


    “He’s a prince!” Zuri exclaimed.


    “Right.” She rolled her eyes. “And I’m the empress of this palace.”


    “No, what you are,” Ra said, “is spoiled. A spoiled egg. And you know what we do with spoiled eggs. We throw them away.”


    Phenyo’s eyes widened. “How dare you speak to a lady in such a way!”


    “A lady? Is that what you’re calling yourself?” Ra chuckled and crossed arms over his chest. “You’re acting more like a hyonbeast.”


    Zuri’s eyes went back and forth between the young man and woman, his newfound friend and the strange girl.


    Phenyo’s eyes narrowed to slits of hazel fire. “What did you call me? I’ll have you know that if I wasn’t so much of a lady, I would kick you right in the—”


    “Well, it’s good to see you’ve all had a chance to meet and get acquainted.” Itvin’s voice cut off the end of Phenyo’s threat. The old wizard stood tall and immaculate by the wall of hedges. Smiling eyes gleamed from beneath thick eyebrows. “Phenyo, Ra-siamun, and Tauzuri, Empress Zalira will now see you.”

  


  
    Sixteen


    The three of them followed Itvin back into the palace. While they walked slightly behind the wizard, Phenyo slipped Ra-siamun a few narrow-eyed glares, indicating that she wasn’t done with him yet. He just regarded her smoothly, shaking his head.


    Adeola Palace was so massively big and richly decorated that Zuri, Phenyo, and Ra had their attention caught by it, observing such lavish beauty. Itvin led them to a large, domed chamber with several passages branching from it.


    “This way,” he said, already moving for one of the corridors.


    The area looked familiar to Zuri; he had been through it yesterday when Itvin took him to Zalira. Or at least it looked like it. The palace was so huge that it was easy for someone unfamiliar with it to confuse the spaces.


    Zuri eased around Itvin until he could see straight ahead. At the end of the elaborate, high-ceiling corridor was a massive archway, inside of which stood a great pair of open doors. Guards stood to either side of the doors, facing forward, their keen eyes peering from inside their helmets. They knew who to let in and out of the sacred chamber, the Empress’ throne room, and they gave only the slightest nod to Itvin when he approached, followed by the teenagers.


    Phenyo was the most amazed. She’d never been in this room. And she got only a short glance around at the curved wall, shiny floor, and rising ceiling, before her attention fell on the regal figure in the center of the room.


    The Empress sat straight and proper in her revolving throne, now stationary and facing the great doors. A smile lit her young, heart-shaped face. Her immaculate dress flooded the floor, completely hiding her legs and feet as always.


    Phenyo managed to pull herself from staring and did the only thing she could think of. She curtseyed, bowing deeply. “Your Highness.”


    “Hello, Phenyo. Though you have come here to the palace on several occasions, we have never officially met. The honor is mine.” At that, Zalira nodded graciously at the young woman.


    As with anyone who entered Zalira’s presence, Phenyo found that a good kind of warmth eased through her, a sense of calming and absolute peace. The beautiful Empress seemed to physically glow with an aura, and Phenyo couldn’t help but smile at her.


    Zalira’s smile slowly vanished, and her youthful countenance adopted a more serious cast. Her eyes lingered over the teenagers, while Itvin stood aside and watched.


    “Each of you was brought here to face a challenge like you have never known. A challenge that will make even the most trying time through your young lives up until now seem like a trivial memory.” Her eyes rested on Ra, and the prince’s chin lifted a little higher in respective regard to her. “Do you know why you are here, Ra-siamun, son of King Seti?”


    Ra thought for a moment. Of the three of them, he was sure he knew the most about their situation. He arrived at the Empress’ palace a few days before Tauzuri and Phenyo. He’d also been at his father’s side during most of the talking. The young man nodded to Zalira.


    “I am here because I have been chosen, Your Highness. The Prophecy calls for my presence. I do not know the full circumstances, but I know that the fate of Kambia and other worlds rest in our hands.” He gestured to Phenyo and Zuri as well as himself.


    “That’s part of it, yes,” said Zalira.


    Phenyo’s eyes jerked from Ra to Zalira. “The fate of other worlds? What does that mean?” And then, as if to answer part of her own question, Phenyo looked to Zuri. His strange manner of clothing. It was like nothing she’d ever seen before. She supposed she overlooked it in her infuriating brush with Ra-siamun. The young woman’s vision settled on Zalira.


    Zalira smiled faintly. “It means just what he said. You have much to learn; each of you do.” Her face went grave again. “I will tell you this: you have to come together if you are to defeat the darkness that threatens us all. Your unity is the key.”


    Phenyo, Zuri, and Ra-siamun looked at one another, then back to Zalira. Golden light spilled through the wide opening to the terrace, stretching shadows over the shiny flooring. Zalira continued.


    “You have been brought here to begin your training, to learn to function as a whole, though one of you is currently absent…” The Empress’ gaze moved to Itvin, who smiled and nodded vaguely.


    “He shall be retrieved soon, Majesty. Once I get these three settled in here, I will make my way to Northwestland for him.” Itvin spoke with a mildly humored smirk, as if the one he referred to would be difficult to deal with.


    Zalira gave her attention to the teenagers again. “Tauzuri, you probably would not know much save for what Izaiah told you before he brought you to Kambia, but you two”—her eyes flickered to Phenyo and Ra—“are sure to know of him. The Overlord. The one known as Arkannon Goldsley.”


    “Yes,” Ra said. “And I know that he is the one we are preparing to fight.”


    “What?” Phenyo gasped. “Arkannon Goldsley? But…but…his power is said to be unparalleled. He lays waste to all who stand against him! Surely, this is some kind of joke. How can we defeat the Overlord? It’s insane! I’m going home!”


    Phenyo turned and fled across the chamber for the great doorway. Before she reached it, the guards blocked her way. But she wasn’t done. She looked around frantically and ran for another corridor branching off the huge domed chamber. Guards maneuvered to stop her again.


    Phenyo spun to set her burning gaze on the Empress. “I don’t want to fight anyone! I wish to go back home! You can’t make me do this! You can’t…”


    She broke down and began to cry again, hands clamped to her face. A few moments later she felt a firm but gentle grip on her shoulder and smelled the leather of Itvin’s long jacket. Her hazel eyes met his kind face.


    Itvin didn’t need to say anything immediately. He nodded to the young woman, put an arm around her shoulders, and led her back to the others.


    Phenyo took some deep breaths and dried her tears. She was more embarrassed than anything else, especially after giving such a toughened display with Ra-siamun earlier. She didn’t look at him or Zuri. Her eyes fixed on Zalira, who watched the girl with sadness and sympathy.


    “I am sorry, Phenyo, daughter of Thandiwe. But only you, along with your companions, can save us.” The Empress was silent for a long moment. Her dark eyes flicked to Itvin. “Please settle them in.”


    He nodded. “I shall, Majesty.”


    “The three of you may come to me if you need anything,” Zalira spoke. She then sat back in her throne, looking like a perfect, living statue. A symbol of ultimate peace.


    “Come along,” Itvin said.


    The three teenagers followed him from the chamber.

  


  
    Seventeen


    “Itvin? Who is this other the Empress mentioned? Is he young like us?” Tauzuri came up beside the tall wizard, his shorter legs striding quickly to keep up. Bright eyes flicked between looking ahead and Itvin.


    Ra-siamun and Phenyo walked silently behind them.


    “Yes, he is a youngster like the rest of you. His name is Evrik, and you’ll meet him soon enough.”


    “I see. Where is Northwestland? Is it far from here?” Zuri inquired.


    Itvin chuckled. “Far enough. A continent on the other side of the Barkoose Greatwater.”


    “Barkoose Greatwater?”


    “The ocean,” Ra answered, shaking his head. “You sure do ask a lot of questions.”


    Zuri looked over his shoulder and shrugged. “What can I say? I like to be informed.”


    “And that’s certainly a good trait to have,” said Itvin.


    “Will you tell me more about Arkannon Goldsley? I mean, it’s only logical since we’ll be going up against him. What does he look like? Where does he live? None of this is making much sense.”


    “Come tomorrow, you will all officially start your training. It is then that you’ll be taught all you need to know, at least as much as can be taught to you here. You’ll learn other things in your travels.”


    Itvin’s voice crept richly through the wide, reaching corridors as he led them up a broad swirl of stairs. Lamps hung on the smooth white walls, their light warm and golden. He stopped on the stairs and turned to face them.


    “For now, you will rest. It’s been a long day, and you need time to unwind yourselves and absorb your new circumstances.” His eyes rested on Phenyo’s mainly, since it seemed she was the one having the hardest time adjusting. Even Zuri, who had come from a completely different world, didn’t appear to be taking it as badly. “Come along.”


    *


    Itvin took them to the same wing where Zuri’s room was. Seti and Ra-siamun already had quarters there too. Phenyo’s room was down the way from Zuri’s. Itvin pushed the door in to reveal a spacious area bathed in the light of a large hearth. Her luggage sat in the middle of the floor.


    “This is your room,” the wizard said softly to her. “If you need anything, there are servants’ quarters just down there.”


    He nodded in the direction.


    “Thank you,” Phenyo answered, her voice low. She sighed and shut the door.


    Itvin’s eyes fixed on the boys. “You two know where your rooms are, so I suggest you get there.”


    Ra strode off for his quarters.


    “I know my room is just down the hall, but would you walk there with me?” Zuri said to Itvin.


    The old wizard chuckled. “You have more questions, young one? Go ahead then.”


    They started for Zuri’s room.


    “Well…I’ve been wondering,” the boy began. “Do you know who my real parents are?”


    “Ah, a question I knew would surface soon enough.” They stopped outside Zuri’s room. Itvin peered down at him, his blue eyes seeming to bore right into the heart of the youngster’s being, reading and analyzing. “I knew your mother; she was quite beautiful.”


    Itvin’s eyes glazed a moment and drifted to a time in the past.


    “Knew her?”


    “Yes. Her name was M’zoti. She died giving birth to you.”


    Zuri nodded, swallowing the lump in his throat. “And my father?”


    “That, my young friend, is slightly more complicated to explain.”


    Zuri’s face hardened. He was determined to maintain his mature composure. “I’m sure I can handle whatever you have to say about him.”


    Itvin nodded gravely. “I know that you can, Tauzuri, and we’ll talk more about him later. For now, go and rest. As I said, you’ll get the answers you’re searching for soon enough. I promise. Goodnight, young friend.”


    A large hand rested on Zuri’s shoulder.


    “Okay. Goodnight, Itvin.” He turned and went into his room.


    *


    While Phenyo stood on her balcony contemplating the future, and Ra-siamun lay on his bed staring up at the ceiling, Tauzuri stood before the great hearth in his room. He felt restless and tired at the same time. A breeze rattled the wide glass balcony doors, and his eyes jerked in that direction. He could vaguely see his reflection in the panes.


    “Being quite jumpy, aren’t you, Jones?”


    Zuri laughed nervously and went to the table in a corner of the spacious room. It held a basket of exotic, sweet-smelling fruits. One of them was familiar. He’d eaten it last night at the feast. It looked and tasted like an oblong green apple. Ra called it a liru.


    Zuri plucked one from the basket, shined it on his shirt, and snapped a bite. He made a dinner of the various food items on the table, and both Ra and Phenyo would’ve found similar smorgasbords in their rooms.


    After he ate, Zuri crawled onto the massive bed, curled up, and fell asleep.

  


  
    Eighteen


    Coldness. Such bitter coldness. Tauzuri stood there in the snowy storm, the unforgivable blizzard that reduced visibility in all directions to less than ten feet. He blinked snowflakes from his eyelashes and squinted into the angry white torrent. He shivered and his arms snapped up, hugging around him. He knew it was a dream. It had to be. A very vivid dream.


    The wind sounded very convincing, roaring and whistling around him, digging into his ears. And it felt real too, biting right through the cover of his jeans, snatching at his curly hair.


    He didn’t like the feeling crawling over him. It was the same as that day when he’d seen those lizard men posing as everyday people, watching him while he walked home. And even then, something pulled him, called out to him. Beckoning.


    The boy circled in the snow, squinting for some other semblance of life out in the barren, seemingly desolate chaos of the wintery hell that engulfed him. But he could see nothing. No one.


    He started walking.


    He didn’t like this dream. Yet something told him he wasn’t dreaming. He usually experienced a high level of detachment from normal dreams that made him feel like he could do anything because he was in control. He didn’t feel in control now. And he got the sensation of solidity one experienced in reality.


    It wasn’t a dream.


    He kept walking, trudging through snow nearly up to his knees, leaning forward into the wind to keep from being blown away, a thin arm up to shield his eyes. The arctic air sought to steal his breath, forcing him to press his lips together. He moved forward through the semi-darkness, a dismal gray light ebbing from above in an unseen sky.


    And then, THUNK!


    He plowed into something in the storm which caused him to stumble back a few steps, rubbing his forehead. It was hard, cold, and very solid. Zuri stared ahead. At first, he couldn’t see anything but swirling snow, then he noticed that the flakes bounced off of something in front of him.


    Curiously, he extended his arm and moved forward until he contacted the solid thing again. It was a frosted pane of glass. His eyes adjusted and he realized that it wasn’t just a pane of glass; it was a wall. Zuri forgot the cold biting at him for the moment. His mouth gaped as he drew his vision slowly across the barrier. From what he could tell, the glass wall went endlessly left and right, even disappearing up into the darkness.


    Panic seized him, and he began breathing hard. He took some chilled breaths to calm himself. He wanted to wake up. Heck, he had wanted to wake up from the moment he found himself standing in the blizzardy nightmare.


    His feet were numb.


    With his shoulders hunched to reduce exposure of his neck to the wolfish wind, Zuri started to the right along the wall. He kept his arm out, fingers grazing it. It couldn’t possibly go on forever. He’d find the end and go around.


    After five minutes of this, he began to worry again. The ice encrusted glass didn’t appear to have an ending. Tears rooted from a combination of fear and the wind stung his eyes. He wiped them away and kept moving.


    Up ahead a pale red light blazed through the storm, coming from the wall. Zuri slowly approached, cautious. When he reached the light, he found that it emanated from a door-sized rectangle, a place where the ice and frost had been perfectly melted from the glass wall. The snow around the portal had evaporated down to reveal the gravelly ground beneath.


    The portal.


    It lent a view that Zuri had seen before, only slightly different.


    Standing in the crimson light of the doorway, bathed in welcoming heat that smelled heavily of sulfur, the boy stared at the stretching landscape. There were jagged black mountains, expansive valleys, and thin cracks in a few places filled with molten rock. The huge circle that filled the crimson sky was no longer a shadow. The blaze of a great sun revealed it to be a moon. Its pale surface was pocked with craters and gashes.


    Zuri was mesmerized by that red and black world. It was the place from the dream back on Earth, with the lizard and snake men surrounding him and the ominous figure who grabbed his shoulder. But it felt like more than just a dream. He went closer to the wall. With curiosity knit sternly to his face, Zuri stepped left and peered into the frosted glass. He wiped clear a small patch. On the other side was just more snow, the same blizzard as that which raged on his side. He eased back to the right slowly until that other world came into view, seen only through the rectangular doorway. How strange.


    Zuri’s hand reached forth again, his palm and fingers flush against the warm glass. He stared beyond the transparent barrier to the other world. He wanted to wake from whatever state he was in—real, dream, or otherwise. And at the same time, he felt compelled to find a way to that realm with its crimson sky.


    “You want to go there?” came an amused voice from behind.


    Zuri startled and spun to see a deceitfully pleasant looking man with stark blond hair. He stood tall in the spill of red light just five feet away. His arms crossed his chest, and sharp blue eyes were fixed on the boy.


    Zuri remained silent, sizing the man up.


    The man chuckled richly. An appealing accent coated his words. “Well? What’s the matter, young one? Has your tongue fled your mouth? I asked you a question. Do you want to go there?”


    His eyes flicked to the portal beyond Zuri.


    Zuri swallowed.


    “I…I’m not sure.” Then he quickly considered his option, frowning. “No, no I don’t want to go there. Who are you? Where did you come from?”


    Again, the man laughed. He lowered on his strong haunches to be more at eye-level with the boy. His long coat of black leather swept the gravel at his feet.


    “I’m a friend. I came from…” he hesitated but never lost his calm smile, “…a place far, far away. I’ve been waiting for you.”


    “Waiting for me? What do you mean by that? What’s your name?”


    “An inquisitive fellow you are. I like that. But then, what else could be expected of you with a father such as yours.”


    Zuri took a step forward. “What do you know of my father?”


    The man laughed and rose to his full height again, moving slowly towards Zuri.


    “What do I know of him, indeed? He is powerful and he cares for you. He wants you to seek him out. There.” He stopped beside Zuri and nodded at the world beyond the portal.


    Zuri faced the portal as well, staring at the amazing landscape. His brow furrowed and he turned to the tall man. “My father’s there?”


    “Yes, and he waits for you. He needs your help. He is a prisoner there. Only you can free him.” His large hand fell on Zuri’s shoulder.


    This made Zuri freeze. The man’s touch had the distinct familiarity of the hand on his shoulder in the other dream-vision. Zuri’s eyes ripped from the portal to the manicured, olive-skinned hand on his shoulder to the man’s face…and he nearly screamed.


    The face peering down at him wasn’t the pleasant one he’d seen moments before. No. It was the one from the other dream-vision. He’d only gotten a glimpse of it, but he’d never forget it. Dark red skin, thin black lips, prominent ridges over his vibrant green eyes with elongated black pupils like those of the reptilian men. Long, straight black hair poured over his broad shoulders, and black talons now protruded from the tips of each red finger. The figure’s smile held straight, exceptionally white teeth.


    He lowered and grabbed Zuri by the shoulders.


    “Come to me, boy. Come to me!”


    Scarlet light gleamed from all directions, carrying with it a sulfurous heat that drove back the surrounding storm. Zuri had to close his eyes against such brightness. He spun and stumbled blindly.


    *


    And then he awakened.


    He was back in his room at Adeola Palace. He sat up, breathing deeply. Sweat covered his brow. A quick look around the large room revealed that he was alone. Darkness filled the sky beyond the windows.


    Zuri sighed and laid down once again. He tried to go back to sleep, but it was no use. He stayed up in the night and heavily pondered the experience.

  


  
    Nineteen


    The next morning, Zuri, Phenyo, and Ra attended breakfast in the great dining hall. Beams of morning light stabbed through the high windows and spread across the floor. The three youths, King Seti, Itvin, and Izaiah sat at the long table. Ra ate heartily, and even Phenyo, who still needed time to adjust, ingested a healthy amount. Zuri picked at his food.


    Izaiah watched him from across the table.


    “What’s bothering you, Tauzuri?”


    The boy blinked from the preoccupying pit of his thoughts and looked up at Izaiah. “Oh, nothing.” He wasn’t exactly sure how to tell him about the dream (or vision) he had last night. What did it mean?


    Izaiah smiled a bit. “I see. Well, you look like otherwise. When you wish to talk, my ear is open.”


    “Thanks.” Zuri returned his smile; it was pale. The boy went back to picking at his food. He managed to eat a little.


    At the end of the meal, Itvin stood and faced them.


    “Zuri, Phenyo, Ra, come along,” he said, then waited for them to rise and fall in behind him. He spoke over a broad shoulder. “Before you can face your enemy, you must know him.”


    *


    “Wow.”


    Zuri stood in the wide entrance of the biggest library he’d ever seen. The grandiosity of the place made the New York Public Library, which he’d visited two summers ago with the Joneses, look like a small-town hovel with only a handful of books to offer. The boy moved a few steps ahead of Itvin, gawking. Shelves of books and materials rose several stories, with walkways, levels, and staircases dividing them for access. And the shelves reached back far into the vast room. Other chambers branched out to the left and right. Multitudes of tables and chairs lined the floor, some of them occupied. Zuri noted the large circular desk at the center of the room, most assuredly the place to go if one sought help.


    “This has got to be the biggest library ever!”


    His voice soared for the ceiling, amplified by his excitement. Nearby patrons focused their attention on the boy, curious of his strange attire.


    Itvin laughed. “Mind your volume in here, young friend. Actually, the archives of the Kragian Wizards in the Soleg’ahar Mountains are even more capacious; it’s the largest library of our world.”


    “I’d like to see it.”


    “I’m sure you will.” Itvin went down a short, broad set of steps into the room, and they followed.


    Phenyo had never been in Adeola’s library before. Her visits as a child were mainly restricted to the gardens and open areas around the stream. The young woman’s eyes roamed slowly through the room.


    “It’s amazing, isn’t it?” Ra spoke softly from her left.


    “Yes. I’ve never seen so many books in one place.” She lifted a brow. “I’m sure you’ve been in here more than a few times.”


    “Why would you think that?”


    “Seeing how at home you appear to be here in the palace, I would think you’ve seen most of its wonders and beauties.”


    “No, not all of them.” His words hung in the air.


    Phenyo’s eyes slipped over, and she saw him staring at her. Ra-siamun recovered, cleared his throat, and looked forward again. Phenyo faced the backs of Itvin and Zuri and smiled faintly. She supposed the prince was charming when he chose to be.


    Itvin veered from the main room down a narrower corridor with a much lower ceiling. If the old wizard were to reach above his head, he would certainly be able to brush the stone with his fingertips. The floor spiraled upward, and small windows broke the dimness, showing the bountiful, blooming garden on the west side of Adeola Palace.


    They reached the top of the winding hall and a sizable stone door. There was no knob or handle, only a single symbol engraved in its center:


    
      [image: A picture containing ax Description automatically generated]

    


    The three teens watched as Itvin pointed a palm towards the stone slab. The wizard focused his power. His hand surged with golden-amber light. The glow transferred from his palm to the door, making the symbol illuminate. It flickered, then two circles detached from it and floated before their eyes, spinning in place. A third circle appeared, and all three resettled on the door with the star-shaped image:
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    The stone portal separated into four parts and pulled into the walls, granting them access to the room beyond.


    “Awesome…” Zuri breathed. He’d only ever read of things like this in fantasy fiction.


    “Awesome, indeed,” Itvin said, smiling. “There are rooms in the library that only certain individuals have access to, rooms that hold sensitive information and require special magic to unlock. This is such a room, and I am such an individual. Come.”


    The three followed Itvin inside.


    The curved wall had wide windows that overlooked the gardens. Though the room was separate from the rest of Adeola’s library, it wasn’t any less populated with books. Floor to ceiling shelves rising fifteen feet covered the rounded wall. A track had been constructed into the floor, along which some rolling steps could be pushed to reach the higher shelves. A spacious table occupied the middle of the chamber. Itvin gestured to it, and the three youths sat.


    A chandelier hovered above the table. It wasn’t suspended by ropes or chains from the ceiling; it just floated there. Itvin flicked his hand at it, and the box-shaped pieces of crystal ebbed to life, providing more than adequate lighting. The wizard’s gaze leveled on Phenyo, Ra, and Zuri.


    “This is the Prophecy Room. Any literature or materials pertaining to it are accumulated here. Those symbols you saw on the door are those of the Prophecy.”


    Itvin paused. The questioning expression on their faces wasn’t surprising.


    “In time you’ll all learn everything about it. For each of you is part of it.” Sharp blue eyes fixed on Ra. “What did your father tell you prior to the arrivals of Zuri and Phenyo?”


    “Well, he didn’t speak of a Prophecy. He only told me that the day has come for me to fulfill my destiny, that I will travel the world on a journey alongside friends, and that we will have to face ultimate evil—Arkannon Goldsley.”


    “Yes. Also known as the Overlord,” Itvin said. He strode across the room to the sliding ladder and moved it along its track to a different shelf, speaking as he did. “I shall start in the past. Thousands of years ago, well into the Second Phase, a foul being came to Kambia and he called himself the Overlord. He wielded great power, creating the Kragian Wizard Order with it. Those who held magic within them came from all over Kambia to be part of the Order, but only a select few were chosen, those who exhibited the greatest power. Ah.”


    They watched Itvin climb the ladder for a ledge. He reached for a thick, ancient looking book. He descended the ladder, his movements sure and agile for someone who appeared to be in his sixties at the least. He returned to the table and set the book upon it.


    Three pairs of young eyes fixed on the dusty tome, then on Itvin as he continued.


    “For two-hundred years, the Kragian Wizard Order carried on in their quest for knowledge, spells, sorcery, and anything worthy of their time. And the Overlord was their leader. He bred lies to feed them so they wouldn’t question his ways, so they would follow him blindly. But then they did begin to doubt his methods, reasons, and goals, and with this questioning, they saw his darkness. Most of the Order turned against him. A handful conveniently vanished into the woodwork when they saw how the others opposed the Overlord. Using their combined power, the nobler members of the Kragian Wizard Order expunged the Overlord, trapping him in a place between dimensions called the Netherworld.”


    Itvin walked slowly around the table as he spilled the tale.


    “However, it didn’t take long for him to find a way out of that prison, but with a restriction. The Overlord can only leave the Netherworld in the form of a human, and his power would be only a fraction of what it truly is while in that form.”


    He stopped where the book sat on the table.


    “Also living around that time in the Second Phase was a kind-hearted king named Arkannon Goldsley. He ruled the Kingdom of Durg. His people loved him. Now, we know that the Overlord can only leave the Netherworld in the form of a human, so using his trickery and the help of a follower who had previously studied with the Kragians, he managed to steal Goldsley’s body for his own. And hence the legends began about the good-turned-evil Arkannon Goldsley who has terrorized the world for hundreds of years, several millennia. Whenever the Overlord leaves his prison, he leaves in Goldsley’s body.”


    Itvin opened the book before them all, the bound leather whining softly. He flipped through the old, yellowed pages and stopped at the detailed head and shoulders color drawing of a man.


    “This is King Arkannon Goldsley, one of many drawings and portraits of him.”


    The three youths leaned forward to see it better.


    And Tauzuri sucked in a breath. It was him! The same blond man from his dream-vision last night. Based on what the man said, his talk about Zuri’s father being held captive in that other dimension, Zuri didn’t like the conclusion forming in his mind. The boy listened further with his companions while Itvin continued.


    The Veergastaad wizard flipped the page again. There was another graphic drawing, one that portrayed Goldsley and a being with red skin, reptilian eyes, and long, straight black hair. Between them was a red orb. The glowing ball appeared to be tying them together, the way the picture was drawn.


    “Is that…the Overlord?” Phenyo asked, pointing to the crimson-skinned man.


    “Yes,” said Itvin. “This image was drawn long ago, obviously depicted from the time before the Overlord became bound to the Netherworld. He hasn’t been seen in his true skin since the Kragian wizards trapped him. He is now seen in the body of Arkannon Goldsley whenever he travels to our dimension to terrorize.”


    They all silently stared at the images.


    “What’s that red orb?” A question from Ra-siamun.


    “That,” Itvin spoke, “is a Spirit Crystal.”


    “A spirit crystal? But I thought they were only of legend, said to embody all of Goldsley’s power.” Phenyo all but stood from her seat now. “I had heard of them when I was younger.”


    Itvin nodded. “As have many people. Though, I can assure you that they are most certainly real. There are three spirit crystals.”


    “The Opal,” Phenyo pointed to the red orb. “The Sapphire and the Pearl.”


    “That’s right,” Itvin said. “The Opal is the strongest orb of power, and the one he keeps with him. The Sapphire and Pearl, well…they are scattered elsewhere.”


    “Why doesn’t he have all three?” asked Ra. “He surely had them all before he became imprisoned in the Netherworld.”


    “A good question, young prince. The Overlord’s power is diminished, as it will remain until he releases his true self from the Netherworld. If he tried to gain control of all three spirit crystals before he was ready to liberate himself from that prison, their combined power would destroy him. That is why the crystals have been separated.” Itvin’s brow narrowed; he pondered something. “He may or may not know where the Sapphire and Pearl reside. Aside from the combined powers of the spirit crystals, there is another item that can kill him—the Nameless Blade.”


    “The knife that can’t be touched without first speaking its name,” said Ra thoughtfully. “I never believed it might be real, or that it might be tied to Arkannon Goldsley.”


    Itvin nodded. “It’s real alright, and perhaps you’ll be able to retrieve it during your travels.”


    “But even if we ever found this Nameless Blade, how would we get it if we don’t know its name?” asked Zuri.


    Itvin pondered the boy’s question. “While I don’t know its name, I can tell you that it has the same name as the Overlord.”


    “You mean his real name and not ‘Arkannon Goldsley,’” said Phenyo.


    “That’s correct.” Itvin nodded. “You may or may not ever retrieve the Nameless Blade, seeing as touching it before you speak its name will result in certain death, but that only means you’ll have to find another way to defeat the Overlord. We’ll talk more about the Blade another time.”


    Quietude seized the room, but only for a moment.


    “Tell me about my father, Itvin.” Zuri watched him calmly, expectant.


    The wizard sighed. “Perhaps we should talk more privately.”


    “No. You can speak openly. Their paths are tied to mine, and they should hear it too…since I believe I already know what you’re going to say.”


    Itvin lifted a bushy brow. “Oh, you do, do you?”


    “Yes.” Zuri took a breath. “The Overlord is my father.”


    Phenyo and Ra snapped their eyes from Zuri to Itvin, waiting to hear what he might reveal.


    “That is correct.” The wizard and boy locked gazes, unmindful of Phenyo and Ra’s surprise. “How did you guess it?”


    “I put the pieces together. I…I’ve had a few dreams since this all started. I suppose you could call them more vision than dream.” He paused.


    “Go on.”


    “Before I came to Kambia, I had visions of creatures with man-bodies and lizard and snake heads. I had a dream that I was in a place with a red sky, and I stood on a hill while they surrounded me. Last night I had a vision of being in a cold place; it was a blizzard. I walked along an endless barrier of glass. I got to a spot where a portal had been opened, a doorway to that place with the red sky. And while I stared at it, someone spoke from behind me. I turned to see a man, that man.” Zuri pointed to Arkannon Goldsley in the book. “He spoke to me about my father, how he awaits me in that other world and how he needs my help to escape. Before I woke up, the man turned into him.”


    His slim finger indicated the scarlet-skinned man across from Goldsley.


    Itvin nodded. His face was grave. “Then it truly has begun. He seeks you. You hold his essence and power inside you. Just as you are our greatest hope, you are also his. He will do everything he can to draw you to him.”


    Zuri turned and retreated to the windows.


    Itvin sighed. He looked to Phenyo and Ra. “Busy yourselves with the literature and information in this room. You’ll need to know a lot of it to face your journeys. And be careful. Most of these tomes and scrolls are several millennia old.”


    He left them and went to Zuri.


    The boy sensed the wizard’s approach, even if it was silent. The ancient but pleasant scent of Itvin’s leathers gave him away. Zuri remained looking out the window.


    “How did he come to be my father?”


    Itvin sighed and shifted. “You weren’t conceived in the traditional way people are.”


    “No, really?” the boy’s sarcasm poured forth.


    “Your mother met a man that she loved very much, and when she was pregnant with you, he got murdered in a brawl.”


    “So, my father was human?” Zuri turned to Itvin.


    “Yes.”


    “How does the Overlord come into it then?”


    “That is a little more complex. To put it shortly, the Overlord sends his essence out into our world every twenty-five years or so to fuse with that of an unborn child. That child will be part of him. It will have his power…as well as the potential for his evil. We tracked your mother down just a month before she had you. We cared for her.”


    “And by ‘we’, who do you mean?”


    “Myself, the Veergastaad wizards, the Kragians, and Empress Zalira. We are the Watchers of the Prophecy. We track the essence of the Overlord when he sends it, and we determine if the spawn born from it could possibly be the one we’ve been waiting for. If, while growing older, the child displays that it is more evil than good…”


    Zuri swallowed. “You kill it.”


    “That’s correct,” Itvin said hoarsely. His features remained stern and unyielding. “And when you were an infant, we decided that we had to hide you in a place the Overlord wouldn’t suspect, giving you the chance to grow with only the deepest love to influence you.”


    “So, you gave me over to the Joneses.”


    “Yes, and they have raised you remarkably. They are part of a group known as the Protectors of the Prophecy.”


    Zuri zipped back around to face the window. “How do you know I’m not bad like him? I could be.”


    “No, you’re not.” Itvin gripped his slim shoulder. “You may contain his essence, but you are good and no eviler than the rest of us. Remember that, young master.”


    After a moment, the boy faced him. His dark eyes held so much wisdom and maturity for one his age. He nodded to Itvin.


    “I know it hasn’t been easy for you, transitioning from Earth back to your own world, but you have exhibited great patience and understanding in accepting what is.” The wizard smiled lightly. “Let’s go back to the table.”


    Zuri did as he said and took his seat once again. Phenyo and Ra looked up from the materials they sifted through.


    “As I said, this chamber holds a lot of information essential to your journey. Most of the writings here are in the old language, but due to the spell in this room, you’ll all be able to read in the language most familiar to you. Use it to your advantage. You have much to learn. For now, I’ll leave you to study. I have things to tend to, such as preparations for retrieving the fourth member of your party.” He issued a faint smirk. “Stay here for a little while and read up. Do not try to take any books from this room; because of the spell here, you won’t be able to get through the door with it. And once you do leave the room, the portal will seal and lock behind you, so be mindful of that.”


    They nodded.


    “If you have any questions, bring them to me, Izaiah, or Ezra later. Studying here is only part of your training. Zuri, you’ll learn to channel and control your powers. Phenyo and Ra, you’ll further extend your fighting skills and techniques, all in time. For now, read.”


    Itvin turned smoothly and headed for the doorway. When he reached it, he gave the youngsters another look, then left.


    Zuri was quite aware of the way Phenyo and Ra observed him. Like they expected him to attack or strike the way a lurking beast might. The boy’s eyes swung from one to the other.


    “Okay. You guys aren’t making this weird at all,” he said.


    “Sitting at a table with the Overlord’s son tends to make me more than a little nervous,” retorted Phenyo with just as much sarcasm. “How can I ever trust you now?”


    “Hey, come on. Zuri’s a good person.” Ra jumped to his defense.


    “No, she’s right. I’ve always felt different, like something lurked just beneath the surface inside me. And now that I found out my origins, I understand why. You heard Itvin. The Overlord’s essence, his potential for evil, lives in me. Who knows what I’m capable of?”


    Zuri’s mind pulled up that moment with Brett in the hallway at McCallie High. He was so angry he saw red, and that triggered his power. He had been ready to deal with the bully thoroughly, yet he stopped himself. He made the decision to simply walk away.


    “Zuri, you’re good overall, just like Itvin said. I have no doubt about that,” Ra said with a nod and smile.


    “Thanks.”


    “Well, from what I’ve observed, you seem nice enough,” said Phenyo.


    “He is,” said Ra. “We just have to get over the fact of who his father is and get on with what we’ve been called to do.”


    And so, it was agreed. They were a team, no matter how strange or improbable the circumstances were. The three of them set about churning through the books in the archaic chamber, reading up on Arkannon Goldsley—the real one and the one portrayed by the Overlord.


    Sitting at the round table, engrossed in their findings while the day moved into late morning, Phenyo smirked and wrinkled her nose at something in her book.


    “What?” asked Ra.


    Zuri looked up from his book too.


    “These creatures,” she said. “Hov’kor—I believe that’s how it’s pronounced. There are some drawings of them in here. Apparently, they serve the Overlord. They’re his minions, soldiers with the bodies of men and the heads of reptiles.”


    Zuri hurried from his chair and moved in close to her so he could see the drawings. His mouth pressed into a thin line. “It’s them, the things I told you about that I saw in my dream.”


    “They sure are ugly,” said Phenyo.


    Ra chuckled lightly. “Yeah.”


    “They called me their lord.” Zuri’s eyes lifted from the hov’kor drawings. “They said their purpose is to serve me.”


    Ra settled in his chair and crossed arms over his chest. “What does it mean?”


    “I don’t know. I may be part of the Overlord, but I’m not him.”


    “Whatever it means, we’ll find out in time,” Phenyo said. “I’m sure.”


    She continued scrolling through the materials diligently, excited to learn all she could. She came to a page with a faceless entity sketched on it. The ancient text labeled the figure as the One. Three other faceless people surrounded the One, a series of thin lines connecting them all. Phenyo concluded that the One was Zuri. The other figures were supposed to be her, Ra, and the young man Itvin would retrieve.

  


  
    Twenty


    For the next week, Zuri, Phenyo, and Ra spent their mornings in the Prophecy chamber at the library. They sought to learn all they could about their enemy, his past, and the past of Kambia. Any gleaned knowledge increased the chances of a successful mission. The three of them spent most of their time together, building on a relationship that was quickly becoming second nature to them.


    They had just eaten lunch and now stood at the front of the palace. To blend into that world, Zuri wore a shirt and vest combo, trousers, and mid-calf boots. Now he didn’t stand out like he did in his Earth clothes.


    Afternoon sunlight flooded the courtyard. Izaiah and Ezra were close by. That day, two people were leaving—King Seti-siamun and Itvin. Seti was heading back to Ahnis, his kingdom in the desert, and Itvin would travel across the ocean for Northwestland to retrieve the one who’d complete the quartet of young travelers.


    The king kept his goodbye to his son short but heartfelt.


    Itvin stopped before Izaiah and Ezra. “Watch them. Guide them. Ezra, I know your tutelage will be invaluable to Tauzuri. He learns well.”


    Ezra’s long black hair shifted in a breeze. He looked like a dream in his stark-white, sunlit robes. He nodded.


    “May the Light guide you, old friend,” said Izaiah. He smiled at Itvin.


    Itvin returned the smile and moved on to Zuri, Phenyo, and Ra.


    “Remain strong and stick to your training.” The old wizard’s eyes narrowed and his face turned slightly to one side, humored eyes sizing up the young ones. “I look forward to hearing of your progress upon my return.”


    They each nodded to him.


    “Itvin?” Zuri started. “Why are you taking a ship? Can’t you just use that gate to get there faster?”


    “Empress Zalira restricts usage of the rune gate to cases of emergency, and for good reason,” Itvin explained. “Every rune and hop gate emit an aura when used. If the Overlord was ever able to attune to the gate here, he could gain control of it. This is why it’s used sparingly. There aren’t even any hop gates in Harambe or anywhere else in Wangaipangea. The Empress is protecting her kingdom. The Overlord was probably able to find you by picking up residuals of Earth’s realm from the gate. And if he could find Earth, he could certainly find a way to access the Empress’ gate, given the opportunity.”


    “I understand,” Zuri said. “So, how long will this trip take you?”


    “About three turns of the smaller moon. Perhaps a little less than that.”


    “Three months? I guess that’s not too long.”


    “No, it’s not.” Itvin chuckled and rubbed the boy’s curly head. “It’ll pass sooner than you think. I’ll be back fast. Mind yourselves.”


    They all watched King Seti climb into one cheelu-drawn carriage and Itvin climb into another. The long-necked, camel-horse looking creatures warbled quietly, stamping their hooved feet to the cobbled pavement, obviously ready to go.


    The carriage drivers started off.


    The three teens silently watched the carriages head down the long, tree-lined drive for the main gate.


    “Are you going to miss your home?” Phenyo asked Ra.


    “Yes, but I know I’ll see it again someday. At least,” he paused, “I hope I will.”


    “You will.” Zuri nodded.


    A shadow fell across them. It was Izaiah, tall and serious looking.


    “There is much to be done, much to learn.” He focused on Phenyo. “I understand you have been training in combat since you were a little girl.”


    “I have.”


    “How do you consider your skill with a sword?” The wizard’s hands clasped at his back.


    “I think I’m pretty good. I trained a lot with my personal guard—Mutabaruka. He’s a master in such things.”


    Izaiah nodded. “I’ve heard of him but have never met him personally.”


    “You would like him. He’s one of the most honorable men I know.”


    “I’m sure he is.” Izaiah smiled. His dark eyes veered to Ra. “And you, young prince—how do you consider your combat skills?”


    Ra shrugged. “I can take care of myself.”


    “I see. The three of you are strong, and I don’t doubt your skills. If you train diligently with focus, you’ll be well on your way to conquering any foe that stands against you. Zuri,” he said, and the boy’s eyes brightened. “You’re no fighter. Not yet. Your strength lies elsewhere for the moment, as we all know. Your power. Ezra will guide you in controlling it.”


    Just then, Ezra moved closer to them. He nodded to Zuri. “Are you rested enough to begin now?”


    The boy pondered for a moment. “Yes.”


    “Let us go then.”


    Ezra turned and started in his eerily silent stride back inside the palace. Zuri looked to Phenyo and Ra. They all met a short time ago, yet he felt strange separating from them, and he was sure they felt the same. He could see it in their eyes. Still, he turned and followed Ezra.


    “Do you two feel up to some practice as well?” Izaiah asked.


    “Sure,” Phenyo said. “I could use the exercise, since I haven’t gotten to handle a sword in a couple of weeks.”


    Ra met her eyes, the two hazel pools holding a challenging smile. “Okay then.”


    “To the training yard.” Izaiah led them off.


    *


    Zuri silently followed Ezra. He had questions but was compelled to hold them back. Being in Ezra’s presence wasn’t the same as being in Itvin’s or Izaiah’s. Of all the people Zuri had met since everything began, aside from Ra and Phenyo, he felt most acquainted with Itvin, then Izaiah. He could talk to them and not feel as if he were being a nuisance.


    Ezra didn’t talk much, as Zuri observed. Perhaps the wizard would feel bothered if the boy buried him with inquiries. At least that’s how Zuri felt. So, he simply followed.


    They went down a path on the south side of the palace grounds. It ran along the stream for several yards, then curved away into a cluster of woods. The trees were tall, their branches thick with foliage. Birds chattered and chirped above. Zuri tried to move as carefully as Ezra, who made not a sound over the twigs and fallen leaves.


    The boy looked over his shoulder to the edge of the woods and the stream left behind. He cleared his throat. “Ezra…sir?”


    “Just Ezra will do,” he replied without turning to Zuri, his voice smooth and edgeless.


    “Ezra, where are we going?”


    “It’s not far, just up ahead. Are you concerned?”


    Zuri believed he heard humor in the wizard’s resonant voice. He observed Ezra’s back, his hair swaying with his movements. “No. Just curious is all.”


    “Yes, the boy with all the questions.” Ezra chuckled. “Ask what you wish, and I will do my best to provide answers.”


    “Okay,” Zuri moved up beside Ezra. “Since I’m a wizard of this Kragian Order like you, are our powers the same?”


    “Yes and no. Every wizard has similar powers to the next. They also possess a power all their own.” Ezra’s jet-black eyes shifted from the path before them down to Zuri. “Because of your father, young master, your power is possibly more potent than mine or any other wizard’s. You simply have to learn to channel and tune it, control it. And that’s what I’m going to teach you.”


    They continued another fifty feet on the path. The trees broke, giving entrance to a clearing strewn with toppled stone pillars and structures. Eroded statues of various figures lined the place, most of them broken through the years. Tall grass sprouted in clusters, and vines wound all about the ancient architecture. In the center of the clearing rose a most peculiar and amazing structure—two pyramids stacked tip to tip. It looked like a large, angular hourglass. Like most things in Kambia, Zuri had never seen anything like it.


    Ezra moved ahead and Zuri followed.


    “What’s this place?”


    “It is a place of history, of ancestry and mystique. Thousands of years ago, it was used for prayers. It was also visited by those who harnessed power and wished to focus it. I thought we might begin your practices here.” Ezra watched him closely. “You feel it, don’t you? The magnetism of these ruins which draws you and the power you hold?”


    Zuri nodded. He did feel it. It was as if he’d been there before.


    With a quick flip of his arms, Ezra removed his long white coat with its gold trim and etchings. Beneath it he wore a fine shirt, vest, leg-hugging pants, and boots, all white. A scepter hung on his belt. He tossed the coat aside without looking, and it draped perfectly over a fallen statue.


    “Are you going to teach me to use one of those?” Zuri grinned, eyeing the scepter.


    “Not just yet. Besides, you have to earn your scepter, which you will soon enough. We’ll start off simple.” His dark gaze landed on a large heap of rubble that had undoubtedly been part of a structure ages ago. “I want you to concentrate on that pile. Move one brick there.”


    He pointed to the circular open area near them.


    Well, it seemed easy enough. Zuri had been practicing the telekinesis part of his power in his room each day since arriving in Kambia. He took a breath and fixed his attention on the rubble pile. He did what he always did when trying to channel his power. He concentrated on the Joneses and the love he had for them. The boy found that his emotions were the key to control. Any one of them could trigger his power, but he preferred that it be a wholesome emotion rather than anger or rage, which is why he tried to never focus on Brett or other bullies he’d come across. Anger made his power flare into something he could barely control, like it had that day back at the high school. The floors trembled and every locker in the corridor swung open. Zuri knew exactly how he felt in that moment, and he was determined to never feel that way again. The rage that boiled through him was the darkness of his father. For the rest of his days, he knew he’d work to keep it suppressed.


    The Joneses, their love, gave him strength.


    One brick rocked in place, then lifted from the heap and floated through the air, guided by Zuri. It lowered in the open where Ezra instructed.


    “Excellent. Now, about control.” Ezra lifted a hand and aimed it at the heap. His splayed fingers twitched, then he raised his hand slowly. Three bricks rose from the heap and hovered in the air. Ezra twirled a finger, and the bricks also twirled, spinning. “Your mind is only part of it, Zuri. Your hands can work to channel your power, like conduits channeling energy.”


    Ezra stopped spinning his finger and snatched his hand into a tight fist. The bricks collapsed into dust, which sifted away in a breeze.


    “Whoa.” Zuri blinked up at Ezra.


