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 Rise of the Indies - Prequel to the Emerson Chronicles

Marty Halder is a corporate rock star, and he's about to reach the top of the ladder when he discovers his company's clients are exhibiting strange behaviors. Upon further investigaation, he learns these symptoms are anything but coincidental. Witches might be behind it all, and Marty's snooping around is making him their primary target.




At his final hours, Marty's father passes a family heirloom down to him. But Marty soon discovers it's something of much greater value. And danger. This is the Emerson Stone, and as legend has it, it's the only thing that can stop the witches from taking over Yutara.




There's just one problem.




Analysts aren't trained to fight witches.
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The Elder's Trial

Amid the coming discovery of whether he’d be lashed to death, one thought void of any relation to the matter persisted in the Elyrian’s mind. 

Where is Rio?

The stirring in the Land of Faes was bound to reach the drake at one point or another. Wouldn’t the drake come to make sure matters ended in his favor? Then again, his dearest witch seemed to have a handle of things, seeing as the faes of Breen grew ever joyful at the Elders’ decision to charge Ace on slander against an Elder. Many even proclaimed their loyalty to the witch as their Fae Queen aloud. So, if Rio was not here, what was he up to? Where would he be now? The Emerson Stone was here, and he knew the drake’s plan to break it and absorb the Light, giving him an endless supply of magic and draping the world in his darkness. 

Trilo yanked Ace’s mind back into the moment with a tug at his arm. Ace turned around, and the scarred fae whispered to him. “Listen, Ace, our case is air-tight. We can win this.”

Ace nodded in such a way it suggested he wanted to believe it but didn’t. “They relieved Aunt Kaitlyn of her anti-magic prison. She could have the Elders under a spell, and then nothing we say will matter.”

“Not true,” Trilo said. 

“What are you talking about? She’s a warlock’s chosen witch! Who knows what magic she’s capable of.”

“No, I mean it’s not true that nothing we say will matter,” Trilo replied. “There’s no way she’s got all these faes under a spell, there’s gotta be over two thousand faes here. And when we came in, some of them were on our side. Ace, we don’t need to convince the Elders. We don’t even need to convince the majority of faes here. All we have to do is convince some of them. And we have to convince those some not just that your aunt is a witch, but that you, not Rio, are the Chosen. if you reveal the Light to them the way you did to me, they will fight for you. That’s the only chance we have.”

“Are you crazy, Trilo?” Ace said. “Seeing their ‘Beloved Queen’ in bonds already has them furious. They think Rio is the Chosen, if I stand up there and tell them I’m the Chosen they will lose their minds!”

“The lost ones will,” Trilo said. “Those who’ve already fallen into Rio’s deception and don’t want to see will. But those like me,” the scarred fae pointed at him, then he pointed to Tharuach, “and those like him, and those like his daughter . . .” Ace eyed him with remorse at the thought of Kareena under the witch’s spell. “Those faes . . . us faes. We will stand and fight with you.”

Ace sighed. “Trilo, I—”

“The young fae is right,” Tharuach said. “No power established by mere faes can stand against one whom the Light himself chose. The Elders may not understand it, but those who have ears to hear you will.” 

Ace conveyed his skepticism. He looked at Uncle Marcus. The tan man shot straight when Ace caught his eyes, as if he were called upon unprepared. Marcus looked at the others, then back to Ace, and nodded timidly. “I think it’s our only shot. Look, I’m her husband and I’m against her. Your fae friend is right, our case is air-tight.” 

Before Ace had the chance to respond, Fen Gunther shouted. “Silence in the Courts.” And everyone obeyed. “Will the accuser please step forth?”

Ace stood from his seat, knees shaking at the weight of thousands of fae eyes staring him down with judgement in their hearts. Could he truly win them over? He took several steps from his seat to the middle podium, where Fen Gunther sat, eyeing him with all his emotions at once, and Lady Akyla accompanied by another lady fae stood before him, emotionless and awaiting orders like any fae servant would. “You have the floor, Evelander. State your case.”

Ace nodded. He swallowed a lump in his throat and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Uncle Marcus, please join me.” Uncle Marcus stood and approached the podium. Once he did, murmurs began in the crowd, and the Elders’ eyes shifted between one another.

“Uncle?” Fen Echer said. “You mean to tell me this man—the Queen’s Husband—is your Uncle?” 

“Yes,” Uncle Marcus said. “I am.”

The crowd gasped.

“Then, the Queen—“ Fen Medra had begun to say before Ace interrupted.

“Is my Aunt.” 

Rumor traveled about the crowds again, but the stirring hadn’t grown so great as to disrupt the talk with the Elders. 

“Fen Elders,” Ace said. “This man—my Uncle—is a victim of the Queen’s sorcery. In fact, so are both his daughters. Your Fae Queen is a witch, and she has kidnapped and cursed both my cousins.”

“It’s true,” Uncle Marcus said. “And one of them cast a spell on me to control me for days! My very own daughter, faes.”

“Know your place, Evelander!” Fen Gunther said, eyeing bullets at Uncle Marcus. “Address us properly or forfeit your right to speak in our courts!” 

Ace glanced at his uncle, who seemed confused. “Address them as Fen Elders; it’s a fae term for respect to those older than you.” 

Uncle Marcus nodded and glanced back at the Elders. “My apologies, Fen Elders, I didn't know about your terms of respect.” 

“Well, bother,” Fen Echer said. “It seems to me an extraordinary accusation. What evidence to you have to support such a claim?”

“Evidence?” Uncle Marcus said. “Look at me! I came here obeying her orders every second. Can you not even see it in my face? Why else would I stand here, testifying against my own wife?” 

“Perhaps you’ve grown jealous of her power,” Fen Medra said. “And you want to take it over.” 

“Fen Elders,” Ace said. “Neither of us have any intention of taking power.”

“I find that hard to believe,” Fen Echer said, now standing to his feet. “As a matter of fact, what even brought you all here in the first place?”

Ace swallowed as his throat went dry. He couldn’t tell them he came to get the Emerson Stone because he was the Chosen, they would end the hearing then and there and declare him guilty! What could he say?

“They came to rescue me and find my other daughter,” Uncle Marcus said. Ace glanced at him and breathed a breath of relief. But he wasn’t fond of lying, and his relief instantly fled at the worry of lying in the Elders Courts.

“Other daughter?” Fen Gunther said. 

“Yes,” Uncle Marcus said. He glanced over at his wife, who looked down with her hair draped over all her skin. “My wife still hasn't told us where she is.”

“This first daughter,” Fen Gunther said. Ace and Marcus turned their attention back to him. “The one whom you said was a witch that controlled you. Where has she gone to?”

Uncle Marcus said, “When I was freed, we sent her away with some friends of ours to keep her safe. Away from my wife.”

The crowd murmured again, and the Elders glanced at each other with fire in their eyes. “Others? There were more of you who broke into our palace that escaped before the hearing?” Fen Echer said.

“See! It’s clear they are hiding something!” screamed a voice. Everyone turned to find the fae witch next to Aunt Kaitlyn standing, her face bursting with anger. Some of the crowd applauded at her. Ace glanced further back at Trilo, who stared him down with harsh eyes. Ace shifted his attention back to the fae Elders as the conviction of Trilo’s stare sank in. He knew what the scarred fae was trying to tell him. If they lied to the Elders about why they came, it would come back to bite them.

“Fen Elders, my Uncle is mistaken, he—”

“Silence, Evelander,” Fen Echer said. “I believe we’ve let you talk uncontested long enough. It’s time the fae spoke up.” The other lady fae next to Akyla grabbed the fae witch and brought her before the Elder’s podium. 

“Fen Elders,” she said. “There are holes in their story. First, they speak ill of the Queen, claiming she’s a sorcerer who has cursed both of her own daughters! Then, her husband can’t produce either daughter?”

“That’s because she’s kidnapped them, you witch!” Uncle Marcus screamed at the fae.

“Witch?” Fen Gunther said. “Are you saying she is a witch as well as the Queen?”

“Yes! She is! And she cast a spell on a fae we have here!” Uncle Marcus said. The crowd of faes chuckled.

“Oh, well that’s a solid case,” Fen Medra said, as he mockingly clapped at Uncle Marcus. “Don’t you see, fellow Elders, they’re all witches!” He displayed his hands before the audience and said with a wide smile and shouted, “Why, we’re all witches, aren’t we?” The crowd laughed along with the fae Elder. Ace stepped forward, attempting to seize another moment to clarify their true intentions for coming to the Land of faes in the first place, when yet another fae interrupted him. “Fen Elder. I—"

“I saw her practicing sorcery!” shouted a voice from the audience. Everyone turned around at the voice, and all the heads in the crowd turned to face him. One of the guards . . . the guard outside the prison! The one Uncle Marcus had told to leave when he came to the dungeon. “I was assigned to guard the dungeon when all the present accusers were locked away by the Queen’s decree!” He marched down the aisle and pointed at Uncle Marcus. “The Prince came to the dungeon and ordered me to step away. With the recent change in affairs, with a new Queen and now the Prince giving orders, I grew worried for the palace’s wellbeing and suspicious of the new authority. Naturally, as a fae loyal to the Light, I crept back to the dungeon to see what the Prince was up to. I watched this Evelander,” he reached the podiums and pointed at Ace, “free the Prince from the witch’s spell! I watched a witch come out of him! I didn’t know what to think, so I fled into the palace to tell the Queen when I found her servant!” He pointed at the fae witch before the podium. “She was casting spells on two faes, one little girl and . . .” he turned around and pointed at Tharuach. “That noble fae right there!” 

The crowd gasped and began to stir again, but Fen Gunther quieted them down. 

“I will have order in my courts!” Fen Gunther said. The audience volume fell to a dull roar. “Noble Fae,” Gunther continued, staring at Tharuach. “Is what the guard says true?”

Tharuach nodded and slowly stood. “It is. My name is Tharuach Flare, and I’m a noble resident of Breen, loyal to the Light and the stone. As such, my testimony ought to be trusted among you, and it ought to be considered among the Elders, that the other fae who had spells cast upon her, was my very daughter.” He nodded at Lady Akyla. The lady fae went to the door behind the podiums again and brought out Kareena on a rolling bed. The dark on her face had grown worse, and Ace’s heart beat in an unusual rhythm, so he had to catch his breath. Seeing her under the fae witch’s spell ate away at him. The crowd gasped again. All three Elders looked shocked. Gunther even placed his hand over his mouth. 

“Young fae,” Fen Echer said, eyeing the fae witch. “You have some explaining to do.”

She snarled at him and her eyes grew dark. Ace’s eyebrows perked up. Her disguise was weakening! He could see it! If Trilo was right, the faes in the crowd would finally be convinced she was a witch!

“She has no explaining to do,” Aunt Kaitlyn said. The crowd went dead silent, for the wicked lady hadn’t spoken the entire hearing. She combed her hair away from her dark eyes and pale face. People now littered in front of the Podiums. There was the fae witch, the fae guard, Ace, Uncle Marcus, Kareena asleep on her rolling bed, and now Aunt Kaitlyn had stood and begun walking toward them. “This young fae was a loyal servant under my rule, and I’m afraid I haven’t yet had a chance to explain my side of the story,” she said.

The Elders eyed each other for a moment, then they nodded at her. “Very well,” Gunther said. 

Ace reeled with fury. He glanced at the fae witch, who breathed easy and stepped away, then at Aunt Kaitlyn. He understood what was happening, but more importantly, he understood how he might win the trial. Aunt Kaitlyn had them focusing on the ultimate lie the whole time—how Aunt Kaitlyn had lied about being the Fae Queen, which implied Rio lying about being the Chosen. What a monstrous lie to try and uncover! Of course their disguises had remained unhindered! But the immediate lie . . . the clear, blatant lie of the cursed fae, lying asleep before all of Breen. This was a lie they couldn’t keep up. He jumped in a quick step toward the podium. “Fen Elder, she’s trying to stop the fae from speaking any further! Her disguise is about to break, and my aunt knows it! You must press the fae on your question!”

“Disguise?” Fen Medra said. 

“Yes, Fen Elder,” Ace said. “All witches have one!”

Fen Medra, Fen Echer, and half the audience chuckled under their breath. “Oh my,” Fen Medra said. “That sounds serious.”

“Enough Fen Medra. We ought to behave more decent than that,” Fen Gunther said. “Good Queen, you may continue.”

“Fen Elder, at least let me clarify something from before—" Ace had begun to say when Fen Gunther cut him off.

“You’ve spoken plenty!” The fae Elder gently turned his attention back to Aunt Kaitlyn and nodded. She gave a slight bow of her head and turned to face the crowd. Ace huffed under his breath. Aunt Kaitlyn definitely had a spell over them. He counted himself lucky he retrieved the Emerson Stone before all this took place, otherwise he might also be under the spell. 

“My dear faes of Breen,” The Fae Queen began, “It is with great sadness I come before you in this manner. The Chosen himself will be appalled when he finds out this trial took place and justice will be brought to this impostor!” She pointed a sharp finger at Ace. Half the faes applauded her, the other half looked uncertain, but there was a fae here and there with clear distrust in their eyes. “It should go without saying this, but I am certainly no witch, and I don’t believe anyone here can testify to such a claim.”

“I can,” the dungeon guard said.

“So can I!” Ace said.

“And I!” Trilo said.

“And I!” Tharuach said.

“Me too!” Uncle Marcus said.

The Fae Queen chuckled. “Oh my, pardon my manners. I forgot to count the testimony of the perpetrators themselves.” Fen Medra and Fen Echer joined the crowd in a light chuckle. “I meant testimonies that can be trusted. Not testimonies of those who’ve barged into the royal palace unannounced, attacked the Queen and attempted to steal the Emerson Stone!” 

The crowd whispered among each other.

“My Queen,” Fen Echer said. “That is quite an accusation. Why would they do such a thing?”

“Because this Evelander is trying to rule the Land of Faes for himself. He believes he—not the drake who presented the stone to Breen—is the Chosen. He wants to overthrow my crown, kill Rio, and rule the Land of Faes as the Chosen himself!” She stepped close to him, her eyes dark and her smile wide and victorious. 

“First off, there are more witnesses than those who came here on my account,” Ace said, turning his attention to the Elders. “There’s a dungeon guard here who knew nothing of our plan, and the Queen’s husband himself is testifying against her!”

“Exactly!” Uncle Marcus said. “What good reason could I have for testifying against my own wife? She has my daughters captive. I’m begging you! Listen to us!”

“I’ll tell you why!” Aunt Kaitlyn said with a sneer. “Because you want to replace Rio with your little nephew here as Chosen and replace me with yourself as King! Fen Elders,” She turned her attention to the Elders. “I have more witnesses who’ve seen this young Evelander’s accomplice practicing magic here in this very palace.” She turned around and nodded. Four fae guards stood from the crowd. They weren’t dressed as guards, but Ace remembered their faces from when Aunt Kaitlyn had caught them in the residencies. His stomach twisted in a knot; for he remembered Trilo using the elyr to test Aunt Kaitlyn while the guards were present. He glanced back at Trilo, and the scarred fae looked at Ace with desperate eyes and shrugged.

“It’s true,” One of the guards said. He pointed at Trilo and said, “we witnessed that fae, in the company of the Evelander bring a flame of magic to his hand and request the Queen to touch it.”

The crowd had gone dead silent at this point. Ace glanced among the faces of the crowd. Some grew more hateful, some grew less certain, and others seemed to look at Ace as if they knew he was telling the truth. Maybe more faes trusted the elyr than the authorities desired here in Breen.

“Fen Elders,” Aunt Kaitlyn said. “Why don’t you ask my nephew his true reason for coming here.” She turned her head and stared Ace down as she said, “I’m quite sure you’ll find he hasn’t been honest with you about his arrival. Go on, nephew, tell them the truth.”

Ace’s body went cold and sweat seeped from his skin. His knees rattled, and his legs were noodles. He turned around and glanced at the crowd, all of them eyeing him with anticipation. 

“Well, Evelander,” Fen Gunther said. “Explain yourself.”

Ace hung his head. Aunt Kaitlyn had him. He now had to admit to all of Breen he believed he was the Chosen; and they had been lying under oath since the beginning of the trial. He glanced back up to find Trilo eyeing him. The scarred fae’s eyes were determined and hard. He nodded slightly, agreeing without words.

“Fen Gunther,” Ace said. He turned to face the Elders. “I’m afraid my uncle was mistaken in what he said earlier. He had no idea why we came to Breen.”

“And you thought not to say anything until now?” Fen Echer said, his face blood red.

“I tried, Fen Elder, many times; but as a respect to your authority, every time you silenced me, I obeyed.”

“Just tell us,” Fen Gunther said. “Is what the Queen said true? Did you come here to take the Emerson Stone and overthrow her crown? Are you trying to tell us you are the Chosen?”

Ace sighed and stood straight and stiff. “I am. And I took the Emerson Stone back because as the Chosen, it is rightfully mine, and I only I can return it.” 

The crowd went nuts. They leapt from their seats, screaming in a fit of rage. 

“Liar!” 

“Blasphemy!”

“We need no more evidence!”

“He’s a sorcerer!” 

“Lash him!”

“Lash him dead!”

And soon they all began to chant the same thing. “Lash him dead! Lash him dead!” 

Fen Gunther stood and waved his arms down repeatedly, and the crowd lowered their volume in kind. “All right, all right.” Ace took note of how he seemed much less furious than the previous times the crowd had grown rowdy. Had Ace just ruined his chances? Was this the end? “I do believe we’ve heard enough of both sides. Everyone, including those who have testified, either for themselves, the accused, or the defended, please retake your seats.” He said. Everyone slowly returned to their seats and the Elders huddled together. When Ace sat back down, Trilo slapped his shoulders. He turned around and the scarred fae offered him an empathetic gaze.

“If we go down, we go down fighting, and we go down together.” He whispered.

Ace smiled and turned around.

“We will leave it up to a vote,” Fen Gunther said as the Elders broke from their huddle. He turned his attention to Fen Echer and said, “Fen Echer. On the charges of slander against an Elder, do you find Ace Halder, the Evelander guilty or not guilty?” 

Fen Echer glared at Ace and without hesitation said, “Guilty.”

The crowd stirred mildly with approval. He glanced at Aunt Kaitlyn and back to the Elders. Why weren’t they asking about the charges against Aunt Kaitlyn? His nerves quaked. She had turned the entire hearing around in her favor! Fen Gunther turned the other direction and said, “Fen Medra, on the charges of slander against an Elder, do you find Ace Halder, the Evelander guilty or not guilty?”

Fen Medra had been giving Ace the same stare, but his response was hesitant. He glanced at Aunt Kaitlyn, then Uncle Marcus, then stood from his podium. “I watched the Prince stand by the Queen when she was sworn and by her in every decision she made. It seems difficult to understand how the Queen’s own husband would turn so drastically so quickly.” He glanced at Ace with doubtful eyes. “I find the Evelander not guilty.”

Hope welled in Ace. He almost leapt from his seat but fought it, so he remained still. He glanced at the seats on the other side of him. Aunt Kaitlyn and the fae witch looked furious. But he noticed something else which made him smile from ear to ear. Black dust. Just a tad of it spilled from the fae witch’s robes and onto the floor. Not enough to convince anyone, but enough to prove he was getting close.

“I’m torn,” Fen Gunther said. “It seems difficult to me to believe the Queen’s husband would turn so quickly, just as Fen Medra has stated; or that our loyal fae guard would randomly accuse the Queen of witchcraft, of which he knows the punishment for is beyond brutal. However, claiming you are the Chosen? Coming to steal the Emerson Stone in which we’ve waited for ages beyond to arrive? I’m sorry, I just can’t put my trust fully in you.” Ace swallowed and the skin in his dry throat stuck together. “So, I will put my vote in the hands of the Land of Faes I’ve been so blessed to govern. Queen Kaitlyn, Ace Halder, will you please step forth.” Each of them stood and slowly walked to the podium, then turned to face the crowd. “I ask you, Land of Faes. You have heard the accused, the accuser, and each of their defenses. The last vote is in your hands. One, I will return to you, the other will be executed for treason against the Elders and the Land of Faes. So, which would you rather be returned to you? Your Queen, Kaitlyn? Or the Evelander, Ace Halder?”

The crowd jumped from their seats. At first the chants were mumbled and mixed, so it was hard to determine who they were chanting for, but after a moment or two, they chanted in unison, and their choice became clear.

“Free Queen Kaitlyn! Free Queen Kaitlyn!”

“Land of Faes!” Fen Gunther said, and the crowd mildly grew quieter. “You have spoken; Nevertheless, I will ask you one more time . . . Who do you want released to you? Your Queen, Kaitlyn? Or the Evelander, Ace Halder?”

The faes of Breen chanted without doubt, “Free Queen Kaitlyn! Free Queen Kaitlyn!”

Ace’s heart fell to his stomach. He glared at Aunt Kaitlyn with desperate eyes, and she wore her usual dark smile, smoke seeping from her teeth. He looked back at the fae witch who had sat next to her and his eyes went wide, for black dust had been gradually spilling from her dress and piling on the floor. But he’d already lost. They wouldn’t allow him to speak anymore. How could—

An idea struck him. How could he have been so foolish as not to think of it? He stepped in front of the crowd cheering at the election to execute him and shouted with all his might. He reached deep into his heart and pulled something he knew was already there. Something the Light had placed there in him. Something only the Light could’ve done. The one thing which proved he was the Chosen other than the Emerson Stone. But it wasn’t the words he shouted which made the crowd grow quiet and still and made all their faces shift from assured to disturbed. It was the way he spoke it. The language he spoke it in. In all history, there had never been a human, an Evelander nonetheless, who knew the language of the Light; the fae tongue.

And the thing Ace had shouted was, “Jeefli Onthraga! Z’s Illiamar, li fenlend’di! Fengonefar’di z’s Roch Liam! Serer!” He pointed at the fae witch. “Befren z’s iether. Mest! Di iether fol eyach!” 

Many things happened during and after this. As Ace had begun speaking, the crowd slowly quieted down and paid attention to the human speaking fae. Half the crowd, including many guards, glanced down under the fae’s chair, for when Ace said, “Serer, befren z’s iether. Mest! Di iether fol eyach!” it translated to the common tongue as, “Look! Under the fae! It’s black dust! She’s a witch!” The other half of faes in the crowd who once bore looks of hatred, evil and determination to see him executed, simply stopped with wide eyes and mouths to the floor. After Ace said this, the Elders Courts feel dead quiet. The fae witch’s disguise broke completely, and she released wads of black dust and began emitting smoke. Ace smirked, realizing he’d caught her in the immediate lie. He turned to face the Elders, and all of them looked as if they’d seen a ghost. 

Fen Gunther said. “G—Uh—Gu—Guards! S—S—Seize the witch!” So, the guards ran after the fae witch and held their crystal tipped spears at her neck. The crowd began to murmur again, but this time they said different things.

“The human speaks fae!”

“The Evelander knows the language of the Light!”

“He’s the Chosen! He was telling the truth!”

But few faes still said things which opposed him. 

“Trick of the mind! He’s a gifted sorcerer!”

Aunt Kaitlyn looked defeated, stepping away from Ace. When he had previously begun to speak in the Light’s tongue, she covered her ears and stepped away as if the language had pierced her ears. After all this, the Elders stepped from the podium and stared at Ace with fear and awe.

“H—H—How do you know the Light’s tongue?” Fen Gunther said.

“Ni bel’di. Jeefli Onthraga,” Ace said. Which translated as, “I told you. I’m the Elyrian.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Set in Stone

Many events proceeded the hearing. The fae Elders, stricken with uneasiness, continued to ask Ace many questions regarding his claim to be the Chosen and how he’d learned to speak in the Light’s tongue. Ace told them how the Emerson Stone had been passed down in his family until the stone chose him and gifted him with elyrian abilities and the ability to comprehend the Light’s tongue. He told them because the stone chose him, only he can take the stone back by force from anyone whom he’s given it to. At one point during the dialogue, the fae witch tried to lash out and cast spells on those present, but Trilo shot her with an AMB before she could make anything happen. Apparently, the scarred fae had the sense to keep himself armed with a blaster. Ace thanked the New Realm for it, for he might have had to use the elyr on her otherwise, and who knows if the faes would believe he was the Chosen, or a sorcerer. 

Aunt Kaitlyn tried vehemently to deny her part in the matter. “I swear!” She had shouted. “I never knew the fae was a witch!” 

The crowd of faes, and the Elders, expressed mixed emotions. Now, where many of them had been certain Ace was guilty, they seemed uncertain either way. As they had debated amongst each other, the Elyrian had paid attention to the crowd’s faces. Some still bent on not trusting him, some confused and scared, and many more looked at him with determined eyes. They believed him. They knew he was the Elyrian. 

At this point, the Elders were huddled together in front of their podiums, discussing things, the fae witch was trapped in anti-magic, being watched closely by the fae guards, and Ace walked back to the audience with Uncle Marcus, Trilo, and Tharuach. 

“That was genius!” Trilo said under his breath. “Speaking in fae! Look at everyone, they don’t know what to do with themselves.”

“Yeah,” Ace said as he glanced back at the Elders bickering quietly at one another. “But there’s something else that’s been on my mind.” He turned to face Trilo and Tharuach. “Where’s Rio? I mean, if he wants to break into the stone, he’s gotta be on his way here, right? Why did he not come back from the Neutrals with Aunt Kaitlyn?”

Uncle Marcus scooched closer and said, “I think I know something about that. After the treaty, Rio told Kaitlyn to come back here to guard the stone and watch over the Land of Faes. He said he would return when he had what he needed from the four borders.” 

Ace lowered his head and sighed.

“What does he need from the four borders?” Trilo said.

“Souls,” Ace said, lifting his head back up. “When I went to Earth, Jakka told me that Rio needs the council’s collection of souls before he can break the stone.”

“Well . . . what does that mean? That the collection is somewhere in the four borders?” Trilo said.

“I’m not sure, but who knows how close he is to getting it? I say we play offense. We find out where he’s going and stop him before he gets the collection!” Ace said.

“We still have the matter of this hearing to deal with,” Tharuach said. “I’m not so sure the Elders are convinced to trust you yet. Besides, what if he’s got it already? Or what if he gets it before we find him, and then he comes here uncontested?”

“Who cares?” Trilo said. “Ace has the stone! Let’s bail and find the stupid drake while he’s still immune!” 

“Immune . . .” Ace whispered. He turned around to face the Elders as a memory came flooding through his mind.

“Who do I give the stone back to?”

“The Light will guide you, but it has to be your decision. But, Ace, you must willingly give your immunity to take curses upon yourself.”

Jakka from the cave on Earth. The jag told him if he were to free a witch from her curse, he had to give up his immunity and give the stone back. 

Ace went to step forward and Trilo grabbed his elbow. The fae spoke as Ace turned toward him. “Ace, what are you doing?”

Ace gently plucked the fae’s fingers from his elbow. “What needs to be done.” He stepped in front of the crowd. The Elders gently turned around with peculiar eyes at him. “Let me prove to you who I am. I took the Emerson Stone, and I’m the only one who can give it back.”

“Ace!” Trilo said from behind. “W—What? W—Why?”

“Mmhm,” Fen Gunther said. “Yes, the Elders and I were just discussing the matter of the stone. You say you’ve taken it from us, but witnesses say it remains here, which makes you to be a liar.”

“The stone remains here, but I am its true owner, and only I can take it,” Ace said.

“Right,” Fen Medra said with a chuckle, “I suppose no one else could steal a gem from a slab of concrete.” The crowd giggled amongst themselves.

Ace grinned. “When was the last time you went to the Stone’s Keep?”

“We’ve never been,” Fen Echer said. “When the drake came with the stone, we had Lady Akyla escort him to the keep and place it there.”

“Ah, I see,” Ace said. “So, when you last saw it, it wasn’t much bigger than the size of a hand or two?”

The Elders glanced at each other like they’d been asked a question with no answer. “Of course . . . it’s a gem,” Fen Medra said.

“Well then, let’s visit the Keep! I think there’s something you Elders ought to see,” Ace said. 

*
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WHEN ACE HAD FIRST come to the keep, he hardly remembered the maze of tunnels in the palace Uncle Marcus took him through to get there. So, Lady Akyla led the way. The Elders had dismissed the audience for a short recess and promised they’d be back within hours to make their final decisions. Ace, Lady Akyla and the three Elders were the only ones who went to the Stone’s Keep. When they reached the red door, two guards stood on either side of it. Lady Akyla opened the door and led through to the Keep. The concrete slab remained empty, and the wall on the other side of the room a bulging, red rock.

“The stone!” Fen Gunther said.

“It’s gone! The Evelander truly did take it!” Fen Medra said.

Fen Echer jumped in front of Ace. He looked so angry, the wrinkles on face resembled a raisin. “Where have you hidden the Emerson Stone, Evelander? Tell us before we vote to have you executed!” 

“Yeah, that’s what I thought when I first entered the Keep too. I thought Rio had hidden it somewhere, but no, it’s still here,” Ace said. He stepped aside and walked to the other wall, looking up and down. “You see, as Emery’s chosen, I’m the conduit for its existence here in Yutara; and I’ve apparently had some success recently. You see, the Emerson Stone isn’t gone, it’s grown.” Ace reached his hand out and placed it on the stone. It glowed brighter and lit every inch of the room. He breathed deep and let the elyr rush through his veins like a tidal wave of peace. He pulled his hand away and turned around to face the Elders. All of them stood before the stone with their eyes wide and jaws to the floor. 

“It can’t be . . .” Fen Gunther said in an airy voice. 

Fen Medra cleared his throat and stepped close. “S—So, it’s bigger. Doesn’t prove that it is yours, or that you have some authority to take it from us.”

Ace remembered his talk with Jakka on Earth. The Old jag showed him is hand, burnt to a crisp, for attempting to take the Emerson Stone. He glanced at the stone, then back at the Elders. Half of him wasn’t sure it would work; what if it only burnt Jakka because he was a warlock? The other half worried if it did work, the Elders would be furious Ace allowed them to be harmed. But what choice did he have?

“Very well,” Ace said, attempting to sound confident. “Fen Medra, if you would, reach out and touch the stone. But do it gently, just with the tip of your finger.”

Fen Medra furrowed his brow at Ace. “You are in no position to give me orders, Evelander.”

Lady Akyla ignored Medra and marched to the stone, eyes sparkling from the reflection of the Emerson Stone. She slowly reached forward, pointing her first finger. She glanced at Ace with undecided eyes, and Ace nodded as if to confirm everything was fine. Lady Akyla stuck her hand on the stone, but nothing happened. Goosebumps trickled over Ace’s skin. She stepped closer and placed her entire palm on the stone. She glanced back at the Elders and they all shrugged their shoulders.

Ace rubbed his neck and said, “That didn’t work like I expected.”

“Enough of this,” Fen Echer said. “Fen Elders, this Evelander has wasted enough of our time, let us go back to the hearing and confirm the charges of slander against an Elder.”

“Wait!” Lady Akyla said. “It’s getting warm. It—ow!” She pulled her hand away and gripped her wrist. “That stung!”

Fen Echer chuckled. “So, it burned her. So what?”

Ace furrowed his brow at the Elder. “Did you not think it was strange that the stone didn’t burn me?” 

“It’s strange,” Fen Gunther said. “But I’m not sure it constitutes as proof.”

Ace huffed and folded his arms. What more could they possibly need from him? He lifted his eyes and turned to the stone at a passing thought; for he remembered Jakka telling him something about authority, and how the Emerson Stone had granted it to him. He closed his eyes, placed his hand on the stone, and said, “Roch Illiamar, li bellen rollini, li rollini.” He exhaled and gently pushed forward. The stone, great as a building, moved at the force of Ace’s shove. The cave walls cracked, and rocks came crumbling down. The Emerson Stone moved backward several feet at Ace’s touch, causing the ground to shake and the cave ceiling to break open. The sun shone on the stone and sent beams of bright light in all directions. Ace stopped and turned around to see all the Elders trembling and covering their heads. Lady Akyla stood wide-eyed and marveling.

Ace wiped his hands together and smirked at the fae Elders. “Okay,” he said. “Now try that.” 

“Unbelievable!” Fen Gunther shouted. “You just moved that great stone as if it weighed no more than a feather!” 

“I didn’t move it, the stone listened to my request and answered me,” Ace said. 

“Okay, okay,” Fen Medra said. “I believe you. The stone is yours.”

“Then you believe I’m the Chosen?” Ace said, stepping forward.

The Elders looked at one another, then turned back to face him. For a moment, no one said anything.

“I believe you!” Lady Akyla said. Her eyes went sharp and she shut her lips tight, realizing she’d spoken up without much thought. “Forgive me, Fen Elders. I spoke out of turn.”

Fen Gunther stepped forward. “Evelander. What was this you mentioned about being the only one who could give the stone back?”

“Right. I’m the only one who can return it,” Ace said. 

“Show us,” Fen Echer said. “Then, perhaps, we may consider trusting you.”

Ace sighed. He turned around to face the stone, realizing what he needed to do. Jakka told him he’d have to give his immunity to free a witch or parcel of their curse. He also said the Light would show him who to give it to. Winning the faes’ trust was crucial to the war, and so was the ability to free people from their curses. 

By one, in this tamest place

The Light is set in stone

He remembered a piece of the prophecy as he reached out and placed his hand on the stone. Set in stone? Ace knew, then, what the prophecy was speaking of. Once Ace, the only one with the ability, returned the stone, he could not get it back. He was giving up his immunity forever. He’d have to face Rio while still vulnerable to witchcraft. He lowered his head and said under his breath. “I sure hope this is the right decision. Roch illiamar, gonefli zo z’s stechrer ny iether.” 