    The Kragian wizard smiled at him. “I’m going to meditate a bit. Practice maneuvering the bricks some more. Try using your hands to guide your power.”


    The boy nodded. “Okay.”


    Ezra spun and headed further into the ruins, making his way to the double pyramid structure in the center. He snatched up his coat when he passed it and pulled it on in a single tug.


    Zuri stared after him. He took a breath and nodded.


    “Okay, use my hands. No problem. Piece of cake.” He centered on the heap of rubble again and flexed his little fingers.


    *


    Izaiah took Phenyo and Ra to an unoccupied section of the training yard, a large circle of compacted dark dirt used for sparring. Not far from it were a few racks of weapons. Some of them were made of wood and some of metal, allowing various levels of training and practice. Shields and armor were also available. A target practicing field offered challenge to those who wished to hone their archery skills.


    The wizard observed both teens.


    “Stretch yourselves and prepare to show me what you have.”


    Ra-siamun smiled and lifted a brow. “You’re not going to join us?”


    Izaiah chuckled. “No, not this time. Neither of you is prepared to face me.”


    “You never know if you don’t give us a chance,” said the prince.


    “You’re right, so stretch yourself and let me see your combat skills, boy.” Izaiah grinned.


    Phenyo was already limbering herself, stretching side to side, rolling her shoulders. She smirked at Ra. “Or could it be that you’d rather face him than me because I intimidate you.” Her smile eased on slowly.


    “You can believe that if it makes you feel better.” He knew that she teased him, so he smiled. The prince stretched as well. When he was satisfied a few moments later, he strode to the weapon racks.


    “Use wooden swords to start,” Izaiah said.


    Ra removed his jacket and set it to a bench. Phenyo did the same. They both chose their swords and moved into the earthen ring. They circled one another at first, their wooden swords pointed at the ground. It was early, yet there were some guards conducting their own practice. Most of them stopped what they were doing to watch Ra and Phenyo.


    Izaiah stood outside the ring’s perimeter, arms folded over his chest, finely trimmed mustache and goatee framing his smiling mouth. “Begin.”


    At that moment, Phenyo adopted a battle stance and brought her sword up. Ra did the same. They continued to circle. Izaiah nodded, noting their footwork. It was obvious the young woman had better training.


    Ra-siamun struck first. His sword lashed up and out. Phenyo parried. Wood clattered against wood. Phenyo went low, slashing her sword at Ra’s legs. He jumped to dodge it, and instantly had to dodge another blow from her. He backed up until he was inches from the edge of the ring.


    “Oh, yes. I forgot to mention that if either of you leaves the circle, you automatically lose,” said Izaiah. His smile deepened.


    “I kind of figured that,” Ra replied. Most of his focus remained on Phenyo.


    “Guess that means you better try a little harder then.” Phenyo winked at him.


    Determined not to end up the loser, Ra weighed his options quickly. He dove into a roll that put him safely towards the center of the circle. Phenyo pivoted to follow his movements. Just as she turned, Ra struck. She blocked it, kicking out immediately after to catch him in the side, staggering him.


    “Hey! I thought this was just a battle of blades.” His eyes flashed to Izaiah a moment. The wizard only shrugged and smiled. Ra nodded. “Okay then. I see how it is.”


    Phenyo adopted another battle stance, weapon held firmly, legs apart. She beckoned to Ra. The expression on her face said come forward if you dare.


    And he did dare.


    He thrusted his sword at her, and when she fluidly dodged it, he jammed a foot between her maneuvering ankles, which tripped her up. Phenyo’s eyes widened as she went to her backside. Ra moved in and angled the blunt tip of the sword at her throat. He grinned down at her.


    “Looks like I win this one.”


    “You cheated.” Phenyo frowned. She had to squint because the sun loomed at his back, pouring over the yard.


    “I do what I must to take down a foe.” He shrugged. “The important thing is I beat you.”


    “Did you?” Her mouth tweaked at one corner, a mischievous gesture. Ra never saw it coming, the dark earth that was flung up into his face.


    He groaned and clutched at his eyes.


    Phenyo used that instant to sweep his legs from under him, sending him to his back in the sparring ring. She kicked his weapon aside and lowered over his body with her sword under his chin. The guards who’d been watching them spar burst into laughter and cheer; it seemed they’d been rooting on the girl. Even Izaiah chuckled.


    “Looks like you lost this one.” Phenyo’s hazel eyes peered down coolly at him. Her long, dark hair had been pulled into a tail, which hung over her shoulder. She held such a tamed yet wild beauty.


    Ra-siamun found himself captured in her charm for a moment, staring wordlessly up, still blinking dirt from his eyes. “Now that was cheating.”


    “Not really. I did what was necessary to win.” She stood and offered her hand. Ra took it, rising to his feet. “Sorry about the dirt.”


    The young prince grunted in reply.


    Phenyo giggled.


    Izaiah stepped up to them. “I’d say it’s clear that Phenyo won this time. Her skill with weaponry and hand-to-hand is greater than yours, Ra, but you both have much more training to endure, much to learn.”


    A guard dressed in a simple tunic, pants, and boots moved forward from the watching crowd. His head was shaved, save for a patch on top from which sprang a long raven braid that fell down his back. His almond eyes suggested he was from the Long Eastern region of Kambia. His body was toned, built and sculpted from years of training. A well forged sword hung from his belt.


    The man nodded to Izaiah, and the wizard returned the gesture.


    “This is Zhen. He has worked here as captain of the guard for many years, and he will help you tune your combat skills,” Izaiah said.


    Phenyo and Ra regarded him closely.


    “You’re both good.” Zhen smiled, and his eyes moved to Phenyo. “Who trained you?”


    “My personal guard, Mutabaruka.”


    “He’s done well; you’ll be easy to teach.”


    “Well then,” Izaiah said, “I’ll leave you two with Zhen. You’ll meet here in the yard with him every day for a few hours. I expect you both to show him the same respect you would give me.”


    The teens nodded.


    Izaiah continued. “I have things to tend to. Should you need me, I’ll be in the palace. You have only to send for me.”


    Again they nodded.


    Izaiah smoothly strode off.


    Zhen took a breath. “Alright, the first thing we’ll work on is form. Spread apart and assume a battle stance for defense.”


    *


    Concentration. The channeling of emotions…with the aid of his hands.


    Zuri’s arms were spread apart, his palms towards the sky. He allowed his heart and mind to fill with an emotion most familiar to him. His love for the Joneses. To him, they would always be mom and dad.


    The last brick from the rubble heap landed slowly on top of the new structure Zuri created. He took a deep breath and exhaled, smiling. He examined his work, quite sure Ezra would be pleased with it. It wasn’t bad for his first real go at using his power.


    The young wizard turned and headed for the center of the ruins to get Ezra. He went slowly, taking in the archaic mysticism of the fallen pillars, arches, and eroded, vine-covered sculptures. It didn’t take long to find the senior wizard. He sat at the base of the inverted pyramids with his legs crossed and his back to Zuri.


    Before the boy could speak, Ezra stood and faced him. Both his long coat and flowing ebony hair stirred in a breeze. His dark eyes danced with calm amusement. His hands clasped at the small of his back.


    “How goes your task?”


    “I finished with the bricks, and I used my hands. It made channeling my powers easier, just like you said.”


    “Lead the way.”


    Zuri nodded and obliged, turning to start back through the ruins. Ezra followed in silence. They reached the clearing where Zuri’s ‘work’ sat. The young wizard grinned widely.


    Ezra lifted a brow but still smiled. “Impressive.”


    The boy had turned the heap of old bricks into a pyramid almost as tall as him. It wasn’t perfect, but it was solid and wouldn’t easily topple.


    “You learn quickly, young master. I’m pleased with this. Tomorrow we will return here and you will build something else out of these bricks. In a few days—”


    “Tomorrow?” Zuri cut him off. “Can’t we continue today?”


    “You’ve exercised your power sufficiently for now. I don’t want you to exert yourself.”


    “But I’m not tired.”


    Ezra’s serene expression didn’t waver. He was a man set in his ways. “Tomorrow we will continue here.”


    Zuri sighed. “Oh, okay.”


    “Come.” Ezra started for the path out of the ruins. “As I was saying before you interrupted, in a few days, given the ease with which you’re learning and progressing, I will begin to train you with spells.”


    “Spells? Cool!”


    Ezra chuckled softly at the boy’s enthusiasm. He wasn’t yet accustomed to some of the terms and phrases Zuri used, but he was sure he soon would be.


    “They’ll just be simple spells to start,” Ezra said. “Simple yet effective.”


    “Wow. I wish we could start now.”


    “I know you do, but you’ll just have to wait. Practice your patience as well as the use of your power, young master. Patience is key throughout the course of life.”


    Zuri nodded and listened, anxious to soak up all the senior wizard would teach him.


    The two of them left the patch of woods and headed back to the palace.

  


  
    Twenty-one


    By the time Zuri and Ezra returned to the palace, the sun had begun to descend into the western half of the sky; it was well after noon. All during their walk from the ruins, neither boy nor man said anything. They passed beneath an arch of thin twined branches into the large garden behind the palace, and Zuri cleared his throat.


    “Ezra?”


    “Yes?”


    “Who are the Servants of Fate?”


    Ezra stopped. His head turned slowly, and dark eyes fell on Zuri. He was genuinely surprised.


    “How do you know of them?”


    “When the Nevareyt were here, I hid in some bushes and overheard them talking with you, Itvin, Izaiah, and Ra’s father. The Servants of Fate were mentioned. I sneezed and ran off before I could catch much more about them. They’re minions of the Overlord, I know that much.”


    The senior wizard nodded after a few seconds, one dark streak of an eyebrow lifting. He decided he would tell the boy about the Servants.


    “The Servants of Fate are an old faction developed solely for the purpose of worshipping the Overlord and seeing that he is successful in his plan to gain total control. Most often, he grants the leaders of these cult groups all over Kambia power. From my knowledge, it’s in the form of a ring or medallion. The wearer can wield a small amount of magic, yet even that small amount can prove to be a great thing against one who has no power.”


    “Like the Nevareyt, right? They don’t have power, and now the fate servants are trying to penetrate their home, their forest.”


    Ezra’s eyes narrowed, and he smirked faintly. “You heard more than just a little that night. Yes, the Nevareyt are an old race that live in harmony with Kambia, but magic isn’t naturally a part of them. Their existence may very well be endangered.”


    “Isn’t someone going to help them? Like you, Itvin, Izaiah, or the Empress?”


    “You can rest assured that preparation for battle is underway.” The wizard sighed and looked off distantly, thinking. “The Servants of Fate are the least of our worries, though if they are not subdued, they can become an even larger problem.”


    Zuri stepped closer, and his voice lowered. “We’re going to have to face them, aren’t we, me and the others?”


    “It’s most likely that you and your companions will encounter them, yes.” Ezra nodded. His dark eyes appeared to become even more doused in shadow. “However, they won’t be your most formidable foe.”


    Zuri nodded. “I know.”


    “Come along for replenishment, young master. I’m sure you must be hungry.”


    *


    Zuri went to his room and washed up, then headed through the magnificent palace for the dining hall. As he often did, he thought of events leading up to now and found that he enjoyed the path he followed. He loved the Joneses and his life back on Earth, but it was all so plain and undistinguished. He had a purpose here in Kambia. A destiny. Still, he hoped to see Victoria and Thomas Jones again.


    When he reached the dining hall, Zuri joined Phenyo and Ra at the long table. Once again, Empress Zalira’s lavish, high-back chair at the head of the table was empty. Only a handful of others dined in the hall.


    Phenyo looked up from the baked fish she delicately sliced and smiled. She was lovely, her hair pulled up and back from her face, accentuating her long neck. “Hey, Zuri.”


    “How’s it going, shorty?” Ra-siamun joked with the boy.


    “Hey, guys.” Zuri grabbed a plate and started loading it with food. “So, how did your first day of training go?”


    “It went well,” said Phenyo. Her smiling eyes drifted to Ra.


    Ra chuffed. “Don’t get used to winning those sparring sessions.”


    “You beat him? Awesome! High-five!” Zuri grinned and held his hand out over the table.


    Phenyo lifted a brow at him.


    Zuri chuckled and shook his head. “Man, I’m gonna have to teach you two some Earth stuff. A ‘high-five’ is a gesture you give following some kind of victory or good deed. You’re supposed to smack your palm against mine.”


    Phenyo considered this. She glanced at Ra, who shrugged, then reached out and smacked her hand to Zuri’s.


    “Right on!” wailed the boy and laughed.


    Phenyo chuckled at him.


    “Besides your defeat, what else happened?” Zuri grinned at Ra.


    “Not much. Izaiah left us to be trained by this man from the Long East. He had us doing battle stances and rudiments of hand-to-hand combat for most of the morning. He seems…cool enough.”


    Zuri smiled deeply at Ra’s implementation of ‘cool’. The prince was very keen and had picked up on a few phrases and words Zuri used. He nodded and finished swallowing the food in his mouth. “I’m glad to hear that.”


    “What did you do all day?” Phenyo asked before eating another bite of fish.


    “I learned how I can channel my power using my hands. Ezra’s weird, but I like him. He says I’m a fast learner and it won’t be long before he’s teaching me spells.”


    “That’s good,” Ra said. “By the time Itvin returns, you’ll be a master of your power and I will be a much superior fighter than her.” He smiled in Phenyo’s direction.


    Her eyes narrowed playfully. “I doubt that will happen.”


    The three teens enjoyed their meal and talked further. Tomorrow, they would rise and train some more, as they would do for months to come in preparation for the dangerous journey ahead of them.

  


  
    Part Three


    The Noble Thief

  


  
    Twenty-two


    Wood creaked as it swelled and contracted, fighting against the powerful force of the Barkoose Greatwater, the ocean separating the continents of Wangaipangea, Northwestland, Monatara, and The Far North. Itvin stood on the forward deck of the Waterbreaker and watched the approaching shoreline, so close but still a couple of hours away. The lights of the coastal city Sangal hovered in the distant night.


    The old wizard’s gaze lifted to the starry heavens, and he observed the two moons of Kambia. One was five times bigger than the other, both in the half-moon stage. Based on the smaller moon’s position in the sky, one month had almost passed. Itvin was so glad the journey to Northwestland was nearly over. He disliked traveling by ship, but with Adeola Palace’s rune gate on lockdown he had no other choice.


    Itvin focused on the fourth link in the chain of heroes, Evrik. Given what Itvin knew of the young man, he would be the most difficult to deal with. He lived in the city of Evenstill with his mother Lourdes Moranzi, at least when he chose to stay home. Even though he’d been raised in society’s middle-class, given everything a child needs to grow up well, Evrik became quite rebellious. He’d been revealed as one of the Chosen much later than the other three. They had been discovered not long after their births, or in Zuri’s case, before he was born. But Evrik wasn’t ‘found’ until he was seven years old. Itvin and the other Watchers of the Prophecy had been keeping track of him ever since, observing and waiting for the day when he’d be brought forth to serve his destiny.


    Itvin smiled faintly to himself. Evrik might prove difficult, but he was still noble when it came down to the facts. And he’d trained with various warriors over the years to enhance his combat skills. Indeed, of the Chosen, he was currently the most prepared for a fight.


    The ship rocked and swayed, while Itvin continued to gaze at the shadowy shore. Several passengers and crewmen walked about the decks.


    “Little more than an hour and we’ll reach the docks of Sangal!” cried Captain Hess.


    Itvin turned to see him amidst the light bustle. Broad and distinguished, a man of the Far North, he stood seven feet tall. He was in his fifties, yet still imposing. His flowing blond hair was streaked with white. He wore furs and leathers.


    Captain Hess turned and went about preparing his ship to dock, barking orders here and there.


    Itvin continued watching the moons and stars.


    *


    While Itvin prepared to reach Sangal, a fine stagecoach traveled the western road away from the city. Inside rode an old, rich aristocrat and his young wife. They stared out the windows at the dark, shadowy woods to either side of the road.


    The young wife grabbed her husband’s hand, giving it a squeeze. She whimpered.


    He laughed and gave her small, gloved hand a reassuring pat. “What’s the matter, my dear? Are you frightened?”


    “Yes. I don’t like it out here. I wish we were back in Varlendell right now.”


    The old fellow laughed some more. “I know, but it’s all a part of my business affairs. You realize that I travel often, and you don’t have to come along.”


    She pouted faintly then smiled. “I know I don’t, but I want to be with you, dear husband, as much as I can. I love you.”


    “Just as I love you, my sweet.”


    They kissed, and he hugged an arm around her. They rode along for a short while when the stagecoach jerked to a halt suddenly.


    “Walsh?” called the husband to the driver. “Walsh, what’s going on? Why have we stopped?”


    The couple waited but got no answer. He leaned and knocked on the forward wall of the stagecoach. Still, no one answered. They exchanged a look, and she squeezed his hand.


    “I’m scared,” she said.


    “It’s okay, my dear. I’m sure there’s a reason we’ve stopped,” he assured her, though he felt disquieted himself. The old husband smiled softly. “There are probably some branches or something on the road, and Walsh is tending to it.”


    The door to their left flew open, and the couple startled. The woman yelped and gripped tighter on her husband. They stared in soundless fear at the figure framed by the stagecoach doorway. He wore dark clothes, including a cloak, a wide-brimmed hat, and a blue mask over the top half of his face. The moons above cast a pale glow over him, stenciling his shadow across the road.


    The young wife’s eyes widened further. “Y-you’re the Blue Bandit,” she breathed.


    The figure’s lips formulated a grin, and he nodded.


    “That’s right, miss. And since you know that much, you must also know the routine.” The glint of a mini crossbow eased from inside his cloak, trained on the couple. The woman mewled. The Bandit’s other gloved hand went out palm up. “I’ll be taking anything of value you have.”


    “No!” cried the wife.


    “Calm down, dear!” the husband tried to soothe her. “If we give him what he wants he’ll go.”


    “But he’s the Blue Bandit, and I know from stories I’ve heard that he won’t hurt us. He never hurts anyone.” Her eyes narrowed at the Bandit.


    The Bandit smirked. “That’s because no one’s ever tried to be a hero and simply gave me what I wanted. Now, hand over your money before I have to shoot you.” His voice was steady and cold.


    “Fine, fine. Here you are then.” The husband dug the sack of gold coins from his coat pocket. With a shaky hand, he held it out to the Bandit, who smiled and took it.


    The Bandit tossed the sack in his palm a few times to test its weight, then he slipped it into his cloak. The crossbow disappeared and a thin shaft of wood was produced. “Thank you for your cooperation, citizens. Sleep tight.”


    The Bandit lifted the tube to his lips, aimed at the wife, and blew. A tiny dart stuck in her arm. A moment later, she passed out. Alarmed, the husband tended to her, shaking her slender body.


    A second dart flew and caught the old fellow in the neck, then he too passed out. For the next twenty or thirty minutes, the married couple and their driver would be unconscious, more than enough time for the Blue Bandit to make himself vanish.

  


  
    Twenty-three


    Evrik made off quickly, disappearing into the woods. He knew of a faster way to reach Sangal through there. Besides, it was safer to get off the road, and once he was far enough into the trees, he stopped in a moonlit clearing. The young man took only a moment to strip off his cloak, hat, and blue mask. He rolled the items tightly and secured them in his bag. He smiled at the sack of gold coins in his hand.


    “Easy as sweet-cake,” he said.


    Then he tucked the gold away and headed for the coastal city.


    *


    An hour later, after making sure the road was clear of any passers, Evrik slipped from the shadows of the woods. The city lights flickered at the bottom of the low hill. The scent of the ocean drifted on a breeze, and Evrik inhaled deeply of it.


    The wide dirt road turned into cobblestones at Sangal’s west entry gate. Evrik passed into the city inconspicuously. He’d been there several times and knew exactly where he wanted to go. The Silver Pony Pub and Inn. It wasn’t the most expensive and upscale place to stay, but it was clean and cozy, and it had good food and drink.


    But first…


    The young man didn’t head to the Silver Pony right away. He moved through the rather busy, night shrouded streets for the orphanage. It was a large two-story building of pale bricks with a shingled roof. He reached it and silently kept to the shadows of the eaves as he made his way around to a side entrance. The low windows there revealed a plump, kind-faced woman with her hair pulled into a bun. She was tidying up after dinner, tucking dried dishes away. Evrik watched until she finally lowered the flame of the lantern on the table and left the room.


    Ever the silent rogue, the young man climbed through the window. He listened to make sure no one was coming, then moved to the cupboard and got a simple wooden cup. He removed three of the gold coins from the sack he’d gotten off the old man, put them on the table, and covered them with the cup. Then he reached into his bag and pulled out a small, rectangular bit of paper with only a single letter written elegantly in blue ink:
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    He anchored the calling card with the cup so it wouldn’t blow from the table and smiled softly. This wasn’t the first time Evrik bestowed kindness upon the orphanage; he’d left money on two other occasions. The last time was nearly three months ago. Feeding a good cause was noble. That’s what the Blue Bandit did—relieved rich, miserly (or even not so miserly) folks of some of their money and gave it to those who needed it. Of course, it never hurt to keep a little for oneself.


    He left through the window as silently as he’d entered.


    Ten minutes later, he reached the Silver Pony. Just before he entered, a man flew out the swinging double doors, stumbled across the porch, down the steps, and face-planted in the street. No sooner than he righted himself, another man burst from the doors and leapt on him. They continued their brawl.


    Evrik grinned, shook his head, and went inside.


    As usual, the place hopped with patrons. Groups of people talked and laughed and drank together. Barmaids weaved through the room to serve the crowd. A band of fiddlers and a drummer produced lively music near a wide, currently unlit hearth. Several folks had gathered to watch a man and a lovely lady with flaming red hair play an intense game of rings. The game involved a shield shaped board hung to the wall with numbered hooks sticking out of it. Both players tossed their rings in rounds to see who could rack up the most points. From the look of it, the woman was winning. By a lot.


    Evrik found a seat at the bar. It didn’t take long for the tender to acknowledge him. The burly man smiled broadly behind his thick mustache. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled up to reveal meaty forearms with lots of dark hair sprouting from them.


    “Well, well. Nice ta see ya, Evrik. What can I get fer ya?”


    “I’ll have a plate of whatever you’ve got to eat back there and some ale.”


    The barkeep chuckled. “Coming right up.”


    Evrik dropped a few schills on the counter. The barkeep placed a mug of foamy drink before the young man and took up the money.


    “Be right back with yer food.”


    Evrik nodded. He sighed, content with the way things were going. Maybe he’d head home to Evenstill and see his mother soon. He grabbed the handle of his mug, but before the cup reached his lips, a surprisingly strong hand gripped his arm to still it.


    “You’re barely old enough for that.”


    Frowning, Evrik turned his head and met the amusing blue eyes of a silver-haired fellow. “Let go of me, old man. I’m older than sixteen.”


    “Well, I see that performing your ‘noble deeds’ hasn’t instilled manners into you,” Itvin smirked.


    Evrik stiffened. He ceased to fight against the wizard’s hold and sat his mug down. His brown eyes skimmed about smoothly before settling on Itvin. He ran a hand over his dark blonde hair. “What do you speak of?”


    “Oh, I believe you know.”


    “Actually, I don’t,” Evrik lied.


    “I know exactly what you’ve been up to, Evrik.”


    “How do you know my name?”


    “I know that you have been playing yourself off as the Blue Bandit, when we both know you’re an imposter. You’re no more the Blue Bandit than I am, boy.” Itvin’s amused eyes smiled.


    At first, Evrik didn’t know what to say. He was flummoxed. His eyes darted about to see if anyone heard, but no one paid attention. “But—what—how?”


    “Oh, I know more about you than you do. We’ve been watching you for quite some time.”


    “Watching me? You and who else? What for?”


    “This isn’t the place to talk. Let’s go to my room. It’s quieter.”


    Evrik’s eyes narrowed at the man while sizing him up. “And why should I go anywhere with you? I don’t even know you. For all I know, you want to lure me off somewhere and steal one of my kidneys for some cult thing—”


    Sighing, Itvin waved a hand. The bustling taproom was replaced by a small, comfortable area. A lantern sent warm light around the room. Embers glowed in a quaint hearth. A bed rested in one corner, while a circular table and two chairs sat in another. A wide bay window overlooked the street outside the Silver Pony. The dampened sound of the taproom and music came from below. The bartender would wonder where Evrik disappeared to, literally.


    Itvin left Evrik standing wordlessly in the middle of the room and took a seat at the table. He smiled and nodded. “You’re prudent. That’s good. It’s nice that you haven’t thrown caution completely to the wind. Now, please, have a seat. We have to talk.”


    He gestured to the chair across from him.


    “You-you’re a wizard. Smashing. Who are you?” Slowly, smiling a little, Evrik headed to the table and sat.


    “My name is Itvin.”


    “Never officially met a wizard before.”


    “Now you have.”


    “Okay, so what do you want with me?”


    Itvin cleared his throat. “What would you say if I told you that your destiny was to save the world?”


    Evrik blinked at him but didn’t say a word. Itvin continued.


    “Since you were a little boy, other wizards and I have been monitoring you. You are one of four who will face the ultimate evil that threatens to destroy our world, the evil you most likely know as Arkannon Goldsley.”


    “Arkannon Goldsley!” Evrik sat bolt straight in his chair. “What makes you think I want anything to do with him?”


    “It may not be your wish, but you will have to face him, you and your three companions.”


    Evrik waved his hands in the air as if to cut Itvin off. “Okay, hold it. I don’t know what kind of joke this is, but I don’t find it in the least amusing. I’m outta here.”


    He stood and started for the door.


    Itvin remained calm, speaking in a casual tone. “You’ve always wanted to do so much with your life. That’s why you copy the Blue Bandit. But your calling is much deeper than performing petty thievery, even if it is to provide for the poor. You were meant for more than that and you feel it, don’t you, Evrik?”


    The young man seriously considered the wizard’s words. All of it rang true. He’d always felt destined for more, much more. Evrik sighed and turned to face Itvin. After a long passing of seconds, he moved back to the table and retook his seat.


    “Explain…please…”


    *


    Evrik listened while Itvin told him about the Prophecy to start, how four would be deemed the Chosen who would face the dark Overlord to save Kambia and other worlds. He told him about the good sorcerer king Arkannon Goldsley and how he was tricked and overthrown by the Overlord, his body seized. He also told Evrik about Tauzuri’s background, his tie to the Overlord, and how he’d been whisked to a different world as an infant to keep him hidden from the creature that wore Goldsley’s body.


    “If the Overlord controls Zuri, he controls everything,” Itvin spoke gravely across the table. “Zuri contains his essence, making it all the easier for him to fall to the dark one’s lure. That’s why it was imperative to raise Zuri with goodness, which is where the Joneses came in.”


    “So…Goldsley—the Overlord—sends his essence from the Netherworld every so often to fuse with that of an unborn child, and that child will then be part of him, capable of the same evil.”


    Itvin hesitated and nodded. “Capable, but not likely where Zuri is concerned. He is predominantly good.”


    “But still…you’re saying that I’m supposed to team up with Arkannon Goldsley’s heir? I don’t like the sound of that. Maybe I’m not the one you’re looking for.”


    “You’re certainly one of the Chosen, Evrik. It has been written. As for Zuri, you need not be mean towards him. He’s a good boy, quite nice and smart, easy to like. I’m sure you’ll become good friends as time passes.” Itvin’s blue eyes momentarily flicked to the hearth then back. “He has the capacity for evil, but so does everyone.”


    Evrik considered what lay before him. He shook his head. “I still think you have the wrong guy for this job—me. I’m not who you think I am.”


    Itvin smiled and sat back in his seat. “When you were seven years of age, you played with a toy boat in a stream by your home, and it got away. You chased it along the bank.”


    Evrik thought, then nodded, his brow furrowed while he dug in his memories. “Yes, I remember. My mother got the boat for my birthday, and I played with it a lot. I was running that day, and I wasn’t looking where I was going. I tripped over the boots of a man and got startled. I was scared at first. But the man helped me to my feet. My boat magically appeared in his hands, and he gave it to me. I remember he had a kind face and smile, and he wore a long dark coat. He had silver hair…” Evrik’s eyes widened. “It was you!”


    Itvin nodded. “Indeed.”


    “And that wasn’t the only time I’d seen you,” Evrik continued, his voice excited. “There were many times, and I didn’t even realize. I saw you once or twice in the marketplace when shopping with my mother. You would be there one moment across the street, then gone. And I’ve seen you while playing in the yard, standing at the edge of the woods behind our house, watching.”


    “That’s right. Keeping an eye on you, one of the Chosen.”


    Evrik sighed deeply and sank in his chair. A feeling of great revelation washed over him in effervescent waves. He met Itvin’s eyes. “Okay. I’ll take on this challenge. It’s my destiny, right?”


    “Yes.” Itvin chuckled softly.


    “When do we leave for Wangaipangea?” asked Evrik. Itvin told him about Phenyo and Ra-siamun but had focused mostly on Tauzuri, since he was the One.


    “We leave immediately. It will take one turning of the smaller moon to get back across the Greatwater.”


    “Can’t we take a gate?”


    “No.”


    “Why?”


    The old wizard smirked thinly. “Unfortunately, there is only one gate in Wangaipangea. The Empress’ rune gate. And it is highly guarded and unavailable for anything other than emergency travel.”


    “I see. Well, I’d like to go home first before we set off, see my mother.”


    Itvin nodded. “Very well. Tomorrow, we’ll take a hop gate to Evenstill.”


    “Smashing.” Evrik smiled broadly at the wizard.


    “What is it?”


    “I just have many more questions, so much I wish to know.”


    “It’s a lengthy journey to Wangaipangea, plenty of time for talking then. For now, it would be best if you got something to eat and rested up.”


    Itvin waved a hand at the door, and the young man turned to leave.


    “And Evrik?”


    “Yeah?”


    “Keep it at one mug of ale with your dinner. I don’t need you hungover in the morning. I’ll be watching.”


    Evrik snorted and shut the door after him, leaving Itvin to chuckle softly in his room.

  


  
    Twenty-four


    The next day, Itvin and Evrik set out early from the Silver Pony Pub and Inn and headed for the local mages guild. From there they could take a hop gate to any other guild on the Northwestland continent that also had a working gate. Guilds were subsidiaries controlled by either the Veergastaad or Kragian wizard orders, and they were operated by people who had basic magical abilities. Only a select few of the most dedicated and powerful mages ascended to the elite ranks of the Orders.


    The sun sat low but bright on the eastern horizon, and the sky was mostly cloudless. Evrik sucked in a deep breath, adjusted his bag across his torso, and grinned over at Itvin. The old wizard lifted a brow.


    “And what are you so ecstatic about, hm?”


    “Oh, nothing. Just glad to wake up to another glorious day of life,” Evrik answered airily.


    Itvin issued a short laugh. “Good to see you’re a jovial one.”


    They traversed the cobbled streets, which steadily grew livelier as merchants set up shop and opened storefronts. The smell of baking bread made Evrik’s mouth water, even though he had breakfast less than an hour ago.


    It didn’t take long to reach Sangal’s mages guild.


    Itvin and Evrik examined it. The three-story structure rose at the end of a rather vacant street on the north side of the city. It was flanked by tall, slim pine trees on all sides except the front. The windows were darkened, and a wide porch stretched across the entire front of the establishment. A large, rectangular sign stood in the yard’s tall grass. It bore the universal symbol for a mages guild:
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    They ascended the steps and went to the double doors, one of which was propped open to let a breeze through. The heady aroma of incense eased from within. They entered and were greeted with a soft tune, kind of like wind chimes. The foyer opened into a big main room lined with shelves of books, cases of magical looking stones, materials, and items. Stairs wound to the upper floors; a couple of hallways branched to other rooms. A young man in a long robe with a bald spot in his black hair suddenly swooped from a side room, hands clasped at his back. He eyed Evrik and Itvin.


    “Ah,” he said. “A fellow man of magic. What can I help you with today?”


    The man might’ve been a mage of sorts, but he was no match for a wizard of Itvin’s quality, years, and experience. Even so, Itvin would still give him the respect he deserved as one of wizarding blood. He smiled and nodded in greeting.


    “We need to employ the use of your facility’s hop gate,” Itvin said.


    “Alright.”


    “How much for two passages to Evenstill?”


    The man’s smile deepened. “Well, you don’t have very much baggage, so it will be the flat rate of ten schills per person.”


    “Very well.” Itvin reached for the traveling bag on his side, but Evrik’s voice stopped him.


    “Allow me,” the young man said. He pulled out a sack of money and paid the guild worker.


    Beaming, the man took the money and strode around the counter. There came small clanks and jangles while he deposited the coins into a locked register. He motioned them forward and opened a ledger. He dipped a quill in an inkwell and recorded the transaction, then handed the pen towards his customers.


    “If one of you will sign here to show that you’ve paid for transport to Evenstill…” His smiling eyes went between them.


    Itvin nodded at Evrik, who grinned, took the pen, and signed for the transaction.


    The guild worker closed the book afterwards and swept from behind the counter. “Right this way.”


    They followed him through a corridor lit by hanging lamps, decorated by fine portraits of prominent wizards and sorcerers (both modern and ancient). The three of them entered a room with two great stone discuses. The stones’ surfaces were etched in symbols and runes that Evrik didn’t understand.


    The guild worker stretched an arm out to one stone. It was used to transport; the other one received passengers traveling from other guilds. “Please, step on up.”


    They did so, Itvin with casual expectation, Evrik with slight reproach; he didn’t use hop gates often. When they were positioned on the stone, the guild worker smiled and bowed lightly.


    “Thank you for choosing Sangal Mages Guild as your choice of quick travel. Have a nice trip.” He formed his hands as if holding an invisible ball in front of his belly and started chanting out the spell that would activate the hop gate.


    The symbols and runes began to glow blue, and the world around the gate spun, before blurring away to complete darkness. Evrik felt a bit sick. He spared a glance at Itvin, who merely looked sternly forward, unfazed by the transportation.


    Then, as suddenly as it had disappeared, the world brightened back into view and hardened into crystal clarity. The room around them was completely different, decorated with bookshelves. The smell of incense was still there, but not the same as in the other place. Evrik took instant notice of a crest on the wall amidst some portraits: a forest-green circle with a black eagle in the center. It was the symbol for his home city.


    A plump woman with curly blonde hair and bright green eyes entered the chamber, smiling as enthusiastically as the mage back in Sangal’s guild. Her gaze flipped between Itvin and Evrik, her round hands clasped before her.


    “Hello and welcome to Evenstill!”


    *


    They left the mages guild for the streets of Evenstill, a quaint city that held a somewhat rustic yet regal air. The mages guild was in the market district. All the two or three story buildings were made of brick and wood. As one moved to the outskirts of Evenstill, they would see one- and two-story homes. The largest house was that of Mayor Nolarion. It rose three stories and was surrounded by a stone wall and wrought iron gate.


    Itvin and Evrik passed the mayor’s house on their way through town. Evrik took note of a man with dark hair just past his shoulders leaning to a tree in the yard eating a liru. He wore a dark blue shirt, leather overcoat, trousers, and boots. Masculine beard scruff dusted his handsome features. His watchful blue eyes met Evrik’s, and he nodded.


    Evrik returned the gesture, continuing by with Itvin.


    “Isn’t that Mayor Nolarion’s son? Last time I saw him he was a little younger than you are now. Time slips away so easily it seems,” muttered the old wizard.


    “Yes. Marigott. I’m surprised to see him around. He’s usually away on his adventures. He returns to look after his parents, though, to make sure they’re okay.”


    “Ah.”


    They continued along the streets, passing several shop fronts and establishments, most of which were open. Coaches and carriages pulled by horses and cheelu trundled by. The crowd thickened, and when Itvin and Evrik reached the town square, they saw why. Mayor Birlomor Nolarion stood on a raised stage in the park’s courtyard speaking on an issue of which Itvin knew well.


    “—and it is because of the decimation first Udelphia and now Silvadeen that Queen Aurora has amassed her forces. She will disperse soldiers to Evenstill and other towns in her kingdom so that we have added protection, should the foul evil reach us,” the mayor spoke. In the pale gray of overcast light, he appeared watchful and tired. His silver-streaked dark hair hung to his shoulders in an unkempt manner much like his son’s.


    Itvin and Evrik stopped on the outskirts of the gathered citizens to listen as well.


    “Is the condition of Silvadeen the same as that of Udelphia?” asked a man in the crowd.


    The mayor nodded. “Yes. The city was charred, everything and everyone killed, the ground blackened and cracked, stinking of sulfur, desolate,” he answered gravely.


    The crowd livened with a round of anxious, worried chatter.


    Itvin sighed. “Come. Let us continue to your home.”


    As they left the square, Evrik looked to Itvin. “I heard about what happened to Udelphia a few months ago. It’s a shame the same has happened to Silvadeen.”


    Udelphia was a city on the north coast of Northwestland. Once a thriving establishment of commerce, it had been reduced to nothing more than a burned down graveyard. Silvadeen, a rather small but productive town, was a day or two south of Udelphia.


    Evrik considered something. “I saw your face back there when he talked about the condition of Silvadeen. You know what’s causing this destruction, don’t you?”


    “Indeed, I do,” answered Itvin. “The Overlord and his forces. His strength is only a fraction of what it is in the Netherworld, but he grows stronger with each passing day.”


    Ten minutes later, they reached a two-story structure set back from the road inside a tall stand of trees. It was the house of Lourdes Moranzi, Evrik’s mother.


    Evrik conjured a small smile, heading for the house with Itvin right behind him. The teen hadn’t been there in some months, spending his time traveling the land, gaining skills, and acting as the Blue Bandit. He took steps up to the wide porch that wrapped around the whole house and knocked on the door.


    Itvin stood a short distance behind him, looking tall and stately in his long coat.


    The sound of locks being unlatched came shortly and the door opened a crack, a set of green eyes peering out. The owner of the eyes lit and smiled very thinly, fully opening the door. She wore a fine dress the color of red wine with a collar that framed her slim neck. Her black hair was pulled into an elegant bun at her nape.


    “You’re back. How nice.” That was all she said. No hug or anything.


    And how could Evrik expect that she would be happy to see him? After all, he and his mother weren’t all that close these days. Honestly, they hadn’t been for years. Lourdes had always shown him love since he was a baby, but it couldn’t be overlooked that the older he got, the more she seemed to distance herself from him. It really began to show when he turned ten or so. She would treat him with what almost seemed like resentment, as if she couldn’t really stand to have him in her presence. Most of the time, though, she appeared loving enough towards him. Evrik supposed the strange distance between them was what ultimately drove him to take off on his adventures.


    His smile faded. He cleared his throat, watching her. “Mother.”


    “And who is your friend?” she asked, eyes flipping to the man behind Evrik.


    “I am Itvin, wizard of the Veergastaad Order, madam.”


    She quirked a brow. “How interesting. Won’t you please come in?”


    “Actually,” Evrik interjected, “we’re not staying, just dropping by for a moment. I’m going away for a while and I wanted to see you, to make sure you were doing alright.”


    Lourdes’ lips tightened, and she smirked. “Honestly, Evrik. You’ve been gone for almost four months. If you weren’t going to stay for at least a few days, then why did you bother to come back now?”


    “I…I just wanted to see you,” he answered in a low, choked voice. Her words had stung him. His face hardened. He dug out his money pouch, removed three gold coins, and held them out to her. He knew she didn’t really need any money from him. The Moranzi family had generational wealth. It still made Evrik feel good to be able to contribute something.


    “I don’t need that,” she said.


    Both mother and son stared unblinkingly, challenging each other. Evrik finally sighed and set the coins on the porch banister. He spun stiffly and started away from the house.


    Itvin, who stood by silently during the awkward exchange, nodded politely to the woman and turned to follow after Evrik. He eventually caught up to him on the dirt road back into the heart of Evenstill. Itvin didn’t say anything, thinking it wise not to press the issue. He had no idea so much tension had grown between Evrik and Lourdes. When the young man was ready, perhaps he would talk about it.


    Later that evening, they were on a transport ship leaving the port of Sangal for the long trip across the Barkoose Greatwater to Wangaipangea.

  


  
    Twenty-five


    The days passed by rather quickly for Zuri, Phenyo, and Ra during Itvin’s absence, and that was because of how busy the days were. Filled with training, training, and even more training. Phenyo and Ra spent a lot of time with Zhen practicing weapons combat. Ra worked well with bows and crossbows; the prince had taken up lessons when he was younger and now worked to further hone those skills in the training yards.


    Zuri’s time was spent sharpening and controlling his powers with Ezra’s help. He had also gotten into using elemental spells: f’meera, indo, ato, and tierin (fire, wind, water, and earth). They were the heart of all wizards’ training. Kaf and evaptra (healing and gravity/time) spells were also very important, but Ezra said he wouldn’t focus on those spells yet because they were the most difficult. Kaf was conjured by summoning ato and tierin simultaneously, and evaptra was conjured by summoning all four elements.


    And so, Zuri practiced often on what he’d been taught. The number one rule was that he could not practice his power in the palace. Ezra would hate to explain to the Empress how a stray fireball had managed to catch something aflame.


    It was evening time. The sun sat low in the western sky, large and red. Dinner had been served and was now over. The day was filled with lessons earlier, but Zuri wanted to practice some more. He wandered out into the gardens to find a nice, secluded spot and work on spells. That morning, Ezra taught him an intermediate wind-based spell that allowed him to conjure a series of small cyclones. He said the spell could be very helpful in disorienting a foe, giving the conjurer the upper hand.


    Zuri stopped near a stone wall that was six feet high. On the other side rose a large tree with leafy, shady branches. He spared a look around. It seemed isolated enough. This was where he’d practice.


    Taking a few deep breaths, Zuri assumed his stance on the grass. He slowly lifted his slim arms, palms up, working to channel his power like Ezra taught him. His eyes closed a moment before snapping open.


    “Indo,” he voiced clearly, calling forth the wind force. Once he was more skilled, he wouldn’t need to verbalize an element to summon it.


    Almost instantly the wind picked up in the clearing around him, whipping the well-kept grass and making it swirl. The cloth of his tunic and pants flapped, and the dark curls on his head wavered.


    Zuri watched as one cyclone a little taller than him spun into existence, pulling stray leaves inside its funnel. A second mini twister formed, and he grinned broadly. Then a third…and a fourth.


    “Uh-oh,” he muttered.


    The cyclones maneuvered to surround him. He shouldn’t have felt afraid because it was his own power, but he was. He began the process of dispersing his energy, breathing deeply, palms facing the ground. A hand shot up at one of the cyclones and clenched into a fist, effectively collapsing the funnel into nothing. Zuri’s attention shifted to the three remaining cyclones, and he saw that two of them had twisted together to form a larger one. His eyes widened in further alarm when the funnel hopped over the wall, its spinning wind lashing at the branches of the large tree on that side.


    “Not good!” Zuri yelped.


    He quickly neutralized the remaining small twister and scrambled around the wall as someone screamed. There was Phenyo huddling behind a circular stone bench. She used it as an anchor and barrier between herself and Zuri’s funnel. It twirled out onto the pond startling the lounging flareks; the flamingo-like birds scattered in all directions.


    The young wizard kept his composure. He narrowed his eyes and aimed his arms at the twister, willing it to be still. It did as commanded, spinning statically. His hands clenched into tight fists, and the twister dwindled away.


    Breathing deeply, Zuri looked to Phenyo. She moved from the stone bench, out of the shadow of the great tree. Twigs, leaves, and flarek feathers clung to her hair. Her hazel eyes fixed on Zuri. She didn’t look pleased.


    “Beside the fact that you should be more careful where you practice, I will say that you’re getting pretty good at using your power.” She nodded and dusted dirt from her clothes.


    “Thanks.” Zuri beamed. “What are you doing out here anyway? I thought this part of the garden was secluded.”


    “Oh…I was just out for a walk.”


    That wasn’t the complete truth. She’d just sat under the great tree in hopes of seeing the libit again when Zuri’s twister jumped over the wall. Phenyo searched for the little glowing woman each day since meeting her, but to no avail. She also hadn’t told anyone about the libit.


    “Well, I’m sorry for startling you,” Zuri said.


    Phenyo smiled. “Just be more careful.”


    The two Chosen headed back inside the palace. They would check into bed soon and rest up for another long day of training.

  


  
    Twenty-six


    The Overlord stood by the reaching windows in the humongous main chamber of his castle. The windows were so tall that great shafts of crimson light stories high pierced the morose room. Shadows gathered where the light didn’t reach, far up in the hidden ceiling. His arms crossed his chest while vibrant green eyes watched the black landscape and red sky of his world. Below him, all around the castle, hov’kor soldiers trained and busied themselves, ever faithful to their lord and master. Sulfur-flavored wind tugged his long, straight black hair, blowing over his red skin. The dark cape he wore billowed around him.


    He swam in deep thoughts about Zuri. He had to persuade the boy to claim his rightful place. His plans wouldn’t work otherwise. Zalira and her people had plenty of time instilling a putrid sense of goodness into Tauzuri. Oh yes, thirteen years of poisoning him. Now the time had come for the Overlord to claim his son.


    He took a breath and shut his eyes. A few moments later, those green mirrors with their black slit pupils slowly opened. He sensed someone behind him.


    “What is it, Wortmel?” He sounded irritated.


    Wortmel cleared his throat. The Netherworld’s eerie light turned his yellowish skin a pale shade of crimson. “I wish to know what the next move is, milord.”


    “The next move?”


    “The attacks are going well. I was wondering why my lordship has not yet moved his hov’kor troops into Wangaipangea.”