The ground shook once again, and the ground beneath the stone began to crawl onto the bottom half of it. The Light inside the stone grew bright and blinding for a moment, then shrank back to normal. The stone against Ace’s hand grew warm and he pulled away before it burnt him. He stepped away and marveled at the giant stone. The ground had sunk where the stone was and clasped itself onto it. What he had just done, there was no undoing. The Stone now belonged to Breen, and his immunity was gone forever.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Chosen

When Ace and the Elders reentered the Elders Courts, the mood in the room had changed. Maybe only Ace’s had, but he noticed a difference in the faes’ faces. While some still burdened him with obvious distrust, many faes shot him glances of remorse, and some even seemed to radiate hope. Everyone returned to their seats and went dead silent. Lady Akyla led the Elders to their podiums and stood in her place next to the other lady fae. The fae witch remained caged and guarded, Kareena lay next to Ace’s seat, Uncle Marcus, Trilo and Tharuach had returned to their seats in the front row, and Aunt Kaitlyn sat at her seat with a bland look on her face, and Ace stepped up to the podiums.

“Upon further investigation,” Fen Gunther said. “We have come to a split decision. While Fen Echer remains skeptical, Fen Medra and I have concluded that the Evel—” Fen Gunther glanced at Ace, cleared his throat, and returned his attention to the crowd, “Ace Halder, is the Chosen.”

Ace turned to face the crowd. Trilo beamed with joy, wrapping one arm around Tharuach and cheering. Tharuach tried to keep a hopeful smile while fending off Trilo’s aggressive embrace, and Uncle Marcus closed his eyes, hung his head, and sighed as if he were a robot and someone turned his switch off. The crowd offered mixed responses, so Ace couldn’t tell what effect he’d had on the faes. Half the reason being, his eyes had mostly been fixed on two people in particular. The first was Aunt Kaitlyn, who had the same, bland look on her face. She didn’t look like a defeated witch, and he saw no black dust, nor did he smell smoke. This worried him, as he’d just won the fae Elders to the truth, which should have made her disguise perish. But the other person worried him more, and so his eyes remained on her. Kareena lay still, darkness crawling through her veins and showing through her skin. She looked lifeless, and Ace nearly forgot where he was or what he ought to do next. But the crowd’s rowdiness finally shook him back to the moment.

“Listen to me!” Ace shouted. The crowd wrestled with his authority for a moment, but he took a step closer and puffed his chest. “Li orahanech!” The crowd simmered down and glared at him with expectancy. He swallowed and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He thought it ironic how he’d gotten used to chasing down witches, but public speaking shook him to his core. “Faes of Breen,” his voice echoed through the hall. Everything went still. “I’m sorry you have all been through so much. I am to blame for much of this. The drake was a companion of mine for some time. He deceived me into giving him the stone a while ago. To fight his deception, my friends and I have begun a revolution. We’ve begun a movement across Yutara, recruiting faes back into the ways of the elyr.” He lit a bright white flame at his hands and held it before them. The faes of Breen gasped and stepped back. Clearly the first time they’d seen a human use the Light. Although, it crossed Ace’s mind then, many of them had given up their elyrian abilities. Perhaps this was their first time seeing the elyr at all. They marveled at him, pointing, whispering, and some yelling.

“With this power,” Ace continued his speech, “we can blot out the darkness forever. We need your help. Join us, the Israh, in fighting those left of the council. With all of us growing in our elyrian abilities, the Light will grow, and the council can be stopped!”

The faes shouted and whispered from below.

“Magic!”

“He’s a sorcerer!”

“The Elyrian has come!”

“He’s deceived us!”

“The Chosen is here!”

“Li orahanech!” Ace said. The crowd settled to a gentle hum. “As the Chosen, I was the only one who could take back the stone. And, I’m the only one who can truly give it to the faes of Breen. I’m asking you to trust me. As a gesture of my intent, I’ve returned the stone to Breen. My friends and I will be leaving soon, but the stone will remain here, where it belongs.”

The crowd murmured quietly for a long time, their faces full of suspicion. Ace turned around. Fen Echer shot him a hateful glare. Fen Gunther addressed the crowd. “It’s true. We witnessed him return it. We watched him command the stone with his voice and it obeyed him. It once burned us, but once he commanded it not to, it didn’t. Only the Chosen could have such power. The meeting is adjourned, and the decree is final. Be on your way, and we will release more news as to our further plans when it comes about. Guards, please assist in clearing the room.”

The faes slowly poured into the aisle and left the Elders Courts. Ace watched their eyes as they left. Some eyes spoke of hope, others of question, and some of resentment and anger the battle fought in the Land of Faes had left them feeling conflicted and worried. Just as he seemed he was making progress, he realized he’d uprooted and disrupted their whole government. He turned the homeland of their last hope into chaos. 

The Elders stepped from their podiums to be ground level with Ace. “I’m sure you’ll accept our apologies for the great misunderstanding,” Fen Gunther said.

“Of course,” Ace replied.

“How might we accommodate you, Chosen?” Fen Medra said. Fen Echer remained still and irritated. 

“First thing,” Ace said. He turned around to Trilo, “My Aunt needs to be caged with her witch friend.” Trilo nodded, pulled his AMB out and fired two shots at Aunt Kaitlyn on her shoulders. She fell to the ground, squirming and fussing as the anti-magic orange swallowed her. Ace turned back, and the Elders had mixed emotions about it. Some of the guards flinched as if they were about to protect her, then remembered Ace was just decreed the new Chosen. He wondered if he made the right move just then, shooting at their ex-queen. He could tell it didn’t sit will with them, especially Echer who already didn’t trust him. “It’s for all our good,” Ace said. “Please allow me to regroup with my friends for a moment and discuss our further plans.” 

The Elders nodded, and Ace turned and ran to them. 

“Ace, I can't believe you gave them the stone!” Trilo said.

“I had no choice,” Ace said. “Jakka told me I would have to give up my immunity at some point. I can’t face Rio with it, I have to face him while vulnerable.” They all looked baffled, but Ace dismissed it and continued. “We need to find out where Rio is and get Kareena to safety.”

“Agreed,” Tharuach said. “My wife is an excellent healer. Gathara will be the best place to take my daughter.”

“Yeah, sure,” Trilo said.

Everyone looked at Uncle Marcus. The tan, tall man jittered after a few moments of everyone’s silent staring. He said, “What? I don’t know half of what’s going on, I’m doing whatever you guys say.”

“Very well,” Tharuach said, “but I must remain here.”

“What? Why?” Ace said.

“Because you left the stone here. One of us has to stay and guard the stone,” Tharuach said.

“The stone is safe here,” Ace said. “Besides, I need you.”

“For what?”

“Two things,” Ace said. He turned around to face the Elders. “Fen Elders, I have four requests, if it’s okay with you.”

Fen Medra said, “Of course, Chosen.”

“Well, we kind of flew here on a hybrid craft and landed on the beach not far from Munlaleh. If you would be so kind, we would be grateful if you’d send messengers there to not destroy it and allow us to take your fastest taebans there to use it.”

“You’re leaving, Chosen?” Fen Gunther said.

“Yes, Fen Elder. There are things I need to do in other countries to help us fight the council.”

“Very well,” Fen Gunther said. “Guard, send word to Munlaleh immediately.” 

“As you wish, Fen Elder,” one of the guards said. He took off running away from the Elders Courts.

“The second request,” Ace said, “is that you let us take my aunt and the fae witch with us back to Gathara.”

“Not a problem, Lord Ace,” Fen Gunther said.

“Please, just call me Ace,” Ace said. “My third request is that you assign many guards both outside and inside the Stone’s Keep guarding the stone always and allow no one in our out except by my permission.”

Fen Echer chuckled. “Not even us? The fae Elders?”

Ace lowered his head and stared darkly at the fae Elder. “No. Not even you, Fen Elders.”

Fen Echer grit his teeth and snarled. 

“As you wish, your Greatness,” Fen Medra said.

“And my final request,” Ace said, “is that you allow the elyr to be freely practiced.”

Fen Echer snarled and stepped forward. “Outrageous! Fen Elders, he suggests we allow witchcraft here in the Light’s blessed land!”

“You forget your place, Fen Echer,” Fen Gunther said. “You must not address the Chosen in such a way.” He turned to Ace. “You must understand, Chosen, this will cause a great deal of strife among our people.”

“I know,” Ace said. “It will separate those who are on our side from those who aren’t, and the Light will reveal the true colors of those who oppose us.” He stepped close to the Elders. “Send word to all Breen. Let them know the practice of the elyr is no longer criminal, and the truest and greatest masters will be training in Gathara. Allow ships and transports to Gathara for those interested in joining the final war against the council.”

Fen Echer looked so furious he might burst in flames. Fen Gunther and Fen Medra looked anxious and fearful. “I’m not sure—” Fen Gunther said. 

“Me neither,” Fen Medra said, “but I think I have a compromise. Great Chosen allow Fen Echer, who remains skeptical, to join you in Gathara. This will give you an opportunity to prove yourself to him; and his skepticism will keep him alert of your actions. Should they slip out of the favor of the faes we’ve sworn to protect, us Fen Elders will be alerted right away.” 

Fen Echer rubbed his chin and eyed Ace curiously. “Okay. I can deal with that.” He stuck his hand out to Ace. Though he didn’t like it, Ace shook Fen Echer’s hand for the sake of time. 

“Please, let me come too!” Lady Akyla said. She jumped from her position and placed a hand over her mouth. “Oh, pardon me, I didn’t mean to speak out of turn.”

Ace smiled. “You’re more than welcome to join us, Lady Akyla. Would you do the honors of wheeling my fae friend?” She smiled, nodded, and skipped to Kareena’s side. “Well, let’s get a move on!” He turned around and Fen Echer and Lady Akyla followed him. When he reached the others, he signaled for them to follow and they did. 

“Ace,” Tharuach said as he fell in beside him, “what were the two things you need me for?”

“Oh, right,” Ace said. “Well, the first is actually something I don’t need you for. Your daughter needs you. You should be with her either way. I sent guards after the stone, and it will be fine here. The second,” he glanced up at Tharuach and smirked. “I told the Elders the greatest and truest elyrians would lead the movement for faes to learn the way of the elyr again. I’d be lying if I didn’t put you in charge of it.”

“In charge?” Tharuach said.”

“That’s right,” Ace said. “I’m making some changes to Gathara. Mr. Flare, welcome to the elite.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Halder: 2 Days Later

The sun blared through the window pane and traced the outline of Kareena’s face. Her silver hair bounced the light back into Ace’s eyes. He squinted and changed his position. Her face was as still as he’d ever seen. Lifeless almost. He grabbed her hand. It was surprisingly warm.

“I don’t know what to say,” Ace whispered. “I don’t know what they expect of me.” He sat still and let the wind sneak through the open window and glide against his back. It brushed a few of her hairs across her lips. He moved them out of the way. “They probably won’t trust me.” He sighed and turned away. He buried his face in his hands, elbows resting on his knees. “I need you back, Kareena. Julie is missing. My grandfather is dead. Tamara is a witch.” He sat straight and looked at her shut eyes, completely motionless. “And now my brother . . .” 

Ace turned his attention to a knock on the door. The door opened before he gave permission. Ihana stepped inside, followed by George. They were dressed in hunter vests, as if they were prepared for battle. They probably were. 

“Everyone’s waiting,” Ihana said.

Ace nodded. He turned to Kareena. “Wish me luck.” He stood to his feet and stepped outside to meet them. George and Ihana led him through the residencies. He silently rehearsed what he’d say in his head. Nothing sat well with him. He couldn’t picture this ending well at all. The stale, dry air remained motionless as they traveled along the cobblestone road in the courtyard. The vacant castle offered the perfect quiet to accommodate his worry. Everyone awaited him just a few yards away. The hinges moaned as they opened the giant double doors. Ace heard the humming crowd ahead go dead silent. A rock set in his throat. He swallowed to no avail. The squealing of their shoes against the tile was the only sound between them and the Great Hall. They stepped into the hall and blood rushed from his head. His mouth went dry. Thousands of hunters and faes awaited him in the recall. The senior hunters sat in the chairs facing the stage, and the faes and hunters hugged the walls on the side; the castle was packed tight. The door to the bridge remained open, where even more people awaited the news. Ihana stepped on the stage, followed by George, and Ace. Ihana and George stood side by side and Ace stepped in between them. The thousands of eyes bearing down on him from the crowd had beads of sweat swarming his skin. For a moment, he stood motionless before them, thinking of an opening line. They were waiting on him to speak. To lead them. This was Grandpa’s plan all along, and he wasn’t ready for it.

When the silence proved horrid enough, words left his mouth without his control. “Sebastian Yvonne is dead. Rio Atarion is a warlock. My name is Ace Halder, youngest descendant of Marty Halder. One year ago, he turned over leadership of the Indies to me. I am the new Halder.”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Trust

Ace allowed a moment of silence to pass, anticipating an anxious stir among the crowd, but only a whisper here and a murmur there bothered the quiet. He wondered what things might be going through their minds. Half the hunters probably didn’t trust him, and the other half probably didn’t know who to trust, including the new recruits and faes. As these thoughts wisped by, his knees trembled. He opened his mouth to speak and stuttered something barely audible when half the crowd rose from their seats and yelled at once. Some hunters pointed fingers at him, shouting with fury in their eyes. Others remained quiet and helpless in their seats. The rest tried to calm the angry ones. How could he expect an entire city to trust him after everything? What was he thinking? He stood with a still face, holding down his emotions to the few things he heard from the roaring crowd.

“You’re no Halder!”

“Liar!”

“Sorcerer!” 

“Marty, Rio, now Sebastian? You’re no leader.”

“Calm down, hear what he has to say.”

“Listen to him.”

“Of course he’s the Halder! We’ve seen his gift!”

“It’s the end of Gathara.”

“It’s the end of Yutara!”

Ace stood rigid and his mouth ran dry. Ihana stepped forward and gently nudged him out of the way.

“Silence!” She yelled. The boy’s nerves quieted as the water drake’s roar snatched his attention. He’d never heard her speak so loudly before. Having the acoustics of the Great Hall certainly helped. It carried her clicky, water drake dialect in a sharp, piercing tone. Half the crowd threw their hands over their ears. “You all have known George and I for some time now. We have never kept anything from you all. We believe leaders who keep secrets from people aren’t leaders at all. You know you can trust us. If you can’t trust Ace, trust me.” Ihana stood silent for a moment and the crowd responded in kind. “Please, sit down and let us announce our plans for the future with you. We have officers and troupe leaders available if you have questions or concerns.” They quietly began to make their way back to their seats. “Now, listen. What you know is what we know. As far as our understanding goes, Rio betrayed us. Sebastian gave his life for this cause. He is a hero.” Ihana turned her neck and shot Ace a cold stare, then turned back to the audience. “Our friend Ace, here, began this new movement and founded the Israh here, in Gathara. It’s because of him we now know these things. We at least owe it to him to listen.” 

She stepped aside and gestured with her hand. Ace nodded with gratitude. She didn’t nod back. In fact, everything in her snarl suggested she hadn’t decided if she truly believed the words she’d spoken. Ace stepped forward again and cleared his throat.

“We’re entering a new era,” he said. “Now, with the elyr spreading in Yutara, the council is on the run. Hunters and elyrians alike will work together to defeat them. That is why, as of today, I’m appointing two new members to the elite.”

Ace stepped aside. Tharuach stepped onto the stage from the side. His golden robes flickered as they reflected the light from the chandeliers. One step after another, his presence held a sense of both peace and authority. His hair gently fell till it reached his ears. His tattoos wrapped dominantly around the stiffness of his structured face. The tall fae stood next to Ihana, on the left side facing Ace. He towered over the water drake. Trilo Mirage followed Thaurach’s footsteps. He was dressed like the other hunters, an X vest wrapped around his torso, and a gray shirt tucked into black cargo jeans. His black boots stomped on the wood of the stage and the impacts echoed through the vast of the castle. He stood in the same manner as Tharuach next to George, on the right side, facing Ace. 

“To my right is Tharuach Flare. He is a highly skilled elyrian and has committed his life to protecting Yutara against the evils of the council. He will be leading the elyrian training among the faes in Gathara, as well as recruiting in the surrounding mountains. Many hunters here are faes which have given up all their ties to the elyr to join the Indies. We admire your courage and your willingness to do what it takes to win this war. However, this will no longer be necessary for new faes joining. In fact, we encourage all current fae hunters among us to follow up with Tharuach and take back their elyrian abilities.”

This caused a flutter of voices amongst the crowd. Ace announced his next words with power to silence them. “To my left is Trilo Mirage. Many of you probably know him. We’ve gotten to know each other. He's earned my trust. One of the reasons I chose him is because of his relationship with many of you hunters. I know a lot of you trust him, and I hope you'll see this as a way to trust me too. He is a powerful hunter, and recently, an elyrian. He is the perfect fit for what we need to take this movement to a new level. If you have any questions, stick around and your officers and instructors will provide whatever information we have to you and direct your concerns to us. Thank you all for your patience and understanding.” 

Ace nodded to the crowd and marched off stage to find Fen Echer and Lady Akyla standing nobly before them. The crowd hummed and rustled amongst themselves until it rose to a dull roar. The hunters and elyrians argued with one another and many lined up to ask their officers questions. The elite trailed behind Ace, and he turned around to face them.

“Head to the conference room. We have some things to discuss. I’ll be there in just a few minutes,” he said.

George’s brow creased. “Where are you going?” 

“I need to show our noble guests to their quarters,” Ace said. The elite nodded and made their way to the conference room, but Ace stopped Ihana before she went inside. “Thank you,” he spoke softly by her ear.

She snickered. “Let’s get something straight, Ace,” she whispered in his other ear. “I did what I had to do to calm down the crowd, but that doesn’t meant you’ve earned my trust yet.” She bumped him on the shoulder as she walked past him to enter the conference room. 

Ace huffed and brushed it aside, then turned around to face the noble faes. “Follow me and I will show you to your rooms.” Lady Akyla nodded gracefully, so it almost looked like a bow. Fen Echer kept his eyebrows low and his mouth stiff and small. Ace headed along the hall toward the inner courtyard, and the noble faes followed behind him.

“I’ve never seen such an interesting place,” Lady Akyla said. “It’s lovely.”

Ace almost responded, but Fen Echer interjected. “Your own people don’t seem to trust you. This does not look good from my end.”

“You need to give it time,” Ace said. “Things will pick up.” He opened the door and led them into the inner courtyard. The bright sun attacked his vision for a moment, but his eyes soon adjusted, allowing him to enjoy the cool breeze of Late Winter in Heorg without distraction. 

“How much time do you need?” Fen Echer said. “All this time we spend waiting for you to earn our trust, you could be plotting behind our backs.”

Ace stopped walking and turned to face the fae. He felt the lines in his face grow harsh. “Same is true if Rio is a warlock like I’ve said. If he is, then your lack of trust is only buying him time.”

The Elder’s eyebrows twitched a few times as he straightened his posture. He glanced over at Lady Akyla, who innocently watched the passing hunters and colorful shrubs.  

“Ace.”

The voice grabbed Ace’s attention. He turned to find Uncle Marcus in dark cargo jeans and a light gray t-shirt marching along the path. 

“Ah, Uncle Marcus,” Ace said. “You've recently found your way around the residencies, could you please take these noble faes to their rooms?”

Uncle Marcus shifted his eyes to Lady Akyla, then Fen Echer, then back to Ace. “Well, yes, I can do that. But I do need to speak with you.”

“Can it wait?” Ace said with a little more edge to his tone than he intended.

His uncle shrugged one shoulder and sighed. “Yes, but . . . not for long, if you can help it.”

“The elite are waiting for me in the conference room,” Ace said. “You can meet me there when we are finished . . .” he turned to the tall fae Elder and said, “but I should get back now. Wouldn’t want them not to trust me when I said I’d be back.” The side of his mouth curled up in a half grin and he swiftly opened the double doors and entered the castle.
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CHAPTER SIX
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Patience

Ace entered the conference room to find the elite having a various number of nervous ticks. George rapped his knuckles against the table, Trilo spun around in his hoverchair, Ihana’s leg moved up and down like a jackhammer, and Tharuach glanced at all of them like they were pieces of a puzzle he couldn’t figure how to fit. All their eyes met Ace’s the moment the door opened, and each shuffled in their seat to fix their posture. He listened to the bottom of his shoes tap the hard tile floor as he stepped to his hover chair and sank in. 

“We’re headed for disaster,” Ace said without apology. He made eye contact with each of them one by one. “Rio has all five nations under this treaty, which basically gives him the authority of a world power by himself. To make things worse, we have no idea where Rio is, and if we don’t find him and stop him soon, the war will be over.” He looked down, placed his arms on the table, and rubbed his left thumb over his right knuckles. “I have reason to believe he’s attempting to obtain a magic powerful enough to break into the Emerson Stone, and if he does, he will find an unlimited source of magic. There will be no need for deception anymore, and all the sorcerers in Yutara—well, everyone in Yutara—will be under his control.”

Ace glanced up to find the others shifting in their seats. George leaned further over the table and said, “How could you possibly know that?”

Ace sighed and adjusted himself. He proceeded to tell the elite about Marty using the Emerson Stone to create a ship capable of traveling between realms. He told them how the ex-warlock Jakka met him on Earth and told him of the coming dangers in the final war. Ihana seemed the most unconvinced, her eyes growing more intense as Ace went on. 

The water drake spoke first when Ace had finished. “It’s hard enough to believe Rio spent decades working side by side with Marty to obtain a little red gem. Now you expect us to believe this stone somehow made a pirate ship turn into a ship that could travel between the realms?”

Trilo shot back, “You’d be crazy not to admit the stone has a huge influence in Yutara. You’ve seen what it’s done to a whole nation of creatures! All the faes, who have been isolated in Breen for hundreds of years (exept for Gathara) came marching into the Neutrals to sign a treaty that pooled them in with the rest of the world . . . and put Rio in charge of it all, just because he showed them the stone!” The scarred fae’s face turned a deeper red with each sentence spoken. “Then, Ace showed up there, pushed the stone a couple feet, and all of a sudden they’ve put him in charge of everything.”

The water drake snickered and folded her arms. “Fine. The stone has influence, but the power to travel between realms?”

“Do you not see it?” Tharuach said. His voice reminded Ace of a wave in the ocean. From a distance, it was calming enough to make you fall asleep, but up close, it had the power to bury you. “The Light is in the stone. He has all power. Nothing is out of reach.”

Ihana gently shook her head and leaned back in her chair but offered no response. After the moment passed, Ace said, “Finding Rio and destroying the treaty is our priority.”

“But how can we do that?” Trilo said. “Only Heorg and a handful of places in the Neutrals know we exist.”

“What about Breen?” George said, his accent coming through thick. It took Ace an extra second to realize aba-hoot actually meant about. “Faes have been migrating here since Marty founded Gathara, they’ve known about us for quite some time. But even if they hadn’t, they ought to now. They sent one of their Elders here.”

“Yes,” Ace said, “Thank you for making my next point for me.” He looked into each elite’s eyes with intent. “Fen Echer and Lady Akyla are here to report back to Breen. Gaining their trust means gaining Breen’s trust. The other two Elders believe I’m the Chosen, but because of their customs, they want all Elders to be on board with their decisions. Especially a decision so great as naming me Chosen over all Breen. If I were to waltz up to Breen and announce we’re pulling away from the treaty, it might make Fen Echer less likely to trust us.”

“Why?” asked George.

Ace jerked his head to face the dark elite. “Because Fen Echer isn’t completely convinced that Rio wasn’t the Chosen, nor is he convinced I’m not a sorcerer.” Ihana chuckled deep in her throat. Ace ignored her and continued. “The other two Elders would probably expect this decision from me, but Fen Echer will likely grow overly suspicious and fight against it.”

“Who cares?” George said. He gently slapped his hand on the table. “You’ve got the other two Elders on your side, and half of Breen.”

Ace shook his head. “Getting a fae Elder on our bad side is not a good place to be, even if it’s just one. The faes are the elyrians of Yutara, we need them if we’re going to have a shot at taking down the council. We have to treat this situation very carefully.”

George hovered closer to the table and opened his mouth to offer a rebuttal when Tharuach interjected. 

“The Elyrian is right,” The tall fae said. “It is crucial we show the utmost respect to the system of authority the faes have in place. We can’t do anything to betray their trust. Not to mention, something as drastic as pulling out of a treaty they just signed in front of the entire world might cause a bit of suspicion among the other two Elders as well.”

“They saw him move the Emerson Stone!” Trilo said. “This guy gave it to him! What more proof could they need?”

“Remember,” Tharuach said, “Rio is a warlock, and his most powerful tool isn’t magic, it’s deception.” Silence took the room and the tall fae gracefully glanced at each elite. “He was the one who entered the Land of Faes with the Emerson Stone in the first place, and when Ace came, he took it back and basically caused a war. Breen is confused and scared right now, they don’t know who to trust. We need to make sure they learn why it ought to be us.”

Ace and Tharuach caught eyes and nodded gently at one another. “Fine,” Trilo said. “So we babysit the noble faes. That still leaves the matter of Rio. What if he’s already got what he needs to break the stone? What if he’s already on his way to Breen as we speak? If that’s the case, we’re wasting time in this conference room.”

“We should notify all our bases,” George said. “See if any of them have heard from or seen him. If not, we’ll tell them finding him is our highest priority, and I know there’s hunters here we can deploy to search for him.”

“That might be hard to do,” Ihana said softly. 

“Why?” asked George.

“We’ve lost contact with all bases in Eveland,” she said.

“What?”

“How?”

“Even Northeeves?” 

Ihana waved her hands in the air to calm everyone down. “Yes, all of them. After everything happened in Breen a couple days ago, President Gerald Yvonne put Eveland on lockdown. No one’s allowed in or out. Since then, we haven’t had any contact with the Eveland bases, even after we’ve tried reaching out. President Yvonne has an invisible border two miles off shore surrounding the entire continent. It’s both a physical and digital barrier. Nothing can get in or not, not even radio frequency.”

Ace grunted. He stood from his chair and rubbed his hands over his face and through his hair. He turned to face the wall. Can we catch a break at all? Then, an idea struck him. He spun back around and slapped his hands on the table. “Rio is in Eveland!”

Trilo beamed, Tharuach sat up straighter with a twinkle in his eye, and the other two elite zoned their attention on him as if to hear more. “He’s using the power the treaty gave him to order Gerald Yvonne to shut the border! My uncle told me he overheard my Aunt Kaitlyn when he was being controlled by Tamara’s spell. He said she mentioned something about Rio needing to get everything from the four borders. We know that so far, he’s been to Heorg, Breen, and the Neutrals. That leaves only Oola and Eveland. Now, Jakka told me that Rio wants to rule the council, not help them. Well, if the other warlocks know what he’s trying to do, they’re probably trying to stop him. Rio must’ve told Gerald to put Eveland on lockdown while he searches for whatever he needs! Why else would an entire country be on lockdown?”

Trilo half grinned and swayed his head in a gentle nod. “That does make a lot of sense, but there’s a huge problem with that. If Eveland is on lockdown, how do we get there?”

“We don’t,” Tharuach said. Ace tipped his head curiously at the tall fae. “If Eveland’s on lockdown, there’s not much we can do. But if Rio is there, then we know where he is for the time being and he’s not leaving till he finds what he needs.”

Ace leaned forward. “So . . . what’s your plan?”

Tharuach’s eyes darkened. His tattoos wrapped around his cold stare in such a way it conveyed his confidence. “Patience.”

Ihana burst into laughter. George chuckled with only slightly less mockery. Trilo and Ace caught eyes, both wondering what the fuss was about. 

“Yeah,” Ihana said, a face full of sarcasm, “let’s just do nothing. That’ll work great.”

“Being patient and doing nothing are very different things,” Tharuach said. “It takes no effort to do nothing. Being patient takes a lifetime to master.”

Ihana’s laughter left and she hovered closer to the fae. “Okay, great, Mr. Light Guru, so what do you propose we do while being patient? Because if you’re suggesting we just sit back and wait, then you are, in fact, suggesting we do nothing. Your ridiculous philosophy is emptier than the sincerity of a witch.”

“Ihana . . .” Ace said. The water drake jerked her head toward him. “Give him a chance to speak.”

The water drake snarled. “The council would love us to sit by and pray to some white fire that everything falls into our lap. I won’t give those foolish suggestions the time of day.”

Ace stood from the chair and spread his shoulders broad. His posture and the following words from his mouth came to him like a reflex. “You seem to be forgetting that I am the Halder.”

Wrinkles formed where Ihana’s nose and eyebrows met. Her top lip lifted so her sharp vampire teeth were perfectly seen. Ace could almost see the words hiding behind her teeth. Before they would escape, he offered a few of his own.

“You also seem to be forgetting that we aren’t the Indies anymore. We are the Israh. We are guided by the Light now. Everything we do is rooted in that from now on. If you don’t like it, you shouldn’t be a part of this team.”

Ihana slowly looked down. She folded her fingers together atop the table. Her chair hovered backwards. Her mouth closed but Ace saw the muscles of her jaw as she continued to grind her teeth. “You’re right,” she finally said. “I’m sorry. I just don’t think this is the right approach.”

“Well,” George said. “It’s like Tharuach said, we’re not doing nothing. We should jump on this opportunity to earn the faes’ trust and spread the Israh and the elyr into all Yutara. I mean, imagine if the other five bases in Heorg and the Neutrals grew to the size of Gathara. Imagine a base in Breen!”

The water drake smiled. “That would be lovely. But it’s a pipe dream. I’m sorry, but weren’t you here when we watched Sam Radar lead the signing of a treaty that outlaws the elyr in all Yutara?” 

“What’s your point? Hunting was outlawed in Heorg for its radical ideologies when Marty established Gathara.” 

“Yes, but Heorg was at war with Eveland and the Neutrals at the time. Their government was and has been unstable and Marty took advantage of it.”

“They were at war because of Marty.” 

Ihana shook her head and grunted. “No, the war was prolonged because of Marty, but Sam Radar started it. Marty Halder used the war to establish a new government in Heorg. The idea of witchcraft was mostly considered a radical belief at the time. The world had been in a state of complacency for centuries without any conflict between the four borders. Marty disrupted the council’s silent takeover by capturing witches in Heorg. This sent the four borders into chaos. The only one working against him was the council and not a soul in Yutara knew what the council was. Now, all Yutara is backing Sam Radar’s decision to outlaw the Israh. Each government is seeking those who practice the elyr and having them punished for their crime. Marty had the element of surprise on his hands. The world knows we’re here now, and they’re all trying to stop us.”

The other elite listened quietly as George and Ihana debated.

After Ihana’s final point, Tharuach interrupted before George could defend himself. “I think there’s merit to what both of you are saying.”

The dark man and the water drake slowly turned their head to the tall fae. Their eyes shot bullets at his interjection.

Tharuach continued with no apology. “George makes a great point. We already have bases established—"

“Not we,” Ihana said, “The Indies have bases. The Israh has only spread to just a few of the other bases.”

“Fine,” Tharuach said, “But we already have access to bases all over Yutara. This is an incredible opportunity to grow the Light. In fact, it’s why we wanted Gathara on our side when we began the Israh. However, Ihana also has excellent points, in that we have all four countries uniting against us on this one. Frankly, it wouldn’t surprise me if they were making plans to come after us here in Gathara. This is precisely why I suggested patience.”

Trilo raised an eyebrow. “Tharuach, I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but how in the world does patience help us with this?”

“Well, if we venture back to what Ihana was saying about the Heorg government, we can learn something about the position we currently have with the faes. Our visit to Breen shook the faes’ government. They’re precisely in the same place Heorg was when Marty established Gathara.”

Hope rushed through Ace’s heart.

Trilo’s eyes shot wide and he pointed at Ace. “And this time, we have an Ace in the Hole!”

Ace chuckled lightly. No one else did.

“If we should look to a place to establish a new Gathara, we should look there,” Tharuach said.

“How is that the same as patience?” George said.

Tharuach held a finger in the air. “We don’t quite have their trust yet.”

“Forget their trust,” Ihana said, “Marty never asked for permission from the Heorg government to establish this place. Why should we ask theirs?”

“Asking permission is not my suggestion,” Tharuach said, “My suggestion is we earn their trust. We’re at war with the council, not with the faes. In fact, we need the faes on our side this time. It’s crucial to growing the Light. We’ve already won half of them over. The one way we could wreck this is by demanding things be done our way like dictators. We need time to allow them to accept us with open arms. This will heap lumps of coal on the council’s head. Then we make the announcement.”

Everyone swapped glances with one another for a moment. Trilo shrugged and said, “What announcement?”

“That the faes of Breen are pulling from the treaty. This will shake things up enough in Yutara, as many of the faes will come back to the elyr and the darkness will tremble.”

Ace’s eyes lit brighter with every word the tall fae spoke. “Tharuach, this is genius!”

“Hold on,” George said, “how do you plan on earning their trust, exactly?”

“Like I said, patience. We need to build a relationship with Fen Echer and Lady Akyla, and they will build a relationship with the people on our behalf. We need to show them we want peace and well-being for them and for Yutara. It’s not enough to just tell them.” 

“Okay,” Ihana said, “you’re suggesting we focus on training hunters and elyrians here for the time being?”

Tharuach nodded. “And make frequent visits to Breen. See how we can offer our services to them.”

“For how long?” George said.

“As long as it takes,” Tharuach said.

Ihana shook her head. “We don’t have that kind of time. Yutara’s greatest war is at hand.”

Ace spoke next. His voice dark and determined. “We don’t have options either.” He made eye contact with each elite, waiting for a response. When there was none, he stood slowly. “I’m confident we can do this. Like Tharuach said, we’re already halfway there. In the meantime, we can prepare to capture Rio when he attempts to enter Breen after Eveland’s lockdown is lifted. He has to be going there next. It’s where the Emerson Stone is. Tharuach, in addition to leading the training of elyrians in Gathara, I’d like you to frequently contact Breen and see how the Elders are doing, and offer any assistance if they need it. George, I’d like you to remain in charge of all the instructors here at Headquarters, and make sure the training continues smoothly. Ihana, I’d like you and Trilo to work together. Reach out to the bases and start building recruiting teams. Trilo can reach faes for learning the elyr, and Ihana, you can reach other races for joining as hunters.”

Ihana scoffed. “What are you going to do, Ace?”

Ace said, “I’m going to speak with Fen Echer and Lady Akyla, and I’m also going to make plans on how to stop Rio when he gets to Breen.” 

Trilo slapped the table and bolted upright. “Well, I’m excited. I think this was a good meeting.”

George and the water drake stood and made their exit, leaving only Trilo, Ace, and Tharuach.

“Ace,” the tall fae said, “you need to lean into the Light right now. If you can’t find a way to earn the faes’ trust, we will, in fact, be doing nothing but delaying the inevitable. You will be the one to lead us into the final war. It’s growing close. I can feel it in the air. Can you sense it?” Ace nodded quietly. “Good. Then you understand what’s at stake as much as I. Lean close. Listen to Emery. The Light will guide you.” Tharuach left the room. Trilo followed him but stopped before he opened the door.

“Hey, Ace,” the scarred fae said. Ace looked at him with soft eyes. “Do you know for sure Rio is in Eveland? I mean . . . what if we’re wrong and the lockdown has nothing to do with him?”

Ace plopped back in his chair and sighed, staring at the wall in front of him, Trilo on his left side. “Then it’s probably already too late.” For a moment, the scarred fae said nothing and stared. He hobbled like he might say something, then quietly left. Ace remained still and thoughtless, allowing the quiet of the empty conference room to nurture his self-doubt.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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The Witch in the Tower

The conference room door inched open, and Uncle Marcus peered inside. Ace’s attention shifted to him, and he waved him in. The tanned man entered, shut the door, and sank into the hover chair across from Ace.

“Were the noble faes happy with their rooms?” Ace asked.

Uncle Marcus chuckled. “Lady Akyla was fascinated with everything, but Fen Echer seemed unimpressed by everything. Still, I think he was happy, he’s just determined to find something wrong.”

“Then we need to work extra hard to make sure he doesn’t.” 

Uncle Marcus gently nodded. “But, there’s actually something else I’ve been wanting to talk to you about.”

Ace fixed his posture to look attentive. “Oh, yes. I’m sorry, Uncle Marcus, I forgot you asked to speak with me.”

The uncle waved it aside. “No worries. I know you’re busy. Look, I’m concerned about your brother.” Fear washed over Ace. “Look, he’s been spending all day every day locked away in that tower. You and I both know that can’t be good. His relationship with her is starting to worry me.”

Ace nervously tapped his fingers on the table. “I don’t know what to do about it. He’s not doing anything wrong; and I want what he wants too.”

“We all do,” Marcus said sternly. “Believe me, if anyone wants her to be rescued, it’s me. But spending all day with her in that room is dangerous. It opens the mind to all kinds of deception. Just look at what she did to me.”

Ace pouted. “I know . . .” He paused a moment, then glanced at his uncle with hesitation. “I believe he’s right. Even though she seemed unwilling, I still haven’t learned how to take a witch’s curse on myself, and I want to give everyone the benefit of the doubt. You believe he’s right, don’t you?”

Uncle Marcus shrugged and looked away. He folded his arms and sighed in a desperate manor. “I hope so, but I don’t know if it’s worth the risk.”

“He’s trying to take care of her.”

“I know that, and his heart is in the right place, but a wise man once told me the shadows prey on the naïve and gentle hearted.” 

“Who told you that?” 

Uncle Marcus’s eyes went soft. “Your grandfather, actually.”

Ace’s face fell for a moment. Then he shook his head and returned his attention to Uncle Marcus. “Cameron is anything but naïve.”

“You’re right, but it’s the latter I’m concerned with.”

Ace glanced down and bit at his lip as he tapped the table a couple times. 

“We should be very careful about this, Ace. Especially since Tamara is your family.”

Ace slightly squinted one eye. “What do you mean?”

Uncle Marcus combed his fingers through his shiny black hair, now longer than his ears, and looked Ace in the eye. “Your family has always been the target. That’s why my wife spent so much time building a rivalry between you and your cousins. It’s why she . . .” he looked at the ground and paused for a moment. “It’s why she killed your mom. Because she and your grandfather were the only two people in the world working towards fixing your family and getting you to love each other.” Ace hovered away, looking at the wall in front of him. The ache of losing his mother drew a new meaning, and it jabbed at his heart. “If my wife is going to find some way to get what she wants, it’ll be through one, or both, of your family members.”

Ace stood abruptly, not wanting to hear any more of it. He walked to the door and stopped before he opened it. He glanced back at his uncle and said, “That won’t happen again. Your wife is behind bars.”

“I wouldn’t put it past her, Ace. She’ll find away.”

He hesitated at the door, letting his uncle’s parting words sink in a moment. He brushed the words away and left the conference room to find the Great Hall dying down from the previous chaos. Hunters, elyrians, and many students went on about their daily routines. Students stood in lines behind the officers to ask questions and learn what may come of Gathara’s future. Ace received a wide variety of stares. Some of fear, others of anger, a few saluted with respect, and some eyes of undecided emotion. He kept his eyes ahead, attempting to ignore the judgement weighing him down. He turned down the hall to the courtyard. He swung the large double doors open to a bright sun overhead. As the boy stepped along the sidewalk, he took notice of the unkempt grass and hedges lining the outer walls of the courtyard. 

Soon as all this mess is over, we need a landscaper.

He made his way to the other side of the courtyard and a few of the hunters passing by saluted him. He followed the maze of winding roads circling the residencies and the City Watch Room tower. He entered the tower and stepped up the winding staircase. It took him back to the day he last walked those steps, when black dust fell from Keele and his world fell dark. He buried his horrid distaste for the sake of what he came there for. As he reached the top and faced the door, he heard muffled voices behind it. He stopped his hand mid-air before touching the chrome plate. He looked at the anti-magic field before the door and leaned close to listen in.

“I remember,” Cameron said. “When Julie was first born.” Cameron chuckled. “You and I were in the waiting room, playing with a rubik’s cube. Your dad wouldn’t stop bragging about how you were only five and a half and already knew how to solve it. Then I tried to solve it and couldn’t figure it out.” He sighed. “’Course, now I realize your parents had taught you how. You can’t tell me you don’t remember that.”

Ace hung his head as the desperate tone of his brother’s voice ate at him. After a moment of silence, he heard a slithering hiss echo in his head, followed by the sound of an eerie breeze, brushing the other side of the door.

“Don’t do that,” Cameron said. “Just talk to me. I know you’re in there. We can help you. We can—” Cameron stopped mid-sentence. Ace squinted and leaned closer.  “He’s what?” Cameron said.

Ace’s eyes shot wide. He stepped back, pulled his AMR from his back and pressed his other hand against the chrome plate. He gripped his rifle and aimed it at the door. The anti-magic fled, and the door swung open. The room showed a bedroom door, the sun blaring inside from an open window. Cameron sat on a chair, and Tamara lay on the bed under a blanket of black smoke, her hair like a dirty mop. She let out a shrill scream and lunged from the bed after Ace. She soared through the air with her mouth wide open and nails like claws. He fired his AMR three times. It stopped her mid-air before she’d left the door and she smacked against the railings and fell to the ground. Rolling and shrieking as the anti-magic swallowed her up. 

“Dude, what are you doing?” Cameron said. “Why would you sneak up on her like that? You know she’s irritable right now!”

Ace holstered his weapon on his back again. “What am I doing? What are you doing? She wasn’t held down on the bed! There was no anti-magic around her at all! There’s no telling what she could’ve done to you!” He stepped inside, picked up Tamara, now fully wrapped in anti-magic, and set her on the bed. She squealed and moaned. 

“There was anti-magic on the door, alright!” Cameron said. “She didn’t do anything to me.”

“You don’t know that, Cameron,” Ace turned around to face his brother, “She could be playing you. Deceiving you. I heard you responding to her. What was she whispering in your head?”

Cameron’s face grew red and he stiffened his mouth. “I wouldn’t tell you that. You would just believe she was lying to me.”

Ace scoffed at his brother. He stepped to the side and gestured his hand at Tamara. “Cameron, that’s not our cousin! She’s being controlled by Aunt Kaitlyn and Rio, okay?”

Cameron shook his head. “You just need to give her more time. She’s in there. I’ve heard her say things. I’ve heard—”

“No, Cameron!” Ace yelled. “The more time we give her, the more she gets in your head.” Ace violently poked his own temple. “She’s leading you on, Cameron! She’s using your emotions against you to keep you believing she’ll turn, but she won’t!” Cameron looked away from his brother and put his hands behind his head as he thought through the situation. “Cameron,” Ace said, somber and quiet. “I still haven’t learned how I can take a witch’s curse from her . . . but . . . even when I do . . . you see, Jakka told me a witch must be willing to let me take it from her. We just don’t know, and I don’t want you getting too attached. I . . . I really need you on my side right now”

Cameron chuckled. “Tamara needs us on hers too.”

“Do you have any idea what I’m dealing with right now?” Ace said. “The entire world is deciding whether or not to trust me. Having done all the things we’ve done already, it’s hard enough as it is. How do you think it makes me look? Having my brother spend all day in a room with a witch because he wants to? You know what kind of position this puts me in?”

Cameron shook his head. He huffed facetiously and looked at his feet. Then, lifted his head to face his little brother. “I’m sorry your suffering cousin is such an inconvenience to you.”

Ace sighed. “You know that’s not what I mean, Cameron. But witchcraft is serious. We give the witch a chance to turn. But if she doesn’t take it . . . if she’s not willing . . .” Ace gulped his words down before he said them, “they will have to face the white fire.”

Cameron grit his teeth behind his lips. He turned to his left, yelled, and punched the door with all his might, leaving a decent size crack in the wood. He turned back to face Ace, “That’s a stupid rule! She’s family, Ace, how could you say that?”

Ace hung his head and buried his shattered heart. “Don’t let her deceive you, Cameron.”

“You haven’t even saved a witch yet!” Cameron said, “How do you know you didn’t just ask her the wrong way or something?”

“You’re right. I haven’t. But even when I learn how to, it’s not up to me, Cameron,” Ace said. “Jakka told me they must be willing to give up their—"

“She will be,” Cameron said. “Listen to me . . . she will be.”

Ace shook his head and closed his eyes to block the tears from escaping. “What—what if she won’t be?” He whispered.

“Look at me,” Cameron said. Ace slowly opened his eyes, allowing the tears to spill out and hit the floor. His brother’s face was stiff and stubborn. “I will never accept that.” He turned and walked down the winding stairs. He stopped for a minute and turned back. “And you shouldn’t either, little brother.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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New Water

Ace walked halfway around the residencies until he reached the double doors leading to the Halder’s Quarters. It always amazed him, the number of things in the Halder’s Quarters. It exceeded his expectation for comfort. It opened directly to a king-sized bed sunk in a frame of golden posts. To his right, a brick fireplace flickered and flooded the room with warmth. A shelf with dozens of books Ace had yet to read hung above it. One couch with two loveseats on either side sat on a rug of burgundy and golden patterns which resembled fae tattoos, surrounding the couch. 

Clahala sipped a cup of tea next to Kareena on the king-sized bed, and Alia sat close to the bed. The faes squinted at the light bursting through the crack in the doors when Ace stepped inside.

“Oh, hello, Ace,” Clahala said. 

“Hi, Mrs. Flare.” Ace watched Alia sit still and quiet as she kept her eyes on Kareena asleep in the bed. It was especially sad to see her this way, having remembered her to be a sprite young girl with a personality like Mid Spring. Even if she did embarrass him. Seeing Kareena wrought him weary as well. Every time he opened the door, he couldn’t help but believe she’d finally woken. Nevertheless, she remained still and quiet each time. And each time, an extra piece of Ace’s heart broke apart. The look on her sister’s face suggested a similar feeling. He had a hard time imagining what the pain of it was like for a family member like an older sister. As he stepped by Clahala’s side, he thanked the New Realm his brother was still safe. Then his stomach twisted at the thought of his brother’s future, should he keep spending all day with Tamara in the tower.

Ace stepped close to Alia, staring at Kareena with her. He sighed. “I really could use your guidance about now, Kareena.” He said softly.

“We all could,” Clahala said. 

Ace smirked at her. He gently patted Alia on her head and glanced at Kareena’s mother. “Came by to check on her.”

Clahala slowly stood from her seat.  “Would you like some tea? In your office maybe?” 

“Oh no, that’s not necessary.” 

“Nonsense,” she replied. “I’ve already got some made, I’ll pour you a cup and bring it to you.”

Ace grinned and walked to his office. He sat down on the hoverchair and glanced at his desk. He reached toward the video disc for a moment and paused. Calling Father crossed his mind. He was eager to see how things were with Juneg and Easley and Borundi. But what if Father had bad news? At this time, bad news was the last thing he needed, and he didn’t want to risk it. If he stayed out of contact with Father, hope had the better part of him. Besides, Father would have reported back if there had been any news.

Clahala entered with a steaming wooden cup of fae tea. She set it down on the desk. “It’s hot. Just finished a minute or two before you came in.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Flare,” Ace said, hand resting on the desk from where he’d almost called his dad.

“You’re quite welcome.” She motioned for the living room but shut the door instead of leaving. Then, she turned around and took a seat. “Ace,” she said in a hushed tone. He turned to her, now realizing a look in her eyes he hadn't seen before. “I have no idea what’s causing this thing with Kareena. I’ve tried every form of healing I’ve ever known, and nothing is working.”

Ace set his tea down and leaned over, elbows on his knees, to listen close. The lady fae had dark circles in her eyes from a lack of sleep, and her tattoos swayed back and forth on the curve of her jaw. Her perfect golden hair didn’t look so perfect anymore. It was pulled into a pony tail, but clumps of hair frizzled out and fell next to her face.

“There’s something you need to understand about this. I’ve come close to healing this sickness. I’ve been doing three sessions a day since we arrived here. Each time I grow closer, and each time, something swallows up my elyr just as I’m about to break it. I’m not sure what kind of spell is over her. But whatever it is, it’s powerful.”

Ace swallowed a lump. He glanced at the living room door, as if somehow it would help to better remember Kareena’s still face. He lowered his eyes and watched himself rub his thumb over his fingernails. “I think I know who may have an answer. Honestly, I was afraid I’d have an idea of who I need to speak with next. I think it’s what she wants. It’s bait.”

Clahala grabbed Ace’s arm. He looked at her. “There’s not much else we can do. I’ve tried everything. She’s not eating, and she won’t hang on unless something can be done.”

The glint in Clahala’s eyes grew brighter.

Without much of a choice, Ace nodded. “I’ll figure something out.”

“Ace,” she said softly. “I’m in pain, yes, but I have not lost hope. I need you to understand that. She will make it out of this. But I don’t believe it will be my doing. She needs the Elyrian.”

Ace groaned and rubbed his palms on his temples. “I don’t know how much more I can do. The weight of it all feels like someone built a house on my shoulders. The elite still don’t trust me, half the nation of Breen hates me for destroying their hopes that Rio was the Chosen and . . .” he closed his eyes and dropped his arms like noodles. “Kareena is under some kind of spell because of me.”

Clahala scooched off the couch and knelt to eye level with him. She placed a gentle hand on top of his. “Ace, Kareena is safe because of you. It was her decision to get mixed up in all this, not yours. She used to be a wonderful healer, and I tried to convince her to remain one when she was young, but she’s always been more ambitious than that. Anyway, you jumped in and saved her before it got any worse. And as far as the faes and the elite, forget about them. The Emerson Stone himself chose you. That is the highest honor in all Yutara, and the rest of the world can just deal with it. Kareena will be just fine, Ace. And so will you. And so will Yutara.”” Ace smiled at her. She reached over and hugged him tight. He delighted in the warmth rushing into his heart when she did. It almost seemed as if a new strength sparked inside him. It almost seemed as if a familiar comfort he’d lost long ago had found him once again. Like a dead flower drenched in new water at the end of Late Winter. It almost seemed as if he had a mom again. 
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CHAPTER NINE
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Fun

Ace took a moment to breathe before he stepped through the door. He wondered what he might say; what might be said to him. Finding the new strength inside him, he exhaled, and followed the winding staircase downward. The familiar sense of rotting and dread seeped into his skin. He had no intention of playing nice. He was sick of the games. As he wound around the last few steps, Aunt Kaitlyn sat behind the cellar bars coated with anti-magic. Her smile wicked and her eyes expectant. Her blond hair had been turning black and the smoke from her skin crept through some of the bars. To the left, the fae witch who had cast a spell on Kareena sat curled like a ball against the other wall.

“Well, well, well,” Aunt Kaitlyn said. “I knew you’d come to visit me sooner or later.”

Ace placed his hand on the chrome plate. The anti-magic fled, and Aunt Kaitlyn sat in shock for a moment, realizing nothing stood between her and the Elyrian. Ace used the element of surprise to his advantage and threw a wave of white fire at her. The force of it sent her flying to the other side of the cellar and smacking against the jagged stone wall. Remnants of the pale flame stuck to her. She shrieked and patted them away. Ace stepped inside, eyes as dark as his aunt’s soul. The fae witch had just barely glanced up in the midst of all this, and Ace threw another wave of white fire at her as well. She leaped away from it and hid in the corner with Aunt Kaitlyn. The two witches trembled before him. 

“Release your spell on Kareena!” Ace yelled.

Aunt Kaitlyn glanced back to Ace after patting the rest of the elyr away. “What are you talking about? We’re stuck behind a force of ant-magic, you know just as well—”

Ace shot another wave of pale flame against them. They shrieked so loud, he was sure the entire castle heard it. The shrill cry of the witches slapped against the open cellar and rattled his brain. They patted the flames away frantically. He raised his hand in the sky and held another great pale flame before them, taunting them with it. They raised their hands in surrender.

“I’m not playing games with you, Aunt,” Ace said. He kneeled close to them on the floor, the flame still alive and well. He stared into the eyes of the fae witch. “She went to sleep when she tried to stop you. It was your spell that sent her under.”

“Yesss,” the fae witch said, her face shaking with fear, “It wass my spell that ssent her under, but I cannot keep her under. Not here.”

“Then who is?” Ace said.

The corners of Kaitlyn’s mouth curled up into a wicked smile. Her mouth opened to reveal her black teeth and she laughed mockingly. The fae witch buried her face in her arms.

“Tell me or allow the Light to unleash his wrath on you sorceresses.”

“You can’t do that, and you know why.” Kaitlyn’s voice sent him seething with rage.

Ace laughed, keeping his eyes locked on his aunt. “Sure, I can. You won’t tell me what I want to know anyway. What’s the point in keep you around?”

“Fear.”

Ace kept his eyes dark and fixed on her. 

“Yess.” She continued. “You know as well as I, getting rid of me will cause more problems than you can bear right now. I’m your only chance at finding her. Only I know where she is. You have no leads.” 

“True,” Ace agreed. He moved his hand with the flame of the elyr before the fae witch. She moaned and backed against the wall, trembling and stretching to avoid so much as a graze of the white fire. “But I guess that means there’s not much more use of her, is there?”

Aunt Kaitlyn said nothing, and the fae witch glanced at her with horror. Kaitlyn looked back and forth between Ace and the fae. At first, she looked horrified, then uncertain, then her face went dark, and the lines on her face grew sharp and thin. Her mouth went wide and straight. Not quite a smile, not quite a frown.

“You won’t do it.”

Ace’s hand began to shake with fury before the fae. “What makes you so sure?”

The Supreme Witch tipped her head one way and another, as if her gaze could dig further inside him and find something. To Ace’s misfortune, it worked.

“You need something first. You won’t harm us until, or unless you find it. And you never will.”

Ace grit his teeth. He roared and spread his arms, sending two great streams of the elyr on either side of him. Both witches curled up and buried themselves in fetal positions. Ace stood and turned around, rubbing his right knuckles on his left palm. 

Aunt Kaitlyn’s right, he thought. I can’t use the elyr to take them from this world. It wouldn’t be fair. Not until I discover how to take their curses from them. Not until each witch has a chance to turn away. 

Furious, he kept his back to the witches, but turned his neck enough so they could see his profile.

“What do you want?” he asked softly.

Aunt Kaitlyn laughed a shrill laugh. “I’ve already given you my demands. All I want is my oldest daughter here with me. That’s all you had to do this entire time. Just bring her here. Let her be with me, with her mother. I will tell you what you need to know about Julie. And, who knows? Maybe how to save your little fae girl thing.”

Ace grunted. “I will not sacrifice one family member to save another,” Ace said. 

“You’d sacrifice me . . .”

“You’re not family, you’re a member of the council.”

“And Tamara isn’t?”

Ace turned all the way around. “You know the difference between you and Tamara. You chose this. Tamara was chosen.”

“She didn’t put up much of a fight. Face it, Ace. You and your brother are wasting your time. She’s mine and she’s not coming back. Julie, however. She is not yet of age. Give me my oldest, and you will have Julie and your fae friend. Or, sacrifice them all. It’s not all that bad a deal when you think about it.”

Ace grunted. He turned back to the open door of the cellar. Fire spread in his veins. He clenched his fists, realizing he had no other options. 

Why would she even want Tamara? he thought. It didn’t make any sense. Only one thought made sense to him. He walked outside the cellar door and placed a hand on the chrome plate. The bars rushed down and covered themselves in anti-magic orange. 

“I don’t negotiate with witches,” he said. “Besides, you’ve given me all the information I needed.”

Aunt Kaitlyn and the fae witch looked at each other, then back to him. “What information?” Aunt Kaitlyn said with an odd amount of sincerity. 

The Elyrian raised an eyebrow and half grinned. “I just left the cellar door open for who knows how long, and all you two did was tremble in the corner. You’re desperate, yet you didn’t use magic, even when I gave you every chance to. Oh yeah, and purposely allowed several thoughts to pass through my mind, but you read none of them. You never tried to speak in my thoughts either. Look at you two! You’re both still trembling in the back corner even though the bars are up and I’m on the other side. The Light is growing too powerful. You sense it in me. You sense it in the air. The good news is it's spreading. I can see the terror in your dark eyes, Aunt. You can’t keep up this charade, because the Elyrian has come.” He stepped a bit closer and glanced at the horror on both their faces. They looked as if they’d seen a ghost, which seemed ironic to him. Then, he spoke in the Light’s tongue, and when he did, they shrieked and moaned and clawed at their ears.

“Z’s Onthraga fenthrend’di. Z’s liatel yestidi frun. Z’s nenlef archro’diundoor.”

Though he knew they didn’t understand the words, he also knew the sound of the Light’s tongue tortured him. And so he spoke. What he had spoken was true and good to be said, but he didn’t say it so much for the meaning in the words as he did the meaning in seeing them tremble. He spoke to proclaim truth, but he also spoke to observe the Light’s power over them. It reignited his hope, yes, but he also did it for the sheer pleasure of their fear. He did it for fun.
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CHAPTER TEN
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Less Than A Whole Day

Ace walked back up the winding staircase to find Cameron rushing down. His older brother stopped just before smacking into him and yelped.

“Cameron,” Ace said, raising an eyebrow, “What are you doing here?”

“There were witch screams,” Cameron said. “I was just about to enter Tamara’s Quarters when I heard it. I knew it could’ve only come from one place. Wanted to see if everything was okay.”

Ace nodded. “Everything’s fine.” He continued up the stairs and bumped into his brother’s shoulder.

Cameron followed behind him. “Well, what were you doing down there?”

“Came to see if she’d changed her mind about sharing information about Julie,” Ace said.

“Any luck?”

“None.”

They reached the top of the staircase and entered the hall. Surprised to find a group of hunters in a mix of the races standing by the door to the cellar. They questioned Ace with their eyes. Probably twenty or thirty hunters clustered together, peering as if they were awaiting his exit from the cellar stairwell.

“What?” Ace said. “Carry on.” The crowd slowly scattered back into the castle, making it possible to see Fen Echer and Lady Akyla standing in front of Ihana. The water drake had her arms spread and fingers splayed, making a barrier for them. The fae Elder looked irritable and wrinkled. Lady Akyla peered over Ihana’s arms like a curious child.

What’s going on with them? Ace thought. He moved toward them, but Cameron grabbed his arm.

“Something doesn’t seem right,” Cameron said.

“No kidding,” Ace said. He stopped and turned to face his older brother. “No one seems to trust me right now. That’s what’s not right.” 

Cameron sighed. “Ace, what else did you talk with Aunt Kaitlyn about?”

Ace shook his head. “It’s not important.”

“It is to me. We’re Halders.”

Ace placed a hand on his older brother’s shoulder. “Cameron, I really need you to trust me right now. No one else does.”

“Then tell me what else you spoke about.”

Ace’s eyes went back and forth between Cameron and the ground. “I . . .” He clenched his jaw. If he told Cameron Aunt Kaitlyn would give them Julie’s location if they brought Tamara to her, he might do it. He’d been spending so much time with Tamara already, opening his mind to deception. “I just can’t, Cameron.”

Cameron pulled away from Ace’s hand. “Of course you can’t. Forgive me for asking you to reveal private matters, oh great Halder.” He bowed mockingly. 

“Cameron, that’s not—”

“Forget it.” Cameron said. “I’m beginning to think I’m the only one who understands the meaning of family around here.” He bolted out the double doors into the inner courtyard. He thought to run after his older brother but focused on more urgent matters when he heard Ihana yell.

“Wait!”

His eyes shot to her to find Fen Echer had moved Ihana away and was stomping his way over to him. Lady Akyla and Ihana followed close behind.

“What was that screeching we heard?” The noble fae said.

“That was a witch, Fen Elder,” Ace responded. The tone in his voice and on his face resembled one another. Unapologetic.

“And just what was a witch doing in your Headquarters?”

“We keep them in the cellar,” Ace said.

Fen Echer’s face drained of color. He placed a hand on his forehead and allowed gravity to tug at the skin on his face. “You—witch—the cellar?”

“Fen Elder,” Ace said as he straightened his posture. He wasn’t sure if he and Cameron’s encounter had finally pushed him to the limit, so he simply stopped trying to please everyone, or if the feeling of Clahala’s support had spurred a new identity in him. Maybe it was both, but either way, his following words came like those of a patient person who’d been tried long enough. “Is there a more proper way you suggest we handle those who practice magic?” 

Fen Echer looked around the air as if he were following the buzz of a fly. He flopped his arms by his side and shot a furious glance at Ace. “Well, there has to be something smarter than keeping witches underground in the very place you claim to be working against them! You’re housing them for goodness sake!”

“Fen Elder, witches are always on the prowl. Darkness finds us when we’re not searching for it, and sometimes even when we’re trying to run from it. If you then, go out of your way to find it, how much darkness do you think will surround you?” 

The fae Elder slowly broadened his shoulders and lifted his jaw as Ace spoke, masquerading his authority. A stiffened tone on his face and a few flares of his nostrils were the only responses he offered the boy.

Ace answered his own question. “Enough darkness to prevent you from seeing any light at all. So long as you keep looking for a way to distrust me, you will find it.” 

“Listen here,” Fen Echer said. “I know the other Elders have deemed you the Chosen, but a unanimous decision is required to make it so in Breen. Until then, you have no right to speak to me that way.”

“Well we’re not in Breen, are we?” Ace said. His peripherals revealed Ihana’s jaw drop. Lady Akyla even seemed a bit disturbed by it. “And you’re wrong. I am Emery’s Chosen, whether the Elders ‘deem it so’ or not, because the Light himself has deemed it so. It’s not a matter of belief, Fen Echer, it’s a matter of acceptance or rejection. Take your pick.” Ace had begun to take notice of the hunters and elyrians walking by, glancing at their debate. He wondered if he should take it private, but then decided otherwise. Whatever he had to say, all Gathara had the right to know. He had no secrets to keep.

The fae Elder’s upper eyelids raised slightly. “You speak with pride! Are you really going to dodge the issue I’ve raised before you? You are keeping witches alive down there!”

“We’re keeping them prisoners.” Ace said sternly.

“Sorcery is not meant to be taken so lightly. In Breen, we lash sorcerers.”

“No, in Breen, you lash elyrians!” Ace shouted. His voice slapped the walls of Indie Castle, commanding everyone’s attention. Fen Echer looked as if the words hit him in the gut and he took a gentle step back. “In Breen, you’ve outlawed the only true power against the darkness,” the Elyrian’s voice slowly grew calmer, “the elyr is the only way to defeat the council.”

Fen Echer stepped forward, towering over the boy. “Well you’re not doing so great a job of convincing me! It’s all starting to look the same! You’ve got live witches down there roaming around!”

“You’re right, Fen Echer,” Ace said. “We do have witches down there. You know why? Because if a witch is willing, she can be freed of her curse. There is a cure, and until I figure out how to use it, witches remain prisoners.”

Fen Echer squinted. “A cure? Wh—” He placed his hands on top of his head. And flopped them back down with a loud exhale. “Come, Lady Akyla. We’re packing our things and leaving this dreadful place. And the Elders won’t be pleased with the news I’ll be bringing with me.” He bolted out of the double doors the same way Cameron had a moment ago. 

Lady Akyla innocently motioned her eyes between Ace and the double doors for a moment. Finally, she offered a gently curtsy and said, “Apologies, Chosen Elyrian. I—I must obey my noble master.” She scurried away to follow Fen Echer, her golden robes wiping the tile behind her. Ace gave Ihana a bland stare and a few eavesdropping hunters and elyrians passed by. 

The water drake chuckled and clapped. “Good job,” she said. “You spent all that time in the meeting telling us how important ‘patience’ and ‘earning Fen Echer’s and Lady Akyla’s trust,’ was. And you managed to ruin that in less than a whole day! Actually, it only took you a few minutes!” 

Ace looked daggers at her. “Wait outside their rooms. When they come out, try any means necessary to get them to reconsider leaving. If they don’t, see to it that they have no issues leaving.”

Ihana shrugged. “As you wish.” She turned and followed the noble faes to the inner courtyard.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Bad Fruit

Ace thought he might yank his hair out. At the same time, the urge to mourn arose. As well as the urge to just give up. Every turn he made resulted in losing someone’s trust. It didn’t bother him as much with the hunters in Headquarters. Though it weighed heavier on the outcome of the war, the hunters were virtually strangers. Cameron was his blood. They always stuck together, since he could remember. And now, the two faes whose trust he needed most were ready to convince all Breen not to trust him. The lines on his face remained harsh. He didn’t want the passing hunters and elyrians to see him worrying. 

He marched along the hall and opened a door to the shooting range, then slammed it shut behind him. He found Uncle Marcus with an AMR, aiming at hologram witches and George standing next to him. 

“No, that’s plasma,” George said. “You have to make sure the switch is flipped so you shoot them with anti-magic.”

“Why not just shoot them with plasma?” Uncle Marcus said, a hint of personal attachment in his voice.

“Because we capture witches, we don’t kill them. It’s a protocol issued by Marty himself.” As he said this, his eyes caught Ace’s and he broke apart from his trainee. “Hello, there.” Uncle Marcus turned around as well. George said, “You have any idea what all that ruckus was out there?”

Ace nodded. “I do, but I don’t feel like talking about it right now. I came in here to get away from it.”

“Everything okay?” asked George.

Ace slid, back against the door, until he sat on the ground. “I don’t know. Can you just gimme a minute?”

George and Uncle Marcus glanced at each other, nodded, and George made an exit on the other side.

Uncle Marcus walked to Ace. “Doesn’t have anything to do with Tamara, does it? I heard the witch scream. Thought it was hers and my heart dropped. But George told me it came from the cellar beneath us. Oh yeah, that reminds me. You have a witch cellar down here? This place becomes stranger the longer I’m here.”

Ace dismissed his question. “It was your wife.”

Uncle Marcus winced. “Doesn’t sound much better than if it were Tamara.”

“You know, Tamara had you under a spell for a long time. You never once found out where Julie was?”

Uncle Marcus shook his head. He sat down on the ground next to his nephew. “Believe me, if I did, I’d be the first one to go after her. Is that what the scream was about?”

Ace kept his eyes on the other door across from him. “She told me if I bring Tamara to her, she’ll tell me where Julie is.”

“You didn’t agree, did you?”

Ace gently wagged his head no.

Uncle Marcus breathed a half sigh. “Good. There’s no trusting her, that’s for sure. She’s always had some ulterior motive when she makes requests like that.” After a brief silence, Uncle Marcus motioned to get up. “Well,” he said, his voice strained from his effort to stand, “I can see you need a handful of moments to sort things out. I’ll leave you be. Just know if there’s anything I can help with, I’m here.”

Ace nodded a thank you and Uncle Marcus made way for the opposite door. “Uncle Marcus,” Ace said. The tan man turned his neck to Ace, though his body remained facing away from him. “Do you trust me?”

“Do I trust you?”

“Yea. Do you?”

Uncle Marcus smiled. “Of course I do.” He shrugged nonchalantly and rolled his eyes playfully. “You’re family.”

Ace smiled back. “Thank you.”

*
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THARUACH HAD BEEN INSTRUCTING a group of fae hunters in the ways of the elyr on one side of the courtyard. Some faes were young ones dressed in robes who hadn’t originally joined the Indies. When Ace stepped in closer, some faes glanced at him, who by now had hovered behind Tharuach to observe. He stood with crossed arms, patiently waiting for a moment alone with the tall fae.

Tharuach instructed them to perform a fluid motion, creating a stream of fire from one hand to the next. 

“Lenreal,” Tharuach said. One of the fae girls, who appeared about Cameron’s age, looked at Tharuach. She had golden hair pulled into a ponytail. The scars on her face wrapped over the bridge of her nose and circled back around, pointing to the corners of each eye. “Your stream is breaking halfway.”

“Yes, Mr. Flare,” she said. “I’m not sure why.”

Tharuach signaled her over with his index finger. She let her flame disappear and lowered her head shamefully. She stepped through the crowd of fae hunters and stood just before the tall, golden fae. 

“Explain to me why you left your elyr behind in the first place. What’s the meaning behind those scars?”

One of her eyes twitched. She chuckled lightly, glanced behind her at the other students, then looked back up to the instructor. “I’m sorry, sir. How is this relevant?”

Tharuach laughed lightheartedly. “And you wonder why your flame is so timid.” He looked at the rest of the class and raised a hand. Everyone stopped their stream of fire and stood attentively. “Does anyone wish to answer her question?” One fae girl, about the same age, raised her hands. She was dressed in silver clothing like the faes of Breen. Her silver robe was cut so it wore like a skirt and a top over wrappings of linen cloth underneath. Her tattoos were only three wavy lines, falling from her hairline to her jawbone, with a few dots on either side of them. “Yes, Yuley?”