    “Yes, it is the only continent on which we haven’t attacked any cities, and you know why that is. Don’t act like a simpleton, Wortmel. Zalira’s power exceeds my own…for the moment.”


    The Overlord spun to face the waxy-skinned man, who flinched slightly.


    “She has the aid of Itvin and the other powerful ones. Attempting to invade Wangaipangea right now is ill advised, since it would have to be done by ship. Zalira guards her rune gate well. Wangaipangea may be the last continent to fall, but it will fall, nonetheless.”


    The Overlord faced the landscape once more.


    “The next attack will be on Arendruil again, the city of Tian this time. I will see to it, and you will tend to the Servants of Fate. Their numbers grow quickly.”


    “And you have their total allegiance. They would give their lives unquestionably for you, milord.” Wortmel nodded.


    “Of course, they would. They await me to lead them into a new era of rule. Just make sure they are kept in line. I understand a sizable group of them has formed in the southern area of Northwestland.”


    “Yes, milord.”


    “Check on them. Determine the leaders and give them power amulets. Let them know that I am watching over them and appreciate all they are doing in my name.”


    “It shall be done.” Wortmel bowed humbly at the Overlord’s back. After a few seconds of silence, he turned and strode off.


    Left alone, the Overlord shut his eyes and began to concentrate. “Tauzuri…”


    *


    Once again Zuri found himself out in the middle of nowhere surrounded by ice and snow. He knew he was sleeping and that it was more than just a dream. He wore only bed pants and a shirt, no shoes. His bare feet crunched through the snow, but he found he wasn’t the slightest bit cold. Flakes poured from above, flying around him in torrents. Like before, he walked along what seemed to be an endless wall of ice encrusted glass, stretching left to right and up as far as he could see. Through the glass he saw more snowstorm, except when he reached that place in the wall where a perfect rectangular opening showed another world. The one with a red sky and landscape of black rock and dark dunes.


    There was a rising cliff face with a huge fortress chiseled into it as part of the mountainside. Zuri stood before the portal and stared; it was an incredible sight. The snow was melted in the area around the portal. Red light bathed over Zuri and the dead brown grass. There was no barrier of glass between him and the rectangular opening like before. He stepped forward until his toes were inches from the threshold. The doorway led directly onto a low dune of black gravel. Zuri was tempted to go forward and explore, but he didn’t. Instead, he remained where he was and took in the Netherworld’s surreal landscape. His nose wrinkled at the odor of sulfur.


    “Why don’t you go on through? It’s what you want, isn’t it?”


    Startled, Zuri turned to see the familiar man with his blonde hair and golden skin. The man stood with his arms across his chest a few feet from Zuri, and he smiled thinly. Zuri gulped, though he found that he wasn’t as scared or unsettled as the first time he met the man.


    “You’re the Overlord. And you’re also…my father.” Zuri’s eyes gestured around to the red land beyond the portal. “That’s the Netherworld, isn’t it? You’ve been trapped there for a long time.”


    The Overlord appeared impressed.


    “You’ve been reading up on me.” A scowl crossed his face momentarily, and his blue eyes darkened. “I’m sure Zalira and the others have filled your head with bad things about me. You must think I’m a terrible man.”


    “I know you are.” Zuri held his ground.


    “Oh really? Do you think it’s terrible to want to help others by liberating them from their pain and suffering? Do you? Because that’s all I’m guilty of.” The handsome façade of a man slowly circled Zuri as he spoke, and Zuri followed his movements. “People grow tired of the inconsistencies and hardships that life burdens them with. Many of them have come to me—still come—for my leadership. They cast their loyalties to me, and I give them what they desire.”


    “And just what do they desire?”


    “Peace, order, power, and many other things.” The Overlord stopped moving and stared down at the boy.


    “What about the attacks you lead against villages and towns? Innocent people are killed.”


    The Overlord’s smile appeared slowly. “Yes, well, there are those who get in the way and must be disposed of.”


    “Everything I’ve heard and read about you is true. You are evil!” Zuri’s hands clenched into fists.


    “So I am! And you’re just like me, boy.”


    “I’m nothing like you!”


    In a blur, the Overlord surged in and seized Zuri by the shoulders. At the same time, his Arkannon Goldsley exterior transformed into his true self. The crimson-skinned Overlord was on one knee before the boy. His long black hair flew behind him in the wind, and vivid green eyes fixed to Zuri’s brown ones. Zuri’s heart banged in his chest.


    “You’re more like me than you know.”


    Zuri pushed his fear aside. “I know about the spell used to bind you to the Netherworld. You can only leave there in the form of Arkannon Goldsley. You’re a prisoner. What did you mean before when you said that only I can free you?”


    The Overlord’s eyes roamed over Zuri, and he examined him as if he were like nothing he’d ever seen. An expression of amazement. He suddenly smiled and chuckled a bit.


    “Ah, and so he even knows the right questions to ask. How keen and smart. You are certainly part of me. At the same time, I can only tell you so much about your part in the Prophecy.”


    He spun them both around to face the portal and pointed a red, black-taloned finger at the huge dark fortress on the mountainside.


    “Your answers lay there, my son. Find the doorway to that world and you will find my kingdom, your kingdom. Come to me and unlock the secrets of yourself.”


    Before Zuri could respond, the Overlord got a good stance and simply tossed him into the air. The boy yelped and flapped his arms, soaring weightlessly into the snowstorm, up and up. He watched the Overlord and the patch of dead grass he stood on shrink and disappear, until all that remained was howling wind and the torrential cascade of snowflakes.

  


  
    Part Four


    Strangeness at Home

  


  
    Twenty-seven


    The sun’s glow was but a mere haze on the eastern horizon. Screams ripped the early morning as effectively as a scalpel through flesh. They came from the yard behind the stable at Ambassador Thandiwe’s manor.


    The first ones on the scene were house security personnel, five men including Mutabaruka and Rashaad. They found a female servant breathing hard and staring wide-eyed at a most disturbing horror. A large circle had been scorched into the ground, as had many strange symbols. Inside the circle the ground was covered in blood and entrails, the air tainted by the coppery smell of death.


    Mutabaruka approached the circle carefully, moving up beside the servant girl. His sharp blue eyes flashed from the dark contrast of his face, examining the carnage. “Gasira, what has happened here?” he said in a hushed voice.


    The girl didn’t answer him. She continued to stare at the bloody mess, shivering.


    “Gasira?”


    She still didn’t answer.


    Rashaad stepped forward, grabbed her by the shoulders, and spun her around to face him. “Answer, girl! What happened here!”


    Muta would have objected to the way the larger man handled the girl, but they needed information.


    “I…I do not know! I was doing my chores, on my way to the water pump, when I came across…across that!” Her large, watery eyes stared up at Rashaad.


    Rashaad sighed and let her go. She stumbled to the crowd of onlooking servants that had amassed around the scene, hugging into the shoulder of another female. Manor security formed a blockade to keep anyone from getting too close. Thandiwe and Chaonaine were allowed to pass, of course. Having been awakened as suddenly as the rest of the house, the two of them were dressed in their bed clothes and robes.


    Chaonaine sucked in a breath, covering her mouth and nose with a delicate caramel-colored hand.


    Thandiwe’s eyes shifted to his head of security. “Mutabaruka, what’s happened?”


    “It is uncertain, milord. I came out here immediately at the screams and found the servant girl Gasira staring at the blood and guts.”


    “Is that…” Thandiwe examined the carnage before looking to Muta again. “Do you think that’s from an animal or a person?”


    “A person,” said Rashaad flatly. He nodded at something sitting in the bloody grass. “A human heart.”


    “My gods,” Thandiwe breathed. “Where is the body?”


    “We don’t know yet.” Muta sighed and lowered on his hunches to get a closer look at the scorched circle and the symbols emblazoned on the ground. “I wonder what those mean.”


    “They’re evil.” They all turned to Abimbala. A servant had wheeled her up to the circle so she too could see. The mystical woman seemed not to be so affected by the carnage. Her attention was on the symbols. “That writing is from a different age, a different era.”


    “You know what it says?” Thandiwe asked her.


    “No, not exactly. I know that it is a language that hasn’t been openly spoken in several millennia. I will dig into my resources, Lord Thandiwe, and see what I can find.”


    “Yes, do that.” He nodded solemnly, staring at the bloody ground. “Mutabaruka, get an accurate count of all household personnel. Find out where everyone is and if anyone is missing. Keep guards posted here and don’t let anyone touch anything. I want to preserve the scene for the authorities.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Thandiwe hoped the remains belonged to no one in his household, but the chances of that were slim. The more important mystery was the identity of the culprit. There was a murderer on the loose.


    “Chaonaine,” said Thandiwe. “Please do your best to keep order in the house. Reassure the personnel that we’re working to find answers. Also, instruct them to move about in groups. No one is to be alone until we figure out what’s going on.”


    “Yes, milord,” she answered, nodding.


    Thandiwe left the macabre scene.


    *


    By midmorning, Mutabaruka was able to account for all manor personnel except three. Two male servants had taken a cheelu-drawn buggy down into Harambe for supplies long before the sun rose, and they returned during Muta’s muster. The third unaccounted for person, Nachelle, was nowhere to be found. She was part of the housekeeping crew. According to the other servants, she should’ve been there at the manor.


    Muta went into the main house. His long, strong legs carried him purposefully to Thandiwe’s study. The two tall doors were propped open to show the ambassador sitting at his desk, light pouring through the windows into the large room. Muta knocked on the jamb respectfully before stepping inside.


    Ambassador Thandiwe ceased skimming the documents before him and settled his eyes on the other man. “Any news yet of who the victim might be?”


    Muta nodded. The stark blue gems of his eyes didn’t flicker. “All house personnel are accounted for, except the servant girl Nachelle.”


    Thandiwe went silent, and his eyes dropped while he thought. He met Mutabaruka’s gaze again. “She wasn’t sent on an errand of any kind?”


    “No. I asked around, and other servants said she hadn’t been and is supposed to be here. House security is continuing to search for her whereabouts. I have assigned men to the nearby woods as well.”


    “Good then.” The ambassador nodded. “Hopefully, she is found safe and sound. Though, if she is, that means those remains belong to someone else.”


    “Either way, milord, it is not a good day.”


    “Agreed.”


    “If you will excuse me, I shall return to the search.”


    Thandiwe nodded. Muta turned smoothly and left the study, barely missing Abimbala. They exchanged a solemn glance before he continued off, and she wheeled herself inside the room with Thandiwe.


    “Abimbala, you’re uncanny at knowing when I wish to speak with you. I was just about to go to your chambers.” His eyes narrowed at her drawn and cautious expression. The tall, well-dressed man stood, went around the desk, and stopped before her chair. “You’ve found something?”


    “Yes. I poured through some of my books and discovered that the symbols are indeed very old, as I figured already. They date back to ten-thousand years ago, possibly even further than that.”


    The legless woman shifted her fine skirt so it wouldn’t touch the floor. She looked over her shoulder to the open study doors, then turned to Thandiwe again, lowering her voice.


    “The writing and symbols speak of the Prophecy. They are of the ancient Kragian Wizard Order, that language which came from the Overlord himself.”


    Thandiwe sucked in a breath. He’d known of those things vaguely since shortly before Phenyo was born, just like he knew her destiny was to someday leave and face her part in the Prophecy to destroy the Overlord. “What does it all mean, Abimbala? Why was someone butchered here at the manor?”


    “I am uncertain, but it almost appears to me as if whoever was killed in that circle was sacrificed, possibly in the name of the Overlord.”


    “Who would do such a thing?” Thandiwe turned to the windows. Then he spun back around, his face masked in seriousness. “Better to ask: does this mean that someone in this house is corrupted by his darkness?”


    The mystical woman nodded. “I believe it does, milord.”


    *


    The day grew late and still no one had heard from or seen Nachelle. Mutabaruka called off the search in the woods once the sky darkened. Buzz traveled quickly through the manor until soon everyone expected the worst. The servants talked in their small circles while tending to chores. Abimbala heard them as she wheeled about the corridors. The mystical woman wanted to remain positive, but she was inclined to agree. The servant Nachelle was most likely dead.


    The great house was quiet now.


    Abimbala’s slim, strong arms gripped at the wheels of her chair, sending her sailing down a hall. She was on her way to her quarters, which were conveniently on the first floor in the north wing. She stopped suddenly and inclined her head as if listening to something, feeling it more so than anything. Her eyes narrowed. She spun the chair around and started in a different direction, cutting back through the large entry chamber and past the main staircase for the south wing.


    She was silent. Her well-oiled and maintained chair didn’t make a squeak. Something didn’t feel right, didn’t sit well, and she could sense it, drawn towards it as steadily as a predator is drawn to blood.


    She slowed down as she got closer to the common room, an area decorated with bookshelves, portraits, couches, tables, plants, and a massive fireplace. Many times the ambassador entertained guests there. Abimbala turned into the spacious, dimly lit room, and her eyes widened.


    Standing as a very recognizable half-shadow by the light of the hearth was Chaonaine. She wore a silver dress that fit well to her lovely form and pooled at her feet. On the stone floor before her flickered several little fires, all of them sifting out as Abimbala stared. Smoking, blackened symbols emblazoned the floor where the fires had been, symbols like the ones found at the site of the carnage.


    “What is happening here?”


    Chaonaine jerked around at Abimbala’s voice. Her mouth still hung open at the display of fire. “I-I don’t know.”


    The mystical woman’s eyes narrowed.


    Chaonaine’s mouth snapped shut and her lips pressed thinly together. “What? What is that look for? Surely you don’t think I caused this?” She pointed at the symbols burned in the floor.


    “I’m not sure what to think.”


    But it was done now. Chaonaine had been caught at the scene of a most disturbing incident. She was the prime suspect for what had happened in the yard.


    *


    It wasn’t long before manor security and Ambassador Thandiwe were summoned to the common room.


    “I don’t know what happened,” Chaonaine explained to Mutabaruka. “I came in here to relax and read before going to bed. I was doing so for several minutes when, with no warning, flames flew out of the fireplace and burned those symbols into the floor. I was staring at the little fires when Abimbala entered.”


    “Why didn’t you flee the area? Weren’t you afraid?” Abimbala asked sharply, glaring at the other woman from her chair.


    Chaonaine glared back. “Of course, I was. But I was also…intrigued.”


    “That still doesn’t help your case,” mumbled Abimbala.


    “Abimbala, please.” Thandiwe sighed, intent on stopping an argument between the two women before it really started. Their mild rivalry had been going on since Chaonaine started working for the ambassador seven years ago. Thandiwe turned his gaze to Chaonaine. “Are you sure nothing else happened?”


    “Yes, I am.”


    “Very well. Feel free to retire for the night.”


    Chaonaine nodded lightly, then moved for the exit. She and Abimbala shared a hard stare as she passed and left.


    “She’s hiding something,” said Abimbala.


    Thandiwe turned to her. “What makes you say that?”


    “I can sense it.”


    “The way I see it, there is nothing to insinuate that she’s lying. So, until then, we’ll continue to investigate the matter and look for the girl Nachelle. And you will not hassle Chaonaine.”


    Abimbala smirked. “Yes, ambassador.”


    “Muta, spread security out more and tell them to watch closely for anything—and I do mean anything—suspicious.”


    “Understood, milord.”


    Thandiwe left the common room. The mystic wheeled out after him. Mutabaruka and Rashaad exited last.

  


  
    Twenty-eight


    Three days elapsed since Nachelle had gone missing and the entrails were discovered. Other than Chaonaine’s incident in the common room, nothing else had happened. Mutabaruka was glad for that small favor. He was used to running a safe household, but with the disappearance and possible murder of Nachelle, the entire manor was on alert.


    That afternoon, having checked the perimeter guard for the third time since the day began, Muta now headed to the garden out back. He’d been summoned by Thandiwe. He found the ambassador sitting in a plush chair beneath the shade of a robust tree. The stately man smiled faintly at Muta and gestured to a chair across the table from him. Muta nodded and sat.


    “You wish to speak with me, milord?”


    “Yes. Regarding Phenyo.”


    “Phenyo? What about her?” Muta’s handsome, dark face lit, and his striking blue eyes sparkled. “You’ve heard from her? Is she alright?”


    “I’ve no word from her, but I’m sure she’s fine.” Thandiwe sipped from a glass of juice and cleared his throat. His deep brown eyes fixed on Muta. “How do you feel about Phenyo?”


    Muta lifted a brow, and he contemplated on how to answer. “Sir?”


    “Do you love her?”


    The guard shifted in his chair, clearly unprepared for such questions. “Well, yes, but—” His gaze narrowed, and he frowned. “What has Rashaad been telling you?”


    “What makes you believe he has told me anything?”


    “Because he is the only one I can think of that would try to fill your head with such nonsense!”


    Thandiwe watched him calmly. “So, you don’t love my daughter?”


    “Er…well…only in a friendly way, milord.” Muta ran a large hand over his soft, blonde locks.


    “I see. You were right. Rashaad was the one who brought your attraction—”


    “There is no attraction.” Muta fumed.


    “—to my attention, the day that she left.” Thandiwe smiled softly. “And I have sensed it for some time. I know she cares about you. She is a young woman, after all. And if you wish to pursue and marry her, you have my blessing.”


    By now Muta’s face hung with blatant, open-mouthed surprise. “Lord Thandiwe! I mean no disrespect to you, but I have had no thoughts of pursuing Phenyo. My main concern is that she is safe. I have known, protected, and trained her since she was a young girl, and never have I had thoughts of marrying her. I will personally pull each one of Rashaad’s teeth for trying to tarnish me by filling your mind with this rubbish.” His fine lips pressed thinly together, and a tick formed in his jaw. He was extremely upset that Rashaad would stoop so low, not that it was any of his business how Muta really felt about Phenyo.


    Thandiwe chuckled, shaking his head. “It’s okay, Muta. I have seen the way you look at her, like a man who would do anything to keep her safe, secure, and happy, a man who loves her more than he loves himself.”


    Muta took a breath. He relaxed a bit and nodded. “That’s true, but it is not my place to make her mine. I am merely a guard, and she—well, she’s your daughter. She deserves class.”


    “You underestimate your worth, my friend, as you are quite deserving of her.”


    Muta sighed. Sure, he cared for Phenyo deeply. He supposed it took Thandiwe’s own recognition of that caring to make him admit how much he really wanted to be with her. The ambassador poured a second glass of juice and held it out. Muta took it and gulped half.


    “You’re a good man, Mutabaruka, and I know I can trust you to do everything you can for her. If Phenyo will have you, I want you to marry her once she comes back.”


    Muta didn’t need time to consider. He would marry her if she agreed to the proposal. The guard released another long sigh and relaxed a little more. He was glad it had all come out. Perhaps he wouldn’t be so brutal to Rashaad when next he saw him. He and the ambassador talked more about Phenyo.


    *


    Gasira found the next few days to be full of anxiety. Every time she tried to close her eyes and sleep, she saw the blood-soaked yard and the glistening organs, the circle and strange symbols burned into the ground. Still, she continued her chores about the manor tediously, trying to keep herself busy.


    She swept a large corridor and thought of Nachelle. They’d been friends for a couple of years. She truly hoped they found her…alive. After Gasira finished the hallway, she wiped her brow and went to the next room down. It belonged to Chaonaine. The door was cracked just a bit and Chaonaine was nowhere to be seen. Still, Gasira knocked to announce herself. Receiving no answer, she entered. The house matron’s quarters were tidy and clean, but Gasira decided it needed a good sweep anyway.


    So, she got to it.


    She started by the windows, then moved over by the bed. It was then that she noticed a glint on the floor just beneath the bed comforter. The young woman stopped her work and lowered to grab the item.


    And she gasped.


    It was something she recognized very much. Nachelle’s necklace. It was smeared with blood. Gasira’s shrill scream ripped through the halls of the great house.


    *


    Thandiwe and Muta’s chat in the garden was sharply interrupted when one of the house guards hurried over to them.


    Muta stood. “Aaron, what’s wrong?” he asked.


    “Sir, you are needed,” Aaron replied, his eyes going to Thandiwe as well.


    They followed Aaron, who said only that it was better for them to see rather than for him to try and explain. In moments they were at Chaonaine’s room, outside of which a small crowd had gathered. Once again, Gasira hugged a fellow servant woman for comfort.


    A lump formed in Mutabaruka’s chest. Surely, there hadn’t been another incident like the one behind the stable. He held his breath until he and Thandiwe entered Chaonaine’s room. Inside were Rashaad, a couple of other guards, and Abimbala. The bed was pulled aside. Drawn beneath it in what appeared to be blood was a single symbol like the ones burned into the grass and common room floor.


    “What the hell?” Thandiwe stared at the symbol.


    “And that’s not all,” said Rashaad. He stepped forward and held out the bloody necklace. “Gasira was cleaning in here when she found this. We moved the bed and found that.”


    The tall, beefy man nodded at the floor.


    “I told you she was hiding something,” piped Abimbala.


    “Where is Chaonaine now?” asked Thandiwe.


    “A servant said she went down into Harambe for some shopping a short while ago,” said Rashaad.


    “Muta, go and fetch her.”


    “Yes, milord.” Muta headed off.


    *


    Thandiwe leaned to his desk watching Chaonaine. “This does not look good. How do you explain what was found in your room?”


    “It-it wasn’t me!” Chaonaine all but yelled. “I don’t know what’s going on, sir. I swear it.”


    “Sure you don’t,” piped Abimbala. Her chair was parked beside the desk. Despite her middle age, she was a lovely woman, though she looked quite severe now, face etched in hard lines.


    “Maybe it was you, you old witch!” Chaonaine blared.


    “Hmpf.”


    “Cease!” Thandiwe’s deep voice rose. He sighed. “If it’s not you doing this, Chaonaine, then who? Because all we have now as a suspect is you.”


    “I don’t know,” she said anxiously.


    “Well, to be safe, I’m posting a guard on you at all times. It’s for your own security.”


    “And everyone else’s.” Abimbala got that last bit in, earning her a smirk from both Thandiwe and Chaonaine.


    Chaonaine’s shoulders slumped faintly, before squaring off. She raised her chin and nodded. “As you wish, Ambassador. But I can assure you that I had nothing to do with any of this. I’m being set up.” At that, her eyes moved to Abimbala. The house matron spun around and left the room. Manor security guard Aaron followed her.


    Silence filled Thandiwe’s study while he looked from Abimbala to Mutabaruka and Rashaad.


    “There is still the matter of locating the remains of Nachelle,” said Abimbala. “Someone should ask Chaonaine where she hid the poor girl’s body.”


    “Enough.” Thandiwe grunted. “I don’t believe she’s guilty of anything, that someone is, indeed, setting her up.”


    “But the evidence is right there, milord!”


    “Even so, what is the motive? The symbols are those of darkness. You said so yourself. I’ve known Chaonaine for some time, and while she can be somewhat cold, I don’t believe she has the capacity to do anything like this.”


    Silence came again for a short moment.


    “Sir, Abimbala is right. The body that goes with those remains must be found,” spoke Mutabaruka.


    Thandiwe studied him. “So, you don’t believe the entrails from the other day came from Nachelle?”


    “Honestly, I don’t know what to believe. Nachelle went missing the day we discovered the bloody circle, and her necklace turned up in Chaonaine’s room. However, that doesn’t mean she’s dead. Those guts could be anyone’s. Of course, if Nachelle turns up, though it looks likely she won’t, we’ll still have to find out who the body parts belong to.”


    “I’m going to say they belong to her.” Abimbala nodded.


    “Maybe so,” said Thandiwe. “But the search for Nachelle has been spread through Harambe and neighboring towns and cities. We’ll just give it a little more time. A guard will accompany Chaonaine, and house security is on high alert until we get to the bottom of this. Now, Rashaad, Abimbala, excuse us.”


    The legless mystic and guard left Thandiwe and Mutabaruka alone. The ambassador went to his desk and pulled out a letter, sealed with his blue wax crest. He handed it to Muta.


    “I have a message that I want delivered personally by you. Tomorrow, you’ll set out for Adeola Palace.”

  


  
    Twenty-nine


    Mutabaruka left the manor the next morning just before sunrise. He’d chosen a horse rather than a cheelu to ride. Cheelu were very fast, but they were also very rambunctious, and Mutabaruka would rather deal with horses for that reason.


    He kept a steady pace, reaching Harambe within an hour. He made his way through the great city and arrived at Adeola Palace less than three hours after leaving the manor. He passed through the two sets of gates, guiding the mare towards the massive structure. He’d accompanied the ambassador and Phenyo there on various occasions, and he was awed each time.


    A man in fine robes met him at the end of the stone-paved drive where a group of carriages was parked. “Greetings, sir.”


    “Greetings,” answered Mutabaruka. “I have come with a letter for the lady Phenyo.”


    “Oh yes, of course.” The man smiled deeply. He called a stable boy to handle Muta’s horse, then gestured to a wide path leading to the front doors of the palace. “This way, please. I believe she’s having lessons in the training yard. I’ll take you to her.”


    “Thanks.”


    Mutabaruka followed the man. They took a couple of spacious hallways until they exited to the training yard. Several soldiers and palace guards occupied the area, cleaning swords and other weapons, sparring, or just sitting around. The sounds of clanging metal filled the air while men practiced their swordplay. Muta smiled when his sharp eyes found her.


    Phenyo was at the shooting range on the other side of the yard with her bow. She ran from point to point, letting arrows fly at various targets down the range, and she was doing very well from what Mutabaruka saw.


    He turned to the man who’d led him to the training yard. “Thank you, sir.”


    The man smiled and nodded. “Very well. I am called Kwame. I’ll remain here, should you need anything.”


    Mutabaruka adjusted the traveling bag on his torso and strode into the yard. He received a few curious looks but that was it. Ra-siamun practiced hand-to-hand combat with Zhen. He got distracted when Mutabaruka passed and didn’t see the trainer’s leg sweep, which sent the young prince to the dirt. Mutabaruka stopped a few feet behind Phenyo. She had an arrow drawn and ready to shoot. She let it go and it struck into a target down the range.


    “It’s good to see you haven’t stopped practicing since you left.”


    “Muta!” Phenyo jerked around, and her face lit. She set the bow to the ground and ran to him, throwing arms around his neck. Happy tears filled her eyes. “I’m so glad you’re here! I’ve missed you so!”


    “I’ve missed you too,” he said, hugging her back just as fiercely. He pulled away to look down into her lovely face. “How’ve you been?”


    “Good. I miss home though.” She lifted a brow, smiling still. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but what are you doing here?”


    “I have a letter from your father. He insisted I deliver it myself.”


    “And I’m glad he did. How is he?”


    Muta nodded, deciding he would tell her nothing of what had occurred at the manor over the past few days. “The Ambassador is well. He’ll be leaving for business in Ketsumnatet next week. He misses you and sends his love, as I’m sure his letter states.”


    They smiled at each other.


    “Who’s your friend?” Ra-siamun’s voice cut into their moment.


    Phenyo and Mutabaruka faced him.


    “This is my personal guard, Muta. Muta, this is Ra. He’s been chosen for the same task as me. There’s another named Zuri. He’s a wizard. He’s surely practicing his spells now. The three of us and one other are to face our journey together.”


    “Ah, I see,” said Muta. “Well, it’s nice to meet you.” He held out a hand to Ra, and Ra shook it.


    “Yeah, you too.”


    “So!” Phenyo took Mutabaruka’s hand excitedly and pulled him in the direction of the palace gardens. “We have much to talk about!”


    Ra watched them head off. He didn’t know why exactly, but he found that he was more than a little jealous right then. Smirking lightly, he turned and went back to his session with Zhen.


    *


    “How is Jaja?” Phenyo asked, her smile brightening. She and Muta walked along a path through the gardens.


    The man chuckled. “Stubborn as ever. He misses you though, I can tell.”


    “You’ve been personally taking care of him?”


    “I clean and brush him once a week. However, stablehands do a more than adequate job of tending to him. I just, well, I don’t mind looking after him because doing so reminds me of you,” he answered deeply, blue eyes flashing in her direction.


    They stopped beside a shallow pond occupied by several flareks. The long-legged, red-feathered birds watched the couple.


    “Muta…”


    He cleared his throat and took a breath. He gently grabbed her smaller hand. “Phenyo, I haven’t been completely honest with you. I care about you in more than just a friendly way.”


    Her breath caught in her throat.


    “What I mean to say is that I…I love you, more than you know.”


    “Oh, Muta!” she gasped. Her eyes watered. “I love you too! Why didn’t you say something before?”


    The young woman released a happy sob, and he caressed her cheek.


    “I didn’t feel it was appropriate to do so, and I realize it was a mistake letting you leave without telling you. Ambassador Thandiwe knows of my feelings. He also knows how you feel for me and has given me permission to marry you if you’ll accept my proposal. So,” the handsome guard took another deep breath and smiled, “Phenyo, it would be the greatest honor if you became my wife.”


    “Yes! Oh yes!” she squealed and hugged him.


    Before he gave in to any impulses and stole a kiss, Muta separated her from him by an arm’s length. He smiled deeply down at her. “Well, that’s a good thing.”


    “I’ve always loved you, Muta. When do we wed?”


    “It won’t be until you’re able to return home.”


    “Oh. Then it seems we have some time.”


    “Indeed.” He nodded, watching her closely, taking in each fine curve and line of her perfect features. While Mutabaruka was intent on keeping their relationship as innocent as possible for the time being, Phenyo wasn’t trying to contain anything.


    She moved close to him again and wrapped her arms around his neck. Her face moved in, and their lips drew nearer. Mutabaruka was trapped in the spell she cast over him, not fighting the kiss to come. But the kiss didn’t happen.


    “Excuse me, sir.” It was Kwame. “Will you be staying the night?”


    Muta and Phenyo stared into each other’s eyes. The guard nodded. “Yes, I shall stay.”


    “Very well,” said Kwame. “I’ll ready a room for you.”


    *


    Dinner commenced promptly at the same time it did every night. The dining hall’s long table was adorned with trays of food, set with plates, glasses, and silverware. Phenyo, Ra, and Zuri sat at the table talking and eating. Izaiah, Ezra, and Zhen were present as well. Once again, Empress Zalira was absent.


    “So, do I have to ask what you’re all dressed up for?” Ra lifted a brow at Phenyo across the table as he reached for a piece of bread.


    “I’m not dressed up,” she insisted. “I only thought that it would be proper to wear something fine to dinner.” And fine it was. She wore an aqua silk and lace dress with a snug bodice. Her thick, silky dark hair was loose over her shoulders. Her hazel eyes rolled at Ra, though she smiled.


    “Why tonight? Any other night you haven’t come to dinner looking like that.”


    She frowned. “Like what? Are you implying that I didn’t look decent all the other times at dinner?”


    “No, I didn’t mean to say that. I just—”


    “I think you look nice,” Zuri interrupted. “So, when do we meet your…” his smile deepened, “…friend.”


    “Right now. There he is,” Phenyo said. Her eyes lit at the large, arched entryway.


    Mutabaruka had entered and locked eyes on her. He smiled and headed down the long table, taking the seat beside her. “Good evening, milady.”


    “Muta, this is Tauzuri,” she said.


    “Just Zuri will do.” The boy nodded.


    “Nice to meet you.” He returned Zuri’s nod and gave one to Ra as well. His blue gaze eased to the empty elaborate chair at the head of the table. “I take it the Empress will not be joining us?”


    “She never does really. In the two months we’ve been here, we’ve only eaten with her twice,” Ra answered before digging into his dinner again.


    “Ah,” Muta said. “That’s understandable. She’s pretty busy, I’m sure.” He smiled at the spread of dishes before him—bowls of vegetables, fruits, and soups, platters of bread, fish, and meat, and crystal vases of various juices, nectars, and water. “This is certainly a dinner for royalty. And this is how you dine every day?”


    He lifted a blond eyebrow at Phenyo.


    “Yes,” she said.


    “Breakfast, lunch, and dinner.” Zuri smiled, then stuffed a forkful of food into his mouth.


    “Kind of makes dinner back at the manor look like a peasant’s meal, doesn’t it?” Phenyo said with a chuckle.


    “Indeed, it does.” Muta poured some juice and sipped. He looked at Ra and Zuri across the table, then to Phenyo. “So, when do you all head off on your travels?”


    “Soon,” Phenyo said. “We must wait for the last of our group to return with Itvin. I’m sure we’ll be leaving not long after that.”


    “And this person is young as well?”


    “Itvin said he is.” Ra’s eyes fixed on Mutabaruka, going back and forth between him and Phenyo. Again, he was riddled with a tinge of jealousy. He pushed his chair back and offered a somewhat fake smile to the others. “Think I’ll take leave for the evening. Goodnight.”


    They watched the young prince exit the dining hall.


    “Hm, I wonder what got into him,” voiced Phenyo. “He didn’t even get through one plate, and he usually eats at least three.” She shrugged it off and went back to happily eating her own food.


    Mutabaruka knew exactly what had irked the younger man. He’d realized it from the first moment he met Ra-siamun. He liked Phenyo a lot, and it was hard for him to see her so happy and close with Muta. But that was something Ra would just have to accept, because Mutabaruka wasn’t going anywhere.


    The lavish meal continued into the evening. When it was over, everyone departed the hall and retreated to their quarters.


    *


    The next morning, Muta rose early. With his traveling bag slung over his broad chest, he left the palace main and went for his horse, which had been cleaned, fed, and pampered by the stablehands. After Muta got the saddle on the mare, he heard shuffling feet behind him. He smiled and turned to face Phenyo. She made quite a lovely vision in a burgundy and silver dress with flowing skirts, a fitting bodice, and short puff-sleeves.


    They hugged and pulled back to look in each other’s eyes.


    “I wish I were going with you.”


    “I wish you were too, my beauty.” Muta caressed her cheek. “There is no rule that says I cannot follow you and your group once you set out, and that’s what I plan to do. I’ll be watching.”


    “Oh, Muta…” her voice hung heavy with sadness. She sighed and hugged him again. This time she lifted on her toes and pressed her lips to his. They shared a kiss for long, warm seconds, then parted.


    “I love you, Phenyo, and I always will.”


    “I love you,” she breathed.


    They kissed again, then Mutabaruka mounted his horse. He smiled handsomely down at her and urged the horse off. Phenyo ran to the stable doors to watch him race down the long, tree-lined palace drive.

  


  
    Thirty


    On the southernmost point of the Arendruil continent, the city of Tian faced a deadly, evil enemy. They had not expected the horde of hov’kor that marched upon them at high noon. Wave upon wave of lizard and snake men oozed through the city like a scaly cloud, burning and killing everything in their paths. No one stood a chance.


    Wearing his Arkannon Goldsley disguise like a well-tailored suit, the Overlord walked slowly through the streets of Tian smiling vaguely at the work of his troops, the bodies and carnage all over. The hov’kor were doing their wrap-up, exterminating any who got through the initial attack. A set of high-pitched screams came from the right just ahead of the Overlord. He stopped and waited, watching as a woman and two children ran out into the open from a side street. They didn’t see the Overlord and continued ahead of him.


    Grinning, he lifted his hand. It instantly began to glow red, charged with his power. He drew his hand back as if preparing to pitch a ball, then swung his arm towards them. An orb of red energy flew at the woman and children, and when it struck them, they froze mid-run, consumed by a bright flame. When the flame subsided, all that remained were the blackened, hairless corpses of the humans, still posed to run, a set of statues made of charred flesh.


    A moment later, the reason why the humans fled appeared—a couple of snake men. Their armor clattered with their movements. They examined the macabre sculptures, then their master, before hurrying off to hunt other survivors.


    The Overlord strode right up to statues. He took in a deep breath and blew. The figures crumbled to ash, blowing away in the breeze. He chuckled and reached into his long coat, pulling out a baseball-sized sphere. It was smooth, tinted red, and swirling inside with mist. It was the Opal, one of the three spirit crystals, the only one he could possess for the moment.


    He held it up before his eyes, channeling his power through it, using the Opal’s magnificent energy to amplify his own. The Opal’s crimson light intensified until it was nearly blinding, then the spirit crystal lifted from the Overlord’s palm, rising high into the air. Its light spread outward, engulfing everything in the city, conjuring up a tangy, sulfurous wind that made the Overlord’s blond hair whip all around his head. The crystal released a single pulse that rocked through every structure in and around Tian, even the ground. Then the light vanished, and the Opal slowly lowered back down into the Overlord’s waiting hand.


    He pocketed the crystal and looked around, satisfied. His mark had been made on the city and the land upon which it sat. The ground and streets were cracked and blackened with vents of sulfur-smelling steam rupturing all about. The buildings were also blackened and ruined. Every tree was dead, every blade of grass gone. There was nothing left of Tian and the immediate surrounding area except barrenness and corpses.


    *


    From the woodland hills north of Tian, standing at the tree line, Uisdean and two fellow Nevareyt scouts watched the Overlord’s destructive force. The winged men stared in disbelief as the scarlet glow engulfed Tian and the pulse that came after which sent the land to complete ruin.


    It was only by some run of extreme luck that they had been able to witness in person what they were up against. They had been soaring through the sky on lookout in the southern lands when they saw the great portal open outside Tian and the ranks of hov’kor that marched from the vortex to attack the city. The wind carried the stink of sulfur to the hills where they took cover.


    “Captain, what do we do?” asked one of the men.


    Uisdean’s eyes remained on the dead city below.


    “We must report this to the queen at once, Gored. We have just seen the Overlord’s evil firsthand. It is only a matter of time before either he or his Servants of Fate minions attack our forest, our home.” He sighed and turned to his friends. “Our worst fears are now upon us. Let us fly.”


    Uisdean flapped his strong cardinal-colored wings and took off, then the other two followed.

  


  
    Part Five


    The Chosen Unite

  


  
    Thirty-one


    A couple of weeks after Mutabaruka’s visit, Tauzuri ran into the Prophecy Chamber. Izaiah had unlocked the portal for him, Phenyo, and Ra-siamun to study and research materials. “Itvin’s carriage is coming! It’s almost reached the main drive!”


    Both Phenyo and Ra looked up from their books and smiled deeply. They moved from the table and left with Zuri, down the spiral of stone steps to the library’s main floor.


    “It’s about time he came back,” said Ra.


    “It’s barely been three months.” Phenyo chuckled.


    “Well, it seems like longer,” he remarked.


    They crossed the threshold out of the huge doors and left the library, making their way to the front of the palace.


    “I wonder what this new person is like,” pondered Zuri. “I wonder if he’s cool.”


    Ra shrugged vaguely, offering a light smile. “We’ll see shortly.”


    By the time they reached the great cul-de-sac nestled at the base of the palace, Itvin’s carriage could clearly be seen rolling up the tree-lined drive. A small greeting party was gathered as well, consisting of Izaiah and servants to handle any bags or cargo.


    The carriage pulled around, and the driver tugged on the reins to halt the cheelu. He then climbed down and made short work of letting loose the step. He opened the door, and Itvin emerged, followed by a teenager wearing a stylish jacket over his clothes. A breeze ruffled his dark blonde hair, and his brown eyes fell on the three other teens present. He appeared to be sizing them up. His gaze rested on Phenyo, and he grinned.


    “The old man didn’t tell me one of my teammates was so pretty,” he drawled.


    “Excuse me?” Phenyo smirked.


    “Have you no restraint, boy?” interjected Itvin. He too made a face.


    “No, not much.”


    “Well, you should learn how to conjure some.”


    Ra lightly rolled his eyes. “Wow. I’m already liking this guy,” he mumbled sarcastically.


    “Phenyo, Ra, and Zuri, this is Evrik, your fourth companion,” Itvin said.


    Evrik adjusted his traveling bag and stepped closer to them. “Charmed. I’m sure we’ll all get along just fine.”


    “This is High Wizard Izaiah.” Itvin gestured to the tall, slim, bald-shaven man, who smiled lightly and nodded in greeting to Evrik. “How did everything go in my absence?”


    “Quite well. They learned much and practiced their skills nearly every day,” said Izaiah.


    “Good.” Itvin’s smile turned to the teens. “Have you had lunch?”


    “Not yet,” answered Zuri. “We’ve been in the Prophecy Chamber for most of the morning.”


    “Well, I think it’s about that time. Let’s go to the dining hall.”


    The servants tended to the carriage and cheelu. Itvin and the others started down the wide stone path for the palace entrance. Evrik stared at everything in awe.


    “Smashing,” he breathed.


    All four of the Chosen walked several paces ahead of Itvin and Izaiah. This gave the two wizards some space to talk.


    “So, you said that things went well?” started Itvin.


    “Yes. Each of them has more than proven that they are capable of taking on the tasks ahead.” Izaiah nodded thoughtfully with his hands clasped at the small of his back. “Tauzuri is…very exceptional.”


    “As he should be, given who his father is,” Itvin said in a lowered voice. “Has he exhibited any darkness?”


    “No. No, that’s not what I meant to say. He’s a great kid, very smart and perceptive, and he’s been learning to channel and use his power well.”


    “That’s good.” Itvin sighed, and his thick brows dropped as his eyes narrowed. “He will be tested to his limits. They all will. The quicker they learn and the more they absorb, the better.”


    “And what of Evrik? It’s been some time since I last saw him. Is he ready?”


    “Oh yes,” Itvin answered, the smallest of smiles hinting at the corner of his mouth. “I’d say he’s the most prepared for their travels. He’s highly skilled in combat, and he’s rather brave and noble-hearted.”


    Izaiah lifted a brow. “Noble-hearted?”


    “Yes. Having visited Northwestland often, you know of the Blue Bandit, right?”


    “Of course. He essentially steals from the greedy rich and distributes his loot to the needy poor.”


    “Seems Evrik took it upon himself to assume the role of the Bandit, masquerading and robbing folks, then giving it away to the less fortunate. I found this out shortly after I arrived in Sangal. The boy has a good heart and has unknowingly prepared himself for this moment by learning swordcraft and traveling on his small adventures. He is ready.”


    “How long before you take them before the Council in Veergastaad?” Izaiah asked, his vision moving momentarily forward to the four teens who spoke amongst themselves, undoubtedly getting to know one another.


    “I think we’ll be leaving in less than a month.”


    Izaiah issued a nod. “Sounds good.”


    *


    The great dining hall wasn’t as busy as it would be at dinner. Only a handful were there taking in a midday meal. The four teens sat together near the middle of the long table. Itvin and Izaiah sat near the end opposite Empress Zalira’s empty elegant chair, giving the teens space to adapt to each other.


    From the looks of it, it seemed that Evrik was the one adapting the fastest. He immediately began to heap food on his plate, pouring a glass of juice. He ate up a mouthful, washed it down, looked at Zuri to his right, then across the table at Phenyo and Ra. He grinned. “So, are you two an item or something?”


    Phenyo nearly choked on the bit of bread in her mouth, and Ra coughed a surprised laugh.


    “What? No,” Ra said. “I wouldn’t dream of messing with almost married women.”


    Phenyo tossed him a dry look.


    “Almost married, eh? Smashing. To whom?” Evrik gulped some of his juice.


    “First,” started Phenyo. “I wouldn’t say ‘almost married’ is the right term. The man that I love and who loves me is my personal guard back home. We haven’t exactly set a date to be wed, but it is sure to happen someday. And second,” her hazel gaze shot sideward to Ra, “I don’t believe it’s any of your business where my marital status stands.”


    The young woman went back to eating her lunch.


    Both Zuri and Evrik looked from her to Ra.


    “Oookay. We’ll just leave that subject alone,” said Evrik. He reached for the pitcher of juice for a refill and ended up tipping it over. Amber colored liquid spread across the table. “Damn!”


    He moved to clean it up, but Zuri stopped him by grabbing his arm.


    “It’s okay,” Zuri said with a smile. “I’ve been practicing a lot. Allow me.”


    They all watched as the curly haired boy stretched out his arms before him. A very pale blue light ebbed from his brown hands, which were aimed at the spill. Zuri concentrated for a few seconds, then the liquid on the table began to gather in a puddle, which turned into a ball. The amber sphere sucked back into the pitcher, which righted itself on the table once more. It was as if the juice had never been spilled.


    “Wow! That was smashing!” Evrik grinned. He chuckled and ruffled Zuri’s hair.


    “You sure like the word ‘smashing’, don’t you?” Zuri grinned.


    Even Ra and Phenyo smiled, happy that Zuri was doing so well with his power.


    Down the table, Izaiah and Itvin had observed as well. They both exchanged nods and smiles.

  


  
    Thirty-two


    Just as Zuri, Phenyo, and Ra did before him, Evrik went to see Empress Zalira. After they had lunch, Itvin took the teens to her chamber, and along the way Evrik admired the intricate architecture and decor of Adeola Palace. He grinned at the pair of stoic-faced guards outside the great throne room doors; the guards did not smile back. They looked forward and didn’t change their expressions.


    The group passed into the room. The huge half dome stone barrier was raised, letting light from the spacious terrace pour inside. A sunray stabbed down into the room. In the middle of the chamber was Zalira. She stood at the base of her throne, her fine, shimmering dress flowing around her, spreading generously in all directions, thoroughly covering her feet. The garment was sleeveless and revealed her slender, smooth, flawless, dark arms. Her long neck and small face seemed to float in all the lovely material. She eased gracefully forward and stopped before the teens. Itvin and Izaiah stood behind them. Zalira’s eyes glided over Zuri, Phenyo, Ra, and Evrik, and she smiled softly.


    “Finally, the Chosen are together. I’m glad you’re here, Evrik.”


    “And I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Your Highness.” He bowed lightly and with obvious skill. He met Zalira’s eyes again and felt spellbound, for the sound of her voice carried a pleasing calm that drew over him like a blanket.


    “Thank you,” said Zalira. Her bright eyes focused on his. “As I have asked the others, I will also ask you: do you know why you’re here?”


    Evrik considered his answer, then nodded. “From what Itvin has told me on our travels, I am here as one of four Chosen”—he gestured to his fellow teenagers—“who will face the Overlord, or, as he is more commonly known, Arkannon Goldsley. The four of us are part of some prophecy.”


    “That’s correct. The world has waited a long time for all of you, and I have no doubt that you’ll succeed. But that road is hard and dangerous beyond anything any of you have ever faced.” She met eyes with each of them as she spoke. “You will gain allies and encounter enemies in your journeys, and, of course, you will have me, Izaiah, Itvin, and Ezra to guide you when we can.”


    The teens regarded Zalira closely, hanging on her words. Zuri smiled vaguely as he stared up at her, taken by how beautiful and innocent she appeared.


    “Your Highness?” said Evrik.


    “Yes?”


    “If I may be so bold as to imply—what can the four of us do to defeat the Overlord that powerful wizards like Itvin, Izaiah, and Ezra cannot?”


    His inquiry made her smile further. She reached out and touched his warm, sun-tanned cheek.


    “What can you do, indeed? While the Overlord is not in his most powerful state, he is still as powerful as we are. Once you start visiting the Prophecy Chamber and reading up some, you’ll understand why it must be Tauzuri and the three of you. The only one who can truly destroy the Overlord must be kin to him.” Her eyes flashed to Zuri. “And this One will be accompanied in this endeavor by three others, young like him- or herself. The four of you represent youth and the future, and the Overlord stands for an archaic time of darkness long ago. The key to defeating the past is the future.”


    The teens stared deeply at Empress Zalira, and it wasn’t because they were baffled by her reply. It was quite the opposite; they understood what she said very clearly. By now they all knew that Zuri was the “kin” she spoke of, related to Overlord because he contained his essence. Itvin had spoken to Evrik of this on the long trip from Northwestland.


    Zalira stepped back. “I’ll let you go now, Evrik, and get settled into your room. You’ll want to get a good night’s sleep, as I’m sure you’ll all be up early for training.”


    The Chosen bowed lightly. Zalira smiled and nodded, then watched Itvin and Izaiah lead them from the chamber.

  


  
    Thirty-three


    Zuri, Phenyo, Ra, and Evrik rose early the next morning, met for breakfast in the great dining hall, then headed out to the training yard. They were greeted by the stern yet kind weapons master, Zhen. He stood with his legs slightly apart and hands clasped at the small of his back, watching as they approached.


    “Ah, you must be Evrik. I’m Zhen. If you haven’t already been told, I’ll be your weapons trainer.”


    “Nice to meet you. No offense, but I don’t need a trainer. I’ve been doing just fine, you see.” Evrik produced a smooth grin and patted the mini crossbow latched to his belt.


    Zhen eyed the weapon and nodded. He chuckled briefly. Itvin told him about the youngster’s headstrong demeanor. It was something to be admired.


    “Okay then,” he said. “Step up to the range and show me what you got?”


    “Alright.” Evrik took a place at the boundary.


    Bullseyes and straw-stuffed dummies on wooden poles lined the range at varying distances. At the far end of the range was a stone wall. A track had been constructed along the wall, upon which moving targets glided back and forth, providing an even higher level of difficulty.


    “I want you to aim for a five-meter target to start,” said Zhen. He stood back and crossed his arms, watching.


    Zuri, Ra, and Phenyo also watched with heightened anticipation.


    The corner of Evrik’s fine mouth tipped with a smile. He cleared his throat, drew his mini crossbow, and took a firing stance at the shooting line. He aimed down the sight; a moment later, he sent a bolt whizzing down the range. It struck into the straw head of one of the moving targets at the back of the range.


    “Sweet!” Zuri chimed.


    “It was okay,” said Ra.


    The palace guards who practiced in the yard had grown used to seeing Phenyo, Zuri, and Ra there, often watching them spar. Some of the guards nodded in admiration at Evrik’s shot.


    Zhen also nodded in approval. He lifted a brow. “Very good, but I asked you to shoot a five-meter target.”


    Evrik faced him and shrugged. “And I shot one at the back. Doesn’t that pretty much prove that I could easily hit a closer one?”


    “Perhaps. You’re certainly skilled, yet you lack discipline,” said Zhen calmly. “Being a warrior isn’t just about using weapons; it also involves using your mind and listening to those who seek to teach you. You know much, I’m sure, but for the journey ahead of you, you’ll need to know much more. Now,” he stepped forward and smirked at Evrik’s weapon, “let’s say we get you a real mini crossbow, hm? Come.”


    Zhen addressed Phenyo and Ra.


    “You two get your weaponry and start practicing.”


    They nodded, told Zuri they’d see him later, then got to it.


    Zuri headed off to find Ezra for some practice of his own. The Kragian wizard had been teaching him a basic healing spell the other day, and Zuri was anxious to get back to it.


    Evrik followed Zhen across the training yard to the armory. The teen stood in the large doorway and gawked at all the weapons stored there. Axes, swords, and blades of all types hung on the walls and neatly in racks. Bows, crossbows, and mini crossbows were stored on shelves, as were arrows and bolts.


    “Smashing,” he said with a deep smile, eyeing a rack of fine swords. Sunlight pushed through the high windows and gleamed along their blades.


    “Over here,” called Zhen.


    On the table sat a pair of ebonwood and silver mini crossbows. They were equipped with a special revolving load mechanism that could hold ten bolts at once, meaning the user wouldn’t have to reload as often. Evrik stared unblinkingly at the weapons. He licked his lips anxiously.


    Zhen noted his reaction and smiled. “You like them?”


    “They’re the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.”


    “Well, I’m sure you’ll take as good a care of them as they will of you.”


    “What?” Evrik’s eyes widened a bit and shot to him.


    “They’re yours now.”


    “What? Seriously?”


    “Yes.”


    “Totally and utterly smashing!”


    Zhen chuckled. “Alright then. Gather them up, along with a quiver of bolts. You can give them a test run, then we’ll see how your swordplay is.”

  


  
    Thirty-four


    Just as Itvin predicted, it didn’t take long for Evrik to mesh with his teammates. For the next few weeks, they spent most days together in the training yard, in the Prophecy Chamber, or doing leisure things. Zuri had begun spending more time than usual in the training yard to get only basic hand-to-hand instruction from Zhen; the boy’s real strength for the moment resided in his powers.


    The Chosen were in the Prophecy Chamber one sunny morning when Itvin entered. The elder wizard had a soft smile on his face. Pale light pressed through the frosted windows and made his short silver hair gleam.


    “The day after tomorrow,” he said. “We leave for Veergastaad. We’d usually go via the rune gate, but the Empress has restricted all incoming and outgoing travel until further notice. So, we’re going by ship.”


    They stared wordlessly at him from the large wooden table, stealing looks at each other. Zuri didn’t know about the others, but he felt a burst of butterflies through his belly at Itvin’s announcement. He’d known they’d be leaving soon, though that didn’t keep him from feeling uneasy. Uneasy yet anxious.


    “You’ll all need to pack warmer clothing, as it will be well into the month of Uba when we get there,” Itvin continued.


    “Uba,” said Zuri. “That’s the eleventh month here, like November on Earth.”


    “Yes.” Itvin nodded. “I see you’ve truly been studying up on Kambia. That’s good.”


    During the time Itvin had been gone to get Evrik, Zuri resourcefully educated himself not just with his power and the Prophecy, but also with some of Kambia’s basic language and culture. Zuri also found that a lot of things, including the Kambian months, were translated in the Common Language, which happened to be the equivalent of Earth’s English. He would find as time went on that Kambia and Earth shared many similarities.


    “I learned that the Kambian year holds twelve months like Earth’s, and all the corresponding months of both worlds have the same number of days, with the exceptions of Jaik and Ro. Jaik has thirty and Ro has thirty-two. I found that interesting.”


    “What’s so interesting about it?” mused Evrik, leaning back in his chair.


    “Back on Earth, Jaik and Ro are called July and August. They both have thirty-one days.” Zuri grinned. “My birthday is Bujozi the third; that’s September back on Earth. Though, the calendar years don’t match up. Here in Kambia my birthday would be more like Jaik the third.”


    Itvin laughed, shaking his head. “The correct way to say that is the third day of Jaik.”


    “Oh. I learn something new here every day.”


    “Alright then. I’ll leave you to your studies. It would be wise to start packing today.” Itvin’s hands clasped at the small of his back, then he turned on his heel and left them.


    “Wow. I can’t believe we’re actually about to start this thing,” said Phenyo. She took a breath.


    “I know,” entered Ra. “Seems like a long time ago we were just finding out about the Prophecy and our roles in it.”


    Evrik’s golden brown eyes eased to each of his companions, his trademark rogue-smile slipping on. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m very much looking forward to getting a move on. We can find Goldsley—I mean, the Overlord—and give him a beating he won’t soon forget.”


    He looked down at the pages of the open book before him, the ones that Zuri, Phenyo, and Ra had seen a couple of months ago showing detailed drawings of the crimson-skinned Overlord. He scowled faintly.


    “Um, you are talking about the same Overlord we all know, right? The one who is very powerful, very evil, and bent on destroying everything and everyone not loyal to him?” Zuri watched him with a lifted brow.


    “Yep. Same one.” Evrik patted him on the shoulder and grinned. “But we’re tough and getting better, and we have our own little piece of the Overlord on our side.”


    Zuri smirked thinly. “Don’t remind me.”


    “You’re not subtle at all, are you?” Ra shook his head at Evrik.


    Evrik sighed. “I didn’t mean to make you uneasy, Zuri. I apologize. I only meant that, while you’re not evil and dark, you still have a great gift of power that will certainly aid us in defeating him. I truly believe that.”


    Zuri crossed his slim arms on the table. “So…you don’t think for a moment that I might be as bad as him, that I might turn on you guys someday?”


    “No way, little buddy. I think you’re absolutely smashing.” Evrik offered a small but true smile. “No way you could ever be like him.”


    “I agree,” said Phenyo. She smiled warmly at Zuri. “You’re a good person, and I’m glad to have you as a friend.”


    “And I second that.” Ra nodded.


    Zuri had to admit that he felt better now. The icy snake of dread coiling around his stomach had eased its clenching death-lock. Indeed, he felt warm. They were his friends, the people whom he would become closest to as their journey unfolded.


    *


    Mutabaruka stood a short way down the hill from the manor observing a stunning view of the valley and Harambe in the near distance. Autumn was upon the land, and surrounding forests bloomed with shades of red, orange, and gold. The sky was overcast, and a cool wind blew; his long hide jacket flapped against his strong legs. It was his favorite time of year. He liked the nippiness. He’d been outside for half an hour swimming in his thoughts, most of which were occupied by Phenyo. He knew she and her group were leaving for Arendruil soon, the city of Veergastaad, and he planned to set out as well. He told her that he’d be watching, and he meant it. But being head of security for the manor meant he also had responsibilities there.


    Ambassador Thandiwe and his caravan left a month ago for the coastal city of Ketsumnatet on the Monatara Continent to the north of Wangaipangea, crossing the Crystalwater Sea to get there. With the shadow of war being cast by Arkannon Goldsley’s growing attacks all over the world, the ambassador thought to propose an agreement with Sultan Jazaad Her-shireth to unite the military and wizard forces of Wangaipangea and Ketsumnatet, along with whatever other territories the sultan commanded. Such an agreement would fortify the defenses of both parties.


    And then there was the ongoing feud between Chaonaine and Abimbala. They were still getting on each other’s nerves, though no other foul things had happened at the house since the disappearance and, what had officially been ruled as, murder of Nachelle the servant girl. Her body had never actually been found. Even with no new disappearances and deaths, a dark cloud still hovered over the manor.


    Mutabaruka was not so lost in his thoughts that he didn’t hear approaching footsteps on the grass behind him. The steps stopped, and Muta turned to face Rashaad. Despite how much the larger, bald-shaven man irked him, Muta could truly say he’d been helpful in maintaining order in the house; he did his job well.


    “I must leave as soon as possible,” said Rashaad. “I received word that my mother is ill and not doing well.”


    “I’m sorry to hear that. Where does she live?”


    “Srendis.” A minor but lovely town on the north coast of Amandla, the smaller of the two landmasses that made up Wangaipangea. It was a few days’ ride from Harambe.


    Muta nodded briefly, his dazzling blue eyes fixed on Rashaad’s dark brown ones. “Okay, yes, you must go immediately.”


    “Are you sure? I can stay if—”


    “No,” Muta cut him off. “Go. All is under control here. I hope your mother’s going to be alright.”


    “Yeah, me too. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


    Muta nodded, and Rashaad turned, taking long strides back up the lawn. Less than fifteen minutes later, he was riding off from the manor on his cheelu. Mutabaruka went to the guards’ quarters for a meeting with the rest of house security. He relayed that Rashaad left to tend to his mother. He also let them know that he, Muta, would be leaving on business in a few days or so, and ascertained that they knew Aaron would be in charge during his absence.

  


  
    Thirty-five


    As commanded by his lord, Wortmel traveled to southern Northwestland to rally the sizable group of Servants of Fate that had amassed there. He’d arrived two weeks ago, taking up shelter in an old cave at the mouth of a long abandoned mine ten miles from the nearest city or town. Then he immediately sought out the ones who deemed themselves leaders amongst Servants and told them to get their groups to the cave. A message needed to be delivered to them from the Overlord himself. And so, they’d gathered from all over the southern lands, nearly a thousand of them. That didn’t seem like a lot compared to the vast many against the Overlord, but it was something. It only took a few dangerous cells to infect a body and systematically kill or convert other cells, until the infection became unstoppable.


    It was a cloudless night, and a bonfire raged in the clearing outside the old mine. The Servants of Fate were gathered around it, each of them wearing dark hoods that mostly concealed their faces. They chattered endlessly, a low and ominous sound. Wortmel stood in the center, moving slowly around the fire, his long robes brushing the ground. He stopped in a place where they could all see him, right before the gaping black mouth of the cave, and raised his arms. The chattering cut off instantly. He pulled back his hood so they could see his face, though he was the only one to do so; the Servants remained shrouded in firelight and shadow.


    “Loyal servants of the Overlord, welcome,” began Wortmel, his voice crisp. “He, he has sent me before you as a reminder of the wondrous glory to come, a gesture so that you know that he has neither forgotten nor forsaken you. The, the Overlord is with you.”


    “We revel in his glory,” said all the Servants of Fate in unison.


    Wortmel smiled, an expression that appeared even more twisted under the flickering bonfire. “And he shall reward you for your loyalty. Look, look into the fire.” He lifted his arms and pointed them at the blaze. The flames rose, then ebbed and turned blood-red. “See what you’ve always desired.”


    The Servants all stared at the bonfire, which would magically show them what they wanted. For most it was riches and high social standing; they could see themselves living the life they’d always wanted with whomever they wanted. Others saw themselves with as much power as the Overlord, ruling nations. For everyone it was a different vision, but each saw some sort of greed or darkness. And they all fully believed they’d attain their ultimate fantasy by following the Overlord and putting their unflinching faith in him.


    Wortmel gave them a minute before he waved his arm and made the flames turn from crimson to normal again. The Servants blinked as if popping out of a trance.


    “The Overlord told me to tell you all that our time is very near. Our, our ranks are growing throughout Kambia,” he scowled, “and those faithless ones who are against us grow weary and scared. They know we will overpower them. That’s why we need to advance upon them. You will all keep to your disguises, continue your mundane, everyday lives for now. But by the cover of night, you will attack these lesser fools. Start, start with smaller towns and villages throughout southern Northwestland. Burn them. Destroy them. Let them see we are a force to be reckoned with!”


    He shook a pale fist towards the sky.


    “Burn them! Destroy them!” The Servants began to chant. They bobbed side to side, a small sea of hooded figures.


    Wortmel silenced them with the wave of his arms again. “I, I have chosen a handful amongst you to serve as leaders, the eyes and ears for the rest of you. The leaders, as you know, will receive power amulets. Chosen, come forth.”


    Fifty hooded figures stepped before Wortmel, between him and the bonfire. They formed ranks and kneeled as one. He moved to the first in line and held out his hand. A round medallion appeared in his upturned palm. It was made of some strange, smooth black metal etched with runes, connected to a thin chain. Wortmel placed the amulet over the first figure’s head. He walked along the ranks and produced amulets for the others. The inaugurated few would have the power to use very basic yet effective magic to give the Servants of Fate an edge when they attacked.


    These fifty were not the first to receive amulets. There were other Servant factions in various locations containing leaders who’d been granted the same power.


    After the rally, while the hooded Servants gradually cleared the area outside the cave, Wortmel stared into the bonfire flames, piercing eyes peering through his curtain of dark, oily hair. A Servant approached and stopped a short distance away, observing him from the hooded shadows of her cloak. Wortmel faced her.


    “Ah, you’re the one who works for Mayor Birlomor Nolarion, yes?”


    “Indeed, I do.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.


    “Good, good. Then I have a special task for you.” A wicked grin split his yellowed face. He pulled a one-ounce vial of bright red liquid from his jacket and held it up before the firelight, showing tiny bubbles fizzling through it. He extended it to her. “Make sure he eats all of this. Whatever food or drink you decide to pour it in, the potion will adapt the same color, taste, and smell; it will be undetectable.”


    She took the potion and studied it with wide eyes, then looked to Wortmel. “Will this…kill him?


    “No, no, but it will make him yearn for death in the end. He’ll appear to have contracted a deep sickness, and no doctor will be able to save him. Only me.”


    “Why do you want me to do this?”


    Wortmel’s electric-blue eyes narrowed. “He, like so many others, is against the Overlord, and he is doing well to rally and strengthen his town. He’s even gone so far as to form a pact with Queen Aurora of Varlendell, which will further strengthen Evenstill. If, if the mayor dies, there is a high chance his people will be disheartened enough to easily allow invasion.”


    The woman smirked. “You said this potion will not kill him, only make him ill.”


    “It, it won’t.” He grinned again. “I want the pleasure of doing that myself.”

  


  
    Thirty-six


    All trips to and from Adeola Palace seemed to stop and start in the large circular cul-de-sac out front that dead-ended the long, winding road up from the valley. That morning, the sun was still low on the horizon and not a cloud spotted the sky. Itvin and the Chosen stood beside a spacious carriage. Izaiah and Ezra were present as well, there to see them off. Ezra made a stark contrast dressed in dazzling, almost glowing, white robes. He and Izaiah approached Itvin and the teens.


    “Safe journey,” spoke Ezra. His dark eyes veered to Itvin. “I’ve decided to leave for the Kragian Order in a few days. They know what’s been happening with the Servants of Fate attacks, and I will see what actions they’ll decide to take.”


    The Kragians’ fortress was located in the Soleg’ahar Mountains on the west coast of Northwestland.


    Itvin nodded. “Okay, my friend. You have a safe journey as well then.”


    Ezra appeared as if he would speak more, but hesitated. He looked from Itvin to Zuri, then back to Itvin. “The others would like to meet him as soon as possible, as he is one of us.”


    “I know,” said Itvin. “Relay to them that they’ll have their request once the Chosen’s business is done in Veergastaad. I will bring them all myself.”


    “Very well.” Ezra nodded once. His dark hair blew across his face a moment.


    Izaiah, whom Zuri still had the urge to call Principal Rimbald, smiled at them all.


    “Be safe,” he said, then focused on Itvin. “I’ll remain here at the palace. As you know, High Elder Minduivil of Meadowsequoia will be coming to meet with the Empress and her council to share his ideas on how to resist the Overlord’s attacks.”


    Itvin smiled faintly. “Actually, I had almost forgotten he was coming. We’ve met a few times; he’s quite respectable and very wise.”


    Minduivil was of the neuwt race. Physically, they looked like humans, save that they had two sets of pointy ears. They were mystical people and typically lived for a few hundred years. The oldest documented neuwt lived to be 362.


    Zuri, Ra, Evrik, and Phenyo said their goodbyes to Ezra and Izaiah, then they and Itvin climbed into the carriage. Shortly after that, the horses and cheelu began to pull them down the long, winding drive towards Harambe. Once through the city, it was a two-day ride to the ports of Zundi. Like Itvin did when retrieving Evrik, they’d take a ship to Sangal, then hop gate to Veergastaad.


    High up the palace wall, standing on a huge terrace, Empress Zalira watched the carriage move off. She raised a slender hand in farewell.


    “Good luck, Chosen,” she uttered to the wind.

  


  
    Thirty-seven


    No clouds floated in the surreal Netherworld sky. However, the red haze thinned enough to reveal many blinking stars. The moon filled the horizon as a huge, darkened sphere. Dimness would linger over this world of black mountains, dunes, and gravel fields for weeks at a time. And then the sun would fully show again as more than just a residual glow outlining the moon, glaring in the sky. It was a strange yet consistent cycle of night and day.


    Wortmel stood on a low-level terrace of the Overlord’s mountain fortress. He watched the hov’kor training on the wide plateau below. Several mudin were also down there. Huge creatures, most standing ten feet tall. They had the head of a boar and body of a man, their hides unusually thick. They currently relocated newly constructed catapults, heaving them to the testing grounds.


    Wortmel was glad for the tang of sulfur that perpetually permeated the air; it masked the mudins’ foul odor. He turned and headed back inside the fortress, making his way to his private quarters. It contained a living space as well as his own personal collection of mystical things. His favorite item was the Wall of Flame. As the name implied, it was a wall completely covered by shifting blue fire, though it emitted no heat.


    Wortmel stepped up to it and waved his hand in a fluid motion. The flames parted like a stage curtain and showed him an image of evening and a large house behind a stone wall with a wrought iron gate. It was Mayor Nolarion’s home.


    *


    Just a week after Wortmel’s rallying of the Servants of Fate, Favia Fenderghast, a kitchen employee for the Nolarion family, made her way through the house for the wide main staircase. She carried a silver tray upon which was a bowl of light broth, steaming tea, and a cup of water. It was for Mayor Nolarion. He’d been feeling ill since the previous afternoon, and Favia decided soup would be good for him. Though, one wouldn’t believe the tall, lanky woman cared about anyone but herself judging from the constant expression of strained scrutiny she wore. With sandy blond hair clipped back from a plain face, Favia could be an attractive woman if she wasn’t so frowny all the time.


    She reached the main staircase and looked down, her green eyes scanning the items on the tray. At the top of the stairs, she headed to the west wing for the master bedroom. The huge wooden door was partly open. Favia entered quietly and saw the mayor sitting back in his pillows, his blanket pulled up to his middle. He coughed dryly, then cleared his throat and produced a weak smile. Favia didn’t smile back, not really. It was more a strained gesture that barely curved her pressed mouth and didn’t reach her eyes at all. She set the tray on a bedside table and handed the glass of water carefully to him.


    Mayor Nolarion gratefully took it and drank a few swallows, having to pause for another coughing spell.


    “Thank you,” he said in a raspy voice.


    “You’re welcome, sir.” Favia took his cup and prepared the tray, placing it over him.


    “You know, Favia, you should smile more often.”


    “Perhaps, and I’m sure I will when there is something to smile about, sir.” She stepped back from the bed and watched him coolly. “Is there anything else you require?”


    “No. Thank you for everything. The soup smells wonderful.” He spooned up some, testing it. Favia’s eyes didn’t leave him while he did. He smiled and nodded. “Mm, yes, it’s quite good indeed.”


    “I’m glad you like it, sir.”


    “Is my wife about?”


    “Lady Nolarion stepped out to the market. Master Marigott is out in the yard practicing his swordplay. Shall I get him?”


    “No, don’t bother him.” Birlomor Nolarion’s smile widened. “You know how he is when he gets in one of his zones. One more thing before you go, though: could you please open the drapes a bit and let some light in here? I’m beginning to feel like an ogre living in a cave.”


    He chuckled; she didn’t, only moving to do the task.


    “Will that be all, sir?”


    “Yes.”


    She turned for the door and started out.


    “Favia?”


    “Yes, sir?” She peered over her shoulder at him.


    “Try to cheer up, hm?”


    “I shall. Thank you, sir.”


    She left the mayor to finish his soup and tea, hearing him fall into another bout of coughs as she moved away down the corridor.


    The day went as usual, with the small group of household workers tending to their chores. Marigott, who was no stranger to manual labor, took a single horse-drawn cart to the forest west of the city to gather wood. He could’ve sent a servant to request a delivery from the lumber yard but chopping it himself gave him something to do.


    By the time he returned late in the afternoon, Favia had already begun preparing dinner. She delegated tasks between herself and the other woman who worked in and around the house, Lucy O’Bartleby.


    Lucy was in her mid-twenties, a few years younger than Favia. She had deep-red hair, hazel eyes, and a slender build. Unlike Favia, she always had a pleasant look about her and was quite lovely. Now, she hummed softly to herself while she stood at the counter skinning and cutting liru to make a pie.


    On the other side of the kitchen, Favia chopped some potatoes and other vegetables for a stew. She glared several times at Lucy, but Lucy didn’t let the looks dampen her spirits. She immensely enjoyed her work for the mayor and his family, and it was all the easier to work for them because they were so nice.


    The door from the porch off the kitchen swung open and Marigott entered. He had used the basin outside to wash up. His long, dark hair was wild and unkempt, as usual, but that didn’t detract from his handsomeness. He smiled deeply at both women.


    “Evening, ladies,” he said.


    “Good evening, Master Marigott!” chimed Lucy.


    “Sir,” Favia replied dismally.


    Marigott chuckled. “Come now. How many times have I told you to call me Mari, as most everyone else does?”


    “It’s not professional, sir,” said Favia, “And besides, Cobbleheim doesn’t call you ‘Mari’ either.”


    Sihold Cobbleheim was the house butler, commonly referred to as simply Cobbleheim. He was sixty years old and had been working there since Marigott was a little boy.


    His smile deepened. “Yes, you’re right about him, but he’s been calling me ‘Master Marigott’ since before I could walk, so I’ll grant him that exception. You two haven’t been here as long, so it would make me feel more at ease if you’d call me Mari.”


    “Okay, Mari!” Lucy giggled, giving him an innocently suggestive smile. Marigott thought she was quite pretty, though he’d never be so bold as to pursue her romantically. He was a bit of a loner anyway.


    Favia sighed under her breath, not looking up from the vegetables she chopped. “As you wish…Mari,” she said so tightly that one would think her lips had rigor mortis.


    “Thank you both.” His smiling eyes moved from one lady to the other. He eased through the kitchen. “So, what’s for dinner?”


    “Mayor Nolarion’s, favorite: hyonbeast stew,” answered Favia, still not looking up at him, working diligently on her tasks. Hyonbeasts were very much like deer, only much bigger and muscular.


    “Ah, I’m sure he’ll like that. How’s his condition? Is he any better today?”


    Favia finally looked up from the cutting board. “I’m afraid not. If anything, he’s gotten a bit worse. His cough has intensified.”


    “I hope he gets better soon,” Lucy said, her face dropping sadly. “It’s probably just a little cold, as I hear there’s something passing through town.”


    Marigott nodded, a small smile lifting his fine lips. “You’re right. He’ll straighten up in a couple of days and be back to his usual energetic self.”


    The mayor’s son had no idea just how wrong he was regarding his father’s condition. When dinner time came, Birlomor didn’t come from his room, asking to have some of the stew sent up instead. Lady Nolarion and Marigott sat at the table in the dining hall, while Favia and Lucy served them dinner.

  


  
    Part Six


    The Strange Doctor and Remedies

  


  
    Thirty-eight


    With each passing day, Mayor Nolarion became more ill. His cough got harsher, filled more with the sound of shifting mucous. His head and body ached, and he burned with fevers that came and went, making him sweat until his bedclothes and sheets were soaked. He had also developed a case of small red boils all over his body, accompanied by a particularly nasty rash. Several doctors had been called in, including two from neighboring towns, but none of them could help; they had no idea how to diagnose him.


    Doctor number six, whose name was Diapus Dillgorndally, had traveled from the city of Durden with his assistant, just ten or so miles north of Evenstill. Durden was most famously known for its Naming Tradition. Since the city was established hundreds of years ago, citizens of Durden received a first name that began with the same letter as their last name.


    After patting Mayor Nolarion’s face with a cool, damp towel, Dr. Dillgorndally instructed his assistant Barith Broadsneed to stay with the mayor, then stepped out. He went down to the common room. Tiora Nolarion sat on a couch, her eyes red from crying. Marigott had his arm around her shoulders. It was raining out; thunder rumbled in the distance and lightning flashed through the windows.


    “It’ll be alright, mother,” Mari said softly. “I’m sure the doctor has something good to tell us.” But he knew that wasn’t true from the look on Dr. Dillgorndally’s face. It was an expression of the deepest sympathy.


    The doctor sighed and wiped his brow with a handkerchief. He shook his head.


    “Actually, I don’t know what to do. I’ve tried everything, but your husband’s condition is like nothing I’ve ever seen, Lady Nolarion. I-I’m sorry.” His words faltered. “I wish I had better news.”


    Tiora started crying again, and Marigott clutched her closer, trying to calm her. Birlomor’s condition was affecting him hard too, but he had to remain strong for his mother. He met eyes with Dr. Dillgorndally.


    “So, I suppose you’ll be leaving shortly,” he asked in a low voice.


    The doctor nodded. “I’ll just gather up my things now. Barith and I should make it back to Durden before nightfall.” He paused. “I know you’ve tried several doctors. The only thing I can suggest is to call in someone from a mages guild. Maybe this sickness that has fallen over him isn’t a natural one.”


    Tiora lifted her face from her hands and focused on Dr. Dillgorndally. Her eyes narrowed. “You mean to say that you believe someone purposely made my husband sick? Who would do that?”


    “I’m not saying that exactly, milady, yet it’s the only thing I can think of. Then again, perhaps it is something a doctor can cure, just not me or any of the others you’ve called upon.”


    There was silence.


    Then Mari spoke, “Alright, I’ll leave now and go for a mage to help us.”


    He comforted his mother some more, and Dr. Dillgorndally went upstairs to fetch Barith. Cobbleheim, Favia, and Lucy stood in the main foyer watching and listening to everything, and still Favia showed no emotion that any of what was happening to the mayor mattered to her. Even old Cobbleheim’s brow sat low and sad. The three servants and Tiora stood aside, and Marigott, Dr. Dillgorndally, and Barith moved for the large front foyer.


    Cobbleheim opened one of the doors for them, but they couldn’t step out because someone blocked their path, standing beneath the porch eaves. He had oily looking black hair down to his shoulders, vivid blue eyes, and somewhat yellow-tinted skin. He wore an all-black ensemble, including a long wool-trimmed coat, and an uncharacteristic smile. He carried a satchel with the characters B. Friendly etched on the side. Perhaps it was only Marigott who found it strange that he had not a single drop of water on him considering the moderate storm.


    No one said anything for a moment, only staring at the man whose skin looked vaguely touched with jaundice.


    “May we help you?” Marigott finally said.


    “Oh, oh, yes,” answered Wortmel, dampening his smile a bit. “Please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Doctor Benmer Friendly, and I’ve come because I heard about Mayor Nolarion’s illness.”


    “Friendly,” said Marigott. “That’s an unusual name. And where are you from, Dr. Friendly?”


    “I’m not from around here, but a small town in the Far North,” he lied. “I’ve been traveling about for the past few months from place to place, helping the sick and afflicted when I can.”


    His sharp eyes roamed over Marigott, Dr. Dillgorndally, and Barith.


    Marigott, who considered himself the primary protector of the house in his father’s sickness-induced absence, let his gaze linger on Dr. Friendly. He finally nodded.


    “Alright, doctor. Half a dozen others have come, but none of them could help. I suppose it’s only fair to give you the chance to try…” he stepped back a bit from the door and turned to Tiora, “… if it’s okay with you, mother.”


    Tiora only took a moment to decide. Dr. Friendly appeared very weird, but if there was any chance at all he could help her husband, she’d allow it. She nodded. Marigott turned to Wortmel and relayed Tiora’s nod of approval, then stepped aside to allow him entry.


    Wortmel slipped smoothly into the foyer, giving an approving look around, while Dr. Dillgorndally gave his regards and wished the best for Mayor Nolarion, before leaving with Barith. Cobbleheim closed the door after them and stood by, examining Dr. Friendly with as much obvious scrutiny as everyone else. Wortmel smiled vaguely at everyone, his gaze lingering a moment on Favia when their eyes met. The woman blinked and looked away, and Wortmel’s smile deepened momentarily. He went completely serious and turned to Tiora.


    “Please, please lead me to the mayor, milady.”


    Tiora nodded. “This way.”


    She crossed the entry hall, pulling up the hem of her sweeping skirt to climb the wide stairs. Marigott gestured for Wortmel to follow, which he did, and Marigott went after him. The silence was heavy as they made their way to the master bedroom. Down in the entry hall, a smirk twitched over Lucy’s pretty features. She looked from Cobbleheim to Favia, shaking her head.


    “I don’t know if I like the look of this Dr. Friendly.” Her voice was low.


    “He is a bit…odd in appearance,” Favia’s eyes strayed thoughtfully, “yet who is to say he can’t help Mayor Nolarion?”


    “I know, but he still makes my skin crawl.” To emphasize Wortmel’s effect on her epidermis, Lucy shivered briefly, then brightened some. “Well, I’ll go wash the lunch dishes,” she said and hurried off.


    Both Favia and Cobbleheim also left to tend to other things.


    Up in the master bedroom, Marigott eased back and watched his mother and Dr. Friendly standing over his sick father. Tiora stared at the ghastly montage of rash and mini boils that was her husband. Birlomor moaned, coughed, and shifted, looking swallowed in his bedclothes and covers; he’d lost several pounds since his illness elevated.


    Wortmel didn’t blink as he looked down at the mayor. Inwardly, he wore a self-satisfied smile. The potion he’d given the mayor’s employee to slip into his food had worked better than he hoped. He found the effects quite amusing. Now was the time to push his plan. He set his satchel down on the bedside table and slowly eased closer to Mayor Nolarion, his eyes running along the man’s reddened, sweating profile.


    “I’ll, I’ll need a basin of hot water and plenty of clean cloths,” Wortmel said without taking his gaze from the mayor. “Also bring fresh, cool water for him to drink. He’s quite dehydrated.”


    “Yes, doctor. I’ll get it immediately,” said Tiora. She quickly left the room.


    Marigott stayed for the moment. Something didn’t ring right with Dr. Benmer Friendly. From his shady, greasy appearance to the odd way he repeated the first word of every few sentences. Wortmel eyed Marigott over his shoulder, issuing a dim smile. Something cold and heavy slithered through Mari’s stomach.


    “Ah, what a caring son you are. Say, say—I don’t believe I ever caught yours or your mother’s names.”


    “Her name is Tiora, but you may address her as Lady Nolarion. I am Marigott.” He hadn’t meant to sound so cold. His response just seemed intent on coming out that way.


    Wortmel was unconcerned with how Marigott felt about him. He would really be upset if he knew Wortmel was the cause of his father’s deteriorating condition, and that thought made him chuckle inside.


    “Lady Nolarion and Marigott it is then.”


    Wortmel took off his long coat and draped it on a chair in the corner by the windows. Beneath it he wore slim pants, fine shoes and shirt, and a pair of thin leather suspenders. He removed some instruments from his satchel and set to examining the mayor with them. He used a stethoscope looking item to check his heartbeat and listen for fluid in the lungs, and a tongue depressor to check his throat.


    In the middle of the examination, the door opened and Tiora entered, followed by Lucy and Favia, who carried the water basin and cloths. They set everything up as Wortmel told them, then left. Wortmel took his satchel to the table, giving him more space to work. He pulled out several different vials, lining them up neatly. They ranged in color—blue, white, clear, violet, gold, green.


    “Do you think you can help him, Dr. Friendly?” asked Tiora softly from behind. She moved in at his shoulder, overlooking all the stuff he’d set out.


    “Milady, it’s difficult to tell right now, for he has contracted something of which I have never seen the likes.”


    That was true, since Wortmel had no idea exactly how his concoction would affect the mayor, only knowing it would make him disgustingly ill. He whipped around so quickly that she startled and stepped back. He pulled on an expression of false sympathy.


    “But, but I’m hopeful. I’ve treated many patients using my techniques and concoctions, and I’ve never had one die on me.” He punctuated that last statement with a smile, then touched the flustered woman’s shoulder softly. “You haven’t gotten much sleep since your husband became ill. You should go and rest. I’ll take good care of him.”


    Tiora stared into his electric-blue gaze, her own eyes gaining a distant look as if she were lost in a trance.


    “Yes…sleep…” She turned, moved across the room to Marigott, and smiled up at him, her voice nearly toneless when she spoke, “Come along, my dear. Let’s leave the good doctor to his work so that he can make your father all better. Come along…”


    She took his hand and proceeded to pull him with her. Marigott didn’t want to leave. After giving a long, hard, warning look at Wortmel, he left with Tiora, shutting the door after them.


    The pleasantness instantly dropped from Wortmel’s face. His eyes narrowed and he snarled, irritated at having to play all happy and joyous, as if he cared about whether people lived or died. He’d be simply ecstatic when all the people on Kambia were finally conquered by the Overlord, and that time was quite near. It all came down to a boy named Tauzuri.


    Taking a big breath, Wortmel turned to his vials. He hovered a long-fingered hand over them, draping it back and forth, before plucking one up. The violet colored one. He grinned and moved bedside, peering down at Birlomor, who shivered and coughed atrociously, his face contorted in pain.


    “Mayor, mayor, I’ll take good care of you indeed…”

  


  
    Thirty-nine


    Wortmel worked better in the dark. After everyone left, and once he’d made the mayor choke down the entire vial of violet liquid, he drew the drapes and blocked out the dismal gray daylight. He used his powers by flicking his hand, adding flame to the lamp on the nightstand.


    The violet potion. It was a counteragent to the red one he’d sent to poison Birlomor. It would serve its purpose, making the mayor well. In fact, by tomorrow morning, his boils and rash would be gone, and by mid-day, he would be able to hold down some food. Oh yes, Wortmel wanted Mayor Nolarion awake and coherent when he finished him. He only wanted to make him ill for an excuse to get close. That plan had worked perfectly since he was invited right inside and escorted to the mayor’s chamber. Birlomor would soon find that his time had run out.


    Wortmel watched as the man coughed in his sleep. Already the wet, rattling wheeze had left his every breath, and he even looked more peaceful in his slumber. Wortmel’s lips curled into a fiendish smile, and his fingers steepled before his face.


    “Well, well, well. I wasn’t aware that you had side plans, Wortmel.” The Overlord, dressed in the skin of Arkannon Goldsley, stepped from the shadows. The light of the single lamp hung warmly in the air, illuminating his handsome face. He moved around to the other side of the bed across from Wortmel, holding a pleased expression. “I must say, I’m rather impressed.”


    Wortmel was startled by his lord’s appearance, but he smiled and bowed slightly. “Thank, thank you, milord.”


    “So, let me guess…” the Overlord’s finger lifted thoughtfully to his lips. “This mayor has a bit of pull in his town, a loyal following, and by killing him, you hope to dishearten those who believe in him, thereby shattering their hopes and weakening their defenses?”


    Wortmel nodded quickly, his face excited. “That’s exactly it, milord!” He spoke in a heavy whisper.


    “Ah.” The Overlord smiled. “But then why go through all of this? Why not just kill him?”


    “I, I wanted it to be as unobvious as possible, up until the last moment. When I gathered the Servants of Fate, I found that one of them worked in this very house, a woman. I told her to slip poison into his food that would sicken him, and that I would do the rest.”


    “Clever, Wortmel,” the Overlord’s voice droned in a rich accent.


    Wortmel grinned at him.


    The Overlord barely smiled back, appearing quite noble and smug. “Well then, seeing as things are going accordingly and the Servants have been rallied and briefed, I’ll allow you to carry on here. Once you’ve finished the mayor, return to the Netherworld. As you know, Itvin and the Chosen have left Wangaipangea for Veergastaad. We must plan our next move. I want Tauzuri with me. We must persuade him to join us.”


    “I understand.”


    “Don’t take long here.”


    “I, I will not, milord.”


    The Overlord stepped back silently from the bed and the lantern light, blending with the shadows until he vanished. When he was positive that he was alone, Wortmel lost his smile completely and relaxed. He surely couldn’t wait for the moment when he snatched that overbearing moron’s power from him and drove him to his knees in pain and fear. At least…that was his plan.


    As if he were a real doctor, Wortmel turned down the mayor’s covers, checked his brow (the fever was gone), and fluffed his pillow. He stepped back to examine the peacefully slumbering man, his eyes like two shards of cold blue glass.


    Wortmel went down to the common room, where he found Marigott and Tiora sitting on the couch. The lady leaned heavily into him, sleeping. Marigott rubbed his mother’s shoulder lovingly. He met Wortmel’s eyes.


    “Well, doctor, how are things looking?” he spoke softly so as not to disturb Tiora.


    “Actually, things are looking rather well. His fever has broken, and he seems to be getting a restful sleep.”


    “Truly?”


    “Indeed, indeed.”


    Marigott sighed, a show of his relief. He wouldn’t let his hopes get too high, though. Not until his father recovered much, much more. “How?”


    “How what?” Wortmel lifted a brow. He walked to the refreshment bar and poured himself a few swallows of brandywine.


    “How did you penetrate his illness?”


    Wortmel downed the dark amber liquid, clearing his throat. “There, there are antidotes and herbs from faraway places that hold great regenerative capabilities. To help your father, I merely administered a brew made from the petals of a flower that grows only in the Far North, something I’ve been using for quite some years in my practice as a doctor.”


    “What’s the name of this flower?”


    “The flower?” Wortmel looked slightly lost for an answer.


    And Marigott caught the reaction. His expression didn’t change as he studied Wortmel. “Yes. What is it?”


    “It’s, it’s called…” he thought quickly, “…menthyme.”


    “Never heard of it.”


    “Yes, well…as I said, it’s native solely to the Far North.”


    “I see,” Marigott said, though he was even more suspicious of the slim, creepy-looking man.


    Tiora stirred and shifted. Her eyes fluttered open, and she slowly moved away from Marigott. She stretched, taking a moment to smooth her skirts, fix her hair, and do a quick pat of her chin and lips to check for any drool. She sighed deeply, looking from her son to the doctor.


    “How is he?” she asked Wortmel.


    He smiled broadly. “He’s doing much better, milady.”


    Tiora jumped to her feet. “Really? That’s wonderful!” She made as if to hurry off for Birlomor’s room, but Wortmel called softly to her.


    “He, he needs rest for now, milady, but be assured that you’ll have ample time with him tomorrow. I’m actually quite positive he’ll be awake and talking.”


    Tiora beamed with joy, her eyes watering. Marigott went to her, and she hugged him tightly. She hadn’t felt relief like this since, after a day of strenuous labor, Marigott was finally born.


    *


    As Wortmel promised (and as he’d planned), Birlomor got better and better. Just three days after Wortmel gave him the antidote to the poison, he was nearly back to his old self. He was still very weak and tired, but at least he was awake. He sat up in bed that afternoon clutching a mug of broth and smiling broadly at his wife.


    Tiora bustled around the room dusting surfaces.


    “That should help to keep you healthy,” she mumbled airily to herself after she finished. She went to the drapes and opened them a bit more, then whirled around to her husband. “You drink every drop of that, dear. I’ll give you another cup at dinner time.”


    “What I really want is a big, juicy hyonbeast steak.” The thought made his mouth water.


    Tiora sat on the edge of the bed. She rubbed his arm tenderly. “It’s too soon for that. Your system needs to heal some before you start feeding a lot of heavy foods into it.”


    “So, you’re saying I’ll be drinking my meals for the next couple of days.”


    “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”


    He smirked faintly, and she chuckled.


    “You’ll have your steak soon enough, my love,” she said.


    Just then someone rapped softly on the door. Wortmel entered. Tiora insisted he stay at the mansion while taking care of Birlomor, and she’d given him a room there. The false doctor put on his creepy, tight smile and eased over to the bed.


    “And, and how is our patient doing this morning?” he inquired.


    Birlomor nodded gratefully at him. “Besides some achy muscles and a few other minor things, I feel great. Thank you, Doctor Friendly.”


    “You’re quite welcome, mayor. I’m glad that I was able to help. It’s fortunate that I happened to be traveling in these parts.”


    “Yes, it is,” said Birlomor.


    “Doctor,” Tiora cut in, “how much longer are you going to stay? He’s doing so good now, but…”


    Wortmel’s head tilted as he studied her. He smiled faintly. “But you’d like me to stay until he has recovered more.”


    “Yes…please.”


    “Then, then I’ll do it.”


    “Thanks, Doctor Friendly.”


    “You’re quite welcome, milady.”


    For another couple of days, Wortmel became familiar with the mansion, keeping mostly to himself when he wasn’t checking on Birlomor or having meals with everyone else. That morning, he exited his room in a familiar mood. The strong urge to do something cruel. The time had come to deal with Birlomor. The mayor was doing so well now that he was walking on his own. He’d gone down to dinner last night on weak but able legs.


    Wortmel had breakfast a bit early. He walked into the dining room to catch Favia and Lucy setting the table. He decided to lean cross-armed against a wall, staying out of the way while watching them.


    “Good morning,” he said.


    Neither woman spoke at first, then Lucy cleared her throat and said in a small voice, “Good morning, Doctor Friendly. I hope you slept well.”


    “I did, thank you.” His gaze slid to Favia and narrowed faintly. “And, and how are you this morning, madam?”