She lowered her hand. “The strength of one’s the elyr comes from the strength of one’s heart. The motives behind wanting to learn the elyr is everything.”

“Great, Yuley,” Tharuach said, “This is true. However, there’s something else I was looking for. Can anyone else tell me the answer?”

The girl he originally called looked up to him and blurted the answer. “My motive for leaving the elyr is the very thing which would hinder its growth, should I return.”

Tharuach smiled. “Precisely, Lenreal.” She looked away and nodded hesitantly. “What is the matter?” Tharuach said.

She rubbed her neck and looked back at him. “I just—It’s just.” She let out an exhaustive breath. “It can’t be that simple. There has to be more to learning how to perform this ability.”

Tharuach raised a finger. “On the contrary. How do you play the guitar?”

She met his eyes with question. Some of the students whispered curiously among each other.

“I’m sorry, sir, what was your question?”

“How do you play the guitar?”

“Um, well, I don’t play the guitar.”

“I know that, but you know how, don’t you?”

She scratched her head. “You press your fingers on the frets, and pluck the strings?”

“Well, that sounds incredibly too simple. If it’s that simple, you can probably play like a professional, right?”

She half-smiled. Tharuach raised his eyebrows, anticipating her response. He glanced around to the classroom for a moment. Everyone was silent.

“You see,” Tharuach said, “simple doesn’t mean easy. Because something is less complicated to understand, does not mean it will be less difficult to perform. Playing a guitar is as simple as plucking a string, but too difficult for one to master in a day. The same is true for the elyr. The strength of your light is as simple as becoming the person the Light intended us to be. It’s within our nature to complicate things. To over analyze until we’ve finally figured out what we’re looking for. Magic uses this to our disadvantage. Magic teaches that what you are searching for is complex and difficult to find, so it promises to find it for you and give it to you. It’s a lie we all cling to. Because, more often than not, the answer to what we’re looking for is directly in front of us, we just don’t want to accept it.”

Tharuach turned his head to find Ace listening in. He smiled and turned back to his students. “That is all for today. You are dismissed.” All of them relaxed and dispersed. Some stayed and talked with each other. Tharuach tapped Lenreal’s shoulder before she could leave. She turned to face him. “There’s one more thing I want to tell you before you leave today. You addressed the elyr as an ability a moment ago. If you continue believing the elyr is some sort of thing you can perform, your light will be weak. You know why this is, don’t you?”

She glanced up at him. “The elyr is a gift. Not an ability.”

He grinned and nodded his approval. “We can’t tell the Light what to do in the same way we can tell a guitar what notes it ought to play. We can only do what the Light allows us. We are the instrument. He is the musician.”

“Tharuach,” she said. “I never answered your question. About why I chose to leave behind the elyr.”

The tall fae waved a hand in the air. “I don’t need to know the answer. I just need you to know it.”

She nodded quietly and turned away. Tharuach turned around, and Ace had already made his way to the grass where he’d been teaching.

“You could’ve interrupted class,” Tharuach said, “you are the Halder, you know.”

Ace chuckled. “I enjoyed hearing what you had to say. I needed to hear it myself, honestly. I’m learning new things about the elyr every day. I hardly feel qualified to be the one leading the Israh.”

Tharauch grinned. “Emery himself chose you. That’s all the qualification you need.” Ace nodded. His eyes displaying a hint of doubt in the fae’s statement. “Well,” Tharuach said, interrupting the quiet, “While I have you next to me, there’s something I’ve been wanting to discuss with you.” Ace shot him a questioning look. He’d also come to him for something specific, but his curiosity persuaded him to wait.

The fae’s voice drifted to a cold whisper. “I’ve felt an odd stirring in the air. Ever since your announcement as Halder. Can you feel it? The Israh is peeling at the seams.” 

Ace regarded the fae’s statement with a derisive huff. “That ‘odd stirring’ have anything to do with the fact that Fen Echer and Lady Akyla are furious and leaving?”

Tharuach acknowledged this with a gentle sway of his head, but nothing more. He placed a hand on Ace’s shoulder and they paused outside the double doors and turned to face one another. “It’s not the end of the world, those two faes leaving, there are still faes in Breen who trust us. But I’m afraid if this path continues, the Israh will fall apart. This may be hard news for you, but I believe it may have something to do with your brother.”

Ace’s brow furrowed, and he took a step back.

“I assure you, I mean no disrespect,” Tharuach said. “I’m sure what he—well, and you—are going through is very difficult. But, Ace, he’s locked himself away in that tower with a witch each day. I’m afraid he’s being deceived. I’m afraid it’s opened doors for the Israh to doubt you.”

“I think you may be right,” Ace said. “But I don’t think it’s entirely my brother. I’m worried about another.”

“Ihana?” 

Ace nodded with dark eyes. “I think her lack of trust is bleeding into the hunters who look up to her.”

“Yes, yes,” Tharauch said. “I agree, but I think that’s only a symptom of the problem I’ve just told you about. Cameron spends all day with a witch and comes back down to mingle with us. There’s no telling what lies he’s being fed. Deception is contagious, you know. It doesn’t have to be spoken quite so much to take hold. The heart is an easy thing to turn. All you need is bad fruit.”

Ace nodded. He felt a caving motion in his chest but turned to ignore it. 

“I’m not suggesting you lock him away in the cellar,” Tharuach said, “but if something doesn’t change soon, I’m afraid more pressing actions must be taken.” Ace didn’t respond. Tharuach offered a slight bow and gracefully made his way toward the Great Hall. When Ace turned, he found Ihana and Fen Echer standing behind them on the sidewalk. The noble fae took a couple steps toward him, but the anger had fled from his face.

Before Ace could say anything, the noble fae said, “I’m afraid my attachment to the tradition of things may have caused me to lash out inappropriately. I realize I am in a new place of which has been disconnected from the faes of Breen for quite some time, so I should expect a different sort of culture here. We noble faes, especially Elders, always try to carry ourselves in a respectable manner. I’m afraid I failed to do so at our last encounter, and I apologize.”

Ace gently shuffled his feet, as if where he stood might help him better understand the words he’d just heard. “It—I—” He rubbed the back of his neck and coughed. “Well, that’s alright, Fen Elder. I too could have acted better.” His eyes shifted between the fae and Ihana, waiting for some explanation as to the Elder’s sudden change of heart.

“Yes, well, we’re both on edge right now,” Fen Echer said. “Lot of pressure on us. Your water drake friend revealed this to me as me and Lady Akyla were storming out of our rooms. She also reminded me of your personal connection with the witches you keep alive in the cellar. One is your aunt, and the other has a spell over your girlfriend.”

“She’s not my—” Ace sighed. He noticed Ihana glancing at him wit half grin and a raised eyebrow.

Fen Echer ignored them and continued, “I do believe if anyone should not want those witches around, it should be you. So, I must ask, why?”

“If I knew for certain the spell over Kareena would go away once the witches were gone, it may be a different story. But they’re trapped behind anti-magic right now, so it’s hard to believe they have anything to do with it. If they’re not, then it’s simple. If not for the Light’s forgiveness, I would be one of them. So, until they’ve had a chance to turn away, I can make no judgment.”

Fen Echer broadened his chest and nodded gracefully.

“Fen Echer,” Ace said, “does all this mean you’ve reconsidered your departure?”

He breathed in through his nose and looked skyward. “I suppose it does. But let me be clear. I’m not staying because I now trust you. I’m staying because I still don’t understand your motives, and it would be unwise to leave without first discovering them.”

“Discover away, Fen Elder. I have nothing to hide. As a matter of fact,” Ace glanced at the water drake. “Ihana, would you be so kind as to show the noble faes the City Watch Room. On second thought, give them a tour of the whole place. Explain to him the process here. How we train hunters and fight magic, and how we aim to protect our citizens from the dangers of sorcery.”

Ihana nodded and gestured for Fen Echer to follow. “This way, Fen Elder.” 

“Oh, and Ihana?” Ace said.

She glanced behind. 

“Thank you.”

She didn’t say anything back, or even nod. She simply turned around and followed orders to take the faes to the City Watch Room. And Ace then wondered something of his own. How could Ihana have convinced him so easily? What was the water drake hiding? 
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CHAPTER TWELVE

[image: image]






Chasing A Thing

Ace thought he might follow Ihana and the noble faes as she gave them a tour, but he dismissed the thought soon after. Instead, he chose to find Trilo. Not for some important matter regarding the war or how he might convince the skeptical hunter faes the elyr is a good thing, but simply because the scarred fae had a gift for being sprightly in sour times. Ace wandered the halls aimlessly for a short while until he turned down Trainee Hall. Several young hunters moved about the hall, most of them leaving a classroom, and some went from one room to another. He found Trilo when he passed by an open door. The corner of his eye revealed a glimpse of the scarred fae speaking with Uncle Marcus. Ace peered in, catching them mid conversation.

“ . . .were leaving because they practiced the elyr?” Uncle Marcus asked.

“Oh yeah. It’s a pretty big deal in Breen—or was, I should say—and I guess my parents wanted to take the risk by coming here,” Trilo said.

“When did faes in Breen stop trusting the elyr? Suddenly they just woke up one day and decided their gifts were evil?”

“Who knows, Marcus. It’s a mystery to me. I’m not a history buff. If you wanna know more about those kinds of questions, I’d recommend talking to the tall, gold fae. He’s probably got a better answer than I do. There’s also Officer Nenem, who teaches history to new recruits. Real history, anyway. She’s the tall jag with the wavy type of antlers.” Trilo wiggled his hands by his head to mimic them. Ace leaned on the door and it creaked, grabbing the attention of Uncle Marcus and Trilo.

“Oh, hello there! If it isn’t the Halder himself,” Trilo said. Uncle Marcus tilted his head forward in a gentle greeting. “To what do we owe the pleasure?” 

“Honestly?” Ace asked. “I need a break.”

Trilo’s grin turned wicked. “Prodigal street?”

“Prodigal street.”

*
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TRILO, UNCLE MARCUS, and Ace spent time swapping stories, watching the street performers, and sampling the many great foods lining the sidewalks. At first, Uncle Marcus appeared distant and inattentive, but Ace couldn’t blame him. All he had been through would be enough to make anyone go mad, much less lose the simple pleasures of dining with friends. However, as the night went on, Ace’s uncle slowly warmed up to them, and he even chimed in the conversation. As they had been sitting outside to watch the music and dancing, eating myrberries and cream for desert, the tan man chuckled and glanced over to Ace.

“Did I ever tell you what your grandfather said when I asked his permission to marry your Aunt Kaitlyn?”

Ace glanced back at him and shook his head shyly.

“Well, I wasn’t at all nervous, and I guess that was pride. I said all the cliche stuff. You know, that I would protect her, care for her, and that I loved her. But your grandfather just stared at me blankly and simply said, ‘Women can make the wisest men foolish, the strongest men weak, and the sanest men loony. Men will do anything for a woman they’re infatuated with, but only what’s best for a woman they truly love. If you don’t know for sure that the latter best describes you, then I know my daughter well enough to know she’s not the one who will need protection. You are.’

“I had no idea what he was talking about.” Uncle Marcus turned his attention back to the dancers and ate another spoonful of his desert. “Now, I think I have a better idea.”

*
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THEY LEFT PRODIGAL street in joyful contrast from when they’d come, and as they laughed and spoke, making their way across the bridge back to the castle, Ace saw Father arguing with one of the guards outside the castle door.

“You can’t tell me you don’t know who I am,” Colton Halder said. “I’m the Halder’s father! The original Halder’s son!” 

The guard stood with a still, rigid face, staring over the bridge.

“Dad!” Ace shouted. Father turned around and smiled.

“Son!”

“Colton!”

“Marcus!”

They greeted one another with welcomed embraces, and Trilo stood off to the side watching awkwardly. After the last hug between Father and Uncle Marcus, Trilo said, “Trilo?”

“What are you doing back?” Ace asked, too happy to have paid attention to the scarred fae’s remark.

“I came to tell you everything is great, and the ship is still there, secure and safe. Juneg and Borundi have already recruited two new hunters, and they have the town’s support. Things are looking up.”

Ace exhaled and fell nearly limp with relief. When he’d first seen Father, he worried his dad had returned so soon because he needed backup, for everyone in the town had turned against them and started riots. 

“Great,” Ace said. He glanced at Trilo. “Though it’s a small start, it’s a start nonetheless. I think what we ought to do is send some new recruits from Hillrun to other surrounding towns. Start spreading the word.”

Trilo swayed his head from side to side, as if not to say, “no,” but also not to say, “yes.”

“Well,” the scarred fae said, “I agree, but we shouldn’t get too excited here. There’s a lot of Heorg that has already been influenced by Gathara. Many jags already believe in witches. Won’t be super hard to recruit them.”

“All the more reason to start here!” Ace said enthusiastically. “I did say it was a small beginning. And let’s not forget, the Light started this whole thing by giving me his tiny stone on a ship in the middle of the ocean. Key word there is me. The Light doesn’t seem to mind small beginnings.” 

“Couldn’t agree more,” Father said, slapping Ace gently on the back. “Now, where’s my other son? I’ve spent enough time without having you two beside me. I figured we should change that while I’m here.”

The four of them traded silent eyes for a moment, then Ace said, “Sure, Dad. Let’s head in.” They turned to the front gate and the guard pressed his hand to the chrome plate beside him, lifting the gates to Indie Castle. 

“Apologies, Mr. Halder,” the guard said. 

“Accepted,” Father said. They parted ways at the hall to the inner courtyard. Trilo and Uncle Marcus continued, but Ace led Father to the residencies to see Cameron. Together, the Elyrian and his father reminisced on family memories, and a familiar thing tugged on Ace’s heart; one he hadn’t felt for some time. It told him he was secure. Safe. During which, all the insecurities he’d ignored around others surfaced. They crept to the tip of his tongue, blaming their existence on the lack of trust he felt from others around him. As they entered the residencies from the courtyard, Ace stopped.

“Dad,” he said, “I’m not sure what to do.”

Colton turned and responded softly. “What do you mean, son?”

“I mean, the whole world seems to be falling apart. I’m the one chosen to lead the whole movement that can bring the world back together, and I’m failing miserably.”

“What?” Father said. He stepped close and wrapped one arm around his son. “Why would you say such a thing? In one year, you’ve managed to take your grandfather’s place and introduce an entire city to accept something they were entirely against.”

“But I haven’t though, Dad,” Ace said. “Most of them still don’t trust me. And all the success I’ve had hasn’t been me at all. I’ve messed up at every turn. Things just kind of happened for me. In the end, it all worked out, but not because of anything I did.”

Father chuckled. “Can I tell you a secret?”

Ace looked up. “What?”

“That’s what being an adult is like. The only times we experience success is when it happens upon us. Not to discredit hard work or anything like that. But often times it’s our continual persistence that lands us in the right place at the right time.”

Ace raised an eyebrow at his Father, making it clear he didn’t fully understand.

“You see, we get past a certain age and spend so much time chasing a thing. When we finally get it, and taste a little bit of the success, we still don’t think we have it. Truth is, there’s no such thing as ‘figuring it out.’ You never wake up one day and suddenly the world makes sense.” He pulled Ace tight into his ribs as he spoke the next thing. “If there’s anyone who has experience making mistakes, it’s me. I was a terrible father to you and your brother. And look. You two turned out to be quite incredible young men. You are literally leading a worldwide revolution, Ace. That’s certainly not my doing as a father. I can’t take credit for that. It just happened upon me. But I’m not so sure I could call having a child as incredible as you or your brother anything other than successful. More successful than a father could ever dream.”

Ace laughed lightheartedly. He smiled wide and looked away. He wanted to thank him. Tell him how much the words meant. But he felt it wouldn’t be fair to simply accept Father’s praise without first warning him of what news awaited him in the tower. He suppressed his leaping heart and pulled away from his dad.

“Thank you, Dad. But there’s more you don’t understand. Gathara isn’t holding up right now. We’re having a hard time convincing those who don’t trust us and our growth has stunted. Tharauch and I seem to think we have an explanation for it. It’s Cameron. He’s being deceived by Tamara. Dad, he’s been locking himself in the tower every day, talking to her, trying to get her to change her mind and come back.”

To Ace’s surprise, Father didn’t seem taken aback. In fact, he nodded in agreement with his son’s words and rubbed his chin, actively listening. “Let me ask you something, Ace.” Ace raised one eyebrow, a little irritated it seemed his dad didn’t listen to a word he’d just said. “Do you think Cameron’s been acting any different?”

Ace paused. He opened his mouth, closed it, then opened it again. “Uh . . . well, other than what I just told you?”

Father shook his head and waved his hand in a rejecting motion. “Not what I mean. I mean, when you two are together, when you’re talking, does he seem himself?”

“Well, yeah. For the most part.”

“And don’t you want Tamara back too?”

“Of course, Dad, but it’s—”

“Then trust him.”

Father allowed a moment of silence to pass before speaking again.

“Look, son. I know he may be a little too hung up over his cousin. I’ll give you that. But you know your brother better than I. He’s smart. He wouldn’t let Tamara deceive him.”

Ace bit his tongue. He found himself growing angry at Father for allowing Cameron to give into this, even after explaining how dire the situation was. 

“Listen, Ace,” Father said. “Cameron is hurting right now. He needs family to support him right now.”

“So do I.”

“Which makes my point all the more powerful.” 

Ace scoffed. “Why are you telling me this and not Cameron?”

“Who says I’m not? Your brother and I had quite a talk when we brought Tamara back to Gathara from Breen. He knows what’s at stake. He wouldn’t risk it.” Father leaned close and placed both hands on each of Ace’s shoulders. “He needs you to trust him. Just like you need him to trust you. Just like I need both of you to trust me.”

Ace nodded and lowered his head quietly, half accepting, half dismissing what his dad said.

“Besides,” Colton said, “even if he is making a mistake, it’ll all work out in the end, right? Like we just discussed.”

Ace sighed and nodded. “Yeah,” he said softly, “it’ll all work out.” He walked past his dad and continued along the path to meet Cameron. Once they arrived, Cameron left the room and joined his dad and brother for the remainder of the evening. Ace made it a point during their time together to stay away from the sensitive topics. He wanted to enjoy the time he had with his family, not spend it arguing. They walked the city together, and Dad introduced Cameron and Ace to a small dessert shop a few minutes’ walk away from the castle.

Ace headed to the Halder Quarters with a full heart and heavy eyes. He opened the door and took the empty seat next to Kareena on the bed. And where, he assumed, Clahala had been sitting. He watched the bump of her eye under her eyelids. Asleep, an eye moves while dreaming, but the fae’s remained motionless. Ace gripped at his chest, making sure his heart was still there.

“Kareena,” he whispered. “I don’t know what to do.” He looked away from her, down to his lap. “Your dad seems to think there’s something strange happening among the Israh. I feel it too. Nothing is quite sitting right. Rio is in Eveland, probably looking for whatever he needs to break the Emerson Stone, and there’s nothing we can do about it. Cameron is spending every day with Tamara, making me worry she might be feeding him lies. I feel like we’re just aimlessly waiting for the worst to happen. I feel helpless.” He glanced over to her still face. A wave of realization hit him. “Whatever it is, I have a feeling it’s connected to you. I don’t know what’s holding you down, Kareena, but I have a feeling it’s holding Gathara down too.” Then something happened, and Ace leaped from his seat. He wondered if the darkness just played a trick on his mind. No, couldn’t be. He knew what he saw. Kareena’s finger had twitched. Just slightly. Just enough to tell Ace he was on to something. The Elyrian leaned over and placed one hand on her cheek. “Kareena, you can hear me. Am I right? Is there something here? In Gathara?” 

She didn’t budge.

“Kareena?”

Ace grabbed one of her hands. It was oddly warm. She still didn’t move.

“Kareena! C’mon!” 

After several moments of trying to get Kareena to move again, he gave up. He grunted angrily and buried his face in his hands. He sat in the chair next to the bed, leaning over his knees. 

“I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to fix this,” he said softly. His anger and frustration kept him awake only moment or so longer. Then, without much effort, he drifted to sleep.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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The Necklace

Ace woke only a moment later to the sound of a breeze brushing leaves against his home. He rubbed his eyes and opened them full to see the grove of trees he knew so well swallowing his front door. He tilted his head. Seemed an odd time for Shywater to appear. He stood to his feet and almost immediately regretted it. He fought the urges to lay down and drift right to sleep. Why would Shywater appear to him now of all times? He sighed and continued toward the pathway. He stepped through the path to find the still pond a few steps later. When he saw Ishvi and the Tree King standing by the pond, he lit up and ran to them.

“Ishvi! King Vinan!” He said as he rushed to them. They all greeted one another with open arms.

“Good to see you, m’boy,” King Vinan said.

“Me too,” Ace said, “how long has it been for you two?”

Ishvi and Vinan traded eyes, then looked back to Ace. “Several decades,” Vinan said with a shrug.

“What?” Ace said. “That’s insane! It—it’s only been a month or two for me since I last saw you, Ishvi.”

Ishvi and Vinan nodded. “Yes, that was somewhere around seventy years ago for us.” Ishvi said.

Ace let out a soft sigh, somber and quiet. “Jeez,” he said. “Why would you be made to wait so long?”

King Vinan and Ishvi looked at each other, then burst into laughter. They rested a hand on each other’s shoulders and leaned over, laughing. Ishvi wiped a tear from his eye.

“Oh, humans are so silly,” Vinan said. “Child, we’ve been waiting over two thousand years for you to show up at all. When you and Kareena finally did, we were approaching the end of our two millennia wait. What’s seventy years compared to that?”

Ace’s mouth slanted half up. “Well, seeing as I’m only thirteen—”

They each laughed again. King Vinan stepped close and placed his scratchy tree bark hand on Ace’s back. “Yes, indeed. Thirteen. You’re just a baby. I forget sometimes. That’s the mind of a several-millennia-old ingling for you.”

Ace stepped away from King Vinan’s hand and folded his arms. “Right. So why are we here again?”

The Tree King coughed. “Yes, yes. Well, I’ve come to tell you that our time is up! The wait is over.” He pointed behind him to a large, open tree in the Shywater Forest. “Behind that tree is an army of inglings, ready to wage the final war with you.”

Ace shook his head. “No, no. It can’t be, you have to give me more time. We’re not in a good place right now.” He began pacing, throwing his hands, and rubbing his head as he spoke. “I mean, the faes still don’t trust us, Rio’s in Eveland, close to getting what he needs to break the Emerson Stone, I don’t know how to fight the seventh realm yet, and—and—”

“Relax, kid,” Ishvi said, “You’re gonna have a heart attack.”

Ace turned to the tree goblin. “Relax? I can’t relax, I’m not ready for war yet!”

“You don’t need to be,” King Vinan said. “I said our time is up. As in the inglings. Who knows when it’ll happen for you.”

Ace quit pacing and tilted his head at the Tree King.

Ishvi spoke. “What we mean to tell you is that when we’re done here, the King and I are going to grab that army and enter Yutara, ready to take on the darkness and follow you into battle. But that doesn’t mean as soon as you leave today, you’ll be waging the final war. It means we’re going to enter Yutara at the time when you need us most.”

Ace sighed. He plopped to the ground and sat crisscross. The still, windless air sank into his skin. He heard the rustle of grass as Vinan and Ishvi stepped close.

“Isn’t this good news for you?” Ishvi said.

“Yes,” Ace said at the same time he gave an exhaustive breath. He rubbed his fingers through his hair. “I just almost lost it. I can’t deal with everything that’s happening, and when you told me the final war is here, I thought I missed the mark or something.”

Vinan and Ishvi sat next to Ace. King Vinan’s green cape slowly fell to the ground behind him. “No, not at all,” Ishvi said.

King Vinan nodded. “Whatever you’re doing. Keep it up. We’ve been sensing the Light growing in the in-between. The sixth realm has grown more hopeful each of the passing seventy years.” 

Ace nodded but didn’t respond. He picked at the grass. “It doesn’t make sense to me, King Vinan. Why would you have to wait seventy extra years, but I only had to wait a couple months? And why would I have waited several months to see Ishvi again, when he only had to wait a day or two?”

“Great question. If you think of an answer, let us know,” King Vinan said.

Ace chuckled. 

“Emery does what he wants, and it’s all relative to him. A day is like a thousand years to him,” Ishvi said. “That’s our best answer. We just do what the Light tells us.”

Ace nodded at them both. King Vinan turned behind, grabbed something from the ground, and turned back. “Well,” he said, “we came here to give you this before we head out. Had a hunch you might need it for something. As I was feeling this way, one of the trees in the in-between revealed Shywater to us. We assumed it was a sign from Emery that my hunch was correct.”

King Vinan handed it over. Ace glanced at it strangely. It was a gray stone and string necklace. Not bigger than a pebble. An inscription trenched the middle of it, but the bottom of the stone was cracked with jagged edges, so the inscription was incomplete. The only letters Ace could make out were yvr. The letter before it was only half visible. 

He looked at the Tree King. “What is this?”

King Vinan shrugged. “Oliver gave it to us the last day we saw him, when we closed off Yutara from the sixth realm. He said it was something to remember him by, and remember his descendant would be returning.”

Ace rolled it in his thumb and first finger, glaring curiously at it as King Vinan spoke.

“Thought we’d give it to you,” Ishvi said. “To keep you hopeful the same way it kept us hopeful. The hour is at hand, Ace!”

“Wow,” Ace said as he felt his eye glinting. “Thank you.” He hugged each of them, and they returned the thank you with gratitude of their own. 

“Well,” King Vinan said, “this has been a good reunion, my friend.”

Ace stood quickly before they made their exit. “King Vinan, what happens if you enter Yutara and I’ve failed. Because I don’t know what the future is gonna look like. Things aren’t looking so good right now.”

King Vinan sighed. “Then . . . I guess we’ll fail together.” His tree bark skin cracked as his smile stretched from ear to ear. Ishvi grinned as well. Ace nodded and waved as they turned away. Each of them disappeared into the path ahead, and he was left with nothing but the revealing quiet of Shywater, and his new gift in hand. He closed his eyes a moment and took a deep breath. 

Okay, Emery, he thought. It’s all up to you now. Ace opened his eyes and made his way to the path leaving Shywater. He threw on the necklace and tucked it under his shirt. Once he moved the last branch from the exit and stepped outside, he was surprised to find he ended up in the residencies. One specific residency. He sat outside Keele’s old room, cloaked in anti-magic, where Tamara lay inside. Why was he taken there? He brushed off his concern and began to head back down the stairwell. Then he heard a whisper. It wasn’t the whisper which caused him to stop, but the words the whisper contained. He stood straight and turned to face the door. 

How many fae among you?  the whisper said. 

Ace furrowed his brow and touched his head. The voice was too familiar. Tamara. She was speaking . . . to him? From behind a door covered in anti-magic? What did she mean? How many fae?

Other than your sissster, the voice said. 

Ace’s eyes widened. Sister? Who’s sister? He leaned his ear close to the anti-magic door. He placed his hands on the walls on either side of him.

No. No. No. You will tell me! Tell me, now! What? I don’t need to answer you. Don’t pretend like you’re in charge. You’re not! Now tell me before . . . 

“Ace?” 

Ace yelped in a fright and jumped back. His back smacked against the wall behind him and he grabbed his chest. His heart pounded like a drum. He glanced over to find Cameron behind him.

“What are you doing?” Cameron said.

“Oh,” Ace took a deep breath to gather himself, “it’s just you. I—” He noticed a full meal on a tray Cameron held. “I was uh, just checking on Tamara.”

“Checking?” Cameron said. 

Ace nodded. 

Cameron shrugged. “Okay, well don’t worry about it. I’ve got a meal prepared for her.” He nudged Ace aside as he stepped close to enter the door.

“Cameron,” Ace said. His brother turned to face him. “Be careful.”

His older brother nodded. Ace returned the nod and headed back down the stairwell.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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A Familiar Voice

Ace crept to the bottom of the stairwell. His exhaustion prevented him from much else. When he reached the outside, he took notice of the thin, slightly transparent clouds brushing under the yellow moon. He scratched his head, curious as to why Shywater had led him outside Tamara’s front door. And, who was she talking to? Was someone else in there? Ace brushed it aside, too sleepy to spend much time thinking about it. He could think of it in the morning. An eerie quiet surrounded the resendencies. It stirred the air as if it should make one tranquil, but also suggested a great terror followed. It was tranquil enough, however, so when he arrived in his room, he fell face first on the couch by the empty fireplace. Kareena lay on the bed, and the chair where he sat before remained empty. Within seconds, he was sound asleep.

*
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ACE WOKE TO A KNOCK on his door. He sat straight from the couch and wiped his eyes. His stomach begged him for breakfast, but the knocking persisted. The sudden burst to waking life had him believing he was dreaming until after he’d stumbled from the couch and finally opened the door. George and Ihana stood there and they squinted eerily at him.

“Sorry to wake you, Halder,” George said, an obvious touch of accusation in his tone. “But, uh, all the faes are gathered in the inner courtyard as you requested.” 

“The faes?” Ace asked. “Wh—what are you talking about?” Hearing this took all the sleepiness from him.

George and Ihana glanced at each other, then back to Ace. “The faes,” the water drake said. “Last night, you and your brother said to have all the faes in the inner courtyard by morning.”

“What?” Ace said, astonishment on his face. “I never said that. Why would I want all the faes in the courtyard?”

George shrugged. “We thought it was a strange request too, but you didn’t give us an answer, your brother just said it was urgent. Are you feeling alright?”

Ace walked outside and shut the door, and George and Ihana led him to the inner courtyard. “I feel fine, I’m worried about you two actually. That never happened.”

“Were you sleepwalking or something?” Ihana said.

“No, no,” George said, “his brother was there with us, wasn’t he?”

They stepped past the residencies into the inner courtyard, and sure enough, all the faes of Gathara were scattered about the place. Young and old, tall and short (short for a fae, anyway), scarred and tattooed. They all glanced at the three of them when they entered, and Ace moved his eyes over the faes from one end of the courtyard to another. Trilo, Tharuach, and Clahala holding Alia in her arms were there as well.

“Ace,” Tharuach said, once he caught eyes with him. “What’s the meaning of this?”

Ace turned to George and Ihana. “Something weird is happening, I never—”

“Ace! Ace!” came a voice. A familiar voice. A voice so familiar and unexpected, he thought he might still be dreaming again. For once he turned to find the voice, he knew what he saw must be a trick of the mind, because the voice had come from none other than Kareena Flare, running barefoot in old silver robes from the Halder’s Quarters to the residencies.

“K—Kareena?” Ace asked.

“Kareena!” shouted Clahala and Tharuach and Alia at once.

The girl fae caught up to Ace, breathing heavy. “Ace! Get the faes out, now!” 

“Kareena, how are you awake? What are—”

“Now!”

He turned to the courtyard and opened his mouth to command the faes to leave, but instead froze. For on the outer wall on the left end of the courtyard, Aunt Kaitlyn and the fae witch hovered above, waving and grinning with a sharp taste of hate. Ace sent a flame of elyr to his hand, but before he had time to react, three things happened at once. Aunt Kaitlyn waved her hand over the courtyard, all the faes fell to the ground, eyes closed, and Kareena sent a large wave of white fire around herself. The white fire had spread far enough to cover Ace, Ihana, and George as well, but all the other faes fell to the ground, including Tharuach, Clahala, Alia, and Trilo. After this, Kareena ceased the stream of fire and fell to the ground beside her father, mother, and sister, grabbing their faces, opening their eyelids, and heaving with panic. Ace glanced to the outer wall, but the witches had fled. He turned around, looking at all the motionless fae faces laying cold on the ground. His heart sank like a stone. He turned around to find George and Ihana with their mouths to the floor, gazing over all the faes.

“How did she get out!” Ace shouted at them, feeling the vein pop from his neck. “How did Aunt Kaitlyn get out!”

The stammered, but said nothing, staring blankly at him. 

Ace turned to Kareena and knelt beside her. “Kareena, what’s going on? How are you awake?”

The fae glanced at him, her eyes trembling with panic. “I’ll have to explain later. Li—listen to me. I c—I can heal them from this spell. I learned how, but you need to make sure he doesn’t come into the inner courtyard.”

“Who?” Ace said. But Kareena didn’t answer, because her answer showed up for her. The doors from the hall to the inner courtyard moaned open and three people stepped inside. The first was Lady Akyla, who moved so gracefully over the ground, she appeared to be gliding. Her eyes, like the eyes of a child, bounced up and down at the castle walls, but shot wide and shook with fright when she saw the faes lying on the courtyard. She, along with the other two, stopped dead in her tracks at the sight before them.

The second was Fen Echer, who had been speaking with the third person. His harsh face had looked surprisingly soft when he first entered, and his shoulders hung lower than usual. He chatted with the third person about something Ace could not hear, but suspected was lovely from the rare smile on his face. When they entered the courtyard, Fen Echer’s shoulders returned to their usual broadened selves, his brow furrowed harsh and rigid, almost as if he wished he could look angrier, and he stopped still.

The third was the one whom Kareena spoke of. His slick grin sent Ace pulsing with fury. From head to toe, he dressed like a text book con artist. His perfectly tailored, silver suit, black shirt, and silver tie, hugged his drake frame and declared his fortune. He had three rings on his hands, with fae crystals glimmering from the morning sunlight above, as well as his slick green skin. When the three of them entered, he didn’t look surprised or angry or shocked. His eyes went straight to Ace’s, as if he expected Ace would be right where he was. As if he expected the faes would be lying cold on the ground. As if he’d planned it all himself. Because he had. Ace knew this because his witch slave gave the order. The third man who entered the courtyard was Rio Atarion.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Eyes Off The Courtyard

Ace sent white fire across his arms and shouted, “Traitor! You have a lot of nerve showing up here!” He went to move his arms forward, but the green drake lifted his hand in the sky, and jags swarmed the inner courtyard from the double doors, aiming plasma rifles at them. Ace looked around, thinking of a way out. 