    Favia visibly stiffened, pausing before continuing to set out silverware. “I am well, though I’ll feel much better once you’ve left on your way.” She met his eyes. “Why are you still here? The mayor seems to be healed.”


    Wortmel didn’t take offense, but only smiled.


    “Lady Nolarion asked me to extend my stay while he recovers some more.” He moved from his place on the wall and eased around the long, heavy wooden table to stop beside Favia. “My presence unsettles you. Why, why is that?”


    He grinned.


    Lucy’s mouth opened partly in surprise. She didn’t know what to say about Favia’s harsh attitude or Dr. Friendly’s taunting.


    Favia spun, peering down her nose at him; they were eye to eye. She looked as if she would say something, spared a look to Lucy, then decided that silence was the better choice. Instead, she whipped around and hurried off, leaving Wortmel there to smile after her. He turned to Lucy, whose eyes widened before she too left the dining room.


    Fifteen minutes later, Wortmel, Birlomor, Tiora, and Marigott sat at the table, and breakfast was served. The mayor ravenously ate his food, smiling all the while. Tiora chuckled a few times. Marigott, while very happy to see his father recovering so well, still didn’t feel right about Benmer Friendly. His eyes swayed various times to the doctor throughout the meal, trying to figure out why he seemed so odd.


    “I talked to the members of city council yesterday and told them how you’re doing,” said Marigott. “They said to tell you that it’s wonderful news and they can’t wait to have you back at work.”


    “Mm…” Birlomor chewed what was in his mouth, swallowed, and washed it down with some water. “I’ll be glad to return, and it won’t be long now. Isn’t that so, doctor?”


    “Yes, yes, indeed. I would say less than three days and you’ll be back to full health. I’ll only do one check-up today. I wish to give you another dose of vitamin supplements to boost your immune system.”


    Birlomor nodded and happily went back to munching his breakfast.


    Marigott was the first to leave the table, stating that he had business to take care of. He gave Wortmel an unwavering glare before he left.


    *


    For most of the day, Marigott tended to personal business. He spent the morning out of town. He returned to Evenstill not long after noon with a burning urge, an urge that had been nagging him all day.


    The menthyme flower.


    When Marigott asked Dr. Friendly about it a few days back, the slim, weird man faltered on his answer and hadn’t seemed very sure. That heightened Mari’s suspicions about just how genuine the doctor was. And so now it was time to consult someone who might possibly be able to confirm the origins of the flower.


    Marigott stopped at the gate of Doctor Eman Razgert’s quaint house, which also served as his place of practice. Being the more experienced of the two doctors in Evenstill, Eman was the first to try healing Birlomor. A short, shaggy dog with copper fur and floppy ears skittered from the side of the house happily wagging its stump of a tail. It barked a few times, standing up on two legs on the other side of the gate. Marigott reached to pet the dog.


    “Bramdoyle! Bramdoyle, get over here, you silly boy!” called a humored voice.


    Knowing his name, the dog dropped to all fours and padded across the yard, looking up expectantly at his master, who scratched his ears.


    “Afternoon, Doctor Razgert.”


    “Hi there, Mari!” Dr. Razgert’s smile faltered. “I do hope you’re not here to tell me your father’s illness has gone into recurrence.”


    “Oh no, not at all. He’s doing better than ever. I merely wanted to ask you something…about a flower.”


    “Hm?” Dr. Razgert’s brow lifted while he watched Marigott closely. “What flower?”


    “It’s called menthyme. The doctor who managed to make my father well said he used it in the healing process.”


    “Yes, I can certainly believe that. The flower has very potent healing properties. Too bad it’s only native to the desert region of Monatara and will only grow there, or I’d certainly have some in my garden.”


    Marigott’s eyes narrowed. “What? It only grows in Monatara? Are you sure about that, doctor?”


    Eman Razgert chuckled and smoothed a hand over his gray hair. “I might be old, son, but I’m not senile, not yet! I’ve gotten to work with that mysterious bloom only once in my medical career, and I can tell you that I’m very sure of its origins.”


    Marigott spun and started a light run for the mansion on the other side of town. “Thanks, doc!”


    Dr. Razgert and Bramdoyle stared curiously after him.

  


  
    Forty


    Marigott burst through the front doors into the mansion’s foyer, and it seemed that the house was empty, until Cobbleheim stepped from a side corridor. Mari strode over to him.


    “Where is everyone?”


    Cobbleheim’s brow quirked. “Your father is upstairs resting, Master Marigott. Your mother went for supplies with Favia. Lucy is about the house somewhere, and Dr. Friendly was out in the garden last I recall.”


    “Thanks.”


    Marigott made his way towards the back yard, and Cobbleheim looked after him a few seconds before turning off to his chores. Mari went through the kitchen, his eyes straying beyond the windows to the garden. It appeared as if no one was out there. He exited the kitchen to the adjoining porch and made his way around the house, his steps falling silently on the grass. He passed into the arboretum and stopped to listen. Late daylight spilled over the garden, and some birds chirped back and forth. Marigott headed past rows of tall bushes and patches of flowers. He halted when he reached the great tree at the back of the garden. Dr. Friendly sat cross-legged on the grass, meditating. His electric-blue eyes popped open and focused on Marigott, whose expression said he was not amused. The “doctor” produced a slightly forced smile and stood.


    “Good, good evening, Lord Marigott,” he said. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”


    “You lied about the menthyme flower. Why?” Marigott wasted no time getting to the point.


    Wortmel’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about? What untruth did I speak about it?”


    “You said it grows back where you come from in the Far North, but we both know that’s not true. I used my resources today and found out that it originates and only grows in a certain part of Monatara.”


    Wortmel didn’t reply. He couldn’t. There was nothing to say, though he did inwardly curse himself for not recalling that menthyme came from Monatara. Oh well, even powerful mages made mistakes. He and Marigott stared each other down, both men tense.


    Marigott took a step towards him. “Who are you…really?”


    Wortmel sighed, irritated that the man had checked up on the flower, thereby compromising Wortmel’s cover. Seemed the game was up now. “I am no one.”


    Wortmel’s hand rose, and a pulse of dark blue light shot from his palm, striking Marigott in the chest. He instantly went limp and sank to the ground. Wortmel’s hands clasped calmly at the small of his back while he stood over Mari’s body.


    There was a shuffle and rustle of movement, then Lucy stepped around the tall hedges, her wide eyes swinging from Marigott to Wortmel. The dark mage slowly turned to her. But Lucy didn’t panic. Instead, her expression mellowed.


    “I suppose that’s what he gets for prying too much,” she said flippantly. “Is he dead?”


    “No, no. Unconscious.”


    “Why leave him alive? He now knows about you, Lord Wortmel.” Lucy didn’t appear so innocent and harmless now. Her eyes had gone wild as she watched him apprehensively.


    “He knows nothing, only that my true name is not Doctor Benmer Friendly…and, and that I am certainly a threat. That is all he knows. Besides,” a grin split Wortmel’s face, “I want him alive to experience the loss of his father. Come along. You won’t want to miss this.”


    He stepped around Marigott’s body, going back through the garden for the house. Lucy paused to look down at Marigott before hurrying after Wortmel.


    *


    There was no one around to see Wortmel and Lucy go up to Birlomor’s room; Cobbleheim tended to his chores, and Tiora and Favia were still out. Wortmel locked the door behind them. He went to the bed and stared down at the sleeping mayor.


    “Lucy, close the drapes.”


    The woman quickly moved to do as he said, and while she did, Wortmel waved a hand in the direction of the bedside oil lamp, making it glow to life. He also ignited the lamp on the table in the corner. The room was now adequately dim, much more to Wortmel’s liking. Lucy stood beside him, the two of them appearing very eerie in the low light.


    Birlomor stirred in his sleep, then rolled over to face them. He opened his eyes, blinking the disorientation away. Recognizing the two figures, Birlomor smiled faintly and stretched.


    “Dr. Friendly, Lucy. It must be late,” he noted the darkened state of his room. “Come to give me my boost of supplements, have you?”


    “Oh, I’ve come to do much more than that, you old fool,” replied Wortmel coolly, his smile intensifying at the utterly lost and surprised expression on Birlomor’s face.


    “Doctor Friendly…Lucy…?” His confused eyes swapped between them. “What’s going on?”


    Lucy only grinned at him. It was a smile devoid of cheer or good intentions. She looked very evil then. Birlomor slowly eased away from them, sliding across the bed, but he didn’t get far. Wortmel’s hand shot out, and a blue pulse projected from his palm, slamming into Birlomor. The mayor instantly went limp, just like Marigott, only he didn’t fall unconscious. As his wide, continuously roaming eyes indicated, he was very much aware.


    Wortmel slowly walked around to the end of the bed, and as he did, his Dr. Friendly clothing melded away and transformed into his usual long black robes. Lucy watched him in awe.


    “What will you do to him, milord?” she implored anxiously, nearly bouncing with anticipation where she stood.


    “I’m, I’m going to have a little soul food,” he said, still smiling. Lucy lifted a brow questioningly, as she didn’t understand how the words “soul food” applied here. Wortmel had picked up the slang for “good home cooking” during the time he’d spent on Earth. In this case, it was quite literal though. “I’m going to drain his life force.”


    The process of draining Birlomor would turn him to stone.


    Wortmel’s outstretched arm waved a few times over the bed, then halted. His hand started glowing pale blue. A film of energy formed over Birlomor’s immobile body, and then the transformation began…starting with Birlomor’s feet. They turned dark gray, then black, solidifying into rock. The mayor tried to yell and kick, but it was useless. A steady stream of white energy, his life force, drained from him and absorbed into Wortmel.


    Lucy shuffled around to the other side of the bed. Her hands were balled into little fists. She jumped up and down a few times and spun in a circle, heaving excitedly, watching with dark glee while Wortmel worked.


    “We revel in his glory, we revel in his glory, we revel in his glory, we revel in his glory…” she chanted over and over, displaying her undying, unflinching devotion to the Overlord.


    Wortmel kept draining Birlomor’s life force. More than half the mayor’s body had turned to black stone.


    *


    The western sky was orange and pink and starting to blend into deep blue. Nightfall was nigh. Marigott groaned and stirred on the grass. He shook his arms and legs, working out the stiffness that set in while he was unconscious. His eyes widened, and he jumped to his feet when it all came flooding back, his encounter with Dr. Friendly. He sped through the garden to the house, crashing through the door.


    “Mother! Favia! Lucy! Anyone here?”


    Marigott reached the main hall, and through the windows at the front of the house he saw Cobbleheim in the yard raking leaves. He jerked around to the main staircase. Marigott didn’t know why, but he knew the fake doctor had come to do harm to his father. He dashed up the steps two at a time, his heart racing. He reached the second floor and ran for Birlomor’s room. The door was locked.


    “Father! Father, are you alright!”


    Inside the room, Wortmel’s eyes slid to their corners. He grinned and continued to drain Birlomor’s life force. Lucy turned to the door, looking from it to Wortmel; she bubbled avidly with excitement. Neither of them answered…and the mayor was almost completely turned to stone, his face frozen in perpetual confusion and horror.


    Marigott called for his father a few more times, then started banging and pushing on the door. When that failed, he resorted to kicking at it, growing more and more frantic with each second. He battered the door repeatedly, ramming it with his shoulder. The door finally slammed inward, sending Marigott stumbling into the room. He stared at the scene before him.


    Wortmel and Lucy stood side by side, and when Marigott’s eyes adjusted a few moments later, he saw the statue of his father in bed partly covered by a sheet.


    “Noooo!” Marigott screamed, instinctively running for Wortmel.


    But Wortmel was prepared. His hand snapped from behind his back, and at the same time he spoke, “Evaptra.”


    As with the Joneses, the singular word activated the spell stone in his palm. Marigott instantly froze mid-run. Everything within reach of the spell was immobilized, the flames in the lanterns ceasing to flicker. Even the air became noticeably thicker.


    Wortmel pocketed the stone and moved forward until he was face to face with Marigott’s suspended figure. He smiled while looking into the man’s eyes, then turned to Lucy, who had been unaffected by the spell. She walked up beside him and curiously examined Marigott as well. She took note of the stillness around her.


    “You…you’ve stopped time?”


    “Yes, yes, but only within a certain distance.”


    “Milord, truly you are powerful,” she said, her eyes glistening with amazement.


    “It will wear off in a few minutes. And when it does, the mayor’s son will remember what he has seen here. He’ll remember your presence and know you had something to do with this.” One of his slim, pale-yellow hands gestured to the statue of Birlomor in bed. He offered his hand to her. “Come, come with me. I’ll take you back south and set you up with a group of Servants. You’ll be protected there.”


    Lucy’s wide eyes went from his hand to Birlomor, to Marigott, and back. She gulped and took his hand, nodding. “Okay, milord.”


    Wortmel nodded, flashed a very creepy smile, and the two of them vanished from the Nolarion manor.

  


  
    Part Seven


    Veergastaad

  


  
    Forty-one


    Zuri stood at the rail on the ship’s upper deck observing the surrounding ocean. He was just as anxious as his companions to be off the ship, having been on it for almost a month. The first week onboard had been a queasy nightmare for Zuri. Phenyo and Ra-siamun experienced some seasickness too. Besides Itvin, Evrik was the only one not to get sick. He said it was because he’d traveled on the water several times and had grown accustomed to it.


    Zuri took in some more fresh late morning air, then left the rail. He wanted to see what the others were up to. He found Evrik sitting aft leaning against a wall. Zuri’s attention instantly went to the group of three-inch-tall figurines lined up on the deck by him.


    “What are those?” Zuri inquired, taking a seat. Five little men were posed in different positions of victory with mischievous grins on their faces.


    Evrik smiled at him, then started polishing the silver on one of his mini crossbows. “I won them playing Peeking Gnome.”


    “Peeking Gnome? What’s that?” Zuri leaned closer, getting comfortable. He crossed his legs and waited patiently for Evrik to explain.


    “You don’t know about Peeking Gnome?” Evrik thought about it. “No, I guess you wouldn’t. It’s a very popular pass-time, played all throughout Kambia. There’s Lower and Higher leagues. The difference is that Lower league games are played more locally, and Higher league games are played by more experienced participants in larger venues.”


    Zuri listened avidly.


    “Anyway, Peeking Gnome is played in an arena that’s generated and moderated by mages and wizards. The play area is forests, lakes, hills, and other obstacles, all of which are divided into zones. The wizards randomly create the game area, so it’s always different. It’s pretty much like taking elements of our world and sizing them down to fit in the arenas, and in the center of the play area is the Peeking Gnome’s house.”


    Zuri chuckled. “Sounds like a cool game. Judging by the name, I know a gnome plays a big role in it, but why is it…well…peeking?”


    “It just is. There’s a gnome that’s always hiding and peeking from various places in each zone, randomly popping up. The object of the game is to catch him and get to his house. The first player to do that wins the match.”


    “Hm.” Zuri digested what Evrik explained.


    “Okay, so six competitors get into the arena wearing chest and back shields as their only armor. The shields are enchanted, used in tandem with a variety of provided weapons, which are also enchanted. The weapons will only contact other game weapons and the shields; they go right through everything else. If a player gets hit in either shield by a weapon, they’re out of the match. Let’s backtrack a little,” Evrik said. He set his crossbows aside, giving Tauzuri his full attention. “Remember how I said the play area is divided into zones?”


    Zuri nodded.


    “Well, the way competitors move around is using six-sided dice, three of them. Blue, black, and yellow. They’re all rolled at the same time. The blue die has the numbers zero to five on it and indicates how many zones a player can move in either direction. The black one has two zeroes, two ones, and two twos on it. Zero, one, or two indicates the number of minutes a player is allowed to either search the new zone for the Peeking Gnome or wait to see if he shows. Are you following so far?”


    “Yes,” said Zuri, avidly absorbing the information.


    Evrik continued.


    “The yellow die contains a picture of a gnome on one of its six sides and another symbol on a different side. The remaining four sides are blank. If the die lands on the gnome side, the gnome will automatically appear in the next zone the player moves to. They won’t have to search the zone for it; they’ll just have to catch it. The other symbol, should it land face up, means the player gets to move to whatever zone they like. So, it would be in their best interest to have the Gnome in their possession when they roll it, because they can instantly go to his home in the center of the arena and win. To catch the gnome, all a player has to do is physically touch it, and it will become part of their inventory. The same goes for any bonuses the player finds scattered throughout the zones.”


    “What do you mean by bonuses?” Excitement coated Zuri’s voice and lit his features.


    “Aside from the grand prize money, there are also several other bonuses hidden randomly in the game zones, such as lesser amounts of money or jewels, special weapons, and items. The most important item is a gryphon tear. If a player has one in their possession and they are neutralized by another player, they’ll be able to stay in the game. The tear disappears once used.”


    “Gryphons exist here?”


    “They’re believed to be extinct, but they roamed our world in great numbers thousands of years ago.” Evrik lifted a brow, studying Zuri. “They don’t exist on Earth?”


    “Heck no. They’re creatures of pure myth there. I can’t believe they existed here. That’s so cool.”


    Evrik laughed. “Yeah, I suppose it is rather smashing.”


    “So, when people win a Peeking Gnome match, they get a gnome figurine?”


    “Yes. It’s somewhat like a collectable trophy. Sometimes there will be special matches that offer a limited, one-of-a-kind figurine, though I haven’t gotten any of those yet.”


    Zuri’s eyes went to the little gnomes. “You’ve won five matches?”


    “That’s right, little buddy.”


    “Were any of them Higher League?”


    “No. I haven’t gotten to play in the Higher League as of yet, but perhaps I will someday.” Evrik smiled.


    Just then a couple of shadows fell over them. Phenyo and Ra. She lowered and carefully took up one of the gnomes in her slender fingers, studying it. Her face brightened a bit.


    “Are you any good?” Her hazel eyes went to Evrik.


    “Well, I like to think that I am. Have you played?”


    “Only two matches, but I didn’t win either of them.”


    Evrik gave her a dashing smile. “I’m sure you’ll win the next one.”


    “I hope so. I really want to start a Gnome collection.”


    Evrik finished putting his crossbows and cleaning materials away. He looked to Ra. “What about you? You play?”


    “I’ve been to several matches, but never played in any.”


    “Too bad. You’re missing out.” Evrik’s gaze swooped to Zuri. “You both are.”


    Zuri perked, his eyes widening. “Am I even old enough to play?”


    Evrik nodded. “Players must be at least ten.”


    “Sweet! I can’t wait.”


    Phenyo chuckled. “Spend enough time here in Kambia and you’ll certainly get your chance in an arena.”


    The four of them left the aft and headed for the main deck. They found Itvin standing by a safety wall starboard side, his hands clasped at the small of his back while he watched the lightly churning ocean. They gathered around the seasoned wizard.


    “Are we almost there, Itvin?” asked Zuri.


    “Indeed, we are. The captain has his crew passing word around that we’ll reach Sangal early tomorrow morning, and from there we’ll take a hop gate to Veergastaad.”


    “Thank the gods!” Phenyo cried. “I can’t wait to get my feet back on solid ground.”


    Ra nodded. “Agreed.”


    Evrik issued a soft chuckle. “Oh, come on. It’s not that bad.”


    “Speak for yourself.” Ra smirked.


    Itvin smiled and shook his head at the young ones.

  


  
    Forty-two


    Just as the captain said, they reached the port of Sangal very early the next morning; it was still dark out when the ship pulled into port, the sky barely starting to light in the east. Itvin and the Chosen didn’t take long to disembark. Phenyo was the first to touch the dock.


    “Oh, it feels so good to be on land finally!” She smiled and stretched.


    Zuri wobbled dizzily beside her. “Um…does anyone else feel like the ground is rocking under them?”


    Itvin laughed. “That’s just the aftereffects of being on the water for so long. It’ll go away within an hour or so.”


    Itvin decided they would stay until the next morning, allowing them a good night’s sleep. They got rooms at an inn not far from the harbor. Itvin let them oversleep, waking them late in the morning, and after a filling breakfast, they headed to the Sangal mages guild and took a hop gate to Veergastaad.


    *


    They appeared in a large room that had several spacious, circular, rune-etched hop gates lining the walls. This was the Veergastaad mages guild. The soft, constant tinkle of chimes floated on the air, as did the potent but not unpleasant aroma of incense.


    “That was a wild ride,” said Zuri, moving forward to get a better look at his surroundings.


    A man in long, shimmering robes stood at the base of the hop gate smiling softly. He extended an arm, gesturing for them to exit. “Welcome to the city of Veergastaad. May your stay be pleasant.” He watched each of them step down, bowing to Itvin when he passed.


    “Thank you kindly,” said the old wizard, returning the gesture.


    They left the hop gate room through a wide, arched doorway, moving immediately into a spacious chamber lined with plants, portraits, and windows. On the other side of this room was the entry foyer, inside of which was a long counter, various places to sit, and a set of wide steps to the upper levels.


    Once they stepped outside, each of the teens caught their breath at the sight of Veergastaad. From the guild’s front porch they could perfectly see the bulk of the large city down a cobble-paved street. A massive structure of silvery stone rose in the north sector. Other spires were connected to it via many buttresses and walkways. In a different sector was a large oval complex with a domed ceiling—the main Peeking Gnome arena. And a range of mighty mountains cradled Veergastaad on the north.


    “Wow.” Zuri stared.


    “That about sums it up, little buddy,” Evrik said. “I just don’t think ‘smashing’ quite describes it. This place is amazing.”


    “An understatement, if ever I’ve heard one,” countered Phenyo with just as much excitement in her voice.


    “What’s that?” Ra pointed at the great structure in the northern sector.


    Itvin smiled. “That is Veergastaad Tower, the home of Veergastaad Academy, a school for mages to hone their powers.”


    “And those are the Lorthelm Mountains,” Phenyo concluded with a light nod and smile. She’d never been to Veergastaad before, but she took to books and literature like a bee to pollen and had studied up on the region before they arrived.


    “That’s right, they are.” Itvin nodded at her, then adjusted his traveling bag over his chest. “Some of the most majestic mountains you’ll find on Arendruil Continent. Now come along. We have a bit of traveling to do before we get to the Tower. We would’ve gated directly there from Sangal, but hop gates allow travel only to other hop gates. However, they can receive passengers from rune gates. Rune gates can receive from other rune gates only. They can send passengers to both types of gate.”


    Itvin left the porch and started down the cobbled street. They followed him. Indeed, Veergastaad was very lively and rich. Patrons bustled about the markets. The structures were all well maintained, most of them standing two stories at least, lining the streets and stretching down into the heart of the city. They stopped at a structure of white highly polished stone with square columns across the face of it and a run of wide steps leading up to various doorways. Many people moved in and out.


    “What’s this place, Itvin?” Zuri stared at the building.


    “That’s the Jimerzin Museum!” exclaimed Phenyo. “Home of the Axumm Cloak! Oh, Itvin, can we go in and see it!”


    Itvin simply laughed, amused. “Not just yet, but we’ll come back. I promise.”


    Zuri’s eyes zipped between Itvin and Phenyo. “What’s the Axumm Cloak?”


    Once again, Phenyo jumped in. “It’s only one of the greatest artifacts in the world! It’s a magical cloak made of very thin, flexible gold chainmail decorated with the golden feathers and hide of a gryphon. It belonged to Axumm Arjoon, a powerful warrior mage who ruled most of northern Arendruil several thousand years ago. He led his troops across the Bithrin Bog Sea to the Far North with the intention of conquering the people there, but when he got inside the throne room of their king, he never came out. His men found only his mighty armor, the Axumm Cloak, lying on the throne room floor. No trace of either Axumm or the barbarian king.”


    They all listened riveted while Phenyo talked.


    Itvin lifted a bushy eyebrow and nodded. “You certainly know your history.”


    “I try.” She grinned broadly, then sighed at the museum. “You promised we’ll come back…”


    “I sure did. Now let’s go, young ones.”


    They stayed to the sides of the avenues as they moved through Veergastaad, while carriages trundled by. Little over an hour after stepping out of the mages guild, they reached Veergastaad Tower. It rose in the center of a massive circle of various trees, plants, and bench-lined paths. On the back side of the tower, the landscape dipped into a spacious garden and recreational facility, as well as designated areas for students and instructors to practice using their powers. That side of the tower offered a gorgeous view of the Lorthelm Mountains.


    As they approached the main structure, the Chosen expressed their captivation by staring at everything, especially the rising wonder of silvery stone before them.


    Evrik shook his head slowly and whistled. “This place is just so…so…”


    “Let me guess,” Ra cut in. “Smashing.”


    “Actually,” Evrik said, “I was going to say ‘cool’.”


    Zuri smiled at his use of Earth slang, as did Itvin. The boy nodded in agreement, however. “It’s so much more overwhelming up this close.”


    “You’ll get used to Veergastaad Tower and this city, as you’re all sure to pass through here often in your travels,” said Itvin. “The Veergastaad Wizard Order is allied to Wangaipangea against the Overlord. Today you’ll go before the Council.”


    Zuri’s stomach fluttered at the thought of going before more important people. When he’d first met Zalira, he was so nervous he was sure his heart was going to beat its way from his chest and flop out on the floor. But she’d been easy enough to approach. Hopefully, the Veergastaad Council would be just as friendly.


    Zuri took note of the different kinds of people bustling about the Tower grounds. He spotted a group of females that looked to be not much older than him, each of them wearing a light green sash over their clothing, marking them as third level pupils of Veergastaad Academy. One of them looked mostly human, except that she had two sets of long pointy ears. She was strikingly pretty. They watched Zuri as they moved by, bursting into giggles once they were clear. Zuri whipped around and hurried to catch up with his group.


    Ra-siamun gave him a playful nudge. “I think that was their way of saying they find you interesting.”


    “Oh…well…I guess,” muttered Zuri, clearing his throat. He ran a hand over his curly hair.


    “Are you blushing?” Ra lifted a brow.


    “Er…no, I’m not.”


    “Yep, I think you are too,” chimed Phenyo.


    “Am not!” They all laughed lightly at Zuri’s embarrassment. To turn their attention away from him, the thirteen-year-old addressed Itvin. “What race was that girl back there with the ears?”


    “She’s a neuwt,” said Itvin


    “Oh.” Zuri thought back to when he’d first arrived and had been walking through Adeola’s corridors with Itvin. He asked the old wizard what other races lived on Kambia, and Itvin said there were a few, including neuwts. At least now Zuri had a visual to go with the name. “What’s the significance of the different colored sashes people are wearing?”


    Within a group of males, two of them wore red sashes over their clothes, two wore dark blue sashes, and one wore a light purple sash.


    “Veergastaad Academy separates students based on skill level rather than age, and there are eleven skill levels. This means that a student your age could be a silver eleventh level, while a student ten years older than you may be a red sixth level.”


    “So, what level would I be?”


    “Hm,” Itvin thought a moment, stopping to observe the boy. “It’s hard to tell, given your origin.” They all knew he referenced Zuri’s relation to the Overlord. “If I had to put you in a level right now, based on the skill of your power, I’d say you were about a third level.”


    “What are the different level colors?” implored Zuri.


    “You sure do ask a lot of questions,” said Ra, smirking vaguely.


    “Yes, he does.” Itvin smiled patiently at Zuri, deciding to answer his question. “The levels one through eleven are white, gray, light green, light blue, light purple, red, dark green, dark blue, dark purple, black, and silver. Silver is the most heightened level to be achieved. At level eleven, a student is no longer a student, but considered a formal member of the wizard community.”


    “I see.” Zuri nodded. He wondered how long it would take him to reach the eleventh level. Would he be ready when it was time for him to face the Overlord?


    They started for the Tower again, moving in through one of the many doorways around its base. They entered a long, wide hallway bustling with people and lined with old portraits of wizards that had been prominent in their respective times. Zuri tried to absorb it all, but most of his attention was fixed straight ahead. The main entry hall. Unable to contain himself, the boy ran forward the last twenty feet and exited the corridor into the great chamber.


    “Awesome…” Zuri’s only word while he stared, letting his head tip back as he spun to take it all in.


    The other three teens exhibited the same reactions. Itvin smiled at them, he too admiring the Tower’s innards. He was very familiar with the Tower and never ceased to marvel at the structure’s archaic beauty and magical charm. The highly polished stone floor gleamed like a mirror. In the very center of the chamber was a series of glass tubes that rose for dozens of stories. Discus-shaped platforms whizzed up and down the transparent tubes, carrying people to the different levels.


    Evenly spaced pillars stretched up through the Tower, providing support to the reinforced walkways crisscrossing above, leading to various sectors. Light from outside streamed in through tall, slim windows placed at intervals along the entry chamber’s curving wall. Large glowing shards of lumin stone were embedded in the walls and pillars, lending ample off-white luminance. There were various places for people to sit and lounge if they desired, with a few charming fountains scattered about.


    A semicircular counter flanked the tubes with the lift platforms, and several lines of people formed there. Zuri figured it to be a help desk.


    Itvin let them admire Veergastaad Tower’s beauty a little longer before starting through the main chamber.


    “Well, come along,” he said. “I want to get you before the Council sometime in the afternoon. We still have to get settled in and grab some lunch.”


    They went through the chamber, going directly to one of the majilift tubes, where they waited for a platform to come down. When the majilift arrived a short moment later, an opening appeared in the tube and the three riders exited. Itvin entered the majilift and the teens followed. As soon as they were all inside, the opening in the transparent glass chute sealed over.


    “Level seventy-five,” spoke Itvin, and the majilift immediately shot upward.

  


  
    Forty-three


    The majilift stopped on seventy-five, and an opening formed, through which they all exited. The opening resealed behind them, and the lift zipped up and out of sight, summoned by another user. The area they stood in was large and circular with multiple walkways branching to other sectors. Like the main lobby, there were places to lounge and relax, decorated with various potted plants. A strange yet alluring scent drifted on the air, unlike anything Zuri had ever smelled. Perhaps it was Kambia’s version of air-freshener.


    Itvin started for one of the passages. As they went down the wide hallway, Zuri, Phenyo, Ra, and Evrik glanced through diamond-shaped windows along the walls, where they saw other interconnecting walkways, buttresses, and spires. They reached a hexagonal area with several sets of symbols along each wall. Itvin went to a symbol, waved his hand before it, and the stone wall melted away into an entrance.


    “This way. Hurry now. We’ll drop off our bags and head to the dining hall for lunch.”


    Zuri entered after Itvin, and the first thing he noticed was the strange looking rack to the side. A couple of robes and hats hung from it. Across the small foyer was a single curve of steps leading up, and at the top was a sitting room flooded with light from a wall of windows. One corner housed some floor-to-ceiling shelves that overflowed with books, documents, and other things. The desk by the shelves held stacks of big, old looking books. In another corner was a quaint hearth, though instead of holding logs, it contained a cluster of large clear crystals much like the ones lining the walls and columns of the Tower. A doorway led into what was clearly a sleeping room, and a dining area was by the windows overlooking Veergastaad. Zuri thought Itvin’s place was spacious enough for a bachelor, but…


    “Are we all going to be sleeping here, Itvin?” asked Phenyo, seeming to read Zuri’s thoughts. She pinched her nose up a bit, looking at her three male counterparts.


    Itvin smiled and shook his head. “No. You’re just going to leave your things here while we eat and go see the Council. Afterwards, I’ll see about setting you all up in appropriate quarters for your stay in Veergastaad Tower.”


    “Oh, okay.” She said, returning the smile.


    “Alright, set your bags down over there”—Itvin nodded to a place by the dining area—“and get ready to head out.” He hurried into the sleeping room, where Zuri saw him toss his traveling bag to the bed.


    The teens did as he said, and moments later he appeared wearing a completely different set of clothes the same style as the ones he’d had on, his scepter hanging from his belt. The teens regarded him with curious looks but didn’t question it. Either he’d changed in ten seconds, or he’d used magic to alter his attire, which was certainly the case.


    “Shall we then?” Itvin smiled.


    They took the lift to level thirty, the great dining hall. A large opening in one wall obviously led to the kitchens, seeing as well-dressed workers moved in and out of it, carrying trays of food and jugs of drink to the many tables lining the walls. The place was filled with people sitting about talking, eating, and lounging. It reminded Zuri of a food court in a mall back on Earth.


    “This place smells great,” Zuri said. “My stomach just growled something awful.”


    “My brain just growled, I’m so hungry,” countered Evrik with a grin, and they laughed.


    “Well, go on and help yourselves.” Itvin gestured to the tables heaping with food. “I’ll secure that spot over there.” He pointed to a scenic place by some tall windows.


    They all split, hurrying off. Zuri grabbed a plate and started loading up—fruit slices, vegetables, breads, what he knew to be fish, something that looked like a bean and rice mix. His hand reached for a delectable little pastry, but the thing floated up and away, hovering over the table. Three more little cakes followed it, and all four bobbed and danced in a circle in the air.


    “What the…?” Zuri stared at the display. His vision lowered and spotted a strange girl across the table.


    She was as tall as him with skin the hue of creamy peanut butter, springy reddish-brown hair, dazzling green eyes, and wore a light green sash. Her beautiful face held a joyous smile, and her hands were lifted before her, working slowly to magically control the floating cakes. For a moment, Zuri forgot about his plate. He couldn’t stop staring at the girl.


    Then her green gaze dropped from the pastries and settled on Zuri. Realizing she had an audience, she let a blushing smile slip free. Her concentration broke, and the floating cakes dropped from the air, splattering over the floor and table.


    “Miss Starkbliss!” snapped a voice.


    Both Zuri and the girl snatched their eyes to the woman who’d spoken. She had two sets of pointy ears. Her silver-blue hair was pulled up in a bunch of coils, atop which sat a small, stylish hat that matched the pants suit she wore. And on top of the hat rested the squishy remains of a miniature cake. Her lavender eyes peered down at the girl.


    “How many times have you been told not to practice your powers in the dining hall?”


    “Oops. I’m sorry, Miss R’vlyn. I won’t do it again,” said the girl, hands clasping at the small of her back.


    “Hm,” Miss R’vlyn studied her closely, looking rather comical with the cake on her head, “you’ve said that before. Next time there will be disciplinary actions, young lady.”


    The girl’s cheeks reddened lightly. “Yes, ma’am.”


    Miss R’vlyn smirked softly, shook her head, and walked off.


    Zuri and the girl watched her go, then turned their attention back to each other. For several seconds, neither of them said anything, only smiling. Zuri cleared his throat and hurried around the table to stand before her, still holding his plate.


    “Um…hi. That was pretty cool.”


    The girl blinked at him. “Cool?”


    “Er…funny…you know, how the cake was on her head…” Zuri trailed off. He had to remember that the only people on Kambia partial to Earth slang were his companions. He thought quickly, recovering. “I’m Zuri.”


    “My name’s Helmli.”


    Helmli Starkbliss. That was an unusual but pretty name, Zuri thought. “Nice to meet you. So, you’re a student here, eh?”


    “Yes. Third level.” She smiled, giving a soft tug on her light green sash, while noting that he lacked one. “Are you a student here?”


    “No. I’m…visiting.”


    “You have family here then?”


    “Um…kind of…yeah.” Zuri figured Helmli didn’t need to know much about his reasons for being in Veergastaad just then; they’d only recently met after all. “I’m here with friends actually.”


    “I see.” Helmli nodded.


    Zuri cleared his throat, remembering the plate in his hands. His stomach growled to remind him of how hungry he was. “So…are you here with anyone…I mean…here in the dining hall?”


    “No. I usually sit by myself.”


    Zuri perked. “You can sit with us if you like.”


    “Okay.” She smiled broadly, quickly filling a plate with a few things.


    Zuri led her to Itvin and the others by the windows. The two of them received curious and amused looks.


    Evrik’s gaze went from Zuri to the girl. He was grinning at them. “So, who is this?”


    “Everyone, this is Helmli. She’s a third level student here. We…um…just met at the food tables.” Zuri took that moment to stuff some food in his mouth, chewing while his eyes roamed to each person.


    They all expressed that it was nice to meet her, and Helmli returned the greeting.


    “How are your studies going, young miss?” Itvin asked, then popped a piece of fruit in his mouth.


    “They’re going well, sir,” she beamed, then bit at her lower lip, smirking, “though I did manage to misplace my power last week and caused a fellow student’s hair to fall out, head slick bald. But they’ve been fixed and now have their hair back, and it’s even thicker and longer than it was before I…well…yeah.”


    Helmli blushed.


    “What do you mean by you misplaced your power?” Zuri wondered.


    “Misplacement is when you lose concentration, directing it somewhere other than where you intended,” she answered. “Someone caused a small explosion out in the training field, and I got distracted…”


    Zuri chuckled. “Oh, well it can happen to anyone.”


    “I’ll make a mental note to stand well and clear when you’re practicing,” Phenyo joked, issuing a small smile.


    Everyone laughed, including Helmli. The lovely girl was still blushing when she and Zuri met eyes.

  


  
    Forty-four


    After an hour of sitting in the dining hall for lunch and talking with Helmli, Itvin led the Chosen to the Council Chamber. They took a lift as high as it would go, getting off on a level with a shiny black stone floor and pillars all around supporting the ceiling that loomed a couple of stories above; the ceiling was the underside of the Council Chamber. They walked out from beneath the support structure to one of several staircases leading up into the Chamber.


    Itvin talked over his shoulder to them.


    “Now, just relax going in here. The Council is composed of four wizards, including myself. Genfril is the lead speaker, though each of us is about equal when it comes to our power; he is the one with the platinum hair. Fezaan is a Neuwt. Loziq is the last. It will be much like the first time you went before Empress Zalira, no doubt.”


    Zuri took a breath and he, along with the others, followed in Itvin’s wake. There were passages left and right, leading up to the Council floor. The same kind of mysterious, glowing crystals used for illumination throughout the Tower were set into the walls to either side and lent an off-white light. They exited a passage through an archway, slipping into a large, open room. Rows and rows of empty benches lined the circular wall, a huge glass dome capping the chamber. A raised platform stood in the center of the room, and they steadily moved towards it. On the platform were three individuals, their high-backed chairs situated in a semicircle. There was an empty fourth chair.


    Zuri easily picked out each wizard due to Itvin’s descriptions. Fezaan was female, her seafoam-green hair pulled up and back elegantly from her aged but beautiful face. Her eyes were the same shade as her hair. The one named Loziq had short black hair with two matching white streaks starting at each temple and zipping back through it. His golden-brown eyes held a hardened edge. Last was Genfril, unmistakable with his flowing platinum hair that was pulled back in a tail at the nape of his neck. Each of the higher-level wizards was dressed as Itvin always did—fine and stylish. They watched in regal silence while their fellow wizard and the youth approached.


    Itvin nodded to them, and they did the same.


    Genfril was the first to speak, his wizened face holding the shadow of a smile. “It’s good to have you back, old friend. I trust your travels were well.”


    “Well enough, though I will say I’m in no hurry to get on another ship any time soon.”


    “That’s understandable,” Genfril said, then turned his eyes to the teens. He continued smiling. “It is with great honor that I finally welcome you all. I never thought I’d be around for the time when the Chosen were deemed.”


    “Nor I,” spoke Loziq quietly. Zuri thought he looked somewhat snide up in his chair peering down at them.


    “Honored youth,” Genfril continued, his eyes appearing quite young and bright within the confines of his old face, “I will not bore you with talk of The Prophecy. No doubt you’ve all heard it time and again since you found out your role in it. For the past few months, you’ve been training and”—his eyes flickered over Zuri—“learning to hone your power. And while I’m sure you’ve all been working hard, you still have quite a way to go before you’re strong enough to face your ultimate enemy, the Overlord.”


    The four teens listened intently to him, glad that he’d skipped right to the heart of the situation. They knew enough about things that they didn’t need to have all the facts regurgitated.


    “To strengthen yourselves,” Genfril said, “you’ll need to be less dependent on those who have aided you up until now. That’s why the Council has decided to send you on a small quest.”


    A quest! Zuri’s heart raced, and his stomach dropped. Excitement mixed with anxiety. They were getting sent on a quest already and they’d just gotten to Veergastaad. Zuri’s eyes trailed off in thought and he gulped. The other Chosen exchanged looks. Evrik grinned broadly, clearly happy about the quest.


    Even Itvin was surprised about the announcement but said nothing. Genfril and the others were right. There was a lot riding on the Chosen. They needed to build up their experience to be ready to face the Overlord.


    “What is the quest?” Itvin implored, something Zuri and the others were dying to know.


    “They will retrieve the Scepter of Kieldron.” This came from Fezaan, her lovely, pale face sitting tall on her long neck.


    Itvin immediately stepped ahead of the Chosen, standing right before the raised platform. He looked worried as he watched the Council. “Perhaps it is too soon to send them on this task. Their skills are novice level, and the domains they’ll have to travel through to get to the scepter are certainly too hostile.”


    The teens heard Itvin clearly while they stood behind him. Evrik took a step forward, face carved in a mask of unhindered certainty. He looked from Itvin to the other Council members. “Dangerous it may be, but I know we can handle it,” he said.


    Itvin smirked over his shoulder, his expression saying that Evrik should shut his yap. Evrik only shrugged at the old wizard.


    Genfril chuckled deeply, lifting a brow.


    “Your confidence is promising, Evrik, and I do not doubt that you and your fellow adventurers will succeed in retrieving the Scepter of Kieldron.” His eyes leveled on his fellow wizard. “It is decided, Itvin. They will depart in one week, and you will be the one to provide details, supplies, and the map for them, along with whatever else they’ll need.”


    Itvin nodded. He knew it was on the Council’s agenda to send the Chosen for the scepter, but he thought it might be a little later. “Very well.”


    Zuri sighed, and his stomach lurched nervously. He didn’t know if he was ready to be without Itvin. He would give it his best though. He just had to remember the basics of what he’d learned from Ezra. The strange wizard told him during their lessons that the key to controlling his power was concentration. Hopefully, there wouldn’t be any mishaps like the one Helmli had, causing a fellow classmate’s hair to fall out.


    Fezaan’s sea-foam eyes flashed down at Zuri, then she smiled softly at him and the others. “You’ll do well, Chosen. I have great faith in you.”


    Zuri got a distinct sensation of warmth from her. She reminded him of his Aunt Lacy, Victoria’s older sister, very kind and welcoming.


    Genfril suddenly went more serious, his face losing any touch of a smile it previously held. He and the other high wizards settled eyes on Itvin, Genfril serving as the speaker. “Have you heard what happened to Tian?”


    “No, I haven’t. What?”


    “The city was destroyed by the Overlord,” answered Genfril gravely.


    Itvin’s brow lowered, serving as a dire hood over his deep-set eyes. He sighed greatly at the news. “When did this happen?”


    “Almost a month ago. The damage was devastating. He left his usual mark on the land, the ground burned and blackened, all plant life dead, the very terrain poisoned. Any people detected by his forces were killed.” Silence settled like a heavy blanket over the chamber and those within, then Genfril spoke again to Itvin. “The Overlord’s power grows with each passing day. He has attacked small towns and villages up until recently, never cities as large and thriving as Tian or Udelphia. There was a time when he could be held at bay by the united Watchers of the Prophecy, but that time has passed, and only the Chosen can stop him now.”


    His eyes rested on the teens, lingering a moment on Zuri.


    It was a gaze that made the hair on the back of Zuri’s neck prickle. He rubbed at the spot.


    *


    Going before the Council of Veergastaad was easier than Zuri imagined. It was nowhere near as intense as meeting Zalira for the first time. Itvin took them to an apartment on the same level as his quarters. It contained three bedrooms. He left Phenyo in charge then went to talk more with the other Council members about Tian and the Scepter of Kieldron.


    The teens settled in their temporary quarters, and even though Evrik made it quite clear that he wanted to go off wandering the Tower, he didn’t leave. He instead found a place by the windows and shined his prized ebonwood mini crossbows. Phenyo and Ra-siamun picked through the vast array of provided literature.


    Zuri lounged on a couch, head propped up on some pillows. He decided to utilize a book quite differently from Phenyo and Ra. His hands twirled slowly, maneuvering the book so it hovered in the air above him. He was only partly concentrating on his powers then. The other half of his mind dwelled over the strange and beautiful girl he’d met at lunch. Helmli Starkbliss. A smile touched the corners of his mouth…and the book picked up speed, spinning furiously. Zuri didn’t notice until the book suddenly whisked across the room, crashing into a vase.


    The others jerked eyes to the destroyed vase, then to Zuri.


    “What the heck was that?” Phenyo lifted a brow at the 13-year-old.


    “That,” Evrik started with a tilted smile, “was smashing…literally.”


    Phenyo smirked at him. “Oh, hush.”


    “Well, it was.” Evrik winked at her. His brown gaze slipped to Zuri. “Thinking of a certain girl?”


    Zuri sat up, clearly embarrassed. “No…I wasn’t.”


    “Poppycock. I saw that look on your face right before the book went sailing. You most certainly were thinking of her, little buddy. Helmli, wasn’t it?” Evrik chuckled and went back to polishing his weapons.


    When Zuri didn’t answer but only blushed further, Phenyo and Ra chuckled a bit as well.


    Itvin returned a little later to take them to the dining hall for dinner, and all the while Zuri kept looking around for Helmli. However, she was nowhere to be found. After dinner they went back to their quarters. They had an early day tomorrow and a busy week ahead of them in preparation for their quest.


    *


    The great and regal chamber of the Council of Veergastaad. Zuri’s dreams took him there, only in the dream everything was misty and surreal at the edges. The boy approached the raised platform in the center of the chamber. When he reached the bottom of the ramp, Zuri halted and stared at the walkway ahead of him. The long, three-foot wide expanse was the only thing connecting the platform to the rest of the chamber. The floor was simply gone, only a deep, shadowy chasm in its place. From the darkness rose a constant warm air that was pungent with the odor of sulfur.