Fen Echer dashed forward, his face red with rage. “I knew you were a sorcerer! You’ve doomed all the faes you’ve brought here! You wicked man!”

“How can you be so foolish, Fen Echer?” Ace shouted. “Rio shows up here, and now all the sudden the faes are under? It’s him! It’s clearly him!”

“Right, and that’s why every fae except the one you love is under a spell! Rio has been nothing but graceful and kind since he’s come here, Ace! The true Chosen has revealed to me the truth of this place, that it has been operating out of Heorg law for quite some time! You deceptive sorcerer, you! I can’t believe the other Elders ever trusted you! You will be lashed for this! Lashed until your last breath! And I will see to it personally!” 

Rio calmly watched them banter, as if watching a fluid dance he orchestrated himself, and the performance acted as flattery. “You’re completely blinded by his deception! Did he fail to mention that he used to be one of the elite here? If it’s been operating out of Heorg’s law, why did he never do anything about it?”

“Because I was blinded by your deception,” Rio said. His voice sent chills slithering through Ace’s blood. It carried a smooth, perfect, and evil cadence.

“Oh, c’mon! How stupid can you possibly be?” Ace asked. His eyes shot wide and he took a step forward. When he did, the Heorg military stiffened their aim and sent him jolting. He put the white fire away and held his hands in surrender. “Check the cellar!” he said.

“The cellar?” Fen Echer asked.

“Yes! Aunt Kaitlyn was the one who committed this spell, just moments before you entered!” 

Fen Echer eyed Rio suspiciously, then whispered something to Lady Akyla. The lady fae bowed graciously and tip toped quickly into the hall. The noble fae turned back to Ace. “Fine, I’ll humor your little charade, just to prove how great a liar you are!” 

“Rio’s the liar!” Ace shouted. His eyes grazed across all the jags in the military. “You can’t be foolish enough to fall for his deception! Heorg is the last country who knows the true threat of witchcraft! You must see it! Please!”

“Awaiting orders to fire, sir,” a jag who stood next to Rio said. 

Rio held up his hand and shook his head. “No, no. That’s not what we came here for.”

“Then what did you come here for!” Ace shouted.

The green drake’s eyes went cold and he took a gentle step forward. “I came here to make peaceful negotiations with you. Under the new treaty, Gathara must be absorbed by Heorg, as the practice of white fire has been outlawed. The new treaty demands this, Ace. You need to stop fighting this. Heorg isn’t the only military on my side with this one. The whole world is against you.” 

Ace grit his teeth so hard, he thought he might crack them. He glanced around at the jags, but none of the plasma rifles threatened him. He found no fear inside, only rage. A rage hot and pure and true as the white fire within him. This drake had kidnapped his family, stolen the Emerson Stone, and killed his grandfather. This drake had deceived all Yutara, and was part of a council dedicated to kidnapping girls and turning them into witches. Evil ran through his blood, he radiated hatred, and he belonged in the darkness; the shadows from where he came, and he deserved to rot there, forever. 

“I’m done trying to convince you, Rio! I’m going to end this war right here and right now!” Ace shouted. He cocked his shoulders back and watched Fen Echer’s eyes go wide and panicked, but Kareena tugged at his arm. He turned around to find the fae’s calm, purple eyes staring into his.

“Don’t do it, Ace,” she said.

“What do you mean?” Ace asked. “I can’t just give up! Look at the faes! We have to do something!”

“I know, I know,” Kareena said softly, “we don’t have much time, but if you attack him, we will all lose. We’re surrounded by the military, Ace, we can’t fight our way out of this one.”

Ace glanced up at Ihana and George, whose faces looked appalled and curious and frightened. “George. Ihana,” Ace said. “Please tell me you trust me. Please tell me you believe me.”

The dark man and the water drake glared at him. “Dodger Girdleg,” Ihana said, “has been working against Marty Halder since the day Gathara was founded. It’s been his goal to take down Gathara since the beginning. Any friend of his is an enemy of ours. Of course, we believe you.”

“I second that,” George said. “But why haven’t they started shooting yet? What did they come for?”

“Whatever it is, we can’t trust them,” Ace said. “We can’t give in to any of their demands.” 

“We don’t have a choice,” Kareena said. 

Ace stared at her like he wished he could pierce her by it. “You can’t be serious.”

“Fen Echer!” shouted a voice. Ace, Kareena, and the other elite looked back at the double doors to find Lady Akyla opening the double doors. When she did, it revealed a large pile of hunters, all glaring into the inner courtyard to see what the commotion was all about. “I went to the cellar. The Fae Queen is still there!”

Fen Echer’s eyes darkened and he turned to glare at Ace. “I knew you were a filthy traitor!” 

Ace caught his breath. It felt like his lungs had been submerged in water for a moment. “The drake had this planned somehow,” he said. “He knew som—Tamara!” He turned to the other elite. “Where’s Cameron?”

Each of them shook their heads. “Ace,” Kareena said softly. “He’s got us beat here, but he wasn’t expecting me to be awake. I’m the only chance these faes have of being woken from their spell. Listen to me. Get the military away, get eyes off the courtyard so I can start to heal these faes. We don’t have much time, Ace.” The Elyrian trembled with fury, but Kareena placed her hand on his, calming him down. He breathed in a few times slowly. 

“You’re right,” he said through his teeth. He looked into Kareena’s eyes, then into Ihana’s, then George’s. “Do what you have to do. If the war is lost here, we’ll lose it together.”

They all offered a remorseful nod. Ace turned to face the others. “Listen, Rio! I don’t know why you came here, but it’s clearly me you want. Let the faes go, let my friends here go, and let’s talk this over like gentlemen, shall we?” 

Rio half grinned at Ace, a hidden message behind it. He saw through Ace’s rues, but the other half of his grin suggested he knew how to counter. “That was my plan, Ace Halder, but unfortunately, you have threatened the safety of everyone here by what you have done to the faes. There will be no talking. As a token of mercy, and a good gesture to the faes of Breen, I am sending you with Fen Echer to face the Elders on charges of treason, perjury, and blasphemy of the Chosen; Gathara will be overturned to my authority.”

Ace turned to face Kareena and the remaining elite. Their eyes glistened under the just-before-noon sun. The fae sniffled and nodded at him, suggesting he do what they say. Ace turned back around and said, “Fine. I’ll go with you without a fight on one condition! You send the military back!”

Rio glared at Ace, then Fen Echer, then rocked his head back and forth. “Fine, but a handful of them are escorting you and Fen Echer to Breen, so you don’t end up alone with the fae Elder.”

Ace agreed with a tilt of his head. 

“Raise your hands slowly,” Rio said, “and start walking toward us.” Ace did as instructed, inching toward the green drake with his hands in the sky. His knees wobbled and sweat poured from his forehead as the urge to not comply surfaced his mind. He glared into the eyes of the green drake, thinking of what he might do if there weren’t an army of jag officers ready to gun him down. Silence hung in the air, speaking volumes of what may come next. Like a bomb squad ready to snip the final wire. One step out of place, one jerk in the wrong direction, and an explosion of plasma would come darting toward him. Rio was such a coward. Hiding behind Dodger’s army. He was a wicked, deceptive coward. He finally reached the green drake and Fen Echer. Rio nodded at one of the officers, and he came behind Ace and cuffed him behind his back. 

“Mark my words, Rio,” Ace said as the jag fastened the cuffs over his wrists. “This is not a victory for you. This is not over.”

Rio smiled like an innocent child and tilted his head. “How cute,” he said. “You think you still have power here.” He glanced at Fen Echer. “Do whatever you want with him.”

Fen Echer glared at Ace with sharp lines creasing his brow. “I will spend every moment traveling there to determine the appropriate punishment for such a traitor. He will certainly die, it’s only a matter of how.” He nodded at the guards and Lady Akyla, then turned around and headed through the double doors. Lady Akyla bowed in agreement at the noble fae, looked at Ace with uncertain eyes, then glanced back at the fae.

“If it’s alright with you, Fen Echer,” she said timidly, “I—well, I’d like to stay here.”

“Here?” Fen Echer asked, his nose curling with distaste.

Lady Akyla nodded. “I think a place lovely as this could make a great home for me. And I’d enjoy serving the true Chosen, your grace.”

Fen Echer glanced at Rio, back to Lady Akyla, shrugged, and marched down the hall. The guard behind Ace shoved him forward, so he stumbled a few steps before stepping through the double doors, keeping him from looking back at Kareena one last time.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Real Magic

Dodger’s army of jags led Ace through Gathara swiftly, steady, and calm. Marching onward, and eyeing all around them, making sure no disruptions occurred. The looks Ace received by the citizens proved unlike any he’d received before. He saw the questions behind them, as he too wanted answers. Yet he only returned a cold, dark stare, rigid as his heavy pulsing heart. The jags and Fen Echer reached the train from Gathara to the airport in the mountains. They forced all the citizens out, who complied with fear draped over their faces. The jag military commandeered one of the train cars and ordered the conductor to send it hovering up the mountains. The conductor was a drake with purple, scaly skin, with diagonal lines of teal streaking his side. He wore his diamond green eyes and long slithery snout proudly. 

His eyes glistened with worry when the army came marching in, shoving the handcuffed Elyrian in the closest seat. For a moment, the drake didn’t comply, but only glanced around, seemingly trying to figure out the situation. One of the jag officers marched to the head of the train and aimed his plasma rifle at him.

“Gathara is now under federal jurisdiction,” the jag said, “due to authority granted Dodger Girdleg under new treaty, everyone under Heorg Law. You will do as commanded, or you will be arrested.”

The purple drake’s eyes widened a bit as he realized the dire brewing trouble, then he frantically turned to his station and piloted the hover train forward. Ace took the time to count four jag officers total, all framed like brutes and boulders. Two sat next to Ace with their rifles pointed skyward, one stood at the end, and Fen Echer sat across from Ace, knifing him with his eyes. Ace wondered what torturous, deceived thoughts lay behind the noble fae’s mind, but worry of them never arose. 

I’m done being afraid of the council. Ace thought. I’m tired of trying not to lose. I will not let Rio have this war. I will win.

“What are you planning on doing when we arrive in Breen, huh?” Ace asked. Fen Echer said nothing in return. “You gonna convince the Elders you were right and they were wrong? You’re deceived, Fen Echer. Rio shows up, all the faes go under a spell, and you just believe him straight away?”

“He came with the Emerson Stone. It was his.”

“Do you not know the prophecy? ‘Stone in hand, one will deceive.’”

“I know it all too well, little parcel,” Fen Echer said squinting and leaning forward. “And I know that terrifies you.”

“Quiet, prisoner,” the jag guard said in a booming voice, darting eyes at Ace. “Nothing more out of—” A yellow sun smacked into the prison guard and sent him rolling to the train car’s ground. He moaned as the anti-magic wrapped him up in an orange cocoon. The other three jag guards turned around and raised their rifles in the direction it came, and Ace jerked his head in the same direction, but no one stood there. Where had the anti-magic come from? The metal moaned from the floor, and all of them looked down to find an orange ball rolling across the car, and before the jag officers had a chance to react, it exploded, leaving nothing to see but a bright, orange cloud. Ace lowered his head and shut his eyes, as the orange dust attempted to break into his eyelids. Grunting and clanging metal ensued about the room. He tried to open his eyes to observe the events, but each time the dust proved too great to bear. He squeezed his eyes shut once more, thinking of how he might free himself from the chaos. Someone grabbed his shoulder and forced him up from his chair.

“C’mon!” a voice shouted. He barely heard it through the ruckus in the train car. But whoever it was had a strong enough grip to force him out of his seat and along the aisle. Ace coughed a couple times and felt a sea of dust particles escape his throat. The noise about the train car settled down to a dull stir. Whoever had him patted him down on his shoulders and took a rag to his eyes.

“Is that all? Are we clear?” the man’s voice said. 

“All clear,” someone responded.

Ace coughed a couple times and opened his eyes to find Father kneeling before him with a blue rag covered in orange dust. 

“Dad!” Ace shouted. “What’re you doing here?”

“Saving the likes of you, kid,” his dad replied. Ace glanced behind his dad to find the dark shadow of jag officers on the ground behind the thinning layer of anti-magic orange. Cameron stood above them, an AMR in his hand pointed toward the ceiling. He shot Ace a look sour with remorse.

“How did you two get in here?” Ace asked. “What happened?”

“A lot of strange things,” said another voice behind him. He looked behind to find Uncle Marcus in all an all dark uniform complete with an X-shaped torso. 

“Unc—Uncle Marcus?” Ace asked. “What’s happening?”

“Better question,” Uncle Marcus said. “Where’s the fae?”

Ace turned around as the orange dust settled to the ground, making everything clearer before him. All four jag officers lay sprawled on the floor wrapped in anti-magic, but Fen Echer was nowhere to be found. The purple and yellow striped drake continued piloting the train up the mountain, continually glancing behind with wide, fearful eyes. The train came to a sudden stop, sending everyone flying forward. Ace’s head hit the ground, and his vision went black for a split second. He tumbled to the end of the train, smacking into Cameron and the conductor, who’d also fallen to the ground. He huffed and pushed himself up to sit straight. His head imploded, and the room spun around him. He rubbed his head and sighed to make sure his sense of hearing and touch still worked properly. Black spots popped into vision and disappeared. He looked straight ahead, over the pile of bodies fallen from the train’s stop, to find Fen Echer standing furiously over them. But the fae hadn’t looked the same as before. His skin had gone dark as night, and black smoke crawled away from him. He held a staff tipped with a jag skull, a dark hood draped his head, and gold gauntlets hugged his wrists. The fae stepped forward, using his staff to make a clear, harsh smack against the train car’s floor. It took a moment for Ace’s throbbing head to understand reality. He slowly stood to his feet as he realized the truth. Fen Echer was a sorcerer. But not just any sorcerer. He’d seen this kind before. Once. In the witch cellar when Rio had first introduced him to Gathara. This fae had appeared to him with three others before, attempting to deceive him about Grandpa Marty’s intentions when giving Ace the Emerson Stone. This was no mere parcel. Echer was one seated on the council. The fae was a warlock. 

“You know,” the fae said, his voice slithering through the air like maggots on dead flesh, “you and your witch hunting friends are really starting to get on my nerves. I’m done trying to do things the drake’s way. It’s time the Elyrian falls. Right here. Right now.” Ace eyed the fae warlock darkly and brought forth the elyr on both his arms, ready to face war like he’d never seen. The warlock laughed a deep, trembling laugh and said, “Oh please, dear child. Don’t be foolish. You’ve never seen real magic before.”
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When in the Mountains

Ace didn’t think twice about shooting at the warlock with the white fire. He clapped his hands together and roared a stream of the elyr the size of a New Eathelyn waterfall. It proved so great and bright, the Elyrian couldn’t see past it. After enough moments passed, he ceased, but the fae warlock had vanished. Ace squinted and stepped forward when a burst smacked him on the back and sent him flying into the other wall. He covered his face, but it didn’t help much. He hit the other side like a fly on a windshield and thunked to the ground. His head still pulsed pain down his spine from the previous smack against the ground, and now his whole body joined in. He flipped to his side to find the fae warlock behind him, holding the staff and a wicked smile.

“Magic does so much more than you could ever know,” the warlock said. “And you’re about to witness it firsthand.” He pointed his staff at the floor with one hand and curled the fingers of his other hand. The squeal of train parts rubbing together filled the air, resembling the cry of witches. Smoke covered the whole of the car, and then it tipped over to its side, sending Ace rolling with it. Fen Echer began to levitate, but the train car kept spinning faster. Ace’s head slapped the chairs; his arm, the poles; his knees, the side rails; everything around him went blurry. The fae warlock laughed a deep, menacing laugh, floating in the midst of it all. The Elyrian caught glimpses of the other bodies, including the jag military, the purple drake, and his family, flopping around with the rotating train car. He glanced out the window, when in his line of sight, to find the warlock was using his magic to send them floating in the sky. The car suddenly stopped, and all the bodies fell to the side of the car—now facing the ground a mile in the sky—like hailstones hitting a hover craft. They all groaned. Bruises jabbed Ace's body. He wiped his mouth and saw a small streak of blood between his thumb and first finger.

“The Elyrian,” Fen Echer mocked. “Oh please, dear child, you must’ve known this burden was too great for you to bear. You know, I really thought you’d be wise enough to turn around after we told you your grandfather’s intentions. But, no, you still insist on chasing an unloving predecessor, bent on never loving you.”

Ace glared into the eyes of the cold, dark fae. His heart pulsed harder and faster, sending sharp, stinging pains across his body each time. He coughed as a bit of black smoke crept into his mouth. “You’re—you’re a liar.”

Fen Echer scoffed. “It’s no use trying to convince you,” he said coldly. The floating train car crackled and creaked as it gently swayed in the open air. “It’s no matter anyway. Rio sent me to kill you, and now that is the fate you will face.” The warlock jabbed the bottom of his staff at the side of the train car, sending the car exploding into dust. Ace’s eyes shot wide and he felt the color drain from his face. 

“Wait!” He shouted too late. The warlock remained floating safely in the sky while nothing lay beneath everyone else and the ground a mile below, so they dropped. For a moment, Ace gazed over the Heorg skyline, hoping to make his last moments beautiful. And they were. Gathara lay just below, a speck of pointy castle towers and walls among a sea of red clay with hints of greenery. The purple sky was clear and bright and welcoming, fading to a near white line on the horizon. But the snowcapped, crescent-shaped mountain range surrounding Gathara looked the most beautiful. It looked like someone decided to make such a part of the desert special, unlike the rest. Like a flower blooming in famine. The cold air pulled the skin from his face and shimmied through his clothes, turning his skin to ice. He fell arms spread and fingers splayed, like he was preparing to belly flop. Only nothing lay beneath them but a dry desert surface; a threat moving closer each moment. He looked around him to find the jag guards still cloaked in orange cocoons, the purple drake flailing his arms and legs like a dog thrown into uncharted waters, and Uncle Marcus, Father, and Cameron, all screaming and gasping and clutching their bodies, preparing for the impact. Yet in all this, Ace wondered why panic hadn’t surged through his veins. He wondered why worry hadn’t taken his thoughts captive, or reminded him of his inadequacies in his obvious, present failure. 

Perhaps because he somehow knew what he might do next, or perhaps because it frequently found him when in the mountains, but instead he felt peace. It washed over him like the first time he’d touched his finger to the small flame of elyr, and the last time his mother held him close and said, “Dad doesn’t hate you, he’s just lost his way. But I have a feeling you’re going to help him find it again one day. You’re Grandpa’s Ace of Spades.” 

I’m Grandpa’s Ace of Spades.

He closed his eyes and breathed the air shooting into his nostrils hundreds of miles an hour. It sent a chill through his lungs, but he breathed it in still, and when he exhaled, his eyes shot open and the elyr wrapped his body like a jumpsuit. He roared and shot forward like bullet to the ground, then spun right side up and stuck his hands forward, causing two great streams of white fire to collide and explode under his falling companions. 

“Light guide me,” he whispered. “I need a way to get them safely to the ground.” The elyr spun and sprawled to a great funnel shape, sucking all the bodies into it. Ace smiled and brought the stream of fire to the ground with him, leaving a small opening at the end. One by one, they fell from it and gently hit the ground, piling on top of each other. They moaned and panted and the jag guards attempted to wriggle free from their anti-magic cages to no avail.

“Wha—”

“How—”

“You just—

“Ace! Ace! That was amazing!” Cameron shouted.

Father rolled on the ground once he hit it, scampered as he got to his feet and grabbed Ace’s shoulders, still covered in white fire. “Ace! You did it! You saved us!”

The Elyrian glanced upward to find Fen Echer darting toward them from the sky. “Don’t speak too soon,” he said, but his voice had changed. The white fire coated his voice in such a way it sounded gritty and fearsome. Father looked up too and stepped back.

Fen Echer smacked into the ground, releasing a tsunami of black smoke and cracking the surface beneath him. He stood tall above them, holding his staff like a pet snake. He chortled in his throat. “Impressive. That is a wonderful trick, and I must admit, I wasn’t expecting it. No more games though, it’s time to end the Elyrian once and for all.”

Ace caught his breath. He sent a large stream of white fire at his friends, using the force of it to push them away from the chaos. At the same time a wall of the warlock’s magic hit him like a truck, sending him flying two feet backwards and smacking into the ground. The elyr still covered him, and his body went hard with pain. Fen Echer flew toward him with magic.

“You should’ve kept the stone,” the fae warlock said. “I know your angle, foolish child. Willingly give your immunity to take every curse upon yourself.”

Ace’s eyes widened at the warlock.

“Yes, yes, the darkness himself speaks with us,” the warlock said. “Do you not think we know the prophecy? We know it greater and deeper than you ever will, which means we know why we will win. ‘Stone in hand, one will deceive, and one will bear the lie,’ it says. You see, Ace, the faes were won to us long ago. This has been our play all along. You gave up your immunity to the fall of flesh to save no one. Because the burden of every curse is far too great to bear for any flesh.” He leaned close and whispered, “Even the Elyrian.” 

Ace roared and shot a line of white fire across the warlock’s face. It sizzled the skin on his left cheek and caused him to leap backwards and shriek. He jabbed his staff toward Ace, and the ground beneath broke into pieces. He lifted his staff, causing Ace to float in the sky with a chunk of the ground the warlock had broken apart. Ace stood to his feet, realizing his knees felt like bare scraping bone when they moved, and threw another wave of white fire at him. The warlock dropped the spell and dodged the white fire, sending Ace falling to the ground, but he prevented an impact with a wisp of the elyr beneath his feet. The warlock spun around him and grabbed Ace’s body with a spell. Ace went tense and stiff, but he closed his eyes and exhaled, shooting a waterfall of white fire down his body, and breaking the spell. 

He rolled away as the warlock shot dark ball of magic at him. It hit the ground, releasing an explosion of black smoke. Ace proceeded to dodge and parry every attack the warlock threw at him, and he threw a lot. Boulders obeyed the warlock’s spell, flying at him like a house in a tornado, but Ace used the force of the elyr to zip away in time. Chunks of the ground were torn by the warlock’s spells, creating cavities and canyons beneath them, but Ace threw enough white fire beneath him to hover across and return a few attacks of his own. Storms brewed above them as the warlock grew fed up with Ace’s abilities. He thrusted his staff toward the sky and lightning flared in the clouds, sending a clamorous thunder through the air. Ace shook mildly where he stood, thinking of a way to parry, when suddenly the warlock went cold, the dark smoke faded, and he fell to the ground clutching himself. The storm clouds drifted away, revealing the pure purple sky above, and the warlock convulsed on the ground like a witch shot with anti-magic. Ace tipped his head with question at the warlock. He looked all around him, but no one was anywhere to be seen. How far had the fight taken him away from his friends? 

He rushed to the warlock’s side and knelt by him. His staff had disappeared, and only Fen Echer remained in his golden robes, gasping for air. He rolled over to his back and shot Ace a cold stare borne of great terror.

“R—R—Rio,” the warlock said. “He’s t—taken m—m—my magic.”

“What?” Ace asked. “Magic? Rio has your magic?”

The fae trembled and clasped his hands together, then nodded frantically as he stared at Ace. 

“Hey, they’re here! Found ‘em!” shouted a voice. Then, an anti-magic orange sun smacked the warlock on the shoulder. It crawled over his body, and soon the fae warlock went still and calm, finally accepting his magic had vanished. Ace glanced up to find Father standing by a tree in the mountain, aiming his AMR at them, a fresh line of smoke rising from the barrel. Cameron rushed toward them and Father followed close behind. 

Ace looked at Fen Echer and shook him, grabbing him by the shoulders. “How can he do that?” he asked “I thought you had to be his slave to make it work. You’re on the council of warlocks, right?”

“Was.” Fen Echer said, his eyes dark and lifeless and drifting away. “Rio won me over. And now he’s after the rest of them.”

“Rest of them? What are you talking about?”

“Rest of the council!” Fen Echer screamed, horror in his voice. “I—used—used—too much magic. He needs it all. That's why h—he t—took it.”

“To break the Emerson Stone?” Ace asked.

Fen Echer nodded, a slow tremble creeping back on his face. His skin began to turn a pale, pasty white. 

“Does he have all the magic he needs yet?” 

Fen Echer slowly shook his head no. Father and Cameron caught up and stood beside them, now breathing heavy from the run. 

“How much more does he need? Where will he get it from?” 

“T—T—two,” Fen Echer said.

“Two?” Ace asked. “Where from!” 

“Dr—dr—k—hm—hm—a—” Fen Echer’s mouth remained open and his now bright white skin wiggled as he trembled. His eyes went black as night and his body shrank and shriveled into nothing. He disappeared like evaporating water, and Ace stood slowly, holding only the golden robes of the deceased warlock.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Roundup

Ace stepped away and dropped the golden robes to the ground. They wisped with the air like a feather and rolled along the desert mountain surface. He looked around him, astonished at what he saw. The fight had unknowingly taken him and the warlock halfway up the mountains and destroyed a couple miles’ worth of them. Canyons dug deep into the mountainside from the warlock’s spells, boulders had been ground to powder, and snow from the tip of the mountains had begun to fall in mild avalanches, clashing with the rocks above and turning to a gentle snowfall beneath. 

Cameron and Father stood beside him, panting and gazing at the mayhem along with him. “Well,” Cameron said. “That didn’t turn out like I expected.”

“C’mon,” Father said. He pulled a black disc from a pouch in his X torso and pressed a button, revealing a hologram map of the Gathara mountains, a red dot blinking somewhere in the middle. “We need to meet the others.”

“Others?” Ace asked. 

“I’ll explain on the way.”

*
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ACE, HIS BROTHER, AND Father, went back to free the jag guards of their anti-magic and the train conductor. Uncle Marcus had been staying with them to make sure they were safe. They took the weapons from the guards and bound their wrists to be safe, even though the jags said they wouldn’t attack them after what they saw with Fen Echer do. Like most in Yutara, but unlike most jags, they hadn’t believed in magic until then. The purple drake only wished to make it home in Gathara, but when Ace explained to him a warlock had taken control of the city, he then only wanted to reach Oola, where he knew old friends he might stay with.

But Ace found answers to more pressing questions further up the mountains, as his dad led them through rough terrain, away from the road, growing icier by the moment. The sun had begun its descent, allowing a small window of time left for light on their path. Ace hoped where they were going wasn’t far, for treacherous beasts always roamed the mountains at night, but even if they managed to avoid them, the snow and ice would eat them alive.

“Can you explain to me how you ended up on that train?” Ace finally had the chance to ask.

“Ace,” Cameron said, his voice somber and breathy, “everything was my fault.”

“Oh, quiet now,” Father said. “That’s not true and you know it. You were just doing what you thought was best.”

“I let my guard down and allowed a witch to deceive me. You were right, Ace. I should’ve listened to you.”

Ace shook his head in a dismissive manner. “What’s done is done. Just tell me what happened.”

“Well,” Cameron continued, “that night when I found you outside Tamara’s door, I wasn’t actually coming to bring her a meal. I had come to free her. You see, she had me convinced that Aunt Kaitlyn kept her as a witch because she was threatening Julie, but if we could find Julie, then Tamara would be free. So, I asked her where Julie was, and she told me if I bro—”

“If you brought her to Aunt Kaitlyn, she’d tell you,” Ace finished his sentence.

Cameron shot Ace a knowing look. “Yes. How—how’d you know?”

“I went to see Aunt Kaitlyn and she said the same thing to me. I guessed it was some type of ploy.”

“Well, you were right. I wish I had been wiser. I didn’t do it for the longest time, but for a while, Tamara stopped looking like a witch when I was around her. Her disguise grew heavier, and she began to look like our cousin again. My heart softened toward her, and she finally had me convinced all I needed to do was bring her to Aunt Kaitlyn, so I did. Well, after you left, I snuck Tamara out and made sure to get her through the castle without anyone seeing. But when I reached the cellar, she cast a spell on me, forcing me to release Aunt Kaitlyn and the fae witch from the cellar.

“’Well done, my love,’ Aunt Kaitlyn said. ‘Now, you know what to do next. We don’t have much time left, Lord Rio is coming.’”

Ace gagged at the term “Lord Rio.”

Cameron continued. “Aunt Kaitlyn and the fae witch went somewhere else. Tamara took me to the City Watch Room and strapped me to a chair. She used the cameras in Gathara to find George and Ihana patrolling the city, and casted a spell on them. As she did this, they stopped what they were doing and went searching for something, and soon I saw them gathering the faes to the inner courtyard.

“I tried to shout at her, get her to stop, but she was unresponsive. Like a robot programmed by Aunt Kaitlyn.”

“Luckily,” Uncle Marcus butted in as he ducked under a branch in their way. “I had seen Tamara taking him to the City Watch Room. I’d stepped out of my room to catch some air and saw it happening. Then, I saw George walk straight past you two, a line of faes behind him, and he did nothing! I knew something strange was happening, so I ran through the residencies to warn you, but the fae witch was guarding your door, Ace!

“I was so confused, as George had walked right by her and not even seen her. So, I ran to the person I knew I could trust next. Your dad, Colton.”

“Right,” Father said. “Marcus came after me and told me everything that was happening. Luckily, the pirates and I were all staying in one large room—the residencies were getting crammed. So, I gathered the pirates together and came up with a plan. We had no idea what was going on with the faes, but the first thing we wanted to do was free Cameron. So, when Marcus told us she took Cameron to the City Watch Room, we snuck up there without her catching us, and fired. She got away though. She tried throwing spells at a few of us, but she was blinded by the anti-magic being fired at her, so it was more like a desperate flailing of arms. Anyway, when she quickly realized she was fighting a losing battle, she disappeared in the residencies and flew away.”

“So,” Cameron butted in. “After that, me, Dad, Uncle Marcus, and the pirates snuck through Gathara to see what was happening. We hid on the walls of Gathara, watching everything unfold in the inner courtyard. We actually saw the jag military being led by Rio into the castle, welcomed by Fen Echer.”

“Ugh!” Ace groaned. “The Elder had it set up the whole time!” A cold wind blew by, biting his ears and cheeks.

“We almost attacked as soon as we saw Kaitlyn on the walls as well,” Father said, “But then the faes fell to the ground, Kaitlyn disappeared, your fae friend came busting through the Quarters saying she could heal the faes, and then Rio came into the inner courtyard, and everything went sour from there.”

“We had to wait for the right moment,” Cameron said. “So, we heard Kareena tell you she could heal the faes if eyes were off the courtyard, and then when you were taken by Fen Echer, we knew what we had to do.”

Uncle Marcus chimed in. “Me, your brother, and your Father were coming after you to save you, while your father commanded the pirates to attack the jag military and Rio, keeping them distracted long enough for Kareena to start healing the faes.”

“But Rio is a warlock!” Ace said, strain creeping through his voice, “You had to be worried of what magic he was capable of!”

“We relied on his deception, actually,” Cameron said. “There was a reason he didn’t come bursting into Gathara with magic. He’s still ‘Lord of the Treaty’ to all Yutara. He has a public image to keep up. But, now that we’ve heard what the fae warlock has said, we realize it probably had more to do with conserving his magic for the Emerson Stone.”

“Either way,” Father said. “It worked.”

“Right,” Cameron said. “As soon as the pirates attacked the jag military and Rio, I yelled at Kareena to start healing the faes. She nodded, healed her mom, then her mom and her healed faes together, and it just grew from there. Before we took off to find you, she told me there was a safe place in the mountains we could roundup everyone. Her grandfather’s old farmhouse.”

“So, I got the location from her,” Father said. “And we came after you.”

“Wait,” Ace said. “So, you don’t even know if they made it out of Gathara?”

“Ace! Ace!” Shouted a voice. He looked straight ahead to find Kareena rushing to him, joyful with open arms. He caught a glimpse of a farmhouse laden with snow ahead, realizing he’d been listening so close to Cameron and Father, he hadn’t realized they made it to their destination. Kareena practically leaped on him, wrapping her arms around his neck and squeezing him tight. She felt especially warm, and she smelled like a fireplace. He squeezed her back.

“Well,” Father said. “Guess we know they made it out now!” 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Whispers of the Wicked

Ace hadn’t realized how cold it was outside, his mind too occupied on other things. But when Kareena led him and the others inside, a blanket of warmth came from the fireplace and wrapped him cozy and tight. The feeling slowly returned to his ears and fingers, and he rested on a couch in the middle of two log pillars. The farmhouse looked like a nicer, better kept version of the New Eathelyn cabin where Grandpa had disappeared. The bright brown of the wood popped from the flickering candlelight hanging from the ceiling and along the walls. Great fluffy rugs lay on the walk paths, and one large one in the middle of two leather couches and a stone fireplace. Ace eyed everyone in the room as they watched them enter. Tharuach, Trilo, Clahala, and Alia all stood with eager and expectant eyes as he entered the farmhouse. The pirates sat in the dining room, turning their necks to catch Ace’s entry from the corners of their eyes. Ihana and George stood next to them, conversing with folded arms and remorse in their eyes. But the faes . . . they were everywhere. So many faes filled the cabin, Ace had previously squeezed his way through them to find a seat on the couch. Silver and golden, young and old, tattooed and scarred, and tall and short. They looked like holiday decorations, glimmering from the firelight about the room. 

“Ace,” Tharuach said, his voice breathy and deep. “We’re so glad you’re okay.”

Ace nodded back at the tall fae, tucking his lips. “Me too.” He glanced at Kareena. “Can you explain to me how you woke from the spell?”

Every eye shifted in her direction. Patches of red appeared on her cheekbones, and she tucked her chin and timidly moved into the middle of the room. She coughed a couple times and looked back at Ace. Her eyes fixed on him like glue. He assumed she was trying to pretend the other eyes in the room hadn’t weighed on her.

Then she spoke. “The fae witch knew something true and powerful, being a fae herself, and tried to use it against me. Then, against us all.” Her eyes finally shifted to the others around them, then she glanced back at Ace. “When she first cast a spell on me in Breen, I felt my soul fall deep into the pit of the Shadow Realm, knowing my body was still here. Ace, it’s such a dark place. Such a wretched, evil place. I’ve never felt such a pain, such a disconnect from the Light. My soul panged for a connection with the physical realm again, but I felt there was no escape.”