    Zuri looked up and saw that the sky beyond the glass dome was tinted red. His eyes flipped to the raised seats on the platform, and his breath caught in his chest. There sat Arkannon Goldsley. Well, rather three of him, each version of the Overlord fashioned after Genfril, Fezaan, and Loziq in their own way and wearing the same outfits the high wizards wore yesterday. Genfril-Overlord leaned forward a bit, his hand reaching out to beckon Zuri closer. Fezaan-Overlord and Loziq-Overlord merely peered down their noses at the boy.


    Zuri lifted a brow at Fezaan-Overlord, with his sea foam colored hair piled elegantly on his head and lips painted lightly of the same shade. Loziq-Overlord sported jet-dark hair with a white stripe streaking back from each temple. Zuri had shared a few dream-visions with the Overlord, and each time he’d felt uneasy. This time was no different. He feared the man (if he could even be called a man), but he was drawn to him all the same.


    Again Genfril-Overlord beckoned, smiling slimly.


    Zuri slowly started over the stretch of stone walkway across the abyss, stopping before the council of Overlords.


    “My, it seems that you’ve grown since the last time I saw you, Tauzuri,” spoke Genfril-Overlord.


    “It wasn’t so long ago,” said Zuri, and indeed it hadn’t been. During the journey from Wangaipangea to Northwestland, the Overlord had visited Zuri in his sleep twice. “But you might be right.”


    “And how are your powers coming along?” This from Fezaan-Overlord.


    “They’re fine.”


    Fezaan-Overlord smiled and nodded. “Yes, of course. You are my son after all. Such things will come easy to you.”


    And here Loziq-Overlord cut in, long fingers gripping thoughtfully at his chiseled chin. “Though you have much to learn. And if you came to me, I could help you unlock the exponential power you have inside you.”


    Zuri’s eyes narrowed. “You still haven’t told me just why you want me to find you, to join you.”


    “We are linked through a bond stronger than any you’ll ever know, son,” said Genfril-Overlord, chuckling, his platinum tail of hair shifting down his back. “We have plenty of time for you to figure out just where you belong.”


    “My place is not with you.” Zuri’s hands balled into fists at his sides.


    All three versions of the Overlord broke into resonant laughter, the sound bouncing and bounding through the chamber. Over their dark mirth, Zuri heard something else. He spun around to see that the singular stone walkway had begun to crumble, cutting off any chance of retreat. His eyes widened, and he backed up until his foot slipped at a sharp edge. He flung around and gasped. The Overlord council was gone, as was the platform upon which they sat. There was only a perfect edge leading off into the seemingly bottomless pit that belched up sulfurous air. Then, there was nothing beneath his feet, and he was falling, screaming in terror as he zoomed down into the darkness.


    *


    Zuri flipped in his bed, flopping to the floor with a harsh thud. He rubbed his head where he hit it, coming into full wakefulness, thoroughly tangled in his covers. He sought to slow his breathing, taking comfort in the fresh air and welcoming light that poured into the room through high windows.


    “You alright there, little buddy?” asked Evrik, who shared the room. He sat up in his own bed watching Zuri with curious concern.


    Zuri’s eyes slipped over to him, and he nodded. “Yeah. Weird dream, that’s all.”


    “I’ll say, the way you crashed off that bed.” Evrik chuckled.


    Zuri managed a small smile. Both teens then got ready. That day, and for the next few days, Itvin was going to instill them with the knowledge they needed to go get the Scepter of Kieldron.

  


  
    Forty-five


    Instead of taking them to the dining hall for breakfast, Itvin decided it would be more time efficient to eat in their quarters. So, he had food delivered and waiting for them when they awakened. Zuri was somewhat disappointed. He’d been looking forward to going to the dining hall in the hopes of seeing Helmli.


    The four teens sat around the table finishing up when the door magically faded and Itvin entered. He wore close-fitting pants, calf-high boots, and a snug jacket. Short silver hair seemed freshly trimmed. His old blue eyes gleamed with a soft smile, and his hands clasped at the small of his back. His scepter hung on his side, and Zuri eyed it. The boy recalled the display Itvin gave him back in Adeola the day he’d arrived in Kambia. The wizard had transformed the scepter into a staff, spinning and twirling it with expert precision. Zuri couldn’t wait until he got a scepter.


    “How did you all sleep?” Itvin moved further inside the spacious interior, and the door reappeared, becoming an opaque barrier once again.


    “Good,” said Phenyo and Ra-siamun.


    Evrik grinned. “One of the best nights’ rest I’ve had in some time. Absolutely smashing.”


    Itvin’s gaze settled on Zuri, those deep eyes holding a knowing expression. “And you, Tauzuri?”


    The boy shrugged lightly, picking at the remainder of food on his plate.


    “I dreamed of my fa—” he stopped himself, “—the Overlord. Though, as you said, it was more a vision. It’s like…I don’t know…he pulls me into a realm of my own subconscious, twisting things a little, making things familiar so he can communicate with me.”


    They all listened while Zuri spoke, silent at his in-depth explanation. Even Itvin lifted a brow at the boy. Zuri’s eyes went to them all before he continued.


    “In the dream last night, he came to me in some dark version of the Tower summit council chamber. The sky was reddish above the dome, and the floor was gone, replaced by a huge black pit, the smell of sulfur coming from it…”


    His voice trailed. He pushed his plate away, appetite having fled.


    “The Netherworld,” Ra’s voice was barely a whisper.


    “Yes.” Zuri nodded. “His domain. He still hasn’t revealed yet why he wants me to go to him, only that he will teach me to unleash whatever power I have.”


    Ra shook his head. “Sneaky devil. He may never reveal what his intentions are for you, but they obviously aren’t good. He would only use you for destruction if you ever decided to join him.”


    “Well, I won’t, okay?” Zuri snapped more sharply than he intended. Everyone watched him closely. He sighed and stood from the table. “Can we just…start the day already please?”


    Phenyo moved around and hugged him tightly. Her smile was warm and protective. “We’re with you, Zuri. We’re all in this together, and whatever you face, you’ll not face it alone. Remember that.”


    He returned the hug, conjuring a very small smile.


    They took a majilift, whisking down to the twentieth level. Levels two to twenty-four served as the actual Veergastaad Academy, housing many classrooms and facilities in which students could learn. Itvin took them to an empty classroom that was more like a mini stadium, with rows of tables and benches forming a semicircle around the spacious instructors desk and open floor. There was a series of blackboards, currently clean and unmarked. The boards were flanked by floor-to-ceiling shelves that held books, crystals, stones, and other mystical looking items.


    Zuri walked to one of the shelves, having spied a very shiny, deep yellow hunk of metal. His amazed eyes flipped to Itvin. “Is this gold?”


    Itvin was at a different shelf, pulling down a few books and rolled up scrolls. Without even looking Zuri’s way, he nodded, smiling. “It is…somewhat. This classroom is used for alchemy lessons.”


    The young man perked and smiled mischievously. “So, you’re saying that, as a wizard, I could someday learn to turn things into gold?”


    “It’s possible, but don’t go getting ideas of gaining false wealth, young master.” Itvin chuckled, taking the items in his hands to the huge instructor desk. “That may look like real gold, but it most certainly is not. The spell cast over it can be easily broken with water. Observe.”


    They watched Itvin remove the water reservoir from a fern-looking plant and place it on the desk. Then he plucked the hunk of fake gold from the shelf and set it inside the liquid. The teens gathered around and observed as the imposter gold bubbled gently in the water, its yellow color melting away, dissipating until there was only a plain, unremarkable clump of gray rock left.


    “So, you see,” started Itvin while he set the reservoir aside, “you may be able to give the illusion of gold, but that’s all it would be—a farce. Changing the chemical composition of something may not be impossible, but I have never heard of true alchemy being done successfully.”


    “Still, it’d be a handy spell to know in those moments when you’re running low on schills and still need to pay the dinner tab.” Evrik grinned and winked Zuri’s way.


    “That’s what you’d do, huh, cheat your way through life?” Ra tossed.


    Evrik smirked. “Says the prince who grew up with a life of luxury. Besides, that’s not cheating, it’s being resourceful.”


    “Whatever you say.”


    “Okay then, enough of that,” Itvin interrupted them sternly. “Now time for some information about your quest. First, you must know the lay of the land you’re about to traverse, which is why I’ll be giving you this to take with you.”


    He unbound one of the scrolls, rolling it open on the desk. It was a detailed map of the Arendruil Continent. One long finger pointed to each place as he named them.


    “As you know, we’re here, in Veergastaad. Your quest will take you south. You’ll travel through the Bilgwood, a forest with trees of stone, and Feldar Nuan, which is also called—”


    “The Dead Plains,” Phenyo interrupted, her eyes widening slightly.


    “Yes, the Dead Plains.” Itvin sighed. Though he couldn’t argue with the Council, he still believed the quest was too dangerous for the Chosen to carry out. “It would serve you well not to linger there long. Strange happenings are known to occur on the Feldar Nuan, and not even hemohounds go there much, but you may encounter a scattered pack or two.”


    “Hemohounds?” Zuri gulped. “What are they?”


    “They’re like wolves,” said Ra.


    “Actually, they’re more like rabid, wild dogs really,” Evrik smoothly corrected him, a sleek smile on his handsome face. He looked to Zuri. “They’re mangy and huge, with glowing red eyes, and they carry a stink like that of rotting flesh. One of them is trouble enough, let alone a pack. I’ve heard of stories during my travels of men being chased down and torn to—”


    “Enough, already.” Phenyo’s brow lowered at Evrik as she frowned. She pat Zuri’s shoulder. “It won’t be anything like that. Hemohounds will probably be the least of our problems.”


    Itvin watched the teens with something akin to humor. He shook his head, put on a more serious face, and continued educating them about the terrain. His finger traced down the map from Feldar Nuan, stopping on a massive canyon.


    “The Great Rift of Anwar.” Itvin’s sparkling blue eyes fixed on Phenyo. “I’m sure you know the tale.”


    “Oh, yes,” she nodded vigorously, then looked to each of her companions. “It is said that eons ago, back when the world was newborn, the gods had a great battle and one of them swung his mighty sword to attack another, but the strike missed and hit Kambia instead, creating the Great Rift.”


    “Interesting, though it’s just another ditch to me,” Evrik said nonchalantly. He tilted his head at Phenyo. “How is it you know so much about everything?”


    The young woman smiled a little smugly. “I read a lot.”


    “And that is not ‘just another ditch’ mind you. It is colossal, dangerous, and endless, which is why you’ll be traveling around it this way.” Itvin’s finger whisked along the map. “A few days after you cross the Dead Plains, you’ll see the Rift in the distance long before you reach it, and you’ll hear the constant moan of its turbulent wind. You four will go southwest until you hit that rim of the Rift, then go around and continue south to the ruins of P’tili Cordet, where you’ll find the Scepter of Kieldron. There is a town just north of the ruins; it’s clean and friendly. You may want to stop through there for replenishment and sleep in an actual bed for a night. To go southeast puts you in the Acri’ion Lava Flats, and that is a very hostile place.”


    Zuri leaned over the map and examined the Flats. The region was marked by several geysers that erupted and oozed lava which flowed right into the Rift. No, he certainly didn’t want to go that way.


    Itvin filled the Chosen in about various things for their journey—areas, wildlife, what to expect—up until lunch time. He released them then, instructing them to go eat and meet up with him at the edge of the woods bordering the large, open recreational facility on the north side of the Tower.


    Once again, Tauzuri found himself looking around the dining hall for Helmli, and as before, she was nowhere to be seen. He was disappointed yet managed to scarf down a good amount of food. Maybe he’d see her again before they left. He wasn’t exactly sure why he yearned to see her so badly. It was more than the obvious fact of her beauty. He felt drawn, compelled to be in her presence like he’d never been attracted to anyone.


    “Why do you suppose Itvin wants us to meet him in the rec yard?” Ra’s eyes passed to each of his companions while they ate.


    Evrik shrugged, tore a large bite of some roasted foul from the bone, chewed it, and swallowed. “More training most likely.”


    Ra pondered the answer and nodded. “You’re probably right. Seems like all we do these days is train for this or that.”


    “He has his reasons,” entered Phenyo. Her eyes drew smoothly around the room, and she lowered her voice. “We are the Chosen, after all. We’re going to have to face him someday, and we must be ready. It’s difficult, all the work, but necessary.”


    “I know,” Ra said with a nod. His gaze lingered admirably on Phenyo. She was smart and beautiful, and he’d been taken by her since they’d first met, but there was the obstacle whose name was Mutabaruka. So lost in his thoughts, Ra didn’t realize he was staring at her.


    Phenyo stopped chewing and blinked at him. “Is there something wrong?”


    “Um…er…no…” Ra went back to eating, blushing faintly, while Phenyo shrugged and continued her meal.


    Evrik saw it all. He chuckled, gave Ra a knowing look, then turned to Zuri, who appeared to be brooding silently while partaking in his meal. “Cheer up, little buddy. You’ll see her again. She’s probably busy with classes or something.”


    Zuri didn’t say anything. He couldn’t keep his eyes from skirting around for Helmli.


    After lunch, they left the dining hall and took the majilifts to the ground level. They moved through the moderately busy lobby for the high, arched corridor leading to the recreation area out rear of Veergastaad Tower. A wide, stone-lain path led down to an immense enclosure of grass surrounded by a semicircle of thickets. Beyond the tall stone wall separating the Tower grounds from the open woods, seen as a deep purple series of cloud-wreathed ridges rising above the lush treetops, were the Lorthelm Mountains. Many people lounged on the grass. In another area on the right side of the field was a space where students practiced their arts.


    “This is just beautiful,” Phenyo breathed.


    “Yep. Smashing.” Evrik inhaled deeply of the mountain air.


    “Let’s go. I’m anxious to see what Itvin’s up to,” urged Zuri. He started down the path, giving a long look at a group of sixth level students as they moved by, red sashes worn neatly over their clothing.


    The four teens made their way over the grassy expanse for the thickets. They saw Itvin’s tall, angular form just inside the tree line, hooded by lofty shadows. The old wizard waited with a pleasant smile on his face and hands folded across his chest until they stopped before him.


    “I hope you all enjoyed your lunch,” he said, then turned and moved further into the trees. “This way. There is something I wish to show you that will be invaluably helpful during your travels.”


    They followed the crudely cut path for about a hundred feet, until they broke through the trees into a small, sunny clearing like the one where Ezra trained Zuri in Adeola Palace. It was an old ruin, composed of several eroded stone statues and pillars overgrown with ivy, the ground paved with large, flat square stones.


    Itvin went to a spot where the stone face of a wall was mostly clear of creeping ivy. Zuri, Phenyo, Evrik, and Ra watched curiously while he dug something from the pocket of his lightweight jacket—a small, reinforced leather pouch. The wizard opened it and removed a white bar about five inches long and two inches thick. He held it up so they could see it.


    “This,” he started, “is called uberchalk. It’s used by wizards—and non-wizards lucky enough to get their hands on some—when they must make extended trips. Ra-siamun, take it.”


    Ra took the uberchalk from Itvin’s long-fingered grip.


    “Okay then. Now, go to that wall and draw a door.”


    Ra lifted a brow at him, looking to the others. “A door?”


    “Yes, that’s right.” Itvin nodded.


    Perplexed and with just as much interest as his companions, Ra went to the stone and proceeded to draw a rectangle as tall as him, a few feet wide. He stepped back to examine the crude shape on the lumpy surface of the wall.


    “That’s the first step, sketching a gateway. The next thing to do is draw this on the door, which will activate it.”


    Itvin held up the chalk pouch, lifting the flap. On the underside, imprinted into the leather, was a symbol:
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    “You must start with the loop part first. Go on and give it a go.”


    Ra returned to the rectangle and began chalking out the symbol. He studied it a couple of times before he marked the last line. He stepped back beside Itvin, and all five of them moved in around the door, staring at it expectantly. But nothing happened.


    “Hm, it looks good enough,” Itvin said, rubbing his smoothly shaven chin.


    No sooner had he finished talking when the symbol on the door began to glow, then it vanished, as did the chalk rectangle. The drawn door shimmered and morphed into an actual one, camouflaged to look like the stone wall. A sturdy brass doorknob appeared as well.


    Itvin grinned and clapped a few times. “Very good! Most people don’t get the symbol so accurate on the first try. And now we may enter.”


    Zuri hurried over to Itvin’s side. “Where does it lead?”


    The old wizard grinned down at him.


    “Oh, you’ll see.”


    He gripped the knob, turned it, and pushed the door in. The teens closed in around the doorway and peered inside. They saw a nice sized room. It had a wooden floor and table and chairs set up in one area. All along the walls were shelves and boxes of materials and supplies. Bread and fruits, bed rolls, extra changes of clothing, pots and pans, and more. The room even had a bathing tub in one clean corner connected to hot and cold spigots; the spigots had levers to pump water. There were no windows and only one way in or out.


    “This is called a camp haven,” Itvin said, smiling broadly at the astonished looks on the teens’ faces. “It serves as a place to bed down for the night and restock any supplies. Well, go on inside.”


    Phenyo took the first step through the doorway, cautiously intrigued. Evrik and Ra followed. Zuri peeked in but didn’t enter immediately. He stepped back from the door and looked left and right down the length of the stone wall. He walked swiftly to one end of the wall and stuck his head around it, confirming that it was only a foot wide and there was no way a complete room like the one through the door could be there. Yet there it was. He hurried back to the doorway and entered. The old wizard chuckled and went after him.


    “Now for the rules of the uberchalk.” Itvin’s hands clasped at the small of his back, his clear blue eagle-eyes going to each of them. “The most important rule pertains to those three candles beside the door.”


    He looked in that direction, and so did they. A candelabra held the rather plain looking white candles, and the one closest to the door was lit.


    “Each candle stays lit for eight hours, so you have up to one day at a time to stay in the camp haven if you need it. Before the first candle extinguishes, you must light the second. Likewise, before the second goes out, you must light the third. If you allow a candle to burn out without having lit another, the camp haven will deactivate and the uberchalk door will seal. If you happen to be inside when it does, you will be transported to the last city, town, village, or vestige of civilization that you last traveled to. So, it would be in your best interest to keep a close watch on the candles.”


    Itvin’s gaze leveled over each of them.


    “Um…Itvin…if, by chance, we do have a mishap with the lighting of the candles and the door seals with us in here, do we just appear in the middle of the street somewhere in said ‘last vestige of civilization?’” Ra asked.


    “Hm, well…it did happen to me once when I lost track and fell asleep without lighting another candle. I woke up in some cramped old woman’s wardrobe in Varlendell. She was most surprised when she opened it and I fell out. With a well-placed explanation and a few compliments, she dropped the charges to the local authorities.”


    Itvin loosened a hearty laugh, shaking his head.


    “Hopefully, there will be no scared old ladies in our future,” Evrik quipped, grinning.


    “There won’t be if you follow the instructions and keep a close watch on the candles.” Itvin looked seriously at all of them. “As you can see, the camp haven keeps you from carrying so many things in your travels, serving as a storage space. I will leave the chalk with you, Prince Ra-siamun. Since you did so well at drawing the symbol and activating the door, you’ll oversee it.”


    He handed the slim leather pouch with the chalk over to the young man.


    “The properties of the uberchalk are about the same as regular chalk. If it gets wet, it’ll dissolve. It can break and crumble, and it’ll wear out with use, but not nearly as quickly as regular chalk. That pouch”—Itvin nodded to it—“is waterproof, so take care to keep the chalk in there when you’re not using it.”


    “I will,” Ra said.


    Itvin waited while they examined the innards of the room, the abundance of supplies. Phenyo went to a series of chests along a wall and opened one. She smiled deeply and pulled a few dresses and other articles of clothing from inside. Her lovely hazel eyes fixed on Itvin.


    “Having clothing available is certainly handy,” she said.


    Itvin nodded. “There won’t be much you don’t have because of the camp haven.


    “Say,” Evrik started, turning from a shelf of dishes, pots, and pans, “Is there a way to close the door to the camp haven when we’re ready to go on, I mean, a way to close it without extinguishing the candle?”


    “That’s a good question. I was getting to that. It can be closed the same way it was opened, by drawing the symbol on the door again. Just make sure you’re all out beforehand.”


    “Or whoever’s still inside will be transported to the last place we visited,” said Zuri.


    “That’s right,” answered Itvin. “Another thing to know is that you can activate the camp haven whenever you like; there is no limit to how many times it can be opened and closed at your command.”


    They acknowledged the old wizard’s rules with nods. Itvin pulled another item from a deep pocket of his long jacket. A small black wooden box inscribed with golden symbols. The teens gathered around him.


    “That’s ebonwood.” Evrik eyed the box that was composed of the same fine, smooth sable wood as his mini crossbows.


    Itvin nodded, opened the box, and revealed a compass.


    “This is enchanted. It will always point to the destination last spoken to it if it knows the way.” He lifted the compass close to his lips and said: “P’tili Cordet.”


    The gold etchings across the ebonwood lit and gleamed a moment, then went idle again. The needle on the compass face spun furiously clockwise and counterclockwise, settling in one direction.


    “There you have it. P’tili Cordet is south by southwest. The compass will take you there.” Itvin closed the ebonwood box and handed it to Phenyo.


    She turned it over and over, admiring its beauty. She would take good care of it.


    “Okay then. Now that you have the uberchalk and know how to activate the camp haven and you have the compass, we’ll break and continue with more lessons tomorrow. I’ll leave you to explore the Tower and relax yourselves. Just try not to get into any trouble.”


    There was a slight twinkle in Itvin’s smiling eyes as they settled on the teens.


    “When can we go to the museum?” asked Phenyo anxiously.


    “I’ll take you tomorrow afternoon.”


    The young woman beamed. “Sounds good to me.”


    The old wizard and the Chosen left the camp haven, deactivating the doorway.

  


  
    Forty-six


    As it were, the four teens each had their own interests. Evrik decided to seek out the training yards for some weapons practice. Phenyo wanted to visit level 25 of the Tower. The entire floor was one massive library, and Ra decided to tag along with her. Zuri chose to go to one of the Academy levels. School hours were still active. He thought it might be interesting to see just what Veergastaad Academy students did.


    So, he rode a majilift to level 18. The layout of Veergastaad Tower was about the same for every level, with wide open spaces and corridors branching out from the center hub where the majilifts were. The classroom floors were different than the living space levels. High, long hallways stretched to the outer rim of the Tower walls to a wide, circular main corridor that wrapped around the entire level. Great windows lined the outer wall, overlooking the Tower grounds and the city of Veergastaad, while the inner wall contained doors leading to various classrooms.


    Zuri walked through the currently empty main corridor, curiously peeking into the rooms. Most of them were occupied with students and instructors. He stopped for a few minutes by one room, staring through the little window at a class of seventh level students, as their dark green sashes indicated. They were a mixed bunch, consisting of humans and neuwts, old and young alike, all grouped together based on the level of their power. A mature looking fellow with dulling red hair stood in the center of the room waving his arms before him, channeling his energy. His classmates, instructor, and Zuri observed as a clone of the man built itself from the floor up, materializing from thin air. The clone faced the man, smiled, waved, bowed to the class, then dissipated into nothingness again. The class clapped, impressed.


    Zuri smiled wondrously before moving to the next door. He didn’t get far when a series of mellow, resonant gongs resounded through the halls, and from where they came Zuri didn’t know. There certainly wasn’t an intercom system laced through the Tower, but it sounded like it. More magic. As soon as the gongs ceased, doors to all the classrooms opened and students poured out, chattering while they moved to their next destinations. One or two bumped into Zuri as they milled about. It was like being back in the halls of McCallie High all over again, only the students in this school were magically inclined like him.


    The same group of third level female students he’d seen yesterday at the base of the tower approached, each of them smiling at him in some strangely mischievous way while they passed. The pretty neuwt girl giggled, and the others did too, whispering to one another behind raised hands. Zuri wasn’t sure what to do, so he issued a crooked, boyish smile and continued watching them. He should’ve been watching where he was going instead.


    He collided solidly with another person and turned to them. His eyes fixed on a chest hung with a light blue sash. Zuri lifted his gaze to the narrowed eyes of a boy with deep brown skin, straight black hair that reached his shoulders, and thick eyebrows to match. From the look of him, he would originate from the country of India back on Earth. He grimaced at Zuri.


    “Well, well,” he mused in a smoothly accented voice, “another new student to the Tower? I believe you have an apology to make for bumping into me, fresh meat, so get to it then.”


    It never failed. Instances like this always drew attention. Students stopped in their hustle and bustle to observe the mild altercation, the gleam in their eyes conveying that they secretly wished it would become more. Zuri noticed the gathering crowd. This reminded him of McCallie High too, that day in the hall with Brett. He took a breath, keeping his voice level.


    “I apologize,” he said, then made to move off, but the boy grabbed his arm. Zuri stiffened even further, his eyes trailing to where the guy’s fingers linked. He had touched him, and Zuri didn’t like it. He could feel the anger rising inside of him, that familiar tingling sensation just under his skin. He met the bully’s eyes. “Remove your hand from my arm. Now.”


    “And if I don’t?” the taller boy countered.


    “Then I’ll remove it for you…and I can’t promise you’ll get it back,” Zuri snapped.


    He was sick of being picked on, and something in his very essence urged him to take a stand against the harassment. It was the part of him that contained the Overlord, a foreboding, dark strength. And right then, Zuri was steadily feeding it, feeling his power gather. His eyes narrowed, and his hands began to glow a faint white-gold.


    The tall boy’s eyes narrowed as well, and he released Zuri’s arm. His lips twisted into a challenging smile. He retracted ten paces, raising his own hands, which had begun to glow deep blue. “And just what are you going to do, fresh meat?”


    Students formed a large ring around them. Zuri’s hands clenched and unclenched, his eyes never straying from the other guy’s. He was seeing through a haze of fury, the feeling amplifying quickly. And he heard whispering in his ear, the voice of the Overlord. It was rich and smooth, instigating him. Go on, it said, teach him a lesson for daring to touch you, the son of the Ultimate Lord. Make him pay; make him suffer. Give these little fools a reason to fear you.


    Zuri took slow, deep breaths. Yes, he wanted to do what the voice suggested, but he knew it wasn’t right.


    And then the bully acted. He swung an arm out to his side at some girl in the front of the crowd and used his power to snatch some heavy looking books from her grip, flinging them at Zuri.


    Zuri was quick to respond, flipping his hands up, palms out. The books stopped in mid-air a few inches away. He drew his arms back, building energy, then pushed them forward, making the floating books rush at the bully.


    The boy unsuccessfully dodged all the books. One smacked him in the chest, another in the side of the head, and he went down. The students awed and went silent, looking from the dazed boy on the floor to the smaller, curly-haired one who’d put him there.


    Zuri eased back, relaxing his offensive pose, slim arms dropping to his sides. His eyes slipped from his opponent to the surrounding crowd. At least the Overlord’s taunting voice was gone…for now.


    “Tauzuri?”


    He perked up at the familiar voice and spun to see its owner standing apart from the crowd, which had begun to disperse. A few students hovered over the fallen boy, who now sat up and rubbed his head.


    “Helmli,” Zuri said, then blushed. Surely, she witnessed what just happened. He didn’t know what to say now that he stood before her once again. He cleared his throat and ran a hand over his hair.


    “Come.” She smiled softly and pulled him away from the scene in the corridor. She hurried them for the majilifts. “That was Aerus Bloom. He thinks he owns the fourth level student body and below. You handled yourself well against him. I’m sure he’ll think twice before bothering you again.”


    She giggled.


    He smiled very faintly at her. “Yeah. Hopefully, he’ll just keep on walking next time he sees me.”


    Make him pay; make him suffer. The Overlord’s words played over again in Zuri’s head. He sighed, infinitely glad that he hadn’t seriously hurt the Bloom boy, for his power seemed to strengthen every time he utilized it.


    *


    Helmli took Zuri to level 45, a great promenade of shops and indoor gardens. Grand, glassed-in balconies offered panoramic views around the Tower. It was very much like a mall back on Earth.


    They stopped at a vendor that sold crepes stuffed with frozen cream and fruit. The dessert smelled heavenly and tasted even better. Both teens found a spot at a small table with a perfect view of the Lorthelm Mountains. Helmli hummed happily as she delicately devoured her treat. Zuri steadily ate his, watching her. She caught him staring more than once and blushed; Zuri smiled back. Once they finished, Helmli giggled.


    Zuri lifted a brow. “What?”


    She didn’t say anything but leaned forward, reached across the small table, and slowly drew her thumb along the corner of his mouth, removing a stray spot of sweet cream. She sat back and licked it from her thumb.


    “Er…thanks.” Zuri grinned and wiped his lips to make sure nothing else lingered.


    “No problem.” A slip of silence passed between them. “So, you never told me where you’re from, Tauzuri.”


    He enjoyed the way his full name rolled from her lips in that elegant accent. He sighed softly and thought about how he would answer. He couldn’t tell her the truth, that’d he’d come from a world parallel to Kambia, so he’d have to improvise. “Well…I’m from Wangaipangea.”


    “Your accent doesn’t sound Wangaipangean.”


    “I haven’t lived there my entire life. I travel a lot…with Itvin. My parents died when I was just a baby, and Itvin has cared for me since.”


    Her face sank sympathetically. “Oh, Zuri. I’m sorry to hear that.”


    He lifted a faint smile. “It’s okay. No need to be. It happened a long time ago. What about you and your parents? You all stay here at the Tower?”


    “Yes…well…I’m here with my father at the moment. Mother is away on business in Santyid; she’s a mage. I received my power through her.” Helmli smiled brightly, making her alluring green eyes sparkle, and Zuri became lost in them again. “We’ve been living here for nearly five years. They saw early on in my life that I had inherited the power, so they moved to Veergastaad so I could attend the Academy when I was old enough.”


    Zuri nodded, listening avidly.


    “Are you going to be a student here too?”


    He smiled and shrugged. “I don’t know. Itvin hasn’t expressed that I will be. We’re here for—he’s here for business.”


    Helmli was swift of the mind. She noticed his change of words. A smile captured her beautiful face. “You’re a strange guy, Tauzuri. I like you.”


    “Thanks.” He smiled crookedly. “You’re pretty weird yourself…and I like you too.”


    *


    Zuri spent almost three hours in Helmli’s company, with her giving him a tour of Veergastaad Tower. It was around dinner time when he finally returned to the quarters he shared with his friends. He stepped in and the door magically reappeared after him. He stopped instantly, eyes locking on Itvin’s. Phenyo, Ra, and Evrik were in the middle of setting the table for dinner; they all stopped what they were doing to look at him.


    Zuri removed his jacket and tossed it to a chair in the living room area, then ran his hands over the sanitizing stone on the counter and started helping with dinner preparations.


    Itvin lifted a brow at the boy. “I caught wind of a commotion from earlier today involving a student named Aerus Bloom and a nameless, mysterious boy half his size with curly hair. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


    Zuri sighed, finished setting out the glasses in his hands, and faced Itvin. “He started it. I was minding my own business when we accidentally bumped into each other. He tried to bully me, and I didn’t take it.”


    “I heard you knocked him on his—”


    Itvin shot Evrik a glare that instantly shut him up. Evrik cleared his throat and went back to setting out the plates. Itvin’s eyes eased back to Zuri. “You cannot use your power out of anger, Tauzuri. In fact, you are the last person who can do that. You know this.”


    “He grabbed my arm, Itvin. What was I supposed to do, just let him assault me?”


    “You’re supposed to keep yourself calm and walk away.”


    “And how can I do that if someone physically tries to do me harm?” Zuri protested. “I intended to just walk away…but then he touched me.”


    Zuri’s eyes narrowed, and his features visibly hardened. He looked five years older for an instant and not at all like the innocent, soft-featured boy they all knew. He took a breath, and the anger faded.


    “There’s something happening to me, Itvin. I…see and hear the Overlord in my waking days now, not just in my sleep. I heard his voice as clear as ever when I was before Bloom, urging me to use my power to handle the guy…and I wanted to. Badly. It took everything in me not to do it.”


    Itvin listened carefully, nodding. He moved forward and gripped Zuri’s shoulder, voice deep and serious when he spoke.


    “The Overlord is a searing white evil, and he is a part of you. Your strength to resist him will be tested every day, young master, and your trials will only become more difficult. This is simply the way it is. It is your burden to bear, but you don’t have to bear it alone. We’re here for you, and whenever you find yourself battling with the good and evil inside, think of all the kindness that composes you—the happiness you’ve had with the Joneses, the good times, the friends who care about you. You’ll find that you are ultimately, naturally, and rightfully a good person.”


    Itvin smiled softly.


    Zuri gave a gentle nod and sighed. He turned, went to the room he shared with Evrik, and closed the door.


    “I’ll go talk to him,” said Ra.


    “No, let him be for now. He needs to think over things,” Itvin spoke.

  


  
    Forty-seven


    The next few days were mostly laid back for the Chosen. They’d gotten all the information and resources Itvin had to offer to aid them on their quest. Evrik, Ra, and Phenyo worked on their combat skills, while Zuri trained and practiced using his power, as well as spent any extra time with Helmli. It was one day now before they were to leave for the Scepter of Kieldron and, as promised, Itvin took them to the Jimerzin Museum.


    “The Axumm Cloak is this way. Come on!” Phenyo urged excitedly, pointing out the sign stating the historical item was just down the high-ceiling hallway. She took off in a light run and the other teens followed.


    “Slow down! No running in the museum.” Itvin hissed after them, shaking his head and chuckling.


    They did as the wizard said, slowing just a bit. They spilled from the hall into a room decorated with old paintings and portraits of Axumm Arjoon. In the center of the room was a glass booth. Inside it, perched very carefully on a series of stands, was the Axumm Cloak. The scales of thin, polished gold twinkled in the radiance of the lumin stones lining the walls, ceiling, and floor. The golden gryphon feathers adorning the cloak also appeared to glow.


    Phenyo fast-walked up to the rail separating museum patrons from the cloak’s glass booth. She stared wide-eyed at it. “Oh my. It’s so beautiful.”


    The others squeezed their way between the crowd, falling in at her sides.


    “Smashing…” uttered Evrik, mouth slightly open.


    Zuri studied the cloak. “Wow.”


    Ra’s eyes slipped away long enough to read the informative plaque on a stand in front of the display. “Says that its magical properties include granting the wearer of the cloak enforced armor and the ability to fly.”


    “That’s pretty neat,” said Zuri.


    “Yes, I already knew that,” said Phenyo, not taking her hazel eyes from the Axumm Cloak.


    Itvin remained silent behind them, enjoying their amazement with the mystical item. Beside him, a group of boys there with one of the boys’ fathers started talking excitedly. Zuri tuned in to their conversation.


    “Dad, the match starts in one hour. We better go if we want decent seats!”


    “Jalin, you’ve been to enough Peeking Gnome matches at the arena to know that there aren’t really any bad seats.”


    “But we want to be down by the wall! C’mon, dad!”


    The father laughed. “Okay, okay. Let’s go then, boys. Guess I’ll have to come back to the museum another day to catch the ancient Neuwt pottery exhibit.”


    The boys howled and cheered.


    “Yay!”


    “Alright!”


    “Gonna be great!”


    “I bet Zane Kodan is going to win. He’s won the last three matches he’s played in!”


    Then the man and the group of boys hurried off.


    Zuri spun to Itvin. “Can I go to the Peeking Gnome match too?”


    The old wizard smirked lightly. “I thought you wanted to come to the museum today.”


    “Actually,” Evrik jumped in, jabbing a thumb at Phenyo, “she wanted to come here. I could go for a match of Peeking Gnome m’self.”


    “Hey! We all wanted to come!” Phenyo defended herself, hands going to her hips. Her gaze turned to Ra. “What about you? You would rather stay at the museum, right?”


    “Um…well…actually…” Ra’s hand smoothed over his hair. “I’d rather go watch the match.”


    “That’s the spirit, buddy.” Evrik smacked Ra on the shoulder and grinned. “We’ll grab some roasted trodil on a stick, something to drink, and kick back.”


    Phenyo glared at him. “Spoken like a true man.”


    “Thanks.” Evrik winked at her, and she rolled her eyes.


    “So can we go, Itvin, please?” Zuri begged.


    “I want to stay here.” Phenyo huffed, arms crossing her chest.


    “Alright, alright then,” said Itvin. “Phenyo, you’re by far the most mature of you all, so I trust you’ll get right back to the Tower once you’re done here. Let’s go, you three.”


    Phenyo nodded and watched them leave, then went back to gazing at the Axumm Cloak.


    *


    People were still steadily flowing into Veergastaad Arena by the time Itvin, Ra, Zuri, and Evrik arrived. Itvin paid the entry fee for them all, and they moved through one of the three great doorways and right into a buffer zone. There were men and women dressed in white tunics, maroon pants, and pointy-toed boots ushering people through other sets of doors into the seating areas.


    “Please keep moving inside and watch your step,” said one man in a pleasant voice, a smile to match. “Do not linger in this area. This is a revolving arena. For your safety, this area will be sealed once the match begins and you’ll be able to get all your refreshments from the booths and stands within, as well as from our vendors moving through the stands. There are also restrooms inside. Please enjoy yourselves and have a nice day.”


    “A revolving arena! Nice!” said Ra. “I’ve never been to one before.”


    “I have,” said Evrik. “In Meadowsequoia. You’re in for a treat.”


    “What is a revolving arena?” asked Zuri.


    Evrik smiled down at him. “They were designed years ago to heighten enjoyment of the game. Basically, the playing field remains stationary, while the seats revolve around it, giving everyone the chance to see the action from every angle. We’ll still have the enlarged image projections above the playing field too. This is gonna be great!” He rubbed his hands together.


    The four of them managed to find seats in the middle of a section offering a great view of the east side of the arena. Zuri was the most excited. His eyes darted here and there, attempting to catch everything. The playing field was expansive and easily as wide as two football fields sitting side by side.


    Just as Evrik had explained to Zuri on the ship, the playing field was composed of real trees, a lake, streams, niches, caves, hollows, clearings, hills, and mountains, everything scaled down, of course. It looked like a giant board game came to life. Glowing white lines patterned the ground, prominently sectioning off the different zones. Zuri counted twenty-five zones, one of which was themed like a snowy mountain pass. Snow drifted from thick, gray clouds hovering low over that zone. A torrential thunderstorm poured down in another zone. And on the mini lake were floating rafts, anchored to stay in place and form a path across the water, allowing a shortcut through that zone if a player chose. In the very center of the playing field, on a sloped hill ringed by a blue picket fence, was a little house with a roof of the same color. The Gnome’s house and the finishing line for whoever won. They’d have to catch him, then roll their dice to get him home.


    “Get your roasted trodil here! Trodil on a stick right here! Just one schill!” boomed a vendor. He walked along an aisle not far from them.


    Evrik waved to get his attention and met him at the end of the row. “I’ll have four of those.”


    “Aye, aye. Four for the young man it is,” said the vendor happily, then handed the paper wrapped goods to Evrik, who paid him. “Thanks much and enjoy the game! Get your roasted trodil, roasted trodil for just one schill!”


    The vendor headed off.


    Evrik resettled in his seat between Zuri and Itvin, handing everyone trodil.


    “Thanks,” Ra said and unwrapped his, starting to eat it hungrily.


    Itvin nodded, smiled, and ate on his as well.


    Zuri lifted a brow at the item in his hand. He’d unwrapped it and found that it looked and smelled very much like thinly sliced and spiced beef. “Just what exactly is trodil?”


    “It’s good, that’s what it is. Now eat up, little buddy.” Evrik smiled broadly.


    Zuri sniffed it, turned it over a few times, then lifted it to his mouth and nibbled off a bite. “Mm. It is pretty good.”


    “Told you.” Evrik winked.


    They ate their trodil and ordered fruit nectar from a vendor afterwards. It wasn’t long before three ringing gongs blasted through the stadium, making the huge, bustling crowd quicken with anticipation. The game was starting. Lights lining the high, domed ceiling flashed in a syncopated rhythm—blue, white, gold, blue, white, gold. They stayed on the pale blue, weaving down over the hundreds of heads in the crowd, which blared with cheer.


    “What’s happening?” Zuri’s avid gaze went from the lights to the crowd to Itvin.


    Itvin chuckled and pointed. “Look.”


    A hole opened in the very center of the ceiling and lowered an oval platform upon which was seated a panel of people. A magnified, magically projected image of the platform suddenly popped into existence, hovering well over the playing field, giving the entire stadium a perfect view of the panel. One of the people was a very pretty lady with golden hair pulled up into a high ponytail on her head. Her blue eyes sparkled, and her white teeth flashed with a smile. Three other well-dressed, well-groomed men sat up there with her. Each of them had a foot-tall pillar of black enchanted stone sticking out of the table before them; the stones would amplify their voices when they spoke.


    “Who are they?”


    Itvin grinned over at Zuri. “They commentate on the game.”


    “Oh.”


    “Hello, Veergastaad! My, what a crowd we have today!” The lady commentator’s voice filled the stadium. The crowd cheered wildly.


    “Indeed, we do, Jara,” remarked one of the male commentators, Gorsak. His dark hair was swept into a kind of comical looking swirl. He was a neuwt.


    One of the other males spoke up. He had a lengthy braid down his back and came from the Long East, as his exotically almond-shaped eyes implied. “The crowd is certainly in for a treat today, with an upcoming favorite returning to attempt for his fourth consecutive victory.”


    “Yes, and we all know who that is, Wei-Li,” said the fourth commentator, Othum, with a broad smile. “Zane Kodan!”


    Even as Othum’s voice boomed through the arena, a man materialized into view down on the playing field by the miniature lake. He was tall, broad, and brown-skinned, with long black hair pulled into a tail, and was incredibly handsome. He wore a black bodysuit, as all participants in the game were required to do, with the chest and back shields Evrik told Zuri about. He held a medium-sized ax in one large hand, shaking it over his head.


    “That must be Zane,” said Evrik loudly over the cheering crowd. “Big guy.”


    “Well now, Othum, let’s not forget our other players,” Jara chuckled richly. The other five participants were introduced, each of them materializing before the lake as Zane did when their names were called. Zuri was surprised and intrigued to see one of them was a woman. All players were armed with weapons of his or her choice. As Zuri had learned from Evrik’s explanation of the game, the weapons were enchanted, able to collide only with the plates on each player’s back and chest.


    “Well, everyone,” Commentator Wei-Li spoke, and the slim black stone pillar before him amplified his voice so it was easily heard by all in the arena, “we all know what time it is, so what do we say?”


    “Let’s go!” Everyone boomed in unison. Even Itvin did it, obviously familiar with how Peeking Gnome matches began in Veergastaad.


    The large area above the playing field suddenly displayed a magnified view of Zane and the other five players. They would now spin their blue die with the numbers zero to five on it to see who would go first, each roll seen perfectly by the whole arena thanks to the magnification. Zane spun a three. The other four males spun twos and zeroes. The woman spun a four, which allowed her to go first. After the play order had been determined, each of the players simultaneously disappeared and reappeared in random zones across the playing field, equidistant from each other and the Gnome’s house.


    A gong rang out, starting the match. The woman, having materialized in the snowy mountain pass, opened her hand, and her blue, black, and yellow dice appeared. She shook them and tossed them to the ground. Their result was magnified for the crowd to see. The blue die read ‘2’, the black die was ‘1’, and the yellow die landed on one of the blank sides. If Zuri recalled from the rules Evrik explained, this meant she could move two zones in any one direction, and she’d have one minute to search the zone for the Gnome or any bonuses that may be hidden there. The blank side of the yellow dice didn’t mean anything, though if the Gnome’s picture or the special symbol had turned up, that would mean the Gnome would come to her next zone or she could move to any space on the field.


    The woman examined the play field, spotting two of her opponents in their zones from her viewpoint. She turned, ran two steps, then sprang into the air, performing a giant leap that put her in the next zone over, then another leap to the zone on the other side of that one. Zuri looked on excitedly, his eyes lit with anticipation and awe.


    “Wow. With hang-time like that, she’d put even Michael Jordan to shame,” he mused.


    “Who’s Michael Jordan?” asked Ra.


    “Oh…he’s an athlete back on Earth, or he was. One of the best on the planet in a game called basketball.”


    “You’ll have to show me this game some time.”


    Zuri grinned over at him, chuckling as that moment with Brett the bully in P.E. came to mind. “I just might, though I was never any good at it.”


    In the enchanted magnification area high above the playing field and the commentators, a massive hourglass had appeared and was counting down. The woman’s one minute had begun. The crowd cheered her on, yelling out things such as “The rocks! Check under the rocks!”, “Look in the bushes!”, or “Up in the trees!” They were shouting out possible areas where bonuses might be. It was obvious that the Gnome wasn’t in this zone, or he’d have popped out by now.


    The woman was quick about tearing through the quaint forest zone she’d landed in, finding a bonus token beneath a flattened rock, which sent the crowd into applause, and when the token was enlarged above the playing field to show a picture of a golden teardrop on it, the applause heightened.


    “Ooo, a gryphon tear! That’s a very nice bonus to find so early in the game!” chimed commentator Jara.


    “Indeed, it is,” said Gorsak. “With a fierce competitor like Zane, she might need it.”


    The commentator platform hovered above the field, rising and swooping to follow the action. Just then, the entire seating ring around the playing field began to rotate smoothly, moving the crowd to different views.


    Zuri laughed. “This is so cool!”


    Itvin smiled deeply at the boy, feeling quite endeared with his reaction.


    Within the first twenty minutes of the game, each player moved through various zones, one of the male players having found a bonus token for 1000 schills, which he would receive only if he won the game.