“She—” Ace had begun to say but stopped to swallow. “She sent you to the seventh realm?”

Kareena shook her head. “No. This is the truth she knew so well. Faes can’t be killed with magic, they can only be tricked. She showed me visions of the seventh realm, sending my mind into a state of shock, believing I had passed away. But because faes cannot survive without the Light, if I believed it long enough, I would’ve remained there forever, lost in the abyss of the fictional seventh realm, until my body truly withered away.

“Luckily, I felt a touch of the Light come for me. It fell into the black smoke and reached its hand out to me. I glanced up, my heart leaping with joy to escape such a dreadful place, when I heard something dark and terrible. So, I ignored it the Light.”

Clahala’s face dropped into her hand. The lady fae sniffled a few times and Tharuach wrapped her and Alia up in each of his arms. 

“Your mom,” Ace said. “It was her healing you. The darkness didn’t keep you down. You were choosing to stay under the spell?”

Kareena nodded with a cold stare. “Yes, Ace. Because I heard something. Rather, I heard everything. The fae witch was too foolish to realize a vision of the seventh realm is a true vision. A witch cannot deceive you if she shows you the closet where all her secrets are kept. You see, in the seventh realm, every evil thing can be heard. The minds of treacherous men and women roam there, plotting and scheming on how they might kill and destroy to better please themselves. The seventh realm houses all evil, and the whispers of the wicked traverse its darkness.

“But it was one whisper I heard that caught my attention. The whisper of two warlocks bickering of what may be done with their ‘collections.’”

Ace’s stomach shriveled, and his nerves rattled back and forth. 

Kareena closed her eyes and shook her fist in the air, mimicking the voice she spoke for, when she said, “’You will never get it! You won’t so much as lay one foot on my land!’ the voice said. And I knew the voice well, from the treaty signing. It was the voice of Gerald Yvonne, the president of Eveland.”

“By the New Realm!” Ace shouted, looking in Ihana and George’s direction. “Rio wasn’t trying to stay in Eveland, he was locked out!” He turned his neck toward the fae once again.

Kareena opened her eyes and said, “Yes! Rio’s takeover of Gathara sealed his deal with Dodger Girdleg, the third seated on the council. He now owns Dodger’s collection, and only needs two more to gather all magic.”

Cameron stepped forward from the doorway. “Whenever that last fae warlock died, he said Rio won him over. Did that have something to do with it?”

“Yes,” Kareena said. “This is something else I heard the warlocks whispering about. The council of warlocks would have us believe all sorcerers are slaves to them, and they rule all, but there is one thing they are slaves to that they will not admit. Themselves. Power, riches, fame, anything that can raise them up and make them more powerful, they are a slave to. When one sorcerer has more power than another, those beneath them are subject to grovel at their feet. It’s a curse on the cursers, the greatest weakness of magic! And now, Rio has gained power over all five countries, once he was named Lord of the Treaty! The Emerson Stone won him Fen Echer’s collection, the signing of the treaty won Sam’s, the capture of Gathara won him Dodger’s, and now . . .”

“Eveland and Oola,” Ace said. 

“Right,” Kareena said. “But Gerald Yvonne has caught wind of what Rio is doing, so he shut down Eveland to prevent him from coming, knowing if he gets close enough, he can use his authority as Lord of the Treaty to capture his collection, and make Gerald his slave. All magic will belong to Rio then.

“When I heard about this, I sought for further information, but then I heard other whispers about Gathara and Cameron and Tamara. I learned of the witches’ ploy to put the faes under the same spell I was under and frame you for it, Ace. So, I spoke to the Light, reminding myself the place I was in was only a vision, and he guided me to the actual world. But when I arrived, I was too late.”

Heads dropped, and a still, eerie quiet almost had the room under its grasp, when Kareena spoke harsh and sharp.

“But that’s not actually why I stayed under,” she said. “That wasn’t the whisper I heard that caught my attention.” All eyes returned to her, but her eyes went straight to the Elyrian’s. “Ace. I know where Julie is.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY
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The Final Pieces

"You know what?” Cameron shouted, shaking the room as he marched from the doorway, squeezing his way through the faes to Kareena.

“What did she say?” Uncle Marcus asked, standing next to Father, who had previously made his way toward Ihana and George. 

Ace stood from the couch and slowly walked to the fae. “Kareena. Where’s Julie?”

The girl fae tucked her head in her shoulders and peered around the room as Cameron and Ace smothered her. “Eveland.”

“Where? Where in Eveland!” Ace strained his voice.

“Well,” Kareena said, shyly backing further away, “I—I can’t tell you.”

“What?” Cameron asked harshly. “Why not?”

“Because, it—it’s not like I can just take you there. I had a vision of it. I know where she is, and I have a feeling if I follow my vision I will find her. But I can’t tell you. It—it’s very hard to explain,” she said as she nervously rubbed her left hand over her right elbow.

Ace and Cameron glanced at each other, a glimmer of hope on both their faces. Ace looked back at the silver fae. “But she’s safe? She’s okay, right, Kareena?”

The silver fae nodded gently, a glint in her eyes. “But,” she said. “We need to get there quickly, or she won’t be safe anymore.”

“Well what are we waiting for?” Cameron asked. “Let’s go!”

“Woah, woah,” said a voice from behind. All heads turned its direction to find Trilo finally interjecting. Before he said anything, Ace ignored his interruption and delighted to see him safe and not under Aunt Kaitlyn’s spell any longer. “Settle down here. I mean, I want to save her too, but did you not here the rest of what Kareena said? We have to stop Rio before he gets those last two collections!”

“At what expense?” Cameron asked, darting his eyes at the scarred fae.

“Look, Cameron, we wouldn’t be in this mess now if you hadn’t let your infatuation with saving your cousins keep you from common sense in the first place,” Trilo said.

Cameron didn’t respond. His eyebrows lifted, and his face grew long and hopeless. Ace looked at his dad, who returned a look of his own, reminding them of their talk in Gathara not long ago. 

Trust, Ace thought. He glared at Trilo. “My brother’s right,” he said. Trilo looked at Ace like he’d gone mad, and the crowd of faes, pirates, and hunters murmured around him. “But we don’t have to choose. Look around, even though these are the final pieces of the Israh, they are still a large size.”

“Split up?” Trilo asked. “That’s what you’re suggesting?”

Ace nodded. “Cover more ground! Rio will expect us to go straight for Eveland. But he might not expect us to go for Eveland, Oola, Julie, and Breen.”

“Breen?” Tharuach asked. “Why Breen?”

Ace shifted his eyes to the tall fae. “With Fen Echer gone, we still have the other two Elders on our side. This means we haven’t lost Breen’s trust quite yet. I say we go there and secure it and double our security on the Stone’s Keep. Make sure it’s safe.

“Meanwhile,” Ace turned to the silver fae, “you can lead a different team to Eveland to find Julie.”

Ihana stepped forward, the hardwood floor creaking beneath her. “I can take a group of hunters and elyrians to Oola! We should take advantage of the bases there. Try to warn them about Rio and get them on our side. We might have a small army of hunters and elyrians waiting for us there if they’ve been recruiting well enough.”

Ace offered her an unconvinced stare, then nodded. 

“I’ll go to Breen,” Tharuach said. “My relationship with the faes and knowledge of their culture should do well with them.”

“Agreed,” Ace said.

“Well I’m going with Daddy!” Alia shouted. Clahala giggled and held her youngest close. She glanced up at Ace and nodded, as if to agree with her youngest daughter.

“I’m going to find Julie,” Cameron said.

“So am I!” Uncle Marcus said. 

“Great,” Ace said. “And I’m leading a team to Eveland.”

“But, where in Eveland?” George asked. 

“To get the final collection,” Ace responded. “From Gerald Yvonne.”

“Woah,” Trilo said. “First off, Gerald Yvonne is in Adamsville, guarded by a gagillion guards and security systems in the President’s Mansion, how do you plan on getting in?”

“With an army,” Ace said. He spread his arms wide and spun around, and the faes cheered when he did. “We’re not asking for permission anymore, if Rio can show up to Gathara with his military, I can show up to Eveland with mine.”

“Uh, you still have a much bigger problem than that,” George said. Eyes bolted at him. “Eveland’s on lockdown. If Rio can’t get in, how do you expect to?”

Ace smiled wickedly. “You forget Rio doesn’t have a genius Grandpa.”

Whispers went about the room. George looked at Ace curiously.

“The ship!” Ace shouted. Everyone went silent. “The ship Grandpa Marty built. You know, the one that took me to Earth? It’s still in Hillrun! I’ll bet there’s a way to get it to travel to Eveland and bypass Gerald’s lockdown. And we have Juneg and Easley and Borundi there. More to add to the army!”

“Hillrun?” Trilo said. “Does Rio know that the ship is there?”

“Doesn’t matter if he does,” Ihana said. “All Heorg is under his authority now, so if there’s anyone recruiting in Hillrun, he’ll be putting a stop to it right away. And it’s one of the closer towns to Gathara.”

“Not to mention,” George said, “after our escape from Gathara, Rio’s probably sent witches into the mountains to search for us as we speak.”

“Then we better get moving!” Trilo said. 

“The fae’s right!” Ace said.

“We can use the taebans and horses here,” Tharuach said, standing from the couch. “It’ll be tight, but there should be enough if many of you pair up on mounts.”

The faes, hunters, and pirates hummed a bit and shifted in their places, as if not knowing what to do.

Ace stood tall and puffed his chest. “No time to assign you all. We need people in Breen, Oola, and Eveland to attack the President’s Mansion in Adamsville. Pick wherever you want to go. Ransack the house for supplies, take only what you need for where you’re going.” He slowly spun to eye everyone in his audience. “This is it! We are all that’s left of the Israh! These are the final moments! The end of the war! Let’s show these sorcerers why they should’ve stayed in the shadows! Then . . . Let’s send them back with fire!” 

The Israh roared with cheer, raising their fists in the air. Elyrians cast a white fire, creating a powerful, single flame, soaring through the cabin. Then, they spread like mice after the stomp of a foot, rummaging through each room to find clothes, food, water, and other supplies. Ace watched them move with fire in their hearts, stirring inside. Clenching. Itching to find Rio and end him once and for all.


	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]
















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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Ties of the Heart

The Israh scurried about the tall fae’s farmhouse to gather all the food, water, and clothing he had to spare. It was mostly golden robes, but he had some recreational attire lying around. Ace caught George and Ihana with small duffle bags over their shoulders, conversing quietly in the corner of the dining room. He stepped close, the sound of his feet drowned by the pummeling feet of others quickly gathering supplies. Ihana and George stopped talking when they saw him getting close.

“Pretty quick change of heart if you ask me,” Ace said. “How do I know you two actually trust me now?”

George and Ihana turned with long faces and big eyes. “I’m sorry I doubted you,” the water drake said. She clicked a frustrated drake word and said, “There’s just been so much going on, and I’ve felt like I have no idea who to trust.”

“What makes you so sure it’s me all of a sudden?” Ace asked glowering between the two of them.

George stood tall, and his bass voice rumbled the air. “Dodger Girdleg has been our enemy since the very beginning. Rio shows up claiming to be serving him, then suddenly, the faes are under some spell after we were clearly tricked into getting them into the courtyard? I don’t even think Rio’s trying to deceive us anymore. He’s got what he wanted. He owns Gathara now.”

Ihana nodded gently and looked in Ace’s direction. “Prime Minister Girdleg was one of Marty’s greatest enemies. Joining him and capturing Gathara for him? That’s treason as far as I’m concerned. The drake is a warlock. It’s plain as day.”

Ace nibbled his bottom lip as he nervously eyed them both. He sighed and nodded, then held his right hand before them. At the snap of his fingers, the elyr appeared at his palm and spread to all five fingertips. It flickered and wavered like a healthy, newborn flame, woken by a breath of life. 

“Can’t be too careful, right?” Ace asked. He nudged his head toward the flame, suggesting they touch it. George placed his hand on top of Ace’s without hesitation. The flame of the elyr wrapped the dark man’s hand and shone bright and powerful between his fingers. When he pulled away unharmed, his eyes lit up like he’d been thirsty his whole life and just had his first sip of water.

Ihana did the same thing next without question. Her skin felt like a stroke of glass under the gentle flame, and it made her glossy drake skin glimmer with brilliance. She smiled wide, making her look playful for the first time. Even her razor-sharp teeth somehow didn’t take from her joyous gaze. She pulled her hand away and Ace smiled at each of them.

“Great,” the Elyrian said. “Glad to see you two trust me now. But be warned. If either of you cross me, you won’t catch a whiff of air before a piping hot plasma bullet catches you in the back. Are we clear?”

Ihana and George nodded.

*
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THARUACH HAD SADDLED the taebans and horses, assigning everyone according to where they were headed and how many could fit on each one, and George handed out earpieces to the leader of each group, so they could communicate with each other. With only six mounts bearing two or more riders, there were enough taebans and horses to travel on after the groups had been decided. Tharuach, Clahala, Alia, and George were headed to Breen. They took two golden taebans, Tharuach and George shared one, and Clahala and Alia shared another. They were flying to the Neutrals and catching the first ship to Breen, hoping to stay off the radar from Rio and his new slaves. Ihana, Father, and two of the pirates were heading to Oola to warn the bases and try to stop Rio from getting Nahamni Lock’Lara’s collection. They took two taebans as well, one golden and one silver, each being shared. Ihana had begun teaching Father how to fly in the distance.

The rest were headed to Hillrun to get Grandpa’s ship. Once in Eveland, Kareena would take Uncle Marcus and Cameron to find Julie, and Ace and Trilo would lead the remaining faes, three pirates, and Juneg and Easley (after recruiting them in Hillrun) to Adamsville. Tharuach had one taeban left and plenty of horses. 

Ace and Kareena stood outside one of the stables as Tharuach walked the last taeban around the corner. He was bold and beautiful, as big as a small house. His feathers were a crisp silver, catching gleams from the setting sun in the distance. His neck stretched long and proud as he cawed a couple times. Tharuach patted the feathers on the side of his neck, then tapped his forehead to him.

“This is Stickler,” the tall fae said. “He’s the youngest and fastest.” He looked in Kareena’s and Ace’s direction. “I call him Stickler because he’s picky about how he likes to be ridden. Kareena can show you how to ride, but she ought to pilot him, since she’s done it before.”

“Do we need a taeban?” Ace asked. “If only Kareena and I can ride one, it seems useless.”

Tharuach shook his head. “You don’t want to take the main roads to Hillrun. Rio has no doubt sent witches after all of us. It’s what’s expected of you, and there’s no one on those lonely roads, and he won’t hesitate to have you killed there quietly. What you can do is lead them from the sky, down the other side of the mountain, on no particular path to Hillrun. Now, the Hillrun river will lead you there if you follow it, but if you stay high enough in the sky to see both the river and the horses, you can lead everyone to the city safely, without them having to follow the river and be more easily caught. Be prepared when you get there. You’re bound to meet witches.”

“Okay, we can do that,” Ace said.

“You may have to stop and let the horses drink. When you do, make sure it’s daylight, and whatever you do, stay away from the shadows.” 

“We will, Daddy,” Kareena said. She walked up to him and he embraced her with a tear spilling from his left eye. Stickler cawed a deep caw and restlessly shuffled his feet on the dirt.

“Love,” Tharuach said, eyeing Kareena. “Saddle stickler and get him ready, would you? I need a moment with Ace.” She nodded and took Stickler into the stables. Tharuach waved his hand at Ace, and the boy stepped close to him.

“You know,” Tharuach said quietly as they kept their eyes about the woods ahead. “I warned you about putting my daughter in danger before.”

Ace shifted his eyes toward the fae. His nerves quaked.

Tharuach chuckled. “As if she could ever be kept from danger. It was wrong of me to put all of that on you. I know my daughter all too well. Once she gets an idea to do something, there’s no stopping her. Not even the Elyrian.” The fae sighed. “I’m no fool, Ace. I see the way my daughter behaves around you, and you around her.”

“Mr. Flare, I—”

“I couldn’t have picked a more honorable man if it were my choice.” 

Ace caught a glimpse of the fae’s still, quiet face. He stood quietly, contemplating what he’d just heard.

Tharuach chuckled again. “I mean, you’re the Elyrian, how much honor do you have that the Light himself would choose you?”

“Well—” Ace coughed, “Th—thank you, Mr. Flare?”

“I’m not finished,” Tharuach said. “While you’re a perfectly respectable young man, and I admire your commitment to winning this war, you must understand the cost. You must understand the burden you have to bear. The greatest, darkest evils in this world are after you. They know you’re here, and they know your purpose is to wipe them from existence. It’s such a heavy burden. And I could pick no one better to bear it than yourself. I’ve seen what you’re capable of.” Ace felt a shift in the ground as Tharuach stepped closer. “However, this burden is far too great to bear for my daughter, and anyone who gets close to you will share it.”

Ace swallowed a lump in his throat. The tall fae’s breath brushed against his neck with every whisper. 

“I can make a choice neither for my daughter nor you. I just wanted to bring it to your attention. I wanted to make you aware of your choices, for each one comes with a cost. Ask yourself, are you willing to pay it?”

After a short period of silence, Ace finally responded. “Mr. Flare, I would never do anything to put Kareena at risk.”

“I know you wouldn’t,” Tharuach said. “But she would, and you couldn’t stop her if you tried.”

Ace couldn’t find any words. 

“Wherever, or whomever your heart is tied to, there it will lead you. It’s up to you to tie it in such a way it guides you where you want to be. As the Elyrian, everything depends on you; and the bonds you make in your heart don’t just affect you, but all Yutara. The heart is powerful, Ace. Very powerful indeed. When time comes for you to make a choice, one that may decide the future of all free peoples, make no mistake, the ties of your heart will make your decision for you, and you will have no control over it.” Tharuach turned his head to face the woods in the mountains again. “As a father, I don’t have much control over this, as my heart is automatically bound to my family. And I can promise you, if time came for me to choose between the world and my daughter, I’d choose my daughter every time. So, ask yourself, is it worth the cost?”

“Is . . . what worth the cost, Mr. Flare?”

“The ties of your heart.”

Ace offered a blank stare in response. His chest sank as if he’d jumped into cold water. He turned his head away from the fae to face the darkness instead, choosing not to respond to Tharuach’s question. The tall fae must not have expected an answer because he remained silent as well. Ace’s mind stayed heavily circling the fae’s words. The more he thought of it, the more it rang true to him. He thought of Cameron, and how he was unwilling to give up hope for Tamara. It was because of what Tharuach had just said, his heart was tied to her, and he had no control over it. But . . . what was Ace’s heart tied to? He couldn’t decide. He pictured Julie, saving her and being reunited. Part of him elated with joy, the other part chilled with fear. Was she still okay? How long had it been since he’d last seen her? He thought of Father, Cameron, Trilo . . . Kareena. He closed his eyes a moment and let the image of her face, lit from the fire she showed him the day they met, sink in. Her swirling tattoos and small cluster of freckles gently dotted over the bridge of her nose. He remembered the day in the Tree Kingdom when they’d wrapped their hands together and the flame of the elyr swallowed them up. His eyes shot open as he realized what was happening. He hung his head for a moment, painfully aware of what Tharuach was trying to tell him. His heart wasn’t set on the mission, it had been tightly fastened to Kareena.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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Love

Time did not allow for long, heartfelt goodbyes. Witches grew nearer, and they needed to make it to the bottom of the mountain before sundown. Father and Ace and Cameron embraced and said goodbye, Tharuach and Clahala kissed Kareena and sent them off, and before they’d had time for a proper sendoff, their loved ones were nothing but specks of golden and silver feathers, shining in the distant skies.

When Ace turned to face everyone else, they had already mounted. He gathered a rough estimate of everyone in the crowd. Three pirates, somewhere between ten and twenty faes, Trilo, Cameron, Uncle Marcus, and two hunters from Gathara. He recalled one of the pirates from before. A light brown man with long dreadlocks pulled half up, half down. He also caught a glimpse of two faes he’d seen Tharuach teaching before. One called Lenreal. Ace and Kareena stood by Stickler, holding his reins. 

“Listen up!” Ace shouted. “We’re going to lead you from this taeban in the sky. Trilo and Cameron are going to lead you from the ground, and they will be following our direction. We are not following any road, but we will be keeping you close enough to the river if we need to stop for anything. Do not be afraid if it looks like we’re stranded in the desert. We’re not. Kareena and I are leading you to Hillrun. Just trust us. But first, we need to get down the other side of this mountain before the sun falls. No time to waste! Let’s go!” He and Kareena hopped on the taeban. He climbed on after her, grabbing around her stomach like one might on a motorcycle. Her warmth bled through her silver robes, tempting Ace to squeeze harder.

“Uh, you don’t wanna grab onto me,” she said. “Otherwise we’ll both fly off. Grab a handful of feathers on either side of him.” 

Ace pulled away quickly, feeling the red come to his cheeks. “Sorry,” he said. He turned his head to find Cameron and Trilo chuckling together, jeering at him with their eyes. Kareena dismissed it and leaned forward. She rubbed the side of the taeban’s neck and whispered something in fae.

“Penfreni, Stickler. Beneh chrepni z’s pasthe.” Which translated to the common tongue as, “Make haste, Stickler, but keep to the ground.” She blew a breath of air along his neck and tapped the other side of his neck three times. Stickler cawed a few times and rose to his feet, then steady marched along a trail ahead of them. The others fell in behind them, sending a thunder of horse hooves through the air.

“So, he responds to the Light’s tongue? That’s why he’s a stickler?” Ace asked. He ducked under a tree branch they passed by, and the wind blowing by them chilled his nose and ears.

“Well,” Kareena said, keeping her eyes ahead. “Not so much just that. There’s a combination of things. Sometimes, depending on the environment, he responds to loud commands and harsh kicks. Other times, soft whispers in fae and a gently stroke of the palm will get him doing what you want. You must know how to gauge his mood. He’s a strange taeban, but he’s lovely and loyal.”

Ace glanced behind to find Trilo and Cameron on separate horses following with ease. Didn’t surprise him. Trilo had grown up in Breen and probably learned how to ride breggards and taebans at an early age. Living in Gathara for so long, Ace figured he’d had the chance to learn horses too. Cameron grew up with Ace, and Grandpa had taught them to ride horses at a very young age on family vacations. What worried Ace were the few hunters and pirates slightly lagging behind. They stiffened their bodies, not allowing their waists follow the motions of the horse, and if they didn’t know to squeeze with their knees instead of their legs, bad things would ensue shortly.

“Here’s the thing you need to understand about taebans,” Kareena said, forcing Ace to turn his attention forward again. “No two of them are the same. Each one responds to a specific set of commands. But there are usually a handful of commands that work for every taeban. Most of the time, a taeban will either respond to a loud command, a jerk of the reins, a kick in the ribs, or a squeezing of the legs. But this is the first one we’ve ever known to respond to his own emotions. That’s why we call him Stickler.”

“Well,” Ace said, “let’s hope his emotions don’t turn him against us at any point.”

*
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THE GROUP CLUSTERED together in the mountain pass, traveling between pine and fir trees on either side of them. It was the first time Ace had seen the other side of the Gathara mountains, opposite of Hillrun. The sun had slowly been dropping below the horizon, and thin clouds swept over the dark, purple sky. The desert wind had slowly warmed the further down they traveled. Giant birds flew above them. Critters and wildlife appeared now and then. Ace marveled at all of it, enjoying the serenity. They reached the edge of the mountains by nightfall, where Ace suggested they stop and set camp before making way in the morning. 

Most of their food was canned hash, canned stew, bread, and vegetables. Trilo and Cameron started the fire together, and everyone else helped one another set up the couple tents they had, lay out blankets to sleep on, and makeshift rigging posts to tie their mounts. Dinner remained quiet. The elyrians, pirates, and hunters mumbled to one another about various things, but Ace watched the fire pop and crackle in the dark, desert wind. He dipped a loaf of bread in his lumpy stew and took another bite, considering all the tasks remaining ahead of him. It wasn’t a five-star meal, but it sure tasted better than his food in the witch cellar.

At one moment in the night, Cameron sat down beside him. “Just think,” he said softly, “a year ago you and I were heading home from another vacation with Grandpa.”

Ace chuckled as he swallowed the bread soaked in stew. 

“Nothing’s been the same since,” Cameron said, eyeing the fire with a mix of tranquility and confusion.

“Nope,” Ace said, “sure hasn’t.”

Cameron turned to face him. “Ace, I’m sorry about everything.”

Ace wrinkled his nose. “What are you sorry for?”

“For not listening to you about Tamara. I let my desire for her to come back get in the way of my rational thinking. I put us all at risk.”

Ace remembered the talk he had with his dad outside the residencies in Gathara. Shame and pride welled in him all at once. Father had persisted he trust his older brother, but it turned out Ace had been right. Siding with his empathetic nature, Ace turned to his brother and said, “There’s no need to be sorry, Cameron.” He was about to leave it be when another thought crossed his mind. He sighed. “First off, if it wasn’t for me losing the stone to Rio, none of this would’ve happened in the first place. Besides, I really wanted Tamara to come back too. I held off fighting you over her because part of me wished you were right.” Ace turned to face the fire again. “Part of me still does wish you were right.”

Cameron wrapped an arm around his brother playfully. “All of me still does wish I was right. It’s so hard to accept, growing up with her all those years. We were there when Julie was born. When you were born. I mean, yeah, she made my life miserable plenty of times, but I always felt like she was more my sister than my cousin. I just—I can’t believe she’s actually choosing this life. Seems so out of character for her. But the look in her eyes, the determination.” Cameron sighed and wiped a tear escaping his eye, “She’s gone now. I’ve accepted it.”

Ace nodded slowly, wanting not to accept the last words his brother mentioned. After hearing Cameron say it aloud, his body pulsed with fear. It confronted the denial he’d been facing the entire time. He, too, wanted Tamara to come back. He was just as much in denial of Tamara’s choice to serve the council as his brother. But his brother used to have hope where he lacked it. Now neither of them did.

“I have to give you credit, Ace,” said Cameron. “You really know what you’re doing, leading this movement. I didn’t have had the sense to see my hope for Tamara’s return as a problem for our mission. You somehow put aside your emotions for the sake of the journey. I admire that.”

Ace half smiled, fighting down a wave of guilt sweeping over him for his new revelation. “Well, Cameron, that’s not exactly true. I’ve made plenty of mistakes.”

“Pfft, whatever. Any mistake you’ve made doesn’t hold a candle to the good things you’ve done.”

“What are you talking about, Cameron? Look around you. The elyr is outlawed, and we barely have enough people left to even have a shot at winning.”

Cameron chuckled, he stuck his arm out to display the people around him. “Look again, Ace. What I see is a group full of people who have hope when they didn’t before. You gotta stop being so hard on yourself. You do that too much, you know. You’re only thirteen. I’m seventeen, and if I were in your shoes, I would’ve really sucked it up by now.”

“Cameron, I—”

“Shut up. You give people hope. Deal with it.” 

Ace glanced at Cameron and couldn’t fight back his smile. Even though he disagreed. “Besides,” Cameron nudged his head to the opposite side of the fire, “You know you’re doing good when the ladies won’t stop looking at you.” 

Ace looked in the direction of Cameron’s gesture to find Kareena sitting beside a female hunter and two girl faes. She shifted her eyes the moment Ace’s met them. He turned to face Cameron again.

“Cameron, she’s not my—”

“Dude, you’re so bad at lying. She digs you, alright? Everybody knows it. Especially Tharuach,” Cameron laughed and clapped Ace on the back. “You should go talk to her.” 

Ace shook his head. “I have too much on my mind tonight.”

Cameron stood and pulled his younger brother by the elbow. Ace spilled the remaining two bites of his stew and tried to fight Cameron to no avail. 

“That’s exactly why you need to talk to her,” Cameron said. “That . . . and she’s sitting next to a gorgeous hunter. I need an excuse to talk to her. Be my wingman, would you?”

Ace laughed. He looked at Kareena from across the fire. The smiling girls surrounding her made Ace feel queasy, but the way the fire danced on Kareena’s purple eyes and caused her tattoos to glow made him rethink his position.

“C’mon, Cameron,” Ace said with a chuckle. He and Cameron stepped across the fire, and the girls snickered for a moment, but straightened up as they arrived. Ace sat down next to Kareena. “Hey.”

“Hey,” she said, grinning. 

“Hi.”

“Hello.

“Hi.”

The other girls said. The girl hunter was an Evelander with rosy hair waving alongside her hunter gear. Looked to be about Cameron’s age, and had bright white teeth. She leaned her head out and stuck her hand out toward Ace, “Hi, I’m Darla.”

He smiled and shook her hand, “Ace.” He looked back at Cameron and pointed to him, “This is my brother, Cameron.” 

Cameron smiled and shook her hand. When he sat beside her, the other two fae girls conversed with each other elsewhere and left them alone. They spent the following moments laughing, swapping stories, and learning of each other’s lives. Darla was born in Gathara. Her family moved to Eveland at the end of the Heorg War. She’d been a hunter for only a month or so when Ace first arrived to Gathara and everything changed. 

Before too long, the weariness of the day’s travel weighed on Ace, and he knew they’d all be sleeping soon. But he didn’t want to accept it. He found himself happier than he’d been in a long time. Cameron’s advice proved fruitful. Nevertheless, their time together came to an end, and Cameron and Ace went to their blankets under the dark desert sky. 

He didn’t sleep much. He stared into the stars, thinking of how the night could’ve turned out the way it did. How, amid the dire circumstances, when every bit of hope in the world was hanging on by a thread, a simple bit of fellowship with Kareena and his brother could take his mind elsewhere. He smiled in awe of the bliss sinking into his heart. Just before he shut his eyes, another sensation passed through him. It seemed to tell him something. Like, even though everything seemed wrong, maybe it would all be made right. As he thought of Kareena’s smile and the warmth of her arm when he’d gently brushed against it a few times, hope arose in him. 

Love.

Ace heard a voice in his head. He squinted and looked around him, but no one was there. When he rested his head, the voice spoke again.

Love is most powerful. Even to the end.

Ace smiled when he heard it again, knowing who had spoken to him. The voice seemed to be arriving much more frequently lately. 

In his thoughts, he replied, Thank you, Emery.

Then he heard the shrill cries of thousands of witches in the surrounding mountains.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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The Shadow's Grip

Everyone in the tent shot straight up at the sound of the witches. Ace rushed to look outside. Cameron and Trilo followed him. Dark red spots glowed from the stamped fire pit. Trilo stomped on the fire even more. 

“Where are they?” Ace said.

“In the mountains,” Trilo replied. The other companions slowly peered from outside their tents, but the cloudy skies covered the moonlight, so faces could not be seen.

“We need to move,” Ace said.

“We should be fine,” Trilo said. “The witches wouldn’t scream like that if they’d found us. They’d sneak up on us.”

“They’re still looking for us though, it’s only a matter of time. We can’t risk staying here and having them catch up,” Ace said.

“If they wanted to catch up, they’d use the shadows,” Trilo said. “There’s no way to outrun a witch. If they don’t know where we are we'll be fine.”

Footsteps rustled the sand behind Ace. When he spoke, Ace recognized the voice as Cameron’s.

“Well, if we stay here, we’re like sitting ducks. It’ll make it much easier for them to find us.”

“No,” Trilo responded, “If we start packing camp and walking on the trail in the darkness, we will make a ton of noise and be greater targets. We’d have to light the trail to see where we’re going somehow, and we’d be found much quicker.”

Everyone remained still a moment. The witch screams had faded and only the gentle breeze answered their silence.

“I’ll keep watch,” Ace said. 

“You need to rest,” Cameron said.

“We’ll do it in shifts, then,” Ace said. “For the first half of the night, I’ll keep watch. For the second half, I’ll wake you and we can switch.”

“That’s a good idea,” Trilo said, “I’ll join you for the first half as well. Two pairs of eyes are better than one.”

Once everyone had come to an agreement, Ace and Trilo stopped by the tents and quietly assured everyone they were safe. They instructed to keep quiet and sleep while they kept watch. Trilo and Ace sat beside each other, next to the rising smoke where the fire once lay. 

“You know,” Trilo said quietly as they kept their eyes about the darkness. “I never thought in a million years I’d be helping an elyrian. Much less become one.” He chuckled lightly.

Ace shifted his eyes toward the fae, barely catching a glimpse of the outline of his face, and snickered. “You think I thought I’d be the Elyrian? This is definitely not the future I had planned for myself.”

“Guess we don’t always get what we want.”

"No,” Ace replied, his voice soft and breathy, like another piece of the wind. “Guess we don’t” 

*
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BEFORE HALF THE NIGHT ended, Ace and Trilo changed shifts with Cameron and Kareena. Ace woke at dawn, due to Trilo taking down the tent while he still slept inside. Trilo flung the tent over and the morning, desert chill sent goosebumps over his skin.

“Rise and shine,” the scarred fae said.

Ace squinted and rolled over. The sun had just broken the plane. The sky faded from purple, to orange to, black, and the cool breeze brushed small clouds of dust along the surface of the desert. He wiped his face, stood to his feet, and stretched. He spent the duration of the morning helping everyone else tear down camp and ready their mounts for travel. Once ready, Ace and Kareena mounted Stickler.

“He’s restless today,” she said. “Probably because he stayed all night in an unfamiliar environment.” She reached over and scratched his neck rough. He cawed and tilted his head back a moment. She sat back straight and slapped his side two times, then tugged up on the reins. With a mighty caw, Stickler flapped his wings hard, smacking the desert ground and creating pockets of desert dust behind them. Within minutes, they soared through the sky, and a line of horses trailed behind them on the desert floor.

Once they reached the edge of the mountain range, everyone halted at the sound of witches screaming. Kareena pulled on the reins, and the silver taeban hovered in the sky a moment. Ace jerked his head below. Various companions gasped loud enough for them to hear from the sky. He glanced down to find Trilo looking back up.

“Everything okay?” Ace asked, his finger on his earpiece. Trilo’s small, distant arm reached to his ear.