    Zane’s turn came to spin his dice, and based on his results, he decided to leap into the zone that was occupied by the male player who’d found the 1000 schill bonus.


    “Yes! Now we get some action!” piped Evrik to Zuri, his voice heightened to be heard over the crowd. “Zane is gonna challenge that guy, I know it!”


    And sure enough, that’s exactly what happened, the commentators relaying the action. Zuri and the others watched as Zane drew the enchanted ax from his back, clearly marking his intentions, when he could have easily chosen to forego a conflict. The other man drew his enchanted sword, and the giant hourglass appeared once again above the playing field, beginning to drop its sand. Player battles lasted two minutes and two minutes only. There were only three outcomes: defeating your opponent, being defeated, or lasting the two minutes with your opponent, in which case neither would be eliminated.


    The man set against Zane Kodan right then wasn’t so victorious. In less than thirty seconds, Zane had managed to defeat him, delivering a staggering blow to the man’s chest plate with his ax. The moment Zane’s weapon struck, a loud clang like a hammer beating metal resounded through the arena, and the defeated man disappeared, leaving the 1000 schill token at Zane’s feet. The large man grinned and picked it up. It vanished and became part of his inventory. The crowd yipped and hollered, many of them cheering Zane’s name.


    Zuri’s eyes widened. “Where’d that man go?”


    “Oh, he’s in the players’ quarters, probably cursing himself left and right for being eliminated so early in the game,” laughed Ra.


    “Yes, I suppose that does suck,” said Zuri.


    One of the other male players spun his dice, then leapt a few zones over, landing smoothly. The great hourglass appeared over the playing field, beginning his one-minute countdown to search the area for any bonuses. This zone was down by the mini lake, an ancient ruin looking area, and there were many trees, stumps, bushes, rocks, nooks, and crannies to search. The player took two quick steps in the direction of a bush, when a small, stout man wearing a blue tunic belted at the waist, black pants and boots, and a pointy hat the same shade as his tunic popped out from behind a tree. The crowd wailed with cheer.


    “Well, look who decided to show himself! It’s the Gnome,” called Wei-Li.


    “Took him long enough,” remarked Othum, shaking his head with a broad smile. “I thought he’d make an appearance much sooner in the game, rather than wait twenty minutes.”


    “Oooh,” squealed Jara. “Look at his little outfit! He’s just so cute!”


    “Let’s see if Marin can catch him. He’s a pretty fast competitor, but the Gnome can be spry as well,” said Gorsak.


    The commentators all laughed, their platform hovering and moving to keep on the action. The arena seating ring was moving again as well, changing views for all the onlookers, giving Zuri a good look at the playing field. The boy scooted further to the edge of his seat.


    The Gnome made some rude sound to get Marin’s attention, and when the man spun around to set eyes on him, the Gnome stuck his tongue out. Marin ran for the little man. The Gnome gasped, jumped in place, then scrambled off. He dove into a hollowed-out log moments before Marin could set hands on him; all Marin had to do was touch him to catch him.


    Cheers and laughter rippled through the stadium at the Gnome’s evasiveness, Marin having gone partly into the log after him. He got stuck for a moment before yanking himself out with a mild curse and a smirk on his face. The Gnome stood on the far side of the log grinning. He wiggled his stubby fingers at Marin, then took off for a bush. Marin growled and sprinted after him, but when he reached the bush, the Gnome wasn’t in it. The hourglass had run out of sand, and that meant his minute was up.


    And so, the game went on. Within another twenty minutes, Zane managed to eliminate two other players, taking their acquired items, leaving himself, Marin, and Elsha, the female, in the game. The Gnome appeared twice more but hadn’t been caught yet. Elsha had done a good job of avoiding Zane throughout the match, but she figured it would only be a matter of time before he made his way to her and attempted to pick her off as he’d done the others. And she was right. Zane’s turn came and he decided to land in the same zone as her, drawing his ax the moment his feet touched down.


    Zuri was absolutely enthralled with the match, observing the action on both the playing field and the magically projected, enlarged images above, listening to the commentators. He didn’t blink as Elsha took a battle stance and drew her two mini sabers. Since the match started, she’d found three bonuses: the gryphon’s tear, a token worth 2000 schills, and an all-expense paid trip to the Peeking Gnome Tri-Finale, the ultimate tournament to determine a world champion. It was held every three years in different cities around Kambia. It would be in Harambe in eight months and was undoubtedly a sold-out event. A die-hard Peeking Gnome fan might kill for such a prize. Zane certainly had no plans to kill Elsha, but he’d definitely eliminate her from the game to get that trip.


    Two minutes seemed like a small eternity to Zuri as he and the rest of the arena watched the battle between Elsha and Zane. Her strategy was to elude him, to stay as far away from his powerful ax swipes as possible. That seemed to work, since Zane was larger and not as fast as she, though he was still very quick. Elsha dodged and dove each time he came at her. She spared a small glance at the hourglass above once she was back on her feet, and that proved to be a vital mistake.


    The moment her eyes flicked away from him for that split second, Zane made his move, rushing in towards her. Elsha panicked and skittered backwards, losing her footing when she got tripped up on some exposed tree roots. She went to the ground, and one of her sabers slid aside. Zane was there in an instant to straddle her hips, while gripping her wrist with enough pressure to make her drop the other saber. Cheers swelled across the stadium. She was completely at his mercy then, and Zane knew that. He took his time finishing her off, though she’d be back because of the gryphon tear bonus. He was solely interested in the Tri-Finale prize. Both players were enlarged in the area above the gaming field, their voices amplified as well.


    Zane leaned close to Elsha and gave her a dashing, satisfied grin. “You’re very lovely,” his words crept deep and smooth through the arena.


    Elsha smirked. “You’re not so bad looking yourself.”


    “You play the game well, but it looks like this match belongs to me.”


    “You haven’t won yet, big boy.”


    Zane chuckled. “Perhaps you’d like to get together after this for some dinner?”


    “Not a chance.” Her eyes burned up at him.


    “That’s too bad,” he said. Smiling, he simply touched the flat side of his ax to her chest plate, and she vanished, leaving the token for 2000 schills and the one for the Tri-Finale prize. The crowd roared, cheering Zane on. He picked up the two bonus tokens, and they vanished to become part of his inventory.


    In a zone on the other side of the playing field from Zane, Elsha rematerialized, her gryphon tear bonus spent. She had a second chance, and she didn’t plan on wasting it. The game continued with the three remaining players traveling through the zones looking for bonuses and hoping to catch the Gnome.


    Less than fifteen minutes after getting back in the game, Elsha landed in the thunderstorm zone. It was raining so hard that she became soaked in seconds. Because of her dice rolls, she had two minutes to search for bonuses. One was instantly spotted, glinting in a small puddle not far from her. She hurried to it and swiped it up. It was for 5000 schills, which drew a blast of applause from the crowd.


    And then she saw him. The Gnome. He peeked from behind a two-foot-high rock and grinned at her. Elsha ran for him, and he dashed off. However, the Gnome didn’t expect the water-slick ground in that zone to act against him. He ran in place for a moment, his little legs pumping, even though he wasn’t going anywhere. He screamed when his legs flew from under him, and he splashed into a puddle. Elsha took no chances. She dove and landed beside the Gnome, her hands gripping around one of his little arms.


    “Oh, bah!” cried the Gnome, pouting. Then, he grinned and vanished, becoming part of Elsha’s inventory.


    The outbreak of cheer this time was the loudest one yet. Even Zuri yelled out.


    “Well, there you have it!” commented Jara. “Our lady Elsha has possession of the Gnome. All she needs to do now is get him home!”


    Gorsak grinned. “That’s easier said than done. She still has a bit of the playing field to cross to get there, and Zane’s turn is next. The big fellow certainly isn’t pleased with the turn of events.”


    Indeed, he wasn’t. His handsome features held a mild frown. Tension slithered through the whole crowd when he spun his dice: blue 3, black 2, yellow blank. He could move three zones in any direction and have two minutes to search the zone for a bonus. He rolled nothing on the special die, luckily for Elsha. Otherwise, the large, imposing man would’ve undoubtedly chosen to land on her space.


    Zane ran and leaped in Elsha’s direction, landing ten zones away. In his mind, he’d completely forgotten about Marin. Only the woman mattered, since she had the Gnome. Marin had the same idea. On his turn, he made his way closer to Elsha as well.


    Elsha took her turn and got closer to the Gnome’s home; she could be there in two more turns. Her heart raced in her chest and seemed to quicken when both her opponents took their next turns, putting them closer to her, racing each other for the chance to face and defeat her and take the Gnome. When Elsha’s next turn came around, she took a moment to observe the rowdy crowd, then her eyes swung to Zane, who was only two zones away. He could potentially land in her zone and challenge her, depending on what she spun now and what he spun on his turn.


    She inhaled deeply, shook her dice, and sent them to the ground. The crowd seemed to seize up, everyone waiting to see what she’d get. And if Zuri thought the cheering had been deafening when Elsha caught the Gnome, he was mistaken. The sound that thundered through the arena then was so loud, Zuri thought the ceiling would blow out. The outcome of the blue and black dice was irrelevant, since the yellow dice landed with the special symbol face-up, meaning that Elsha could move to any space on the playing field.


    “Alright!” yelled Zuri, standing and clapping with as much enthusiasm as those around him.


    Down on the playing field, Marin sighed and kicked at a small rock in his zone. Zane growled thickly and dropped his ax to the ground. Elsha jumped up and down, blaring hearty laughter with her victory. But it wasn’t over yet. She still had to get the Gnome home. So, she leaped and bounded the last few zones, landing in the yard of the Gnome’s quaint little house at the center of the playing field. In that instant, blue and silver confetti began pouring over her from some place above.


    “And there you have it! Elsha, a suspected underdog in tonight’s match, has seized victory!” exclaimed Jara. “Never let it be said that just because you’re a lady means you can’t win at Peeking Gnome!”


    Othum chuckled. “I never doubted her skills, only that they would be insufficient against Zane, who was certainly out for blood tonight, especially with that Tri-Finale bonus floating around down there.”


    The commentators’ platform hovered down to where Elsha stood, landing beside her. The four of them stepped in to surround her, each taking their voice amplifier with them. Even the Gnome appeared, scrambling from his house, running circles in the yard and giggling, hyping the crowd further.


    “How does victory feel?” Jara asked Elsha.


    “Feels like a million schills!”


    Gorsak laughed. “Well, while you didn’t win a million schills, you did manage to rack up a good bonus of five thousand plus the match prize purse of twenty thousand! That’s a lot of money! What do you plan to do with it all?”


    Elsha sighed, grinning broadly. “I’m not sure yet. I’ll have to think about it.”


    “I have an idea,” said Wei-Li. “Why don’t you spend some of it in Harambe…since we’ve decided to give you the Peeking Gnome Tri-Finale bonus anyway!”


    Elsha’s eyes widened. “What? No way!” She jumped up and down some more, the crowd once again rising to a thunderous volume.


    “And last but not least…” Othum moved forward with something in his palm. It was a collectable Peeking Gnome figurine. He held it out to Elsha, who took it, thanked him, then held it up for the crowd to see, her slim hand and the figurine enlarged in the projection area above the playing field.

  


  
    Part Eight


    Quest for the Scepter

  


  
    Forty-eight


    The week in Veergastaad passed quicker than any of them wanted, and the morning of their departure for the Scepter of Kieldron was suddenly upon them. Itvin woke them early so they could eat before they left and double check their supplies and gear. Included were a few essentials, the enchanted compass to lead them to the Scepter, detailed map, and uberchalk.


    The four of them and Itvin took the majilift down to the main floor and began moving through the great lobby. Zuri sneaked looks over his shoulder a few times, hoping to see Helmli, but she wasn’t there. He sighed when they reached the corridor out of the Tower and moved out into the early sunlight. Down the wide steps they went, beginning the cobbled path out into the city.


    “Zuri! Zuri, wait!” It was Helmli. They all turned to see the girl running to catch up. She stopped before them, taking in a few deep breaths. “I just wanted to say once again that I wish you all a safe and successful journey.”


    They each smiled and thanked her.


    She faced Zuri. “Can I…talk to you for a moment?”


    “Sure,” he said, smiling widely.


    The two of them walked off a distance from the others, and for long seconds neither of them spoke. Then Helmli broke the silence.


    “I have something for you. I forgot to give it to you last night before we parted ways.” She brought her hand up carefully, allowing only the two of them to see what sat in her palm. It was a flat, transparent discus about two inches in diameter and smooth around the edge. It looked like a fancy skipping rock. “Do you know what a spell stone is?”


    “Yes, but I’ve never used one.” Zuri’s deep brown eyes perused over it.


    “It’s not so difficult. This one contains a fire spell—f’dyres. To activate it, take it from the pouch, set it in your palm, and speak the name of the spell while channeling your power. It can be used as an attack spell, so make sure you’re concentrating on who or whatever you want to use the spell on when you activate it. Go on and say the spell’s name, so I know you have it.”


    “F’dyres,” said Zuri.


    “Again.”


    “F’dyres.


    “Think you’ll remember it?”


    He nodded. “Yes.”


    “Okay then…” She sighed, appearing to gather her nerves, then she moved forward quickly and kissed him on the lips. “Take care and be safe, Tauzuri.”


    She hurried off in a blushing mess, disappearing back inside.


    Zuri grinned after her, and when he finally returned to the others, he too was blushing uncontrollably. Itvin lifted a humored brow.


    “Things certainly look to be going well between you and Miss Starkbliss,” remarked the old wizard.


    “Yes…well…” Zuri cleared his throat, his face and neck burning. He started along, leaving the others to their good-natured laughter.


    *


    During the walk through Veergastaad, Zuri maintained an irrepressible grin. He felt like he was walking on air. And he couldn’t stop thinking about Helmli. Of course, he hadn’t been able to keep her from his mind much since meeting her, but now she was continuously there. He was determined to see their journey through for the Scepter of Kieldron as quickly and safely as possible. Anything to be able to return to her for another kiss.


    They left Veergastaad via the southern road and walked a few miles out. Itvin stopped them in a place on the outskirts that overlooked the valley. Houses and farms were scattered about.


    “This is where I leave you to your journey, young masters.” Itvin’s hands clasped at the small of his back. His crisp blue eyes went to each of them as he spoke. “You’ve trained, you’ve studied, and you’ve prepared for this moment. You have all worked so hard.”


    His eyes glimmered with pride and caring. He sighed, and his brow lowered.


    “It’s dangerous out there, but I know you’ll prevail. Use your skills, your minds, and the resources I’ve given you to complete your task and return safely. May the gods be with you.”


    He studied them a moment, then turned, walked several feet, and disappeared, a few leaves stirring in the wind where he stood a second ago.


    The Chosen silently exchanged looks.


    “We’re going to need more than the gods,” said Ra.


    “Oh, nonsense,” said Evrik. “We’ll be just fine. Let’s get going.”


    They went south, unfamiliar with the terrain but easily navigating it with the descriptive map Itvin gave them. They followed the lazily winding road through the valley. The entire morning showed the countryside and spread-out farms surrounded by fields of crops. They stopped about noon for an hour to rest and eat. By late afternoon, they’d left the farmlands behind and hit the woods. The trees flanking the road ranged from tall and skinny to short and leafy. The sun hung in the western hemisphere of the sky, its light hazy and diluted through a thin veil of clouds.


    “When are we making camp?” asked Phenyo.


    “It will be dark in a couple of hours,” said Evrik. “I think we should press on a bit more to cut time.”


    They agreed to keep going. Zuri couldn’t believe how similar the world of Kambia was to Earth. Yet, there were strange differences between the animal and plant life of both worlds. Fragrant eight-foot-tall turquoise flowers with thick stems and huge leaves lined the right side of the road. As the Chosen moved by, the foremost row of flowers bent to follow them, snapping back to their full height when the teens moved out of range.


    “What kind of flower is that?” Zuri asked Phenyo.


    She chuckled and shrugged. “What? Just because I happen to know a lot of different things, you ask me?”


    He nodded.


    “Sorry to disappoint, but I don’t know what they are.”


    “They’re called curiosettas,” Evrik interposed. “Named so for their ‘curious’ nature. When any living thing of sufficient size gets close, they lean towards it until it moves far enough away. They come in all kinds of shades, native to Arendruil and Northwestland.”


    Phenyo lifted a brow, impressed. “Well, well. Aren’t you insightful?”


    Evrik smiled over at her. “I saw them often in my travels around Northwestland.”


    Zuri went closer to one of the huge flowers, watching as it bent to meet his outreached hand. He grazed fingers gently over its soft petals and smiled. “It’s cute. It reminds me of a puppy or something.”


    “Oh…did I mention that curiosettas are extremely poisonous as well as man-eating?” quirked Evrik casually over his shoulder.


    Zuri gasped and jerked back from the flower, eyes wide.


    Evrik burst into laughter. “Just kidding. They’re quite harmless.”


    Zuri smirked thickly after him, then moved to catch up.


    They continued through the scattered woods until the sun hovered just over the horizon in the west. Nightfall was close. They came to a small, grassless clearing off the road containing a heap of large boulders and decided to stop.


    Ra carefully removed the uberchalk from its pouch and went to the largest of the boulders. He sketched a good-sized rectangle on the rock face, then drew the symbol to activate the door. Just like in the recreational yard at Veergastaad Tower, the symbol glowed and the camouflaged door formed, as did a knob.


    It didn’t take long to get a fire going outside the camp haven. Phenyo gathered food supplies, pots, and pans and whipped up a tasty stew. Evrik made sauteed spiced liru slices for dessert. After dinner, they talked around the fire for a while, then retired inside the camp haven. They formed a candle watch, and Evrik volunteered for the first shift.


    The next morning, they freshened up, restocked the food in their traveling bags, sealed the camp haven, and continued onward. They traveled for five days before reaching Bilgwood Forest.


    They stood on a low hill late morning and stared down at the ominous wall formed by the tree line. The stone tree line. Not a single solid, petrified tree had leaves. Many of them had crumbling and broken branches, and the forest itself seemed to stretch on for miles beyond their range of sight, partly concealed by the blanket of mist shrouding it. The road split at the bottom of the hill, going into the stone forest and west to provide a slower yet safer path for those less willing to pass through the Bilgwood.


    Phenyo had the enchanted compass out, its needle wavering very slightly, pointing towards the woods, the ruins of P’tili Cordet far beyond. She tucked the compass away.


    “I wonder how long it’ll take to get through there?” Zuri said softly.


    “If we keep our pace the same as we have, three days max,” said Evrik, nodding.


    In the distance, though not far enough away for any of them, something screamed a terrible sounding howl.


    Evrik’s eyes narrowed.


    “Hemohounds,” he said, then grinned faintly when some of the color drained from Zuri’s cheeks. “Don’t worry, little buddy. We’re more than equipped to handle them, should we come across any.”


    Zuri gulped and nodded. Evrik was right. Hemohounds were the least of their worries, and he had his power to help protect them, which he’d been doing well to hone and control. The four of them approached the Bilgwood with swift caution, halting on the road before going in.


    “We most likely won’t find any wood in there,” Ra spoke. “But we should be fine with the dried supplies we have on us and those offered by the camp haven.”


    “I agree,” said Phenyo.


    “Okay, so here are the rules while we’re in the Bilgwood,” Evrik began, facing them. His handsome visage was quite serious. “Since I have the most experience with places like this and combat, I’m in charge. We stick together constantly, always within sight or hearing of each other. And since you wield no weapon, Zuri, don’t hesitate to fall behind us for cover. We all got that? Smashing.”


    “I have my power,” said Zuri. “I’m sure I can take care of myself just as well as you guys can.”


    Evrik sighed and offered a slight smile. “I don’t doubt that, little buddy, but just do as I said, okay? Once we’ve assessed the threat, you can use your power.”


    “Alright.” Zuri nodded.


    “Let’s do this,” Evrik said, and they headed into Bilgwood Forest.

  


  
    Forty-nine


    It had been almost two months since the estranged Dr. Benmer Friendly came along and set ruin to Marigott’s life, though it was Tiora Nolarion who took Birlomor’s loss the hardest. Marigott caught her weeping terribly to herself most days. And he knew where he’d find her this morning. Out back in the small mausoleum constructed for the late mayor’s statue, all that was left when the slimy “doctor” finished with him.


    Marigott slipped from the house to the huge backyard, quiet steps taking him to the mausoleum. He could see his mother inside before he reached it, her figure lit by the stands of candles lining the curved wall. In the center of the structure, lying on a stone altar, was the statue of Birlomor Nolarion, posed as he’d been while Friendly stole his life force. Marigott approached Tiora silently, stopping just behind her.


    “Mother…” he touched her shoulder gently. “You’ve been out here since before sunrise. Why don’t you come inside and eat something?”


    His voice was soft and coaxing.


    Tiora’s shoulders shook with silent sobs, and she sniffed. She turned to face her son.


    “Mari…” she began, lifting a small hand to caress his stubbly cheek, “you look so much like your father.”


    That was all she said before moving out from under the mausoleum’s hanging roof, leaving him alone. Marigott watched her go, feeling her sorrow keenly. He sighed and turned to set hardened blue eyes on his father’s statue. After a few minutes of silence, he reached to touch one of Birlomor’s cold stone hands.


    “I’ll find the one who did this and make him pay. I swear it.”


    *


    Things were still uneventful in Ambassador Thandiwe’s manor. The business with the disappearance and suspected murder of the servant girl Nachelle happened three months ago and talk of that day still whispered its way through the manor corridors.


    Chaonaine’s flowing skirts brushed the floor as she moved through the large house. As usual, the beautiful lady had a strict, no-nonsense expression on her face. Her hair was pulled into a single thick braid that she twisted into a bun on the back of her head. She entered the dining hall and stopped, having found who she searched for.


    Abimbala sat in her rolling chair at the long table eating lunch. The mystical woman lifted her eyes to Chaonaine, and the two of them stared at each other.


    “Is there something you want?” said Abimbala, popping a bit of fruit into her mouth.


    Chaonaine smirked and moved to the table. She set a rolled-up parchment beside the other woman’s plate. The familiar blue wax crest well known as Thandiwe’s was broken on it. Abimbala wiped her slender fingers on a napkin, then unrolled the paper and proceeded to read:


    Dearest Chaonaine,


    I hope all is well with you. I received your letter three days ago and am glad to hear that no other disturbances have occurred. I know the household is in fine condition under your management. It appears I will be spending more time here in Ketsumnatet than I thought, as securing an alliance between Wangaipangea and this city is proving tedious. Between the almost unbearable, dry weather and the pompous king, I’m not sure which one I like the least. Sultan Her-shireth is wise and ignorant at the same time. We received word this morning that Arkannon Goldsley’s minions have destroyed Krehakasan. And even though this dark threat is virtually at the sultan’s gates, he believes his army will prevail should Ketsumnatet be attacked. I’m very close to getting him to see that he needs Wangaipangea as an ally, and we could really use the superior combat skills of his elite Raz’jit warriors. As a matter of fact, I should have him convinced to accept the alliance by the time this letter reaches you. Well, I should be home in a few weeks. Let everyone know that I’m thinking of them, and when you hear from Phenyo, tell her I love her more than the breath that sustains me. I miss you.


    Thandiwe


    Abimbala finished reading and set the letter aside. She lifted her chin, her lips slightly pursed.


    “‘Dearest’, is it?” She chuckled dryly. “Seems you have Thandiwe wrapped more tightly around your finger than I suspected. I suppose that’s why you flew in here to shove your letter in my face, to show me how much more he likes you than me.”


    “Oh, please.” Chaonaine snatched the letter up. “I thought you should read it because of its content. Did you even read it all? Arkannon Goldsley’s forces are very near to where Thandiwe is. What if they attack before he can leave Ketsumnatet?”


    Abimbala considered this. She’d never gotten along with Chaonaine, but she believed the woman’s concern was warranted. “With Goldsley and his army growing more powerful by the day, it would not be good if they attacked. But I don’t think they will. The cities that got destroyed can’t have been as strong as Ketsumnatet.”


    “Krehakasan is under the jurisdiction of Amerilin, Abimbala, and it fell.” Amerilin was the capital city of the continent, the largest, richest, and most secured establishment.


    Both women were silent, each sinking into her own thoughts concerning the wellbeing of their beloved ambassador.


    “We just have to have faith that he’ll return unharmed to us,” Abimbala said finally.


    “Indeed.” Chaonaine turned on her heel and left.


    Abimbala sighed and pushed her plate away. That little bit of news had executed her appetite.


    *


    News of the attacks throughout Monatara had reached not only Thandiwe’s household. Empress Zalira and Izaiah also knew via their own contacts stationed there. In times as dire as these, it was vital to have eyes and ears in as many places as possible.


    That afternoon, Zalira stood barefoot on the well-kept grass in her throne room looking out over Harambe in the valley, wondering how long it would be before the Overlord finally decided to invade Wangaipangea’s lands. She knew it was only a matter of time. Unless, of course, the Chosen stopped him before then.


    Movement caught the corner of her eye, and she turned partly to face Minduivil, High Elder of Meadowsequoia’s Council. He arrived at the palace that morning, and Zalira told her guards to let him in when he came to see her. He was a stern faced neuwt, his rich brown skin remarkably wrinkle-free for someone who was over a hundred years old. He’d look that way for the next hundred years of his life cycle. That was simply how neuwts aged.


    Zalira faced Minduivil fully, and he instantly bowed. “Your Highness.”


    She smiled warmly and took his hand in hers. “My old friend. How was your journey here? Did you get enough rest?”


    “I always love to visit the beauty of Wangaipangea, but I highly dislike traveling such a great distance conventionally. Hopefully, you will unlock your gate soon.” He smirked. “And you? How have you been?”


    Zalira pondered, then shook her head. “I’m well. I know why you’ve come. It’s because of the Nevareyt and the attacks plaguing both Arendruil and Northwestland continents, isn’t it?”


    “Yes, amongst other things. The Nevareyt are truly in trouble, their home at a constant threat by the Servants of Fate. If they aren’t helped, they will fall.”


    “I know. Uisdean and some of his soldiers came to see me a few months ago. Queen Aurora’s army is vast, and she has agreed to help reinforce Arendruil. I am standing by to assist Monatara, but I cannot send too many warriors away. We need protection here too. Ambassador Thandiwe is attempting to ally Monatara’s forces to Wangaipangea, strengthening both countries.”


    “I understand, Empress. Long have the Nevareyt been allies to Meadowsequoia, Varlendell, and many other cities of Northwestland. Before I left, Aurora dispatched part of her army across the Inland Sea for Arendruilian shores to help the Nevareyt fight.” Minduivil sighed. “But the Servants of Fate are only a small force compared to what’s coming. When I received word that the boy had been brought back to Kambia, I truly realized that the Prophecy is upon us. I had hoped to meet him and the others before they set off on their journey.”


    “Itvin took them to Veergastaad weeks ago, as I’m sure Izaiah has told you.”


    “He has.” Silence settled between them, and it wasn’t an uncomfortable one. It was thoughtful. Minduivil turned to set his eyes on the city of Harambe beyond the great terrace. “Have you told the Chosen about you yet, about your origins?”


    Zalira shook her fine head. “No, but I will when the time is right. I’ll show them.”

  


  
    Fifty


    Bilgwood Forest was like no place Zuri had ever been. It gave him a sense of both unease and amazement. The various stone trees rose all around them. Grass and underbrush sprouted in sparse places, and wild vines curled and twisted up the trunks of most trees. Sunlight spiked down through the canopy of stone branches. A thin, eerie mist swirled in shallow pockets across the forest floor. Other than the hushed sounds of a trickling spring and their footsteps, there was nothing else. No birds or any other sign of animal life.


    “Do you know what happened here, why the trees are all stone?” Zuri asked Phenyo. Since a lot of places in Kambia seemed to have some history or myth behind them, he thought maybe she’d have something insightful to say about Bilgwood Forest.


    “No. I’ve heard of this forest. It’s infamous around the world. Yet, no one knows what turned it to stone.”


    “Oh, someone knows,” said Zuri, nodding.


    Phenyo chuckled at him. “Maybe you should ask Itvin when you see him next.”


    “I have a bad feeling about this place,” said Ra. His hand rested gently on the hilt of his sword. “I feel like something’s watching us.”


    “But there aren’t even any animals around,” replied Phenyo.


    “Exactly, which is the reason for my unease.”


    “Come now. Don’t tell me the courageous prince is getting paranoid.” Evrik grinned over at him.


    “Hardly. I just have a bad feeling about these petrified woods, that’s all.” Ra’s gaze moved slowly about their surroundings as they pressed on.


    For three hours they walked, and the Bilgwood got stranger and stranger. Sometime in the afternoon, they came upon a place where the stone trees broke into a circular clearing. In the clearing was half a dozen huge mushrooms, all turned to stone, chipped, broken, and eroded. They ate a snack of dried meat, fruit, and water, then continued. By the time the sun lowered completely behind the western horizon, the Chosen found a wide-trunked tree, where Ra drew the door and activated the camp haven. They decided they wouldn’t go outside the camp haven unless it was an emergency. Using rotating watches, they tended to the candles and made it through the night.


    The next day wasn’t much different from the last. They made their way through the Bilgwood as timely as they could, stopping for lunch by a pond of bright green water that Zuri thought smelled like citrus. As tempted as he was to scoop up some handfuls to drink, he was no fool. Nothing in the stone forest was right, and that included the fragrant green water.


    Evrik, who munched silently on a piece of jerky, suddenly stood and walked off a few feet, his head cocked as if listening. The others noticed him and stopped eating.


    “What is it?” asked Ra.


    Evrik’s eyes narrowed, slowly moving around to survey the trees. “Don’t you hear that?”


    They all listened.


    “No. What does it sound like?” Ra instinctively loosened his sword, taking a defensive stance.


    “Like…bells.”


    A small burst of pinkish sparks appeared before Evrik, manifesting a little, glowing pink orb. When the orb melted away, a tiny woman was left, her sheer wings pumping and fluttering quickly. She zoomed at Evrik, around his head, then over to the others, zipping around them, speaking excitedly the whole time.


    Phenyo’s face lit with a smile. “You again!”


    The tiny woman stopped before Phenyo and hovered, her large eyes blinking a few times. She grinned and nodded.


    “What do you mean by ‘again’?” Evrik asked. He, Zuri, and Ra moved in to encircle Phenyo and the tiny woman.


    “She’s a libit,” said Phenyo. “I met her once very briefly back in Adeola’s gardens the day I arrived. She just appeared.” Phenyo addressed the libit next. “What’s your name? Why are you here?”


    “Now that is smashing,” said Evrik in awe, seeing as Kambians thought libits were long gone from the world.


    The tiny woman examined each of them, her large eyes lingering on Zuri longer than the others. “I am Zo. It’s dangerous, the Bilgwood,” came her teensy voice. She looked around anxiously. “You must be careful.”


    “Why have you shown yourself to us?” Phenyo asked.


    “Because…you are chosen, the Chosen. Libits know of you. We only want to help.”


    Zuri stepped closer to Zo, and she fluttered back a bit. “How many of you are there?”


    “Enough,” she answered simply and nodded, then giggled. She suddenly ceased to laugh, going a little more serious. “Ooo, must go! Be careful! There is something watching you…and not just me!”


    Then that burst of pink sparks came again and she was gone. Vanished.


    “Okay,” started Ra-siamun, “I can honestly say that that was the weirdest yet coolest thing that’s happened all month. “I can’t wait to see Itvin’s face when we tell him we saw a libit.”


    “Something tells me he may already know about their existence,” said Phenyo.


    “And something tells me that Itvin knows much, much more than he’s telling us,” said Evrik.


    “I wonder what she meant by something is watching us?” Zuri eyed the surrounding stone forest, expecting a creature to pounce from the underbrush.


    “Me too,” Ra said. “I’ve had the eeriest feeling since we entered this place.”


    “She was probably just talking about hemohounds or something like that,” Evrik interposed. “I mean, we did hear them screaming and howling the other day. Probably just some lone pack. We’re equipped to fight them off if need be.”


    They wrapped up lunch, chatting about Zo and what they wanted to ask her if she showed again. They didn’t notice as they moved off to continue through the Bilgwood that the bright green pond drained, absorbing into the earth until there was nothing but a muddy hole remaining.


    *


    “So why didn’t you tell someone that you saw the libit that day at the palace?” Zuri asked Phenyo.


    A good hour of light remained, and they had found a place against a mossy, worn rock face where Ra drew the door and activated the camp haven. Since it was still light, they decided to have a dinner of dried meat, fruit, bread, and water outside.


    She shrugged. “I was feeling alone and sad when she appeared. Seeing her made me happier somehow. It made me feel special that, out of the four of us, she appeared before me.”


    “How do you know none of us had seen her too?” Ra asked, snapping another bite from his liru.


    “Because I’m sure that you three would’ve told someone if you had.”


    Ra thought about it, then chuckled. “Yeah, you’re right.”


    “Naturally,” Phenyo retorted, smiling as well.


    The teens talked more amongst themselves and finished up their dinner, while the sun steadily sank from the sky. Just as they prepared to enter the camp haven for the night, Zuri’s eyes narrowed and he turned to survey the area, sniffing the air.


    “What’s up?” said Evrik.


    “It’s nothing, I guess. I smell citrus, but there is no pond…” he uttered to himself thoughtfully, spinning around slowly.


    “Pond?” Phenyo watched him closely.


    “Yes, that green pool from earlier—holy smokes! What is that!” The boy stared at something behind his friends, his eyes gaping wide.


    The others spun around and released similar responses to Zuri’s. They drew their weapons, backing up quickly. Between them and the door to the camp haven was a quivering, translucent bright green blob with a single orb floating inside it. Its gelatinous body had five stalks sticking out the top, each one peaked by a large, juicy eyeball.


    The teens instantly drew close together into a battle formation like they’d practiced many times with Zhen. During his training sessions with Ezra, Zuri learned to conjure two of the four elements—ato and indo, water and wind. And he had learned to do it quite efficiently. If he was one of the special few, he’d be able to summon all the elements someday.


    The blob made a gurgling noise and oozed to one side, countering their movements, keeping itself effectively between them and the door to the camp haven. Its eyes blinked randomly, watching them hungrily. Zuri backed away, moving a short distance from the group.


    “Zuri, stay close!” yelled Evrik.


    All five of the blob’s eyes shot to Zuri’s position, and it took a chance, moving so fast that they barely had time to react. Evrik rushed forward and side-swiped the creature with his sword, but as soon as the blade sank into the blob, it instantly started to dissolve. They could see through the transparent mass as the metal bubbled and broke apart within several seconds, disappearing, absorbed completely. Evrik stared at the remainder of his sword a moment, then tossed it aside, backing away from the creature, which had turned on him. Seeing as Evrik’s melee attack did nothing to the thing, Phenyo decided against doing the same. Ra loosened his bow, snatching an arrow from the quiver strung across his back. He shot a few at the blob, and each one was absorbed and dissolved.


    The Chosen drew back, keeping a safe distance from the creature.


    “How are we supposed to beat it!” screamed Phenyo.


    “There’s a way. We just have to—” Evrik was cut off. The blob made a sudden lurch at them, rolling across the forest floor. They made a run for it, avoiding it at all costs. Still the thing was between them and the door to the camp haven. “We just have to figure it out. And we can’t let it touch us! I’m sure it can dissolve human flesh much easier than it ate my sword. Zuri, what have you got!”


    Even as Evrik asked Zuri had conjured up the indo force, his hands held up before him, a white-gold glow emanating from them. The wind accelerated, swirling up dirt and twigs, shifting his curly hair.


    “Hey!” Zuri yelled.


    The blob’s eyes fixed sharply on him, and Zuri sent a strong spike of wind forth, which tore along the ground and sliced right through the creature, making it drop into two smaller, equal halves. And it just remained there, unmoving. The teens were just as still, waiting for it to attack again. But it didn’t.


    “Smashing, little buddy! You sure are getting good with that power of yours.” cried Evrik, grinning.


    “Um…I wouldn’t celebrate just yet,” said Phenyo.


    All of them looked on as the two bright green halves started quivering, reminding Zuri of jello mounds. Both blobs, though smaller, were identical, each with an orb floating inside them and five eye stalks. They made wet, gurgling sounds as they slid across the ground, moving slowly apart to attempt to trap the teens.


    “Well, it was a nice try anyway,” Evrik said, keeping his eyes on the blobs. He drew his crossbows but wasn’t sure what to do with them, since the bolts certainly wouldn’t damage the creatures.


    Bells and pink sparks. Zo. She popped into sight, flying frantically over one blob, then the other, keeping well out of reach, distracting mostly.


    Zuri and the others, battle ready and holding their stances, watched the little woman dart around. She flew by Zuri’s head.


    “Ice!” she screamed. “Freeze! Paedim is vulnerable to the cold! You must make it cold, you!” She went back to trying to distract the paedim.


    “Hm, paedim,” said Phenyo. “Interesting creature.”


    “Now is not the time to be thoughtful.” Ra smirked.


    “Make the paedim cold!” shrieked Zo.


    Zuri was already working on it. His hands glowed again, and this time he was summoning ato. His brow pinched as he concentrated. The air around him dropped several degrees. He aimed his hands at one of the two blobs, which had started to advance on the teens again. Wintry air shot from his palms and penetrated the blob. The thing instantly stopped moving and shivered very quickly, before freezing from the inside out, its mass all slick and shiny.


    Zuri spun to the other blob and froze it as well, then took a moment to calm himself; he’d thought of Brett to make him angry enough to summon and channel his power. He knew he’d eventually have to find another way to call on his power, since his anger could be potentially very dangerous, but he needed to disable the paedim. He clenched and unclenched his fists, then looked to his friends, each of whom studied the frozen halves of the paedim.


    Zo fluttered quickly before Zuri, and he could see the pleased smile on her tiny face, her abnormally large eyes glimmering like periwinkle gems. “You did it! Good, good! But it is not destroyed. It must be broken. Its life orb must be broken.”


    Evrik took the initiative then, a smirk over his handsome face. “Oh, I think I can handle that.”


    He found the nearest large rock and hefted it over his head, letting it smash down over one of the paedim halves. The creature shattered like a tootsie pop, and its life orb rolled before Evrik’s feet. He brought the rock down hard and destroyed it, then took care of its counterpart.


    *


    An hour after their run-in with the paedim, the Chosen were settled safely in the camp haven. Zo decided to grace them with her company for a little while. The tiny woman sat near the base of a lantern situated on the floor in the middle of the four teens, letting each of them see her clearly.


    “How long had you been following us before showing yourself?” asked Evrik. He laid down with his head propped on one hand, the glow of the lantern giving his brown eyes a rippling effect.


    Zo shrugged. “Not long. A couple of days.”


    “And before that?” said Phenyo. “I mean, you haven’t been looking in on us since that day I saw you in the garden?”


    “No. I just wanted to see, that’s all. I saw all of you that day but revealed myself to only you.”


    “Why?”


    “Just because,” piped Zo and smiled. “You are like me. They”—she made a gesture at Zuri, Ra, and Evrik—“are not.”


    “You mean because I’m a girl.”


    Zo merely continued grinning.


    Ra smirked lightly. “Well, that’s not sexist at all,” he quipped sarcastically.


    “If you were a girl, then she would’ve shown herself to you too,” said Phenyo.


    Ra snorted. “In no way, shape, or form would I ever wish such upon myself.”


    Phenyo and Zo burst into laughter.


    After the laughter died down, Zuri asked, “Zo, why do the libits want to help us? Why are you watching us?”


    The tiny woman’s large, cartoony eyes fixed on Zuri, and he thought she looked like something out of a Japanese anime. “Libits have power, and we want to use it to help you. You will see, oh yes, you will. Goodnight, Chosen.”


    She vanished in a splash of pink sparks, leaving them to contemplate how she and her kind might help them on the long and dangerous road ahead. Even once they retrieved the Scepter of Kieldron, their real journey was far from over.

  


  
    Fifty-one


    The remainder of their journey through the Bilgwood Forest was uneventful, except for the random cries of hemohounds. Three days after their encounter with the paedim, they finally emerged on the other side. The forest floor sloped slightly, and the stone tree line stopped clean. Brown grass spread down into an expansive field overrun with short weeds.


    Ra pulled the map from his traveling bag. They stood around him to study it.


    “Looks like we have about a day’s travel until the Feldar Nuan,” said the prince.


    “And crossing it shouldn’t take as long as it did to get through the Bilgwood,” remarked Evrik. “Easy day.”


    Behind them a hemohound’s cry shivered through the stone forest. The eerie sound made them all turn swiftly. Ra’s hand went to his sword.


    Zuri gulped. “Of all the howls we’ve heard, that sounded the closest. Can we please just keep moving?”


    “I second that,” said Phenyo.


    They started at a steady pace away from the Bilgwood Forest. Zuri wished he had his phone to snap some shots of the magnificent place, though who would believe he’d really been here? Besides, the handy device had long since lost power, and there was no way to charge it. The phone remained inert and useless in his backpack in Adeola Palace.


    Near midday, they hit a sparse collection of trees that was too small to be called a forest, and it took less than ten minutes to go through. They found a patch of large boulders and stones sticking up through the grass before it got dark. Ra drew a door on one of the broad rock faces and activated the camp haven. To be safe, knowing that they were out in the open with hemohounds on their trail and so close to the Dead Plains, the teens forewent making a fire outside the camp haven and just stayed inside. They had a dinner of dried fruit, dried fish, bread, and water. Zuri took the first candle watch, practicing a little with his powers. Phenyo took it after him, then Ra, then Evrik, who let them all sleep a bit longer. Of the four teens, Evrik was most familiar with life on the road, the long hours and keeping watch.


    *


    Late morning the next day, they stood at the beginning of the Feldar Nuan. There was an obvious border where it started. The shaggy, weedy grass they’d been walking on instantly turned into short, dead grass that grew in randomly sized patches across a gravelly ground. There were no trees that they could see, and thin mist hovered low to the ground in the distance. The air even smelled different, carrying an ominous scent that made Zuri’s stomach curl. The four of them stood side by side staring out over the Feldar Nuan.


    “It’s easy to see why it’s called the Dead Plains,” remarked Phenyo.


    “Gives me the creeps,” Zuri said in a low voice.


    “Oh, come on,” Evrik chimed, smiling. “It’s just a strange looking patch of land with enough tales and folklore behind it to scare people who believe it. This will be easier to cross than the Bilgwood Forest, little buddy.”


    Zuri smirked lightly. “I hope so.”


    They began their passage across the Feldar Nuan, and it was a good thing they stocked up on food and water during their last stay in the camp haven since there were no suitable surfaces on which to draw a door out on the Dead Plains. They traveled without incident for two days, having to use the light blankets in their traveling bags to stay warm.


    That night, Zuri took the first watch. He sat near his sleeping friends with his blanket pulled tight around his shoulders and over his curly head, eyes fixed on the open, indiscernible darkness of the Feldar Nuan. The pair of almost full moons above sent a pale glow, offering some near visibility. As Zuri sat there, his mind went to Helmli, that kiss she gave him before they left Veergastaad, and he sighed. He shivered when a brisk breeze whipped over their meager, fireless camp, pulling his blanket tighter. The Dead Plains sure were depressing.


    An out of place sound pulled Zuri from thoughts of Helmli. His ears perked, and he listened for it again, waiting. And it came. Laughter, giggling. His first thought was Zo had returned, but it didn’t sound like her, and there was no burst of pink sparkles to announce the libit. Zuri looked around cautiously, eyes fixing momentarily on the sleeping members of his party.


    The soft giggles came again. Zuri snapped around and stared southbound. And he saw the softly glowing figure standing about fifty feet away. His eyes widened, and he instantly tensed, but then relaxed a little. It was a girl, probably not older than him, but not much younger either. She stood there watching and rocking gently back and forth on bare heels and toes, hands clasped at the small of her back. She wore a white sleeping gown with long sleeves, the hem reaching her ankles. Pale hair the color of corn silk flowed down her back and over her slender shoulders. Her bright blue eyes gleamed in the moonlight.


    Zuri stood quietly and gave another look to Evrik, Phenyo, and Ra, each of them unbothered and still asleep. He turned to the girl again and started to walk towards her, his blanket slipping from his shoulders to the ground. It seemed as if he were in a dream as he moved, drawn to the figure. He stopped when there was nothing more than ten feet between them, staring at the girl as curiously as she stared at him. She moved gradually, seeming to float across the ground, and while Zuri wanted to run, he also felt compelled to understand why she was out there on the Feldar Nuan.


    “Hello,” she said, smiling at him the whole time.


    She appeared pleasant enough, so Zuri did what he thought was right and greeted her back. “Um… Hi.”


    “I’m Lena. Who are you?” Her head canted to one side, and she watched him with those big, somewhat sad blue eyes.


    “My name is Zuri.”


    “Zuri?” Lena considered that for a moment. “That’s an interesting name; I’ve never heard of it.”


    “It’s more of a nickname really.” A bout of silence passed between them, Zuri shuffling uneasily where he stood. “Lena, what are you doing out here?”


    “Well…” The girl looked lost, as if considering his question. Her blue eyes wavered from him, studying the darkness that surrounded them both, before going back to meet his gaze. She shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ve been out here for a long time it seems. I miss my father.”


    Her large eyes shimmered with tears, and the sight wrenched Zuri’s heart. He sighed.


    “It’s all right. You don’t have to cry. Where’s your father?”


    Her small shoulders shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m scared out here. It’s always dark.”


    Zuri watched her closely. “Not always. The sun comes up in the morning.”


    She shook her head. “Not for me, it doesn’t. Always dark…and cold.” She suddenly jerked her head left, then right, turning in a full circle. “I have to go. The others are looking for me, and some of them aren’t very nice.”


    “Others?”


    “They’ve been out here for a long time too. You should leave before you get stuck in the darkness.” She bolted then, almost seeming to glide across the ground as she disappeared, swallowed by the surrounding black of the Dead Plains.


    “Lena? Lena!” Zuri called after her. He was no fool though and decided not to chase. Something about the girl unsettled him. Slowly, he backed up a couple of steps, then turned and ran to the others, pulling his blanket back over his head and shoulders. Beside him, Phenyo stirred lightly in her sleep, while Evrik and Ra remained still.


    Zuri’s watchful eyes swept the darkened, moon-kissed landscape, and he listened for hemohounds, but there was only silence. He couldn’t wait to be off the Dead Plains.


    *


    The next morning, shortly after they moved on, Zuri told the others about Lena.


    “A girl?” Evrik looked over at Zuri, drawing his eyes away from the expanse of the Feldar Nuan. “What was she doing out here?”


    “I don’t know,” said Zuri. “And neither does she, from the small exchange we had.”


    “Did you see which direction she went when she left?” asked Phenyo.


    “Not really. It was dark. She just kind of…disappeared…blended into the night.”


    “Sounds strange, as if her presence out here alone isn’t weird enough,” said Ra.


    Phenyo nodded. “We’ve seen weirder. Maybe she’ll show up again.”


    “Yeah…” Zuri replied, reverting to his own thoughts. He had his suspicions about Lena, but he didn’t share them just yet, for fear of putting everyone more on edge.


    The Chosen traversed their way across the Feldar Nuan, finally making it to the other side less than two days later.

  


  
    Fifty-two


    Wortmel had been given strict orders by his lord and master: rally the Servants of Fate, storm the Dark Woods, and bring the Nevareyt to their knees, destroying the noble bird people. And Wortmel was more than eager to carry out those orders. He stood on a hill in the crimson light of the setting sun and glared at the expanse of the Dark Woods before him. A great and massive tree towered above the forest canopy deep inside, backdropped by the mighty Aluthaen Mountains. That was Nydia, city of the Nevareyt. And although its ancient roots burrowed deep within Kambia, it would burn and perish if Wortmel had anything to do with it.


    The ugly, slender man smirked and went back downhill to the camp. Dozens of tents and multiple bonfires spotted the clearing. Servants of Fate moved around in hushed volumes, further readying themselves for the attack to come. They had been given thorough training and combat skills that would allow them to engage the Nevareyt effectively, though the bird people were quite formidable. Some of those deemed squad leaders practiced with the power amulets entrusted to them, shooting flames or lightning at burlap and straw targets.


    As Wortmel moved through the camp, those he passed showed respect by nodding or lightly bowing. When he reached his spacious tent, he pulled back the flap and slipped inside. His eyes instantly fell on Lucy O’Bartleby. She’d been in hiding since the incident with Mayor Nolarion and now came forth to serve her lord. She looked up from the power amulet in her hands. Wortmel gave it to her when she’d arrived at the encampment a few days ago, and she’d been practicing using it. Her mouth curled into a smile.


    “When do we attack the flyers?”


    “Soon, soon,” Wortmel answered, hands clasping behind his back. “Very soon.”


    Lucy stood and moved over to him, her head resting against his shoulder. “Good. I can hardly wait to defeat them. This will show them that they should’ve simply surrendered. Now they’ll be destroyed.”


    Wortmel lifted a brow at the young woman’s affectionate gesture. It was amusing. It was also lost on him. He was incapable of returning any such sentiment. She might believe that he saved her because he had a soft spot in his heart for her, but she would be mistaken. The only reason Wortmel took her along with him was so she could fight against the Nevareyt, giving her life, if necessary. Other than that, he had no other use for her.


    *


    The Dark Woods might’ve seemed relatively quiet to the Servants of Fate, but they certainly weren’t deserted. As was most likely expected, a group of Nevareyt soldiers led by Uisdean hid in the shadowy treetops at a safe distance. They intently studied their enemy’s camp.


    Uisdean frowned thickly, his large, clawed hands clenching at his sides. “It will not be long now before they come.”


    “It’s possible then that Queen Aurora’s troops will not make it here in time to aid us against them,” said Gored, his dark feathered wings shifting on his back. “We may not be able to overcome these Goldsley worshippers otherwise.”


    “You think I do not realize this?” Uisdean sighed. His mind constantly lingered on their own queen, Muinna, his mate and mother of their daughter, Gliz. He would do whatever was necessary to ensure their survival. His eyes narrowed. “Let’s hope that Aurora’s troops come in time.”


    *


    On the other side of the world, the Overlord prepared for his own attack on Ketsumnatet. Sunrise approached. He stood on a sand dune and watched the great city, far enough away that he wouldn’t be seen by any of the lookouts stationed on the walls.


    He would set his mudin and hov’kor warriors to attack when the sun went down. Ketsumnatet would have one last day of peace before it was destroyed. Either Sultan Her-shireth would give his allegiance to the Overlord and convince as many of his subjects to do the same, or they would all perish. In time, all of Kambia would kneel before him. And once he had Tauzuri, there would be no stopping him from controlling all worlds, through every galaxy and dimension.


    The Overlord grinned broadly at the thought. Clutching the glowing red orb of the Opal in one slim hand, he easily opened a portal to his realm and slipped through it to check the status of his troops.

  


  
    Fifty-three


    Travel was easygoing once across the Feldar Nuan. The land gained back its fertile appearance, with fields of tall green grass and large clusters of trees. Zuri, Evrik, Ra, and Phenyo continued their journey south, following the enchanted compass given to them by Itvin. On the morning of the second day, as they moved steadily forward, Ra stopped. The others did too.


    “Something wrong?” asked Phenyo.


    “No, I don’t think so. Can you hear that sound though? A deep hum or something.”


    “Yeah, I hear it too.” Evrik nodded.


    The four of them stood there on a grassy field listening.


    “Must be the Great Rift of Anwar,” said Zuri.


    Phenyo nodded, full lips formulating a lovely smile. “That has to be it. Itvin said it would sound like this, that we would hear it long before we saw it. We must be close.”


    That night, they found a secure spot at the base of some steep hills. Ra drew the door and opened the camp haven for them. By the middle of the next day, they crested a tall hill and stared in awe at the Great Rift of Anwar on the other side. The land was relatively flat and mostly rocky between them and the Rift. The crevasse was so humongous that they had to squint to see to the other side, and even then, long-range visibility was reduced by the constantly moving fog across the ground. The fog sucked towards the Rift, simultaneously pulled down into it while being excreted. Far to the southeast were the Acri’ion Lava Flats, a vague orange glow marking the rivers of thick lava that flowed into the Rift.


    “This is absolutely amazing,” breathed Phenyo, pushing aside a tendril of wind-whipped hair from her face. “I…just can’t believe this.”


    “You? Even Evrik has no words.” Ra laughed. Not even Evrik’s favorite word—smashing—had passed his lips.


    The four enjoyed the astonishing view a while longer, then headed west by southwest. They would travel to the outer edge of the Rift from that side and continue. It took no more than a day and a half to get around it. With the Great Rift of Anwar behind them, its deep, droning hum scouring the land, the Chosen continued south.


    *


    It wasn’t long before they reached the town Itvin told them about, just a day or so north of P’tili Cordet. Milgren. They passed a carved sign with the town’s name on it and walked along a wide gravel road, which was certainly Milgren’s main street. The sky in the west was a blazing mural of scarlet, pink, and orange since the sun just set, and both of Kambia’s moons were prominent in the steadily darkening heavens. The four teens gained only slightly curious gazes from citizens while they headed through town.


    “I don’t know how the food’s going to taste, but I’m sure looking forward to a decent, hot meal and a bed to pass out in,” said Ra with a smile.


    Evrik chuckled. “What’s the matter, Your Royal Highness? Is roughing it getting to be too much for you?” he joked.


    “Hardly.” Ra smirked. “It’s just that some of us actually prefer to have the finer things in life sometimes, instead of always roughing it.”


    “I agree,” said Phenyo.


    “Me too.” Zuri rolled his head and shoulders. “I’m like one big knot over here from sleeping on the ground. A bed—even if only for one day—is highly desired.”


    Navigating Milgren wasn’t difficult. It was a small town, and all the major establishments had large signs. When they came to Calsim’s Goods and Trades, Evrik stopped and examined the place through the front windows. It was open, and a tall, skinny man stood behind the counter writing in a book. The place offered an assortment of items.


    “Let’s make a quick stop here before the inn,” said Evrik. “I can pick up some decent jerky other than that stuff offered in the camp haven and perhaps a few other things.”


    They agreed and entered. Evrik immediately went to the dried goods section. Zuri and Ra found baskets of various candies, both picking out several pieces for purchase. Phenyo migrated to the shelves of literature the store offered. The selection was sparse, mostly information about the territory. She settled on a book she thought would make good reading during their travels—The Ages of the Great Rift.


    Less than ten minutes after going inside the store, the teens approached the counter with their goods. The man behind the counter set his book aside. He offered a smile and proceeded to check their items out.


    Zuri’s eyes wandered, but stopped suddenly, fixed on the portrait on the wall behind the man. He saw only the upper half of her stark blond head and dazzling blue eyes at first, until he shuffled aside to see the whole picture. His eyes widened. There was Lena, depicted as perfectly in the painting as he’d seen her that night on the Feldar Nuan. She was smiling, wearing a blue dress, seated between a pretty woman with the same corn silk hair and the man behind the counter.


    “Um…excuse me, sir,” Zuri said.


    The man eyed him curiously. “Yes?”


    “That picture there—who is that girl?”


    The man’s face softened, and he took a breath. He smiled. “Her name was Lena. She was my daughter.”


    Zuri gulped. “Was?”


    “Yes. She died a few years ago.”


    And so Zuri’s suspicions about Lena had been true. The girl he met out there was a ghost. Zuri swallowed a few times to wet his dried-out mouth. “I’m…sorry to hear that.”


    The man nodded, appearing very sad. After Evrik paid him, the Chosen took their stuff and left. Once outside, they started for the large three-story building at the end of the street. The inn.


    “Don’t tell me that was her, the girl you saw on the Dead Plains,” Phenyo broke the silence.


    “Yep, it was.” Zuri nodded.


    Ra smirked and went somewhat pale. “This is probably why the Dead Plains are called such, because the dead are drawn to it or something.”


    “One thing’s for sure,” Zuri said. “I don’t want to cross it again.”


    “Might have to,” Evrik said. “To get back to Veergastaad.”


    Zuri sighed deeply. “Great.”


    “It wasn’t so bad.” Evrik chuckled. “Even if it’s a place where the dead decide to hang out, it’s not like they bothered us. We’ll be fine if we have to go back across.”


    *


    Heisa’s Place, the only inn and pub in Milgren, was rowdier than they thought it would be, and only Evrik seemed to be accustomed to the environment. A band of lute, drum, and lyre players churned a hearty tune. Milgren wasn’t a large city, but it was vital to travelers moving north and south across Arendruil. It was the main trading outpost in the region, meaning that it brought a lot of business. The inn was particularly busy with travelers now; the teens were lucky to get the one room to house them for the night. They sat at a table not far from the hearth, watchful of the bustling crowd.


    A minor fight broke out and one of the men was punched in the face, sending him flying. The teens dodged him in time, scooting back from the table while he slid over it to the floor. Evrik grinned and gulped more cider.


    “Smashing,” he said. “Now this is feeling more like home.”


    “Well, if the noise, demeanor, and odor of musty men is any indication, I’d say your ‘home’ leaves much to be desired.” Phenyo spoke loudly to be heard over the music.


    Evrik laughed. “Oh, come now. This place is fun.”


    “Right.” She rolled her eyes at him. “I’m going up to the room.”


    They watched her leave the table, dodging her way through the taproom, past the bar, disappearing up the staircase.


    “I wish they had more than the one room available,” Ra said. “Looks like we won’t all get to sleep in a bed tonight.”


    Evrik swigged from his cider. “Don’t worry, Your Royal Highness. I’ll take the floor. We won’t have to sleep out in the elements and the rooms are warm; that’s luxury enough for me.”


    Zuri and Ra exchanged looks. Certainly, Phenyo would be taking one of the two beds for herself. Zuri held up a fist, grinning at Ra. “I’ll rock-paper-scissors you for it.”


    “Rock-paper-scissors?” Ra’s brow crept up curiously.


    Zuri took a few minutes to explain the Earth game to him, then they played, best two of three. Ra won but decided to give the bed over to his younger friend. The three guys hung downstairs a while longer before heading up to the room. The following morning they continued south, their next stop—P’tili Cordet.

  


  
    Part Nine


    Battles Begun,

    Treasures Found,

    and New Paths Followed

  


  
    Fifty-four


    The day had come. Wortmel and the large group of Servants of Fate—over two thousand of them—formed a defensive line and started moving in on the Dark Forest. They were armed with weapons and knew how to use them well, and the ones that had been deemed leaders also had the power amulets to deal even more damage. The day was overcast and dismal, an appropriate shroud for the death and destruction to come. Nydia was deep inside the forest, though it would take no more than a day and a half, two at most, to reach the Nevareyt city.


    “Stay sharp!” Wortmel’s voice carried to those around him. “They are watching.”


    Beside him, Lucy looked around, her eyes skimming the woods and thickening treetops.


    Indeed, Uisdean was watching from a dense weave of branches, hidden as thoroughly as his soldiers. Hundreds of the hulking, muscular, winged men prepared to attack. His dark blue eyes were hard and cold on those who had dared invade the Nevareyt, and then he gave the signal, a deep, shrieking battle cry.


    Down on the ground, the Servants and Wortmel halted and took a fighting stance. They were unprepared for the speed and agility of the descending Nevareyt, swooping down from the trees on all sides and taking no prisoners. Aside from their bits of strong armor, the birdmen had shields on their arms to use against the fire and lightning they knew their foes would shoot at them. A Nevareyt soldier was the first to draw blood, swinging at a Servant with his large hand, the sharp talons slicing across the man’s chest and throat, severing his jugular. Blood pumped from the wound while he laid on the ground dying.


    “Kill them!” screamed Wortmel, and the battle began. With a swift flick of his hand, he removed the scepter from his side and extended it, transforming it into a fighting staff. His pale blue eyes narrowed at the Nevareyt around them, using their size and brute strength against the Servants of Fate.


    Lucy’s wide eyes jerked to Wortmel, and she rushed closer to him, stumbling into his side. “What do I do! I’m no fighter!”


    Wortmel snarled and pushed her from him. “Stop, stop whining and panicking! Do as I said and kill them. Use the amulet,” he hissed.


    The power amulet! She’d almost forgotten. Lucy turned and targeted the nearest Nevareyt, her slender arm drawing back as if she were getting ready to pitch a ball. The soldier saw her and screeched. He ran for her, closing in, the promise of murder etched over his face. Lucy let her arm swing forward, sending a ball of fire at the birdman. It struck his armored chest, and he was instantly stopped, flying backwards into a tree trunk.


    Lucy grinned, breathing hard, exhilarated by the power given to her. She spied Wortmel, engaged in hand-to-hand combat, handling a Nevareyt soldier expertly with his extended scepter. Her face hardened, and she went back into the fight. This was only the beginning.


    *


    The sun had risen on Wortmel’s attack against the Nevareyt. Across the world on Monatara Continent, the sun sat low on the horizon, lending a red glow over the darkening land. The Overlord, wearing his Arkannon Goldsley bodysuit, slipped from a portal outside the walls of Ketsumnatet, standing before the great gates for all to see. The guards knew who he was, and the alarm immediately went off, a deep series of horn blasts carrying back through the city.


    The Overlord raised his arms channeling his power through the Opal, which was gripped in his long fingers. The swirling portal behind him shifted and expanded, growing bigger and bigger until it was a yawning hole, seeping the stench of brimstone. Two lines of mudin carrying battering rams exited the portal, moving to either side of the Overlord, awaiting his orders. Next, ranks of hov’kor marched out, hissing and chattering, adorned in armor.


    The portal from the Netherworld sealed. One hov’kor stood out from the rest, just ahead of the other soldiers. He was larger, taller, and just as hard muscled. He had a cobra’s head on his man-body, his scales primarily black and green. His vibrant eyes narrowed, and he grinned, ready to strike. His forked tongue slipped past his lips, wiggling.


    “Take your places! Fortify the wall!” yelled guard captains from above, but they truly had no idea that no amount of defense fortification would prepare them for what would happen next.


    The Overlord closed his eyes, calling again on the strength of the Opal to amplify his power. His long jacket stirred in the wind, and his arm raised fully over his head. Scarlet mist began seeping from the Opal, gathering and growing into a massive cloud, which lifted until it was well above the height of Ketsumnatet’s wall. The soldiers could only watch in wonder, amazement, and fear as the red cloud expanded, floating above them.


    The Overlord’s eyes snapped open, and in that instant, the cloud began to move forward like a living thing, swooping down over the soldiers on the wall, down into the city, weaving through the streets, into any open doors or windows, choking those unlucky enough to be in its path.


    *


    Negotiations between Ambassador Thandiwe and Sultan Jazaad Her-shireth had been slow going, and after making many valid points as to why Ketsumnatet and the sultan’s other territories should join forces with Wangaipangea, the Ambassador finally convinced the Sultan to agree.


    Thandiwe smiled at his reflection in the body length mirror in the luxurious room given to him for his stay at the palace. Soon he’d be back home and hopefully get to see Phenyo as well; he missed his daughter more than anything. Once he was satisfied with his attire, he left his room. One of his four guards, Nihilo, waited outside to escort him down to dinner.


    They hadn’t gotten far down the corridor when the horn blasts started, coming from the wall and ringing back through the city. Thandiwe frowned, knowing something bad was afoot by the way people rushed to the nearest run of windows for a look. He and his guard did the same. The windows faced southwest, in the direction of the main gate, and they were high enough in the palace to see well over that section of the city. Those at the windows produced a constant, hushed chatter amongst themselves. Then, they saw the thick, enormous red cloud gather and start descending through the city, causing panic as it did. The screams of those caught in it reached the palace.


    “Sir, we must go!” called Nihilo. “I don’t know what that is, but I’m sure it’s not good and it’ll be here soon. We have to get to higher ground, the sultan’s chambers.”


    Thandiwe turned from the windows and nodded. The two of them ran through the corridors and up staircases, trying to outrun the toxic cloud, which had already begun permeating the lower palace floors. When they reached the lavish corridor at the end of which sat the sultan’s personal chambers, they saw the great doors already being pulled shut by beefy guards, Sultan Her-shireth standing just inside. He waved frantically at them.


    “Hurry, Ambassador!” the sultan yelled. “It’s right behind you!”


    Thandiwe looked over his shoulder and saw the cloud had crept around the corner, bearing down on him and his guard. They picked up the pace, racing through the threshold. The sultan’s men slammed the doors shut, sealing them.


    They all backed up, watching to see if the cloud would make it through, but it didn’t seem so. Thandiwe looked around the large chamber, noticing the windows had been sealed as well. The sultan slept there, as the huge bed of silk pillows and sheets indicated. There were dressing screens and a run of wardrobe closets along one wall. Several potted plants decorated the room.


    Other than Thandiwe, Nihilo, the sultan, and his two door guards, there were four others in the room—the sultan’s grand vizier Beim’ahl, one of the sultan’s five beautiful wives, another palace guard, and Orin, one of Thandiwe’s men.


    The sultan spun to his soldiers. “We must find my other wives, my children! We must!”


    “Sir, there is no way to search right now. Maybe they found shelter…”


    Jazaad closed his eyes and gripped his face.


    Thandiwe went to stand before Orin. “Akua and Gero?”


    He shook his head. “No sign of them, sir.”


    Thandiwe nodded.


    The sultan’s wife screamed, eyes wide and a finger pointing at the doors. “It’s coming through!”


    They all faced the doors and spotted the red mist seeping from under them.


    “It’s getting by the windows too!” This came from Beim’ahl.


    The sultan turned and ran to one of his wardrobe closets, wrenching the doors open. “Over here!”


    He pushed some items aside and pressed a hidden latch, releasing the back wall of the wardrobe. There were stairs that led up. Everyone hurried inside, and the last guard closed the wardrobe doors and secret door after them.


    The staircase was narrow, winding up and up. At the top was a heavy door, which the sultan pushed open. Once again, the last guard shut the door tightly. The room they found themselves in was the smallest one Thandiwe had seen in the palace, but it was still spacious enough to comfortably hold them. There was a series of low couches, some plants, and shelves of books, food, and other things. Windows were on three of the four walls, giving a panoramic view of the city.


    “The windows!” Thandiwe exclaimed.


    Sultan Her-shireth’s face went solemn. “They only have simple shutters, won’t hold off the cloud if it comes.”


    “So, we’re trapped up here!” The ambassador frowned harshly.


    “Sir,” said Nihilo. He stood by a window peering down. “The cloud lingers a few stories below us and doesn’t appear to be rising. We should be safe here until it dissipates.”


    “If it dissipates,” said the sultan. “This is Arkannon Goldsley’s doing, I know it. He’s finally attacked.”


    “How can you be so sure?” asked Thandiwe.


    “This is how he does it, using his power to overcome his victims in ways that are devious and obviously his own.” Sultan Her-shireth replied dryly. “Well, Ambassador, I suppose we’ll get a chance to see just how Wangaipangean forces hold up in our alliance against Goldsley and his minions. I can only pray that General Molokai has survived because we’ll need him.”


    Molokai was the leader of Ketsumnatet’s military forces. The sultan trusted him fully.


    And so, they remained in the hidden tower room, waiting, listening to the screams down on the palace grounds and city streets.

  


  
    Fifty-five


    Exactly one day had passed since they left Milgren and spotted the ruins of P’tili Cordet sitting in a shallow valley in the distance. A series of beaten old stone pillars rising around a huge, domed structure of the same white stone. While the others started towards the ruins, Zuri stayed his ground, staring at it peculiarly.


    “What’s the matter?” asked Phenyo, turning when she noticed he wasn’t beside her. Evrik and Ra turned as well.


    “Nothing…I think,” Zuri answered. “I’m just getting this feeling, that’s all.”


    “What kind of feeling?” Ra inquired, lifting a brow at his younger friend.


    “My skin—it’s tingling, kind of like when the air is charged with electricity during a thunderstorm. I can feel my power stirring inside me. It’s weird.”


    “It’s probably just the power of the ruins calling out to you,” said Evrik, nodding. “Maybe all wizards are affected this way once they’re in range of them.”


    Zuri nodded. “You’re probably right.”


    They reached P’tili Cordet a short while later. Large white stones paved the base of the ruins, some worn and misplaced with time. Tall sprigs of grass, weeds, and flowers grew through the cracks. The teens moved cautiously forward along a wide, cobbled path lined with great pillars leading to the center structure. Pale sunlight caused the pillars to cast long shadows. Groves of curiosettas spotted the ruins, the tall flowers leaning in close when the teens were in range. They watched the area, exhibiting a level of awe similar to when they first saw the Great Rift of Anwar. Ahead of them, looming and magnificent, was P’tili Cordet’s main structure, the pale shapes of Kambia’s moons set like watermarks in the blue sky beyond it.


    “Seems so…quiet,” said Evrik.


    “Too quiet,” Ra-siamun remarked.


    “And that’s what they always say in scary movies before something jumps out of the bushes.” Zuri’s eyes slowly scrubbed the area.


    Phenyo lifted a brow at him. “What’s a movie?”


    “There’s danger near,” came a small voice from behind them.


    They snapped around to see Zo hovering, her delicate looking, translucent wings pumping swiftly to keep her in flight. Her large, animated eyes darted here and there, full of suspicion.


    “What kind of—” Evrik started, only to be cut short by a sharp howl.


    The Chosen turned to face the main structure and saw a group of four hemohounds advancing slowly towards them, each one ragged and mean looking.


    “Ready yourselves!” yelled Evrik, already having unsheathed his blade.


    Phenyo released her sword, Ra swiftly pulled out his bow and drew back an arrow, and Zuri’s hands began to glow as his power gathered. Zo fluttered anxiously behind them.


    “They’ve got us surrounded!” said Phenyo. Indeed, hemohounds moved in from the left and right as well.


    “Just don’t let your guard down. There’s only eight of them. We can take them!” Evrik’s face hardened and his stance lowered a bit, waiting for the things to attack.


    But Ra wasn’t waiting. He let his arrow go and it caught one of the hounds in the neck. He drew back another arrow and took out another hound. “Now there’s six.”


    “Nice shooting,” Evrik said, grinning in Ra’s direction.


    The remaining hemohounds wouldn’t wait to get picked off. Hunger swam in their yellow eyes. They weren’t going to let such a nice meal escape them. They maneuvered into a single group once more and started advancing swiftly. The teens kept their position, ready for the attack. Zuri’s heart rammed violently against his ribcage. He was scared, but he wasn’t backing down, couldn’t afford to. He would always stand with his friends, no matter the danger.


    The boy’s eyes lit when he realized something. The spell stone Helmli gave him! He fumbled around in the pocket of his tunic, pulling it free. He bolted forward, putting himself between his friends and the hemohounds, legs apart, feet planted, the smooth, flat stone clutched in his hand and aimed at the hounds.


    “F’dyres!” Zuri yelled the name of the spell contained within the stone.


    A wall of flames shot from the ground and engulfed the wild dogs, stopping them in their tracks. There were howls and screams of agony as they burned alive. When the flames cleared, the only things left were scorch marks and hemohound remains. The grass and stone in that circular patch was also blackened and charred, smoking.


    They all gradually lowered their weapons, quietly examining the scene. Evrik chuckled, nodding. “Smashing. Remind me to kiss that girlfriend of yours for giving you that stone.”


    Zuri’s eyes narrowed to slits and he put on a thick smirk. It was difficult to tell if he was irritated because Evrik referred to Helmli as his girlfriend or because he said he would kiss her. “Let’s get inside and find this staff.”


    Zuri moved ahead, and the others followed, Zo hovering close behind them. They didn’t encounter any more hemohounds between them and the ruins’ main structure. For a moment they stood at the bottom of the wide, cracked stone steps leading inside, then Zuri took the initiative and started up. They entered cautiously, going through a short corridor into a small chamber with multiple passages branching from it. Lumin stones lined the walls, emitting a very pale blue glow and offering ample light. In the center of the chamber was a two-foot-high platform.


    “Which hall do we go down?” Phenyo spoke, looking at each of her companions. “We have to pick one.”


    Zuri shrugged. “Itvin didn’t tell me any more than he told you about this place.”


    “What if the wrong hall leads to a trap or something?” said Ra.


    “It’s a chance we’ll have to take,” said Evrik. He focused on Zo. “You wouldn’t happen to know where we go from here, would you?”


    The tiny, hovering woman blinked her large eyes and shrugged.


    Evrik nodded. “Didn’t think so. This way then.”


    He started for one of the branching passages and the others followed, everyone on guard, weapons out. They entered the passage…and a few moments later they exited one of the other passages right back into the entry chamber.


    “Hey! We just came from here,” Zuri said.


    Evrik frowned. “This one.”


    They moved into another passage, only to exit a different one into the entry chamber a second time.


    “What the…?” It was Ra’s turn to frown. “We’re just going in circles. What’s with this place?”


    “You’d think that Itvin would’ve mentioned this. He has been here before after all.” Phenyo sighed, apparently irritated.


    Zuri’s eyes slowly scraped through the chamber, across the walls, floor, and slightly domed ceiling. He shook his head and sighed. “There has to be something we’re missing here.”


    His eyes landed on the platform in the center of the room, and he moved over to it. The boy reached out and touched the cool stone. Almost instantly a series of rune symbols appeared, emblazoned across the surface. Zuri snatched his hand away.


    “Hey, guys! Look at this.” He put his hand on the platform, once more summoning the symbols. He removed his hand. “One of you go ahead and touch it.”


    “Why?” asked Ra.


    “Just a theory I have, that’s all.”


    Ra lifted a brow. “This theory wouldn’t happen to involve the untimely death of one of us, would it?”


    “No, silly. I don’t think you’ll die or anything. Just touch it.”


    Ra took a breath, put out his hand, and touched the enchanted stone. Nothing happened. The face of the platform remained unmarked and plain.


    Zuri smiled and nodded. “Just as I thought. A wizard’s touch—or more specifically a Kragian wizard’s touch—is the key to activating this place.”


    “Makes sense,” said Evrik. “P’tili Cordet belonged to them at one time. So, what next?”


    “This is a kind of rune gate,” Phenyo spoke. “I’m sure of it. We have to get up on it, and Zuri’s touch will activate it.”


    They stepped up on the platform, Zo taking a seat on Evrik’s shoulder. Zuri climbed up last, the symbols instantly glowing on the stone’s surface. A few seconds later they vanished.


    *


    The room in which they found themselves was unlike any Zuri had seen since he’d been in Kambia. The walls of dark, smooth marble reached up several stories. Lumin stone flecks randomly peppered the walls, giving the impression of stars splashed through open, endless space. Larger lumin stones provided light. The floor was of the same dark marble, shiny and reflective. At the other end of the chamber, floating a few feet above the floor and surrounded by an array of lumin stones on stands, was a scepter.


    “There it is! The Scepter of Kieldron!” Zuri was the first to step off the transporter gate.


    The others followed him as he began making his way for the item they’d been sent to retrieve. Halfway to the scepter, a ghostly figure shimmered into existence. He was tall, angular, and wearing rich green robes, a hood draped over his head. The Chosen and Zo stopped short, instantly going into defense mode, weapons drawn.


    The apparition stared straight ahead, his eyes not really focused on any of them.


    “It’s a hologram,” said Zuri, and at the confused look on his friends’ faces, he elaborated. “You know, a magical projection like the ones at the Peeking Gnome games.”


    The projection smiled and began to speak.


    “So, you have all finally come, the Chosen. I knew I would not live to see this day, and so it was decided amongst my brethren and I that a message be left for you. If I know what is true, then you’re here because you have been sent on a quest, a test to help you face the coming challenges. If you have not realized by now, you’re no longer in the Kragian city of P’tili Cordet; the gate you stepped upon has brought you to a secret chamber far away, even on a different continent than that of Arendruil.”


    Zuri, Phenyo, Ra, and Evrik exchanged looks before fixing their gazes back on the robed figure, who continued talking.


    “But you need not worry. You’ll be able to return once you’re done here. It was a mere precaution. Should anyone other than you, the Chosen, be able to penetrate the defenses of P’tili Cordet, they still wouldn’t get the Scepter of Kieldron, because only the One amongst you can activate the gate that brought you here. As I said, there are many challenges the four of you will face, but you should know that you have allies around every corner. To you, descendant of the Overlord, you carry his essence within you, and that means you’re linked to him, but that does not mean that you are evil like him, so you must resist the darkness when it calls to you, as I know it does even now.”


    Zuri blinked, pondering those words, thinking about how he wanted to shoot an ice blast at Evrik when he said he would kiss Helmli, even though it was in jest. His temper was quite quick these days, and he knew why—the Overlord’s essence.


    “You are good, just as your mentors tell you. Believe nothing other than that,” the apparition said. “The Kragian wizards are some of your greatest allies, as you are one of us. If you haven’t done so already, go to them, in the Soleg’ahar Mountains. You’ll know the way. Now I bid you all farewell and a safe journey. Once you have taken the Scepter, a passage will open leading to a rune gate that will take you to any other gate in Kambia. You need only to say the name of where you wish to go once you’ve activated the gate. May the gods be with you.”


    The robed man shimmered and vanished. The Chosen took a moment to reflect, then Evrik spoke, “Let’s finish it.”


    They went to the other side of the chamber, stopping outside the ring of lumin stones surrounding the Scepter of Kieldron. Zuri was the one to go forward. He gazed at the beautiful artifact. It was composed of material that was completely transparent, with golden runes inlaid all along it. The top of the scepter was an intricate cradle that held a smooth, pale gold stone. The power channeling crystal. Every wizard scepter was essentially the same by design. Zuri reached forth, clutched the scepter, which was cool to the touch, and pulled it. A surge of energy shivered through him like nothing he’d ever felt. He stared at the scepter a moment before attaching it to his belt the same way he’d seen Itvin and Ezra do.


    A stone grinding sound drew everyone’s attention. Immediately ahead, the wall slid apart, revealing a narrow hallway. It led to a room with a large rune gate in the center.


    Zo looked around anxiously, large eyes darting here and there. She smiled widely. “This is where I go.”


    She popped from existence.


    “Damn. I was hoping she’d come back with us so we could show her to Itvin,” said Evrik.


    Phenyo laughed. “I’m sure he’ll meet her one day.”


    They all climbed on the rune gate. It activated, symbols glowing all over its surface.


    “Veergastaad Tower,” spoke Zuri, and they vanished.

  


  
    Fifty-six


    Luckily, Veergastaad Tower’s rune gate didn’t have a block on it currently which kept it from receiving passengers, though it was constantly being guarded. When Zuri, Phenyo, Evrik, and Ra appeared on the circular stone, they were met by Tower guards with drawn swords.


    The guards realized who the teens were and lowered their weapons. One of them stepped forward.


    “Come down please and wait here,” he said, gesturing for them to move from the stone discus platform. He looked to one of the other guards. “Go fetch Master Itvin.”


    The man hurried off, taking the nearby majilift below. Less than ten minute later, the lift resurfaced carrying the guard, Itvin, and someone Phenyo knew very well. Her eyes widened and her heart fluttered. She produced a grand smile, tears filling her eyes as she took off for the lift.


    “Muta!” She leaped into his open arms, hugging tightly, and he returned the embrace. She pulled back to look up into his handsome face. “What are you doing here?”


    But even as the question left her lips, Phenyo remembered his promise that he wouldn’t be far off once she began her travels.


    He caressed her cheek.


    “As I said I would, I’ve been tracking your group since you left Wangaipangea. I know the dangers awaiting you on your journey will be great and I only wanted to be around to help.” He smirked faintly and tipped his head at the old wizard. “Though Itvin here tells me I mustn’t interfere, to let the four of you face this thing primarily on your own.”


    “That is the way it must be done. However, that doesn’t mean you can’t assist,” said Itvin. He smiled softly, his wise blue eyes drifting to Zuri, Evrik, and Ra as they moved in.


    Mutabaruka sighed, keeping his gaze locked on Phenyo’s. “I arrived in Veergastaad two days after you left for P’tili Cordet. I’m glad you’re back safe.”


    “It’s good to know you were worried about the rest of us as well,” chimed Ra sarcastically, and Muta lifted one blond eyebrow at him.


    Phenyo jumped in, spinning to Ra. “I’m sure he was worried for all of us.”


    “Right.” Ra smirked.


    Zuri released the Scepter of Kieldron from his belt and held it out to Itvin. “Here it is.”


    “You keep that with you. We’re going to see the Council now,” said Itvin. “Come.”


    He went back to the majilift, which would take them up one more level to the Summit where the Council resided. Ra brushed by Muta purposefully and with an obvious attitude.


    “I see he’s still smitten with you.” Muta chuckled lightly.


    “I’m sure it will pass. He needs to understand that we’re just friends.” Phenyo linked her arm with his.


    Evrik jogged ahead to catch up with Ra, matching his pace.


    “You need to keep your feelings in check, man,” he kept his voice low. “Phenyo’s a great lady, I get that, but she’s obviously spoken for, so let it go.”


    “I know that. Just back off, will you?” snapped Ra.


    They all boarded the lift, the opening of the enchanted transparent tube sealed, and they whisked up to the Tower summit. Once there, they took the wide steps up into the Council chamber. They weren’t surprised to see Genfril, Loziq, and Fezaan sitting in their raised chairs in the center of the huge room. Zuri’s thoughts had been on Helmli, but they instantly shifted to the strange dream he had involving the three council members and the Overlord’s strange versions of them.


    Itvin gestured for Phenyo, Evrik, Ra, and Zuri to go before the Council. Fezaan and Genfril held smiles, while Loziq remained neutral of expression, watching them calmly with his unsettling golden-brown eyes.


    “Welcome back, Chosen. We’re glad you were unharmed and managed to retrieve that which you were sent for. You’ve passed the initial test and have shown that you’re ready to face the larger journey ahead of you,” Fezaan’s crisp voice broke the silence in the room. Her eyes went to the Scepter of Kieldron at Zuri’s hip. “Come forward, young master.”


    Zuri stepped out from the others. He removed the scepter from his belt and started to lift it towards the Council members, but Genfril shook his head, smiling. “No. It is yours.”


    Zuri blinked at him, then looked down at the item in his hand, its golden symbols gleaming in the afternoon light piercing the glass dome above. “Mine?”


    “That’s right,” said Genfril. “Every wizard needs a scepter, and while they do not receive one unless they achieve the highest mastery of their power, you are different, special. Surely, you felt something when you first touched the scepter?”


    “Yes.”


    “That was the scepter detecting the power inside you, but there’s still something you must do to make it yours. You have to infuse it with your power.”


    Zuri’s eyes didn’t flinch from Genfril’s. “How do I do that?”


    “Grip the scepter and concentrate your energy into it. Go on and try.”


    They watched while Zuri readied himself, clutching the Scepter of Kieldron in both hands. He took a breath, closed his eyes, and began channeling his power. First, his hands began to glow with pale, pearly-gold light, then the scepter started to shine as well, until it was so bright that Zuri had to squint. The feeling he got back in P’tili Cordet upon first touching the scepter rushed through him again, only ten times more potent. The air around him surged and gathered, then it expended, sending a small blast of wind outward that made the other’s clothing and hair shift. The light died down, and Zuri opened his eyes fully to gaze at the scepter. The golden inlaid symbols had shifted into a different configuration, and smaller writing had appeared just below the power channeling crystal.


    A shadow fell over Zuri from behind. It was Itvin looking over his shoulder. “That’s the scepter’s name—Pavduray. The fact that it has revealed its name shows that it has chosen you as its master.”


    “Scepters have names?”


    Itvin nodded and patted the scepter latched to his hip. “Mine is called Sorek. You’ll find as time passes that your scepter will become one of your greatest tools. Your connection to it is unbreakable, and should it ever become detached from you, it will release an energy signature that only you can detect.”


    Zuri nodded, listening. His smile widened while he stared down at his new scepter.


    *


    It didn’t take long for the teens to get reacquainted with Veergastaad Tower. After a short visit to their quarters to freshen up, Evrik and Ra immediately went to the great dining hall on level 30. Zuri dashed off to find Helmli, show her his new scepter, and tell her how awesomely her spell stone worked. And if he happened to snag another kiss or two, well…


    Phenyo found a nice spot to sit with Mutabaruka in the massive botanical garden on level 45. The tall windows offered a spectacular panoramic view of the Lorthelm Mountains. They sat on a backless couch. Muta took her hands in his.


    “I’ve missed you,” he said.


    “I’ve missed you too.”


    He shook his head. “The thought of you out there, facing dangers without me, was unbearable. I’m so glad you’re safe.”


    “I’ve been trained by the best.” She referred to the lessons he’d given her over the years with blades and bows. “I’m quite capable of taking care of myself, and I have my friends.”


    “I know.” Muta nodded. “But I’ll still be around, just in case.”


    “Good.” They shared an innocent kiss. Phenyo pulled back to look clearly at him. “How’s my father doing?”


    “As you know, not long after I went to see you at Adeola Palace, he left for Ketsumnatet on business. He’s aiming to secure a proposal to unite the forces of Ketsumnatet and Wangaipangea, increasing defenses. Last I heard, he was doing well.” Muta smiled and nodded.


    “I see. Well, if anyone can convince the sultan that we’re better off joining forces, it’s my father.”


    From the botanical garden, Phenyo and Muta went for food in the dining hall. They were halfway through their meal when Zuri and Helmli ran up to their table, gaining curious looks from nearby diners. Both appeared apprehensive and unsettled.


    “Zuri, what’s going on?” Phenyo asked, standing. She put a hand to the boy’s shoulder, looking between him and Helmli.


    “Itvin wants us all in his quarters now,” he said. “Ra and Evrik are already there.”


    “Has something happened?” Phenyo’s heart began racing.


    “I think it’s best to hear it from Itvin.”


    Phenyo and Muta hurried after Zuri and Helmli.

  


  
    Fifty-seven


    Phenyo, Muta, Zuri, and Helmli moved through the entrance to Itvin’s quarters, and the enchanted opening sealed after them. Itvin, Ra, Evrik, and a man Phenyo had never seen before sat in the common room. He had light brown skin, thick black hair, and exotic brown eyes. He appeared a bit scraped up, with cuts on his face and hands. Based on his style of attire and thin leather armor, Phenyo devised that his place of origin was the Monataran Continent.


    “Itvin, what’s going on? Who is this?” she asked.


    “His name is Amatul,” said Itvin. “Member of the royal guard at Ketsumnatet Palace. He came through the rune gate less than an hour ago. He tried going to Adeola Palace first, but it seems that the gate is still being blocked by the Empress, so he came here to the Tower instead.”


    “Why has he come?” Phenyo’s voice was but a breathy whisper, hanging on each word. She dreaded the answer.


    “Ketsumnatet is under attack by the Overlord’s forces,” Itvin answered simply, his face grave.


    Phenyo gasped, and her stomach sank to the soles of her feet. “Father…my father is there on business. Mutabaruka just told me this.”


    “I know,” said Itvin. “He told me the same while you were off getting the scepter.”


    “Well…I…I have to go to Ketsumnatet.” Phenyo paced a few steps. “I have to!”


    “We know,” Evrik said, stepping in to gently grip her shoulder. “And we’re going with you.”


    Ra and Zuri moved in too. They were a group, a special circle of comrades, and they’d always stick together.


    Phenyo nodded at them, glad for their support. She looked at Itvin. “We need to go immediately. Can we use the rune gate?”


    “I see no reason why you can’t, except that…” Itvin’s attention turned to Amatul, who’s own eyes took on a distant glaze.


    “Those…things are over there,” Amatul said. “They overran the city and got into the palace. The rune gate room was swarming with them, and I almost didn’t make it through…”


    “What things are you talking about?” Muta asked.


    Amatul shrugged, shaking his head.


    “I don’t know what they are. They used to be people, but the red cloud came, and they changed into…something else. I was with two other guards. I tried to help but could only watch as those creatures swarmed them, tore them apart, and fed on their flesh…” He closed his eyes and took a breath, before opening them again. His gaze locked on Phenyo’s. “You’re a fool if you go there, a dead fool.”


    A silence so thick Zuri could taste it permeated the room. From the sound of things, he surely didn’t want to come across the creatures Amatul spoke of, but he knew he’d go where his companions went.


    Phenyo decided. “Thirty minutes. We leave in thirty minutes. Meet at the rune gate then.”


    Itvin nodded. He worried for the teens, but they had their path to follow, and who was to say that going to Ketsumnatet now to face one of the Overlord’s gory episodes wasn’t part of that path? “I will not be going. After you’re all through, I’ll try another way to get to Adeola Palace. There may be something there that can help fight the Overlord.”


    “Alright. Let’s do this.” Evrik dashed off to ready his things and gather his weapons. Ra, Phenyo, and Muta did the same.


    Zuri sighed and turned to Helmli. He wished things could slow down just long enough to enjoy a good moment when it came. “Guess, I’ll have to take a rain check on that tour of Veergastaad.”


    “I want to come too, Zuri.”


    “No. You’ll stay right here where it’s safe.”


    “But I can help. I can use my power to—”


    “I said no, Helmli. Please…just don’t persist.”


    Her eyes watered up, and she appeared genuinely hurt. “Fine!” She turned and dashed from Itvin’s quarters.


    Zuri released another long sigh and fought hard not to go after her. She might be butt-hurt now, but at least she’d be alive and safe when he got back. If he got back. He moved off to get his stuff ready as well.


    *


    Thirty minutes had never gone by so quickly for Zuri. All those times during class when he wished the last thirty minutes would hurry and pass, it seemed to take an eternity. And now, when he wished it would take longer, it just slipped right by like sand through his fingers.


    The Chosen and Mutabaruka stood with Itvin before the rune gate, suited up and armed with everything they’d need hopefully.


    “My young friends, based on Amatul’s recount, you will face grave danger on the other side of this gate. Stick together, use what knowledge you’ve gained, and remember your training.” Itvin’s sky-blue eyes moved to Zuri. “Don’t doubt yourself or your power and utilize your scepter. It’s quite a verse weapon, as you know.”


    Yes, Zuri did know. Itvin showed him how the thing doubled as a fighting staff, though he hadn’t revealed how to transform it. “How do I get the staff?”


    Itvin conjured a vague smile. “Just rub your thumb across the scepter’s name.”


    “Oh, okay.” Zuri nodded. “Well, I suppose we’re as ready as we’ll ever be. Let’s get this show on the road.”


    The Chosen and Muta stepped on the rune gate platform, and the symbols on the stone discus lit up under their feet.


    “Be safe,” Itvin said, his voice catching in his throat.


    Phenyo nodded at him, then she spoke their destination. “Ketsumnatet.”


    The symbols brightened, gathering the energy and power to transport them to the far away land. The air around them wavered and fluxed. Zuri spotted movement from the right and turned his head in that direction to see someone sprinting for the rune gate.


    His eyes widened. “Helmli, no!”


    It was too late, however, because the second she leaped on the glowing platform, the gate activated, and they all disappeared.


    Itvin blinked, left alone. It happened so fast, he almost wondered if it had really happened at all. He released a deep sigh.


    “Her parents aren’t going to like this.”
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