“This time the cries were much louder than before. I think they might be gaining on us,” the scarred fae said. “ But I think we’ll be alright. We’ll make it to Hillrun before nightfall if we pick up the pace.” 

Ace turned his to face Kareena. “I don’t like this, Kareena. They sound louder than before.” 

“Yes,” the fae replied, nodding darkly, “they do.” 

Ace’s eyes turned serious and he pressed his finger on his earpiece. “Trilo. You and Cameron are the best riders. Find at least two other fast riders and break up into smaller groups. Disperse the good riders so each group has someone to lead them. If each of you lead a smaller group, we can pick up the pace without fear of losing anyone.”

“I don’t know this route,” Trilo said, “What if we get lost?” When he asked this, Ace saw a slight nervous movement amongst the fae crowd. 

“You won’t need to,” Ace replied. “I’ll be in the sky leading you, and I can retreat any time I need to put anyone back on track. Worst case scenario, know we’re following a trail parallel to the river. If anyone gets lost, instruct them to go left and stay left until they reach the river, then follow it in the opposite direction of the mountains until they reach Hillrun.”

“Can do, boss,” Trilo said. “Just one thing. What do we do when we get to Hillrun and the witches are still chasing us?” 

Ace said, “They won’t attack us with magic if they’re around bystanders. But if they do, we have an army.”

“You got it,” Trilo said.

Moments later, they dispersed themselves among the crowds, instructing everyone on how to ride fast and stick with the group. Trilo led the first group; Cameron, the second; and Darla, the third. Ace glanced down to see they were all following in a steady line. Everything seemed to be working smoothly. 

The river had come into view moments ago, and the riders below reached it not much longer. Bits of greenery sprouted next to the bank on either side of the river. Every few miles a tiny cluster of meager trees would stand as if sprung from the ground. Only the brown desert with patches of green throughout lay on either side of the river, save for the shadows of distant mountains on the horizon. Ace and Kareena steered them away from the river, so nothing but bare desert lay around the companions, but followed the path from the sky.

The temperature rose with the sun, and not but a few hours into the day, it beat down on them like a torrential, fiery rainfall. Ace reached for his canteen strapped to his saddle and took a big gulp. He glanced behind him and back ahead, grinning at the success of their mission so far. None of the groups had fallen so far behind they couldn’t be seen. He watched the fae robes blow in the wind like powerful, golden and silver capes. 

The trip carried on mostly in silence and without any disturbances from witches. Hours later, quicker than Ace expected, Kareena said, “There it is!”

She pointed ahead to a small speck of a town on a river in the distance. 

“How far is that from us?”

She shrugged. “For us? Tens of minutes. For them down there, closer to a half an hour or a little more.”

“Let’s catch a quick break and gather everyone. We’ve been going nonstop for a while.” 

Kareena nodded and dove the tabean down toward the river. Ace looked down to find the line of horses moving toward the river and slowly clustering together. They landed beside a grove of palms reaching roughly fifteen feet tall. Blades of grass tipped with yellow from the scorching sun sat at the base of the patch of trees.

“We’re stopping now?” Trilo asked as he hopped off and patted his horse gently. 

“Hillrun is close. We’re over halfway. The horses need to drink, and we need food,” Ace said. The travelers agreed and moved to the shade offered by the palms. The mounts naturally went straight for the river and lapped up the water. It didn’t take much longer for the other groups to catch up and join in the lunch break. They had mostly bread and drink water from their canteens. 

The horses stayed at the bank lapping the water, but Stickler jumped into the river like a kid on his first day at a pool. The horses whinnied, and some of them got spooked and tried to run before the others in the group stopped them. 

“Stickler!” Kareena said. The taeban lowered his eyes at the fae and grumbled under his breath. “Quit scaring the horses.” Stickler buried his head in the river and gulped the water. 

Ace looked over at his brother. Cameron lay on his back under the shade. He sloshed some of the sweat from his forehead to the ground. “Good news is that we outran those witches. Haven’t heard a peep since.”

“You can’t outrun a witch,” Trilo said.

Cameron sat up and eyed Trilo strangely. “We can, and we did.” 

Trilo chuckled and took a bite of bread. Ace took a few more gulps from his canteen, then walked to the river to refill it himself. He held it against the stream and let the cool water gently rush into his bag. The sound of footsteps beside him caused him to lift his head. The sun blared into his eyes, so he couldn’t see who stood beside him. He covered over his eyes with his hand to find Kareena’s shadow hovering over him.

“Hey, Ace,” she said. “Getting a drink?” Ace nodded. She pulled a canteen from behind her, “me too.” She leaned down and filled hers. The gurgling river splashed the water into her metal container. She turned to face him. “Glad we have a chance to stop and relax.”

Ace turned away from her eyes. They prevented him from thinking straight. From the mission. “Yeah,” he said quietly, “but we won’t have too much longer left to travel.” He stood quickly and screwed the cap on his canteen. “Probably should get going.”

Kareena nodded hesitantly. She stood and screwed her cap on as well. “Right.” She smiled at him and stepped closer. 

Ace backed away. “Well—uh—don’t wanna waste too much time.” He grinned at her, patted her shoulder, and walked the other direction. But as soon as he turned to face the others, he noticed something peculiar about the trees. Not the small trees themselves, but their shadows. Trilo, and Cameron had begun gathering everyone else and packing their horses’ saddles, while a fae and two pirates sat under the tree this time. But the shadows had grown especially long. Ace squinted. He covered the glare from the sun and looked to the sky, but the sunlight hung above them undisturbed. Ace glanced back down and saw the shadows had grown even more. He tilted his head.

“Ace?” Kareena said, stepping beside him. “What is it?” 

Before he could tell her, black smoke arose from the tree shadows. He lit his hands with the elyr and bolted toward them.

“Hey, lookout!” 

Cameron and Trilo glanced at him. The dark pirate with dreads turned his attention to the ground and noticed the black smoke rising. He reached for his AMB, but it was too late. The shadows leapt on him and fastened around his wrist. The faes bolted away, staring at the shadows wide-eyed, while the other pirate tried to help his friend free of the shadow’s grip. Darkness continued to rise from the surface, and Ace sent a line of white fire across the ground, barely severing the tie between the pirate’s wrist and the tree’s shadow.

“Go! Go!” Ace shouted.

“Gather your mounts!” Kareena yelled. “Stay away from the trees and grass! They’ve found the shadows! They’ve found the shadows!” The surrounding companions took Kareena’s advice and scurried about to their mounts, calling their horses from the river bank. The sound of their splashing in the river went through the air like the sound of waves crashing against the beach. Some of them got out in time, but black smoke rose from the few shadows scattered throughout and sucked in two faes. For a moment Ace stopped dead and motionless, horrified by the loss of the faes. The shadows had yanked them under like the flip of a switch. Screams of the Israh filled the air as many of them mounted their horses, moitvated by sheer panic.

Kareena called Stickler to her, and the silver taeban soared into the sky and landed beside her. She and Ace mounted. The Elyrian glanced behind to find everyone but the two faes they’d lost rushing away from the chaos.

“C’mon, Kareena, let’s move!” Ace said.

“I’m trying!” she replied. “Stickler doesn’t respond well to panic.” She leaned close, attempting to stop herself from shaking and whispered a few things in fae, gently stroking circles on the side of his neck and closing her eyes. 

The shadows spread throughout the river bank and witches cast their shrill screams into the air from the darkness. Ace nervously turned to Kareena, then closed his eyes as well and slowed his breathing. Stickler stamped his feet a couple times and grumbled, like a child refusing to obey his mother. Ace gently opened one eye to find the previous cluster of green entirely swallowed in shadows, and three, four . . . . eight witches sprung from them, facing the Israh. 

“Uh . . .” Ace had begun to say, when Stickler cawed loudly, flapped his wings and sent them bursting into the sky. The Elyrian kept his eyes on the ground, watching Trilo and Cameron lead the pack across the river, followed by the witches.

“This is not good,” Kareena said. 


	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]
















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

[image: image]






Getting Played

Two pirates had paired on a horse together, one held the reins, while the dark man with dreadlocks held his AMR, firing at the witches chasing the pack of hunters and elyrians. He caught two of them, but Ace counted six more. Cameron and Trilo shot their AMBs while riding his own horse, missing all his shots. After a short while, the pack on their horses had run too fast for the witches to catch up, even while using magic to fly. They gave up, letting the dust kicked up by the horses cover them.

“So much for not outrunning a witch,” Ace said. He turned back to face Kareena and exhaled with relief. But the sudden change in vision from looking so far below a moment ago sent him spinning with vertigo.

“We didn’t outrun them,” Kareena said. “They quit chasing us. Probably because they know we’re headed to Hillrun now.” She huffed angrily. “We shouldn’t have stopped by the river.”

“The horses might not have made it if we didn’t,” Ace said.

“Well it doesn’t matter if they do now anyway,” Kareena replied. “They know we’re coming, and they’re gonna have an army prepared for us now. Probably with greater numbers now.”

“We’ll be fine, Kareena,” Ace said. “We know how to fend off witches.”

“We won’t be fine if Rio knows where we are!”

Ace responded only with silence, knowing she spoke the truth. What if Rio did know where they were now? Fen Echer’s magic was powerful, and if Rio owned three times as much now, could Ace defeat him? What could they do now? Ace spent the passing moments thinking of some other way they might get to Eveland, but nothing came to mind. Before too long Hillrun grew on the horizon, and Kareena had ordered Stickler to descend. The beast cawed and fell. The silver fae glanced behind at Ace.

“Please tell me you have some solution. What if Rio is there?”

“I do,” Ace said. “We fight.”

Her eyes glimmered with worry and question. Stickler gradually fell from the sky and landed in front of Hillrun’s south entrance, where a group of jags had grouped together to catch a glimpse of the approaching taeban and horses. 

When they landed, the horse hooves approached like the sound of an earthquake, and Ace slid off Stickler, glancing at the jags in humble cloth. 

“You!” One female jag said, pointing a slim, jelly-like finger at him. “You one who showed up in big ship!”

“Yeah, that’s me,” Ace replied. “And I’ve come to take it back, if that’s alright with you.”

The jags mumbled amongst each other. “Please do.” One jag shouted. “We can’t fish when big ship is scaring fishes and catching our lines.”

“Well,” Kareena whispered in Ace’s ear after she slid down the side of the silver taeban, “they’re not too friendly, but at least Rio’s not here.”

Ace turned around to face everyone. “Gather your things! Leave your horses with the jags of Hillrun! Let’s move, c’mon!” He turned to face Kareena and placed one hand on each of her arms. “The ship is on the river in the middle of the city. Get everyone on board. I’m going to find Borundi and Juneg.” She nodded and went to the others in the group, helping them unpack and get moving. 

Ace squeezed himself through the crowd of jags covering the southern entrance to the city. They groaned and mumbled at him, all the while he shouted, “I’m looking for a young girl jag named Juneg. Anyone seen her? Anyone know where she is? Also a tall one named Borundi!” No one responded, so he rushed through the town, shouting their names and asking every jag he passed by. They eyed him like he was a crazy man. The prolonged search for Juneg and Borundi worried him. What if they’d left? What if Rio had gotten to them? 

“Ace, it is you!” said a voice. Ace turned around in the middle of the town to find Juneg and Easley running up to him. Relief rushed through him. They hugged him and he hugged them back. 

“Oh, I’m so glad to see you,” Ace said. He looked down at Juneg, realizing her antlers had come in a bit more than last time. Now they were taller and thinner at the tips, with two more pieces jutting out from each one. “Listen to me very carefully. I need you to gather any recruits you’ve made on this journey and get them on my ship in the river.”

Doubt came over Juneg’s face. “What wrong, Ace?” she asked.

“Gathara has been taken by the council. We need to get out of Heorg right this minute.” Easley and Juneg both looked at him like he was a ghost. “Where’s Borundi?”

“H—he’s at the base we set up on Riven Street,” Easley said. 

“Okay, one of you get him, the other, get all the recruits. Now! We don’t have much time!”

They nodded frantically and scattered away. Ace went back to the ship to find Kareena, Cameron, and Trilo leading everyone on board. To his surprise, no witches had attacked yet. He stood between the river bank and the town, spinning around to find every shadow. He looked close, making sure none of them grew. They didn’t. The Israh slowly made their way aboard, all the while catching funny looks from the townsfolk slowly coming out of their homes to observe the madness. Ace tried to put himself in their shoes and pictured seeing an army of jags show up at his hometown in Abes City. It weirded him out.

Within minutes, Kareena had everyone boarded onto the ship, waiting for Ace to climb on. The Elyrian breathed a deep, satisfied breath for a moment as he saw Juneg, Easley, and Borundi marching on the road by the river with four more jags, two girls and two boys, all dressed like hunters. The two boys both looked Cameron’s age, while one girl looked fully grown, and another looked not but a few years older than Juneg. 

“Ace,” Borundi said as he approached the ship. “Great see you again. Why we leaving?”

“You too, Borundi,” Ace replied. “And if we don’t, the council will find us. I can’t explain right now, but your lives are in danger.”

Borundi glanced eerily at the boy. “I don’t understand.”

Ace reached up and placed a hand on Borundi’s shoulder. “You have to trust me. Get on the ship . . . please.”

Borundi’s eyes wiggled between the ship and Ace. He shrugged after a moment and said, “Alright, everyone, get on ship.”

The heavy jag climbed aboard second to last, his brute strength making it tip heavy to his side and send wakes along the river. Ace climbed on last, making one final glance at the town of Hillrun. No disturbance from a witch. No fight from the townsfolk. They made it. They were all aboard and safe.

“Ace?” asked a voice. He turned around to find Kareena in front of all the Israh, staring at him with expectant eyes. “Are we ready?”

“Yes,” Ace said calmly. “All hands on deck!” he shouted. “Lose all sail!” the pirates and Cameron followed orders, while the others murmured to each other, probably about how they had no clue what his commands meant. Ace sometimes forgot not everyone grew up taking sailing lessons from their Grandpa. Luckily, the few who did know knew well enough to have them sailing along the river and toward the ocean within minutes.

“Where’s Stickler?” Ace asked Karena. 

She sighed. “I found an old fae lady in the town and gave him to her. Told her how he rides. She seemed awfully sweet.”

“Elly?” Ace asked.

She lowered an eyebrow at him. “Y—yes.”

Ace nodded and leaned toward the sea, resting his elbows on the ships side. “We didn’t have to fight any witches in Hillrun,” he said softly.

“I know,” she replied. “We got lucky.”

“No,” Ace said. He turned his neck and stared at her darkly. “I think we’re getting played.” 
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Remembering

"Played? What do you mean?” Kareena asked, a hint of fear in her voice. 

“I mean, why would the witches attack us by the Hillrun river and not come straight to Hillrun? There were plenty shadows for them to use.”

“Maybe they didn’t know we were going to Hillrun,” Kareena said.

Ace gently shook his head, watching the clay surface pass them by as they trailed along the river bank. “That makes no sense.”

Kareena leaned over the ship next to him. They turned to look at one another, and Ace finally had a chance to notice the wear of battle on her. She looked like she’d thinned from a lack of food while under the fae witch’s spell. His heart split into pieces. He placed a hand on top of hers. 

“Kareena, you shouldn’t go after Julie. Tell my brother and Uncle and they can take care of it.”

She half grinned back at him. “I wish I could just tell them but I can't. I don’t know how to explain it. It’s like I have to follow my feelings, not some map or destination. I have no idea where she is in Yutara, but I know where she . . . is. I know it doesn’t make sense, but I don’t know how else to explain it.”

Ace half squinted one eye at her then nodded. “No, I get it. The spiritual realms speak in a different language to us. It’s sort of like how we know where Shywater is, but we don’t know where it is.”

The corner of her mouth pinched together. “Yeah,” she said as a smile crept onto her face. “Sorta like that. But don’t worry about me, Ace.” She leaned close to his ear. “Where you’re going is much more dangerous.” She stepped away, her feet thumping on the deck. Ace closed his eyes. He was headed for a war. He reached into his shirt and pulled out the trinket King Vinan had given him. Staring at the carvings, he wished they could speak to him like the Tree King had when he’d given it to him. He squeezed his hand shut over it and looked to the desert beside the river, remembering King Vinan’s words. Remembering they hadn’t lost hope yet.

*
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BORUNDI HAD DONE SUCH a good job setting sail among the chaos, Ace thought it best to leave him in charge of giving orders to the other pirates. They reached the end of the Hillrun River, where the ocean began, not much longer. Heorg was slowly becoming a faint line on the horizon. Hours later, the sun fell, leaving a strip of orange and blue melting into the deep, purple sky. The wind scarcely blew, and other than Borundi’s orders and the occasional change of direction, silence crept about the ship. The very silence Ace needed to concentrate, but with something else. It served a different purpose. In fact, its existence had nothing to do with the need for concentration.

Between failed attempts at getting Grandpa’s ship to travel to Eveland, Ace glanced at the pirates sailing the ship the way his dad had taught them. He chuckled at the irony of Grandpa’s genius. Having hunters named pirates who could sail perfectly. Did Grandpa know this very moment would occur all along? Had Grandpa set all of this in motion the moment he gave Ace the Emerson Stone? He brushed it away, realizing he had more immediate concerns. His eyes traced the steering wheel. They settled on the Ace of Spades, carved into the middle. The carvings glowed blue. The same tint of blue as the orb protecting the ship. He turned to face the hologram image of the realms behind him. Yutara sat in the middle, slowly turning on its digital axis. The other realms orbited gently in the back. He tilted his head. 

There has to be some way to travel other parts of this realm.

“Ace, it’s getting dark,” Trilo said as he marched up the stairs. Ace turned to find the scarred fae with a long face.

“We can’t waste any time, Trilo,” Ace said, eyes still fixed on the map of the seven realms. “We have to get to Gerald before Rio does.”

Trilo rested his hand on Ace’s shoulder. “Listen, Halder. I know you’re in charge and all, but you need to take a break. You’ve been staring at that map mindlessly for the whole evening.”

“There’s no time for rest,” Ace said.

Trilo sighed. “Listen.” He hung his head and lifted it again to face Ace. His next words came somber and quiet. “We lost some faes back there. You’ve lost your position as the Halder of Gathara. It’s been a long day. You need to take a step back and process it. Your mind won’t be at ease until you recognize it.”

Ace silently shook his head no. He continued to face the map of the seven realms, but his mind’s focus had taken a different route. A lot of what Trilo spoke rang true to him. It felt as if a thousand needles pricked at his heart after each of the scarred fae’s words. He hadn’t had time to grieve, or to even understand what had happened. It was as if his mind just blocked it out for the purpose of moving forward. Ace held a trainquil and emotionless gaze. Trilo extended his arm to Ace’s other shoulder and gently squeezed. Ace kept his arms folded in protest, but his heart gave way without contest. He now understood the true purpose of the silence, which, other than he and Trilo’s words, had remained creeping through the air. The silence was the result of the weight of everything crashing down. Slowly, the council had picked apart every advantage the Israh had. Every advantage Ace had. The picking apart started with Rio coming back to Gathara, convincing the faes he was the Chosen. The faes were the Israh’s greatest asset, and Rio had snatched them away before they even had a chance. He shortly extended his victory by taking control of Gathara, the only safe place left in Yutara for elyrians, which were those who possessed the only power capable of fighting the council. Now, he couldn’t figure how to use the ship to get to Eveland. It seemed like his childhood repeating itself. Though the Peppercorns no longer tried to one-up him, the council had become an expert at it.

No, Ace thought. He pulled free from Trilo’s one armed hug and stood upright. He turned to the scarred fae. “We’re not going to lose this war. I won’t let it happen.” Trilo’s face dropped in disappointment. “Come with me.”

Ace led the scarred fae to the main deck. Kareena sat in a corner, eyes on the ocean, Cameron leaned over the starboard side of the ship, and the pirates and faes not following Borundi’s commands sat in circles around one another in silence. It was more depressing than a funeral.

“To your feet!” Ace shouted. Everyone jumped and shot him a strange look. Cameron twitched a little and turned slowly. Kareena slowly turned his way. “I said get up!” The crew gently obeyed Ace’s command with a hint of irritation in their tone. He marched to a golden, female fae, dressed in the type of robes the faes of Breen wear. The battles had wreaked havoc on her. It showed in her eyes. “What has the council taken from you?” She glared at him with uncertainty. “Answer me!”

She jolted at his sharp words. “Uh—my—uh, my brother.”

He turned to Cameron. He and his brother agreed with each other without a word. The council had taken their father and cousins. He turned to Kareena. Their eyes met for a moment, and Ace took note of the red around her eyelids and her tear stained cheeks.

“Who else?” He spun around and eyed all the Israh. “What has the council taken from you?”

“They took my cousin!” Cameron shouted.

“My husband!” a fae shouted.

“My brother!”

“My liberty!”

“My home!”

“My best friend!”

The crew had nearly gotten carried away, chanting of their losses caused by the council. Ace held his hand in the sky, and everyone stopped.

“Does anyone know what these things have in common?” Ace said. Everyone swapped glances and murmured with question. He turned and began pointing at each of them. “Me. My. I. Me. Me. My . . . Everything you all have mentioned have belonged to you before. This is what the council does, they attack things that belong to you, to tap into your heart and make you feel loss so powerfully, it seems overwhelming. This is why the council fears us!” The crew remained silent with blank stares. They weren’t catching the point. Ace brought a bright pale flame at the palm of his hand and raised it in the sky. “We have something they can never take away from us! Know why? Because it doesn’t belong to us! Now is not the time to mourn! There will be a time for these things, but so long as the council remains in power on Yutara, it will be the time to stand against them with a power greater than any power of our own, or any power we can summon together! A power that doesn't depend on our own strength! They will never take this from us! For Emery!”

As Ace spoke these things, the crew began to slowly nod in agreement. Each of them inched closer with Ace’s every word. At his last word, Kareena shouted. “For Emery!” And lit a pale flame in her hand. The other elyrians followed her and placed their hands together, allowing the white to fire grow to a powerful size. The pirates and hunters joined in as well, raising their AMRs in place of their lack of the elyr.

“For Emery!” Ace repeated.

“For Emery!” The crowds chanted back.

“For Emery!”

“For Emery!”

This continued for what seemed an eternity, but Ace had no desire for it to stop. He felt the surge of the elyr rushing from their light into his bloodstream. It coaxed every fiber of his weakness, making the strength of the Light to shine through all the more. It gave his grief purpose, his suffering meaning, and made his failures irrelevant. In the context of the Light, it all was worth it. It might have gone on for hours, had Cameron not interrupted it. 

“Ace! Ace!” Cameron said. Ace turned his head to find his brother in the crowd of Israh before him, pointing at the deck. He turned his head as directed by his brother to find the map of Yutara growing and moving toward the flames of the elyr. 

Ace chuckled. “The elyr! That’s how the map works!”
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Eveland

Ace rushed to the upper deck to get a better look at the map. The rest of the Israh let down their hands so the large cluster of the elyr faded. He glanced Yutara in digital orbit, then sent a rush of the elyr to it from his palm. The hologram planet stopped moving. Ace wiggled his hand slightly, and the image moved here and there.

“I don’t understand how to use this thing,” Ace said.

Trilo rushed next to Ace. “Maybe you don’t need to actually hold it with the elyr. Just use the elyr to move it from a distance.”

“What do you mean?”

“Like this,” Trilo gently nudged Ace away and brought a pale flame to his right hand. The hologram grew and inched toward Trilo’s flame. The scarred fae lit his other hand and waved them apart. The hologram planet grew three times its size, as if they were zooming in on it. 

“That’s it, Trilo!” Ace said. 

“Okay!” The scarred fae said, “Where to?” 

“We need to get to Adamsville,” Ace said as Trilo shifted the map of Eveland. “Bring us just outside of Jacobs.”

Trilo squinted at the map. “If this thing can take us anywhere there’s water, why don’t we just pop up in the Gulf of Eden, next to Genesis? It’s less than half the distance to Adamsville by land.” 

“Because,” Ace said, “Genesis is still quite a large city, and it’s not uncommon for people to commute between the two cities. It’s also a popular town for people to enter when they first come to Eveland.”

“Uh—” Trilo stammered, “Isn’t that a good thing? We’ll have a direct path to Adamsville.”

“Not if we’re trying to get to Adamsville undetected it’s not. Take it from me, I’m from Eveland. Rural areas of Eveland are different worlds than the Urban areas. They rarely visit each other. If they do, it’s usually strictly business. With all Eveland on lock down, you better believe Gerald Yvonne will have security extra tight in those cities. Especially since we’re in a giant ship from Earth, popping up from the sea next to dozens of yachts. It’ll bring way too much attention to us. These kinds of ships, though still rare, are more popular in smaller towns, so it’ll blend in better. Plus, we’re less likely to be seen when we break through the surface.”

“But, Ace,” Trilo persisted. “It’s gonna take us a long time to get from Jacobs to Adamsville.”

“Not if we have a hovercraft, it won’t,” Ace said. “The country is on lockdown from outsiders. We don’t know if there’s a restriction on travel within the country.” 

“Well, what if there is?”

Ace scratched his chin, eyeing the map of Eveland. “We’ll have to take that chance. The Gulf of Eden is suicide for us right now.” Ace reached his hand out, flickered the elyr at the tip of his finger, and pressed it against the town of Jacobs on the west coast of Eveland.”

“Is ‘Jacobs, Eveland,’ where you’d like to go?” Said a robotic voice.

“Yes,” Ace replied. The map faded, and the ship went under.

*
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THE SHIP TELEPORTED the same way as when it took them from Yutara to Earth. Borundi, Gloria, and the rest of the pirates kept calm like Ace, Cameron, and Trilo. The others, however, nearly lost their marbles. The faes screamed the loudest. 

The ship broke the surface to a dim sunrise on a foggy morning. The mist hovered over the land, halfway between them and the horizon. They had successfully gone under Gerald’s blockade in the ocean and come to the surface on the other side.

“We did it!” Trilo shouted. He turned around and smacked Ace on his shoulder. “What’d I tell ya, huh?”

Ace gave the scarred fae a facetious grin. Cameron rushed onto the deck from the hall ahead. When had he gone there? He threw something. Ace caught it just before it hit his face. He looked at his hands to find Grandpa’s old spyglass and wiped the dust from it. 

“Figured we should get a look and make sure no one’s waiting for us when we pull to shore,” Cameron said.

Ace grinned. He rushed to the stern and extended the spyglass. Jacobs Beach lay ahead, void of life and, more importantly, void of security. Ace had expected as much. Jacobs was a small town. Even though it was a beach town, it didn’t have a marina. Most overseas trade occurred further south. Any more of the town couldn’t be seen, for the mist covered the city. “Looks like we’re in the clear,” Ace said.

“Great,” Trilo said, a smile stretched across his face.

“I don’t like this,” Borundi said from the deck. His thundering voice made the ship’s wood moan. “Seems far too easy.” 

Ace shrugged. “I don’t know what to say. Everything looks clear.”

Borundi nodded and turned his eyes to shore, blatantly unconvinced. “Alright,” he said quietly. “Everyone prepare to set anchor! We be arriving shortly.” Ace smiled, and the crew bustled about the ship. 

He and Cameron stood next to each other at the stern of the ship as they approached Eveland within the hour, and the rest of the Israh inched toward the ship to see the shoreline with jitters of anticipation for a long journey’s end. The palms and palmettos lined the beach just in front of a cluster of tall, thin trees. The sun had climbed just above the small hills in the distance and sent a shimmering morning glow over the oaks, cypresses, and occasional evergreens. This, along with the mist woven through the beach and hills, made Ace feel nostalgic. He was now the closest to home he’d been in a year. Only a day’s flight by hovercraft from Abes City.

When they pulled ashore, everyone hopped off one by one and gathered their things, preparing to make way. Uncle Marcus, Kareena, and Cameron huddled together a moment, and Ace walked to them.

“Is this where we part ways?” Ace asked.

Kareena turned from their group’s huddle and nodded with a glint in her eye. “It is.”

“Don’t worry, Ace,” Uncle Marcus said. “We’ll find her and bring her back safely.”

Ace nodded. He hugged Kareena softly, brushing his arm across her back as they closed in, but Uncle Marcus and Cameron hugged him with a tight grip and slap on their backs. 

“Well,” Kareena finally said, “we better not waste anymore time.” She led them past the beach and into the woods, disappearing from their vision in a matter of minutes. 

“It’ss a sshame, issn’t it?” said a slithery voice from the shadows. Ace’s heart turned to ice and his bones went stiff. He turned his neck around to find the fae witch who’d accompanied Aunt Kaitlyn in the cellar standing before him. The rest of the Israh slowly turned their attention to them, realizing a witch stood in their midst. Ace instinctively sent a pale flame to his palms. The witch shrieked and leapt back, hovering in the air just above him in a cloud of black smoke. 

“Eassy now,” she said. “You don’t want to rissk your friendss and cousin, would you?”

“Where did you come from?” Ace asked.

She laughed, sending a shrill cry rolling through the open sky over the beach. “Your sship was pleny big enough. Plenty of sshadowss to hide in. Thankss for the lift into Eveland.” 

Ace roared and threw a ball of white flame at her, she dodged it just in time, zipping through the air.

“Don’t worry, don’t worry,” the fae witch said. “I didn’t come to fight you. I came to disstract you.”

Ace felt his blood boil through his skin.

“You ssee, your Aunt needed to esscape the sship without any of you noticing. Sso thankss for that as well.” Her nose twitched as she snickered at him. “Rio iss in Oola now. Do you really think your friends can facce him? Do you really think he hass any need to sspare them? He iss Lord of the Treaty, and he doess whatever he pleassess. Now, the Ssupreme Witch is after the lasst collection here, and I am after your coussin and friends. Congratulationss, Elyrian. You have ssent everyone to their deathsss.” 

She laughed a cold, wicked laugh and disappeared into the shadows the moment Ace had a chance to fire back at the wicked thing with the elyr.

He roared with anger and threw several flames at the beach sand, sending a small cloud of white dust hovering by his feet. He turned around to find the Israh staring at him, mouths agape and faces stretched long. 

Ace touched his ear. “Ihana, Rio is in Oola. Rio is in Oola!” He only heard static in return. Gerald’s Blockade in the Great Ocean must have been preventing them from communicating. He touched his ear again. “Kareena! A witch is after you! A witch is after you!” Ace turned his neck to find Trilo approaching, a hand placed gently on the Elyrian’s arm. “I have to go after Kareena now. I have to!”

“No, Ace,” Trilo said.

“I can’t just let them be put in danger like that!”

“They knew the risks, Ace. Think! The fae witch is probably lying, trying to throw you off course. It’s kinda what witches do.” Ace grunted, his fists clenched tight, and he huffed a few angry breaths. “You wanna stop all this? You need to do what you were called to do. We have to find that collection and get it before Rio does.”

“What about Ihana?” Ace asked. “What about my dad?” 

“We’re all at risk, Ace,” the scarred fae said. “And the best way to save them all is to get that collection. You need to trust your team to do their jobs, and you need to focus on yours. They know how to handle themselves. Kareena will be fine, and so will your dad and Ihana. If your aunt has a head start on us already, we need to stop wasting time and get to Adamsville now.”

Ace’s breathing had settled to a regular pace, and he glared at Trilo. “It was my idea to use the ship to get us here,” he said calmly. “I just helped Rio break into Eveland.”
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The New Realm

Ace couldn't shake the uneasy feeling after reaching Eveland uncontested. They chose to arrive a few miles south of Jacobs to arrive in the least populated area possible, but he anticipated there being guards along the beach, or some sort of automated security system. With Adamsville technology at their disposal and all Eveland on lock down, he figured Gerald would’ve taken more precautions to keep people out. Now, knowing he also assisted smuggling two of Rio's witches into Eveland, his confidence had taken a plunge.

Ace finally dismissed his negative feelings and gave the order to head for Jacobs. Trilo had convinced him the truth. Nothing could be done about it now, and the only chance they had was to simply soldier on. The beach saw no life, and the only sounds in the trees ahead were wildlife and flowing creeks. The quiet crept through the air like a warning. Having begun to run low on food and water, Ace ordered to walk north until they hit Jacobs to restock on supplies.

“What about the ship?” Borundi asked. “You just gonna leave it here unguarded? In the middle of Eveland?”

Ace nodded. “My grandfather’s ship has served its purpose for us. There’s no time to do anything about it. We have to abandon it.” He couldn’t hide the sadness in his voice. Grandpa’s ship held more than a purpose for war. It held stories of family vacations, fights with the Peppercorns, and adventures with the old man; both in Grandpa’s stories, and the actual adventures he’d take them on during vacation. He buried the sadness like a rock in his stomach and ordered the Israh to carry on.

Knowing the road system, Ace gathered where they might head from here. They had pulled ashore on the west coast, and West Highway 2 followed the shore from Northeeves to Abes City along West Eveland. Jacobs sat on the beach, so the highway would pass through it. The woods surrounded the road, and most of the hovercrafts only used it as a guide while they flew above the forest to avoid unnecessary obstacles. 

Seeing as the oaks and cypresses offered a greater disguise than the open beach, he guided them to West Highway 2, roughly a mile into the wood. They remained a hundred or so feet away from the highway to take advantage of the cover provided by the forest. The trees lay further spaced than they’d appeared from the sea. They hit patches of open land every now and then where a half mile or more stretched before another grove of trees lay ahead. The occasional hovercraft zoomed above them, and Ace looked to the sky every time, as they grew more frequent, he thought it was probably a sign they were approaching the town. They passed a tiny creek, oaks nearing fifty feet tall, the rare evergreen, and many cypresses lining the highway beside them. During their walk, Ace took advantage of the opportunity to meet some others. One female drake hunter with orange spotted skin told him how she had been recruited in Oola and taken to Gathara when she turned twenty. Her name was Lokel. The pirate with dreadlocks, named Omar, told Ace he'd seen Marty and heard rumors of Gathara since he was little, so he figured he'd go there himself to prove the rumors false, and ended up becoming a hunter instead. As he walked between the crowds of people, speaking to the others, he took a note of all the remaining members of the Israh.

“Oh, look at that,” said Juneg. Ace turned in the direction the little jag pointed. “I never seen one those before. That brightest red fur I seen.” She turned to Ace, “What it called?” 

Ace curled his mouth to a half grin. “It’s a fox.”

Easley's nose wrinkled. “Fox? Evelanders have strange names for things.”

Meager laughter trickled through the crowd. Ace remembered his first time in Heorg and Breen. Seeing taebans and breggards for the first time. It had been a rush of excitement, experiencing a whole new world. He enjoyed watching it happen to someone else experiencing something familiar to himself. The travelers glanced skyward at the sound of two hovercrafts zooming over the forest.

“Oh, thank the New Realm,” Ace said. “We're getting close, and my stomach is growling.”

“What does that mean?” Trilo said, now catching up so they walked side by side ahead of everyone else.

“Stomach growling? It's a common expression to say you're hung—”

“Not that, genius,” Trilo said, “the New Realm.”

“Oh,” Ace said, scratching the back of his head. “It's just a saying in Eveland. I think it came from old tales down south, where I grew up. There's this saying people have that goes something like, 'The seven are accursed, let the New Realm come.'”

“People believe there's a New Realm?”

Ace shrugged. “Maybe. Some say the New Realm is where you go in the afterlife. In Abes City, it's more a way of saying there's a better place than this world, and you're holding on to the hope you'll end up there one day.”

“Hmm,” Trilo said, eyeing the soggy ground at his feet. “By the New Realm! I kinda like that.”

Ace opened his mouth to respond when something roared ahead. He held a fist, and everyone halted. The roar came from over a hill above them, behind a cluster of shrubs. 

“Dernna!” came a voice. “Who's out there? I can't hunt if'n you're gonna scur way my game!” 

Ace turned to face the Israh. “Everyone, stay back.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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Wanted

Ace waved his hands and everyone ducked low to follow the command. He silently signaled at Omar. The pirate with dreads squinted for a moment before he realized Ace was calling him, then crept up to face him. 

“Yea, boss?” the pirate whispered.

“Don't wanna startle whoever this person is by showing up with a fae by my side. They're pretty rare in Eveland.” 

Omar nodded. 

Ace turned to the crowd. “We'll be returning soon. Do whatever Trilo says.” His voice was breathy, but loud enough so everyone could hear.

The scarred fae tipped his head at Ace, acknowledging his assigned position.

Omar and Ace scurried up to the shrubs, closing in on the sound of feet rustling the fallen leaves. 

“I swur!” shouted a voice, “A man cain't come out here to hunt no more without Evelanders yappin' s'loud!”

Ace and Omar reached the tip of a hill to find an old Evelander dressed in camouflage overalls strapped over a navy blue shirt stepping out of the bushes with a brown hunting rifle held skyward over his right shoulder.

“Don't you two know this is hunting grounds? You're scaring the game away with all your yappin'!” He said. His winter white hair fell under a camaflouge hat. His snowy facial hair prickled his cheeks, and the skin under jaw warbled as he spoke.

“Sorry, sir,” Ace said. “We're just out for a stroll, and we're trying to find our way to Jacobs. We're unfamiliar with these parts.”

The old man squinted an eye and huffed a frustrated breath. “Well, you two ought to be more curfel 'round here. Yur gonna end up gettin' shot!”

“You're right, sir,” Ace said. “Sorry, I'm not from around here. Only hunting I've ever done is in the Solomon Forest.”

The old man's eyes perked up. “Well how 'bout that. I'm frum out east! Is that where you frum?”

Ace smirked. He'd caught the old man's accent right away, and people from East Eveland treat each other like kin. Once they find out you're from the same place, you could rob them and they'd still love you. It was the best and worst thing about folks out east.

“No, sir,” Ace replied, “I'm from South Eveland. Abes City, to be precise. But my grandfather took me hunting at Lake David on several occasions. It feels like a second home to me.”

“No kidding!” the old man said, a bright look in his eyes, “My uncle lives in Abes City, and we used to visit him when I was just a pup. Well, what brings you Northwest?”

“It's a long story,” Ace said. “We're trying to make it to Adamsville, but we don't have a hovercraft. So, we thought we'd stop by Jacobs and get some supplies. We can't hike there, so we were wondering what kind of transporation options there were.”

The old man's eyes shot wide and he stepped back. “That's 400 miles, 'course you cain't walk! There's hardly anything but a couple po dunk towns and farmlands the whole way.” The old hunter nodded solemnly. He glanced around, sighed, and turned back to face them. “Well, c'mon now. I can show you the way to Jacobs. Ain't but a short walk frum here. My wife can cook us up sumthin' I'm sure. I'll direct you to the train station as well. But, it might be hurd, gettin' a ticket, what with this lockdown and everything.”

“Oh, please,” Ace said. “We wouldn't want to impose.”

“Nonsense, ya hear?” The old man said. “We're neighbors. It's wut we do.”

Omar, having remained silent with steady concentration on the old man's words, finally said, “Well, thank you, sir. That's awfully kind of you.”

“Pleasure's mine,” The old man said, strapping the rifle over his shoulder and sticking his hand out at them. “Mick Henry.”

Ace and Omar shook it, offering their names in response.

*
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OMAR, ACE, AND MICK stepped through the wood just outside Jacobs. The trees grew slightly taller and closer together in this part of Eveland’s west coast. Not by much though. They walked a couple small hills, and when they reached the top of the last one, Jacobs lay beneath them. The hills appeared man-made, as they perfectly circled the outer edge of the small town, and the hovercrafts used them as ramps to enter and exit the city. And it was a small town. Only one main street lay a mile or so ahead of them, stretching what could only be less than ten miles before reaching the wooden dock over the beach. Small as it was, they kept Eveland’s reputation for technology alive. The one-story buildings were either chrome, finished steel, or belonged to one of the random brick houses covered in a solar panel roof. City council met in the silver dome in the middle of the town. The main road circled it in a roundabout and broke off into a smaller street perpendicular to the main street. A few hovercrafts zoomed along the streets. The people bustled like Evelanders do. Even in small towns, things needed to be done. 

Home sweet home, Ace thought.

Mick led them down a path in the hills into the city. They passed a few other Evelanders heading into the forest to catch some game. 

“Ya'll picked an odd time to visit,” Mick said. “Things're gettin' weird 'round hur.” 

“How so?” Omar asked.

“Well, with the lockdown and ev'rythin', Peopl're startin' to go mad. All these rumors spreadin' 'bout the underground people sprouting up to steal food and spook children at night. I mean, those rumors have always been 'round, but now peopl're sayin' it's 'cuza this lockdown. That they're tryna catch 'em. 'Course I think that's ridiculous. But folk in small towns love a good tale, and they love to make 'em tall too.”

Omar chuckled a deep, gritty chuckle. “Yeah, guess you can't help some people, huh?”

“Guess not,” Mick said playfully.

Hearing this peaked Ace's interest. He'd always heard stories of the underground people growing up. It was a popular tale in Eveland culture. But now he knew about witches and the council. What if this underground place was real? What if they were witches? His heart thumped against the thought. If it was true, they were walking into a trap.

They followed the hill until they reached a cul de sac in a residential part of the city. The small street extended from a neighborhood just outside the main parts of the city. They followed the sidewalks, passing by a couple folks walking their dogs and one father teaching his son to ride a hover bike. Most of the neighborhood remained vacant. 

“Well,” Mick said, “the market's just a few minute's walk away frum here. Whataya say we grab you some supplies, then head back to my house here for some grub?”

“Sure,” Ace said. “Thanks again for being so kind to us.”

Mick waved his hand dismissively. “Don't mention it.”

Not much longer, they reached the roundabout at the end of the neighborhood and followed it to Main Street. This street led directly to the chrome finished City Hall dome in the middle of the city. Jacobs reminded Ace of his hometown. Only Abes City lay sprawled out in the rural parts surrounding it, while Jacobs was more densely populated. 

On Main Street, people rushed the streets on their phones, dressed in suits of silver, red, and strange patterns. Younger people dressed in jeans and t-shirts, no different than usual. Ace took note of the strange looks they were getting, and it occurred to him they had gone a few days traveling rough terrain without changing clothes. Compared to these clean-as-a-whistle citizens, they looked like bums. They passed a barber shop, candy store, arcade, and several restaurants before they found a grocery store. They entered inside, and something dawned on Ace.

“Do you have any money?” He quietly whispered to Omar.

The dark pirate snickered. “Wow. All this way and you didn't get any money?” 

They walked further in, and Ace replied quietly, “If we steal, we’ll draw too much attention to ourselves. We don't wanna do that. Not before we figure out how we're gonna get out of here.”

“Okay,” Omar responded quietly, “So we find a hovercraft first. Then get food and supplies?”

Ace squinted. “Hovercraft? What about the train?”

Omar shrugged. “I thought you'd think that would give us too much visibility. Besides, hovercrafts are much fatster.”

“We can't afford a hovercraft though,” Ace said, glaring at the dark pirate.

Omar tucked his lips and eyed Ace keenly.

“Steal one? Is that what you're suggesting?” asked Ace, a disgusted look on his face. Omar gently shrugged and nodded back. “That would attract way too much attention! Much more than getting on a train.”

Omar paused and stood straight, staring at something ahead of them. “Uh, if you’re worried about drawing too much attention to yourself, I think you’re a little too late.”

“Why?” Ace asked. Omar responded by pointing his finger ahead. Ace traced the pirate’s arm with his eye until he saw the same thing. He found Mick glancing at it too, and occasionally glancing back at Ace with fear in his eyes. 

When Ace saw it, his mouth fell. In the magazine section, each one of them had different versions of the same headlines. He rushed to them and grabbed one off the shelf. The text popped in bright colors over two portraits paired in such a way, it spurred the urge to vomit. It was a painting of Rio, and the text read: Eveland No Longer Recognizes the Peace Keeper’s Treaty. But there was also a picture of Ace with the headline reading: WANTED: Ace Halder. Enemy of the State.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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The Jacobs Police

“Ace, we needa get outta here,” Omar said, tugging at Ace’s elbow. “So,” Mick said, caressing his rifle strapped behind his shoulder, “you were just 'in the neighborhood,' huh?”

Ace turned to face him and placed the magazine back on the shelf. “Listen, Mick, it's not what you think.”

“Likely story,” Mick said, getting closer, he pointed slowly behind them. Ace and Omar gently turned their heads to find the cashier trembling, a phone held by her ear. “Listen,” Mick's voice came through Ace's ear swift and and close, causing him to jump, he turned to find the old hunter standing so close, they might as well have been hugging. “If you want to stay alive, follow me and do whatever I say.”

Ace squinted and raised an eyebrow. He glanced at Omar, who nervously watched outdoors as the sound of police sirens flooded the sky. “Uh . . . Ace, we really need to go,” the dark pirate said.

“Why should I trust you?” Ace said.

“'Cause we've been waiting for you, Ace. You're the only chance we have against the council.”

Ace's squinted at the old man curiously. “Who are you?”

“Right now? I'm yur best chance. The Jacobs Police're gonna be outside that door in a matter of sec'nds, and if you get past 'em, you'll have the Indies to deal with.”

Omar shot a strange glance back at the old man.

“Indies?” Ace asked. “What do you know about the Indies?”

“I know they've gone AWOL evur since the lockdown. They ain't lookin' for witches no more. They're lookin' for you.” 

Ace's neck turned toward Omar, then Mick, and back again. The pirate shrugged with a desperate glance. Police lights flashed from outdoors, and car doors slammed shut. What choice did Ace have?

“Okay, Mick,” Ace said softly. “You better not be tricking us.”

He nodded frantically and shoved them down behind an aisle. “First chance you get, bolt out of here as fast as you can and don't look back,” he spoke quick and frantically, “take a right and enter the first alley, when you reach the metal door, slam on it seven times and say these words in this order, 'Monette has prophesied, the Elyrian is here.'” He eyed Ace curiously and sternly, but had no time to repeat himself for clarity. Instead, he leapt up, bolted to the register, and aimed his rifle at the cashier, shouting, “I said gimme all yur money, woman! Ya hear?” Screams of a few other customers echoed in the store, and they all went rushing outdoors.

The police burst into the store, aiming their weapons at Mick. “Drop your weapon! Get down on the ground!”

Omar stretched his neck down the aisle and turned back to Ace. “I think that's our cue, Ace. How do you know you can trust this guy?”

Ace glared at him, his mind still processing previous events. “I—I don't.”

Omar shrugged, and his eyebrows tipped up. “Oh, well.” He grabbed Ace's arm and yanked him down the aisle. They rushed to the door, behind the police, colliding with a couple customers attempting to squeeze through. When they reached outside, Ace grabbed Omar's arm and yanked him right. 

“Hey! You two!” shouted a voice. But Ace and Omar had already starting running along the sidewalk, leaving the crime scene behind. Ace bumped into a lady carrying groceries, sending a cart of eggs splattering on the side walk. Omar wove through a couple people. The alley came up so quick they almost passed it, but cut the corner just in time. A dumpster lay to their right, and its dead smell stained the air.

“Metal door!” Omar said. “The guy said something about a metal door!”

Ace and Omar rushed through the alley, and Ace found it in the back, sunk into the brick walls. “Here!” He shouted, and Omar came rushing to his side. “Keep watch,” Ace said. Omar nodded and pulled an AMB from his holster, aiming it down the alley. Ace banged on the metal door seven times as instructed. The Jacobs wind carried the panic of the crime scene behind them.

“What did he say we have to say?” Ace asked. He glanced down the alley to find two policemen running inside with hand blasters pointed at them. 

“Put down your weapon!” one said.

“You first!” Omar shouted back.

Ace stared at the metal door and shouted. “Monette has the prophecy! The Elyrian . . .” he struggled to remember the words. “The Elyrian . . . ahh! Just let me in!”

“Quiet! Get on the ground!” the policemen shouted, inching toward them with a true and steady aim. Ace's heart nearly burst from his chest. Anger flared up inside, and he eyed the policemen darkly. He glanced back at the door and sighed. He had no choice. No other way to get out of this. Two waves of white fire fled Ace’s hands. The elyr shot like a mighty whirlwind and sent both of the guards flying tens of feet backward. Even though the pale flame remained in the air, it cracked the cement beneath it, some of the brick beside it, and broke a fire hydrant, gushing water into the streets. Hovercrafts swerved to miss the water and one of them crashed into a parked craft outside the alley. The crowds gasped and fled the scene, and those who stayed filmed with their phones and peered into the alley with wide mouths. 

“Holy . . .” Omar said.

Ace clapped the pirate's back. “So much for keeping a low profile. C’mon, let’s just get the police craft and get outta here.” 

Ace rushed to one of the police crafts parked further down the street. Omar’s shock faded slowly from his face. He ran behind Ace, returning to reality. A foot before they reached the police car, a sharp red flash slapped the door handle and sent red fireworks spurting around them. The shock made Ace and Omar drop to the sidewalk. Ace rolled over and looked down the street to find two more policemen turning the corner. One helped the others to their feet, and the other fired a plasma blaster. Police sirens moaned in the skies. Citizens fled the scene like ants in a rainstorm. The policeman and Ace caught eyes a moment. He aimed his weapon again and pulled the trigger. Ace molded a disc of the elyr before them. It grew to the size of a small building and sent beams of bright light on either side of him. The lasers from the policeman’s weapon disintegrated in the shield of the elyr.

Ace turned his head. Omar lay back against the police car, facing Ace with shock and awe. “You can stop bullets!” Omar shouted. “You—” He breathed heavy, “You just saved—”

“Shut up and start the craft while we have time!” Ace said.

“Right,” Omar said, nodding frantically. He opened the car door and crawled inside. Thousands of lasers smacked against Ace’s shield, making the weight against his arms too heavy to bear. He held for as long as he could, but soon he’d have to drop the shield and enter the craft. He made a quick decision. Once Omar was in the hovercraft, Ace leapt, propelling himself twenty feet in the sky with the elyr at his feet. The shield dropped, but the lasers stopped once the policemen noticed he had disappeared. He let the elyr fade from his feet, and has he fell from the sky, he brought a tsunami of white fire with him. He smacked against the concrete and thrust mountains of the elyr toward the policemen. They ran away before Ace could make it to the ground. The aftermath offered a still, vacant Jacobs, with only the sound of the police craft humming behind them. Ace rushed to it and climbed inside. 

“Go, go, go!” Ace yelled. Omar fidgeted with the controls. The craft started, took off violently, then halted abruptly. This happened a few times, causing the food in Ace’s stomach to swim unpleasantly. Eventually, Omar found his stride and the craft zoomed along the streets. Halfway down the road, police crafts rushed in from either side of a separate street, blocking them from moving further. 

“Omar,” Ace said. “Make something happen.”

“Me?” Omar said, hands trembling on the steering wheel. “You’re the one who just broke half the city with your freaky powers!” 

“Just make the thing fly!” Ace shouted.

Omar pulled the controls back. The hovercraft jerked harshly and a red warning light flashed on the dashboard, followed by an annoying beeping sound. Terror shot from Omar’s eyes. He looked at Ace. “The flight controls are jammed!” He wasn’t stopping either. They rushed toward the police blockade nearing ninety miles an hour. The brakes wouldn’t do it, they were too far in. 

“No!” Ace shouted as fury rushed through him. “We’re not dying here!” The elyr swarmed his body once again and he extended his hands outward. With a shout of strain, he sent the pale flames across the craft and used the fire to thrust. His arms and chest tensed like he was lifting 50 pound weights. He screamed more and the craft slowly lifted from the ground. The policemen behind their parked crafts ducked as Ace and Omar’s craft rose just above the blockade, scraping the top of the other police crafts. Once they passed it, Ace let the flames fade and the hovercraft fell back to being just a foot or two off the ground.

Omar burst into hysterical laughter. “Where were you hiding this? You just made us fly, Ace!”

Ace panted as he relaxed his muscles. “Just get us outta here.”

Omar smiled and turned his focus to the road. Something smashed the back of the craft and they flipped in the air. The craft fell from the sky, and the thrusters on the bottom of it sent it swerving all over the streets. They smacked into one buidling, then another, then landed on the asphalt upside down. The craft shut down and the car scraped the streets until it abruptly halted after hitting a bench on the sidewalk. Ace and Omar groaned, the engine smoked, crackling and dripping noises surrounded them. Sparks sputtered from the dash. 

“Omar,” Ace mumbled, “you okay?”

“Ugh—” Omar said. He coughed a couple times. “Yeah, yeah.” 

Ace touched his forehead and looked at the blood dripping from his fingers and palm. He and Omar assisted one another in getting their seatbelts off and getting out of the car. They crawled on the asphalt, squeezing between the windows and the ground. Ace’s hand dug deep into shattered glass on the ground. He grimaced and his palm felt warm and wet. Once they got to their feet, they looked behind them to find policemen swarming them with blasters pointed at them. 

Omar slowly raised his hands in surrender. “What now, Ace?” He whispered.

Ace glanced at the car. He took note of the dark stain on the back where something had smashed it. He glanced back at the policemen. They hadn’t stopped the car on their own. Ace squinted as the officers slowly walked toward them until he noticed something. The policemen to his left, with dark eyes and bright skin. His feet left black footprints. His aim shook with his trembling hand. Dark as his eyes were, they couldn’t hide his fear. Ace’s mouth twitched with satisfaction. 

“You’re completely surrounded,” one of the policemen said. “You have nowhere to go.” They inched their way toward them.

“I think I have a plan,” Ace said softly. 

“What is it?”

“Duck,” Ace said. With one fluid motion, he breathed and flexed his hands forward so a ring of the elyr fled him and swept over each of the policemen. Some fired shots before the blinding fire sent them to the ground, but the elyr swallowed the plasma fire midair. The parcel smacked on the ground and rolled over, swatting at the patches of white fire burning him. He yelped in horror. The shrieks of witches sounded from the distance. 

Ace bent down and helped Omar to his feet. “Get your blaster.” 

Omar nodded and pulled out his weapon. Most of the policemen had rushed to the parcel’s side, offering to help them. At the sound of the witches, they turned their attention to the skies. Four witches lathed in black smoke rushed into the streets from the skyscrapers. 

“This was your plan?” Omar said, aiming at the witches. 

Ace leapt on top of the broken-down hovercraft and pointed at the parcel. “Witchcraft is real!” he shouted, “This man is evil! He’s trying to turn you against me! I’m not your enemy!” He didn’t have chance to say much else, for the witches came flying at him. One of them might have reached him, but Omar popped it in the chest with an anti-magic bullet. Ace’s body lit up with the elyr. The parcel police officer screamed and leapt to his feet, swatting whatever white fire remained on his person. The other policemen ran away in sheer fright. 

“Okay,” Ace said, turning to Omar, “That’s not how I expected that to turn out.”

“Look out!” Omar said. For a witch, flying just above them threw a spell Ace’s way. Ace rolled on the ground, dodging it just in time. Omar fired a few more shouts and rushed for cover. Ace used the elyr to parry the witches’ attacks and send a blinding white light their way. He swished and swooped through all the attacks, while Omar used the anti-magic bullets as a distraction. Ace finally threw them off guard and fell next to Omar, who was using a dumpster for cover.

“Omar now is the best time for you to get out of here,” Ace said.

“Are you crazy? I’m not leaving you!”

“Listen, go get the others for backup. If you can find a hovercraft to get them in, even better. I’ll be fine.”

Omar’s nostrils flared, and he shot Ace a look of determination, “Ace, we need you—”

“Look out!” Ace swatted away a dark sphere of magic headed their way with the elyr. A witch had spotted them, and she bolted after them. Before the witch had the chance to make another move, Ace had thrust himself forward with the elyr, wrapped her in a blanket of white fire, and pinned her to the ground, hovering over her victoriously. He glanced over to Omar, who smiled and nodded.

“Got it,” Omar said, “You’ll be fine. I’ll be back with help, Ace!”

Before the pirate had the chance to contest him, the other three witches darted after him and cast a spell to free the other witch from the elyr burning her. Ace shot flames at them and dodged their attacks, swaying and parrying their moves. When he landed on top of a building, he caught a glimpse of Omar, small as an ant from his distance, sprinting uphill to get help. He smiled, realizing the parcel and witches were focused on him, allowing the pirate to escape with ease. The parcel removed his police hat, revealing black spots on his head and face where the elyr had caught him. 

“Don’t be foolish,” Ace said. “I can free you! End this now, and I promise I will take your curse away!”

The parcel eyed him darkly, conjuring a ball of dark smoke in his left hand. “You’re the fool!” He said, rumbling the ground with his booming voice. “Your refusal to obey the council has unleashed magic like Yutara has never seen! The council has been saving its magic for a time like this, Elyrian! Now you will see death and destruction.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTY
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Fire First

Ace and the parcel exchanged stares for a moment. Darkness covered the man’s eyes, but couldn’t cloak his fear. Ace planned the fight in his head. Maybe the parcel would give up his grasp for power as well. Maybe Ace could rescue them all. He had no desire to destroy them. But for the sake of those who did wish to be rescued from darkness, he would do what he must.

The parcel extended his arms forward, and the witches darted after Ace. He thrust his hands and dark magic swallowed a car next to him. It crushed the car like wadding a piece of paper, and the parcel threw it in Ace’s direction. He didn’t stop, the crushed cars covered in black magic came hurtling toward the Elyrian by the dozens. In the midst of all this, two of the witches sent spells of paralysis on him. 

Ace breathed calmly, feeling the force of the Light rush from his heart to his fingertips. The spells broke and he burst into the sky in waves of Light, bringing each spell over the cars to a pause and sending them crashing to the ground. The parcel was right. Ace had never seen magic work this powerful before. It didn’t bother or frighten him. The parcel wouldn’t be using magic like this if Ace didn’t pose a real threat to the council’s will. He was scared, and Ace was going to expose him for it. 

The battle raged on for what seemed an entire day. Only in reality it lasted for tens of minutes. Ace dismissed the witches and parcel’s attacks with ease. Dodging, blocking, dissolving. He had sent two of the witches to the ground with the elyr, letting its burn incapacitate them. The parcel showed great strength. He cracked the roads and split them into gorges and sent buildings crashing down. During this time, Ace began to notice the parcel’s magic weakening, as well as the witches. He glanced at the fallen witches. The elyr had left their bodies, but they remain still and barely breathing. 

When magic is used, souls are absorbed.

He’d planned on letting the parcel’s magic run dry, but he couldn’t! His witch slaves were being used to fuel it. Ace stared at the parcel. If he was going to bring this battle to an end, the parcel would either surrender or be taken by white fire. And it needed to happen now. Ace landed in the street, only feet away from the parcel. Each of them covered in wounds from the battle. The fury in his heart rushed to his mouth and spoke for him.

“This is it, parcel!” Ace shouted. “I’ve stopped all your attacks. The battle is over! The Elyrian has come, and you have no power here!”

The parcel brought shadows to his hands and took a stance before Ace. “I’m just getting warmed up.”

Ace glanced at the witches and sent the pale flames rushing up both of his arms. “Don’t be stupid, parcel! It’s over. Give up, or I will be forced to destroy you.”

“Give it your best shot,” The parcel said, seething through his teeth. He shot a tunnel of dark magic at Ace and it zoomed through the streets. Ace sighed. He extented his arms and countered it with a tunnel of the elyr exceeding in strength. He glanced at the witches. The color faded from them, and the ones who were flying fell to the ground. The longer they kept this up, the more magic the parcel used, the more it hurt the other witches. Ace needed this to end. He shouted and gathered all the strength left in him to boost himself forward with waves of the elyr. He zoomed through the tunnel of dark magic in a flash, causing the force of it to burst from either side of him, shattering windows and brick. He pressed forward until he reached the parcel, grabbed his hands, and wrapped him up in a blanket of Light. The white fire swirled around him and carried him in the sky. He yelped and shouted as the fire burned him. Ace turned his head away.

I gave him several chances. Ace thought. I did all I could do.

The parcel spoke in his thoughts. The Light will fall! To defy the council—

Ace shouted as he sent a powerful wave of white fire over the parcel. It lasted only a second longer before the flames consumed him, and the air lay still and quiet. Ace exhaled and dropped to the ground. Suddenly, he felt weaknesses rising in him again. His body throbbed, his head stung as it dripped blood, and he barely felt the strength to climb back to his feet. But he looked over at the witches, crawling on the ground. Their shrieks had weakened. Ace forced himself to stand and rushed to one of them. She let out a shrill cry and shot a wave of magic. Ace swallowed it with the elyr and reached her. She looked to be middle-aged, but dark smoke covered most of her face. 

“I can free you from this,” Ace said quietly. She snarled at him, and her face changed expressions a few times. “Do you want to be free?” The witch groaned oddly a time or two, then rolled around horridly, but somewhere in between her convulsions, she nodded a couple times. Ace smiled. “I promise I will find out how. Just hang in there.” He pulled his AMB out and unloaded the anti-magic generator. He used it to coat all the witches in it, so their magic would be neutralized until he found the cure. 

Caught up in battle, Ace had tuned out the citizens of Jacobs. Most of them had fled the city before the battle had begun, but some lingered. They now tiptoed their way into the ruins of streets where it had taken place. Must have been dozens of them. 

Astonishment hung in the still, quiet sky. Ace glanced around. The four witches lay silent and gray. Each of the townspeople walked closer, circling Ace. Some stayed back with terror in their eyes. The aftermath of battle lay everwhere. Mixing with the parcel had done more to him than his adrenaline had revealed. His legs burned, the stinging in his back suggested he may need stitches, and weakness wore him down. The world spun slowly around him, but he stood his ground and kept his posture firm and confident. Finally, the townsfolk broke the silence.

“What was that?”

“What just happened?”

“Are we safe?”

“Do we need to evacuate?”

Their tones rose so one voice drowned another. Soon Ace comprehended only the ramblings of angry, scared folk. He might have jumped in and reassured them everything was just fine, but a young girl did it for him. She’d sat curled in her father’s arms, face buried in his neck. When the voices rose, her shyness left her, and she shouted in a voice loud enough to let everyone know her question was most important.

“Who are you?” she shouted. Her father took a step back and placed his hand on the back of her head, quietly shushing her. The rest of the crowd went still. Some looked at the girl, others looked at Ace, but all their expressions acknowledged their yearning for the answer. Ace followed his cue, slowly stepping on top of asphalt, piled into a small rock before him. Dismissing his dizziness, he spoke firm and assured.

“My name is Ace Halder, and I am the Elyrian. You just witnessed a battle between magic and the elyr. Because of the parcel’s unwillingness to turn from his wicked ways, the Light judged him.”

“The what’s unwillingness?” a lady shouted.

“Magic? Are you kidding right now? This is no time for jokes!” 

“Quiet!” Ace shouted. As he did, the flames of the elyr rushed from his hands and dissipated. The crowd gasped and leapt back. “You’ve just witnessed an incredible battle with magic and the elyr, what more evidence do you need? Listen, you will be safe from this if you stay away from cities. Find refuge in the rural areas near Abes City in South Eveland, or Solomon Forest.”

“Why should we listen to you?” 

“You expect us to believe a man who believes in magic?” 

Ace caught a glimpse of something in his right eye. He looked amongst the crowd to find a witch, plain as day, staring him down. Her disguise remained, but he smelled her fear. Her eyes couldn’t hide it, nor could they hide her attempt to lie when she spoke.

“Magic only exists in fairy tales!” she said.

Ace sighed, having no desire to start a fight again. His body couldn’t take much more. What choice did he have? He slowly stuck his hand out to point at her and call her out in front of everyone. He’d rip her lies and awful disguise apart and show them magic once again, before their eyes. Just as he lifted his hand, he heard a voice and turned behind.

“Ace! Ace! We’re here!” shouted Trilo. The scarred fae led the Israh through the city and the rubble from the aftermath of battle. Behind him, Omar and the rest of the Israh followed. Just as he was about to say hey, another voice shouted in front of him and he turned his head once again.

“He’s right!” From the crowd a white man stepped forth. He looked to be somewhere between a teenager and young adult. His spiked, muddy hair made him look like a brown porcupine. The X torso and chrome AMR in his hands gave away is identity. Hunter. Ace smiled at first, until he realized the hunter pointing the AMR directly at him. Several hunters appeared from the crowd, all pointing their anti-magic rifles at him. Ace’s expression went dark. What terrible hunters! Threatening him while a witch lay in their midst. The crowd gasped and jumped back. “Relax,” the porcupine headed boy said. “We’re not here to hurt you, just the parcel.”

“You morons!” Trilo shouted. The Israh had now caught up and joined in the argument. The scenario was heating quickly to another battle. The Indies, the Israh, and a witch sat amongst the townspeople. Ace chuckled, not knowing what else to do under such dire circumstances. It sounded like a joke Trilo would make. The scarred fae rushed to Ace’s side. “Did you not witness him just save your town from a parcel?” 

“Means nothing,” the spiky haired man said, “You’re under his spell, fae. Shouldn’t surprise me a fae would give in to the council’s deception. Are you not blind? He clearly used magic to fight the parcel. And now he promises he can free a witch of her curse? Sorcery!”

“‘Are you not blind,’” Trilo mocked, “What is this, drama class?”

One of the townsfolk shouted, “Has the whole world gone mad? Do these people seriously believe in magic?”

Ace, eyes on the threatening hunter, stepped forward and extended his hand in a gesture of truce. “Hunter, listen to yourself. How can magic cast out magic? A house divided against itself cannot stand.”

“Hold your tongue, parcel!” The hunter said. The Indies all stepped closer. “People of Jacobs!” he shouted, “Gather your things and follow my friends. They will lead you to safety. We will take care of the parcel and his followers.” 

“We can’t let you take them!” Trilo shouted, “You Indies are all under the spell of a powerful warlock. You’re leading them to their deaths!” The scarred fae brought the elyr to his hands, as well as the other faes amongst the Israh. The hunters and pirates aimed their hybrid weapons. 

Half the crowd gasped, the other half didn’t know what else to do. Some of them ran the other way. No one stopped them, for each of the opposing groups desired the safety of the people, and if they were about to engage in battle, it was best if they fled. Oddly, some of them lingered. Soon, the Israh and Indies remained facing one another, each waiting for the other to fire first.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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The Undergound

The hunter with spiked hair sneered as he aimed at the Elyrian. Ace’s eyes went back and forth between the Indies and the Israh. What could he do? They had to get to Adamsville. Who knew what damage this charade had caused to their mission. Gerald Yvonne must have received word of the mayhem in Jacobs by now. He might have already taken precautions against Ace and the Israh arriving. 

“Listen,” Ace said, “this will get messy really quickly. Let’s not do anything rash. We can talk it out.”

“There will be no talking,” the spiky-headed hunter said. 

“So why haven’t you fired yet, needle head?” Trilo said, the elyr gently crawling across his forearm. “Go ahead. Shoot first. I dare ya.”

The hunter snarled in the scarred fae’s direction. He huffed a breath of air from his nose, and Ace thought he might have given up. He didn’t, and things went ill. The spiky headed boy took back his aim and fired at Trilo, catching all by surprise. The other Indies followed his lead and fired at will. Ace had caught the twitch in the hunter’s eye just before he pulled the trigger and sent a wave of the elyr before them, absolving most of the impact of the plasma fire. It didn’t absolve it all. The force broke enough through the deflective shield of Light to smack Trilo in the shoulder and send him falling backward. The red flash made Ace's heart sink. The hunters weren’t using anti-magic. They were firing blasters. Ace rushed to Trilo’s side, and chaos erupted. Flashes of anti-magic orange and blaster red zipped through the air. Ace helped the scarred fae to his feet, and they each turned around in time to attack again. They marched toward each other. The elyrians leapt in the sky and fired waves of Light downward. Some of them were hit and came crashing to the ground. Others sent waves powerful enough to knock weapons from the hands of the Indies. Ace gathered what strength he could find, most if it left with the battle against the parcel, and moved waves of white fire. The force knocked the hunters backward, but they quickly rose to their feet and jumped back into battle.

“Any time now!” Trilo shouted. Ace turned to find the scarred fae deflecting lasers and firing back with the elyr.

“Who are you t—” Ace was cut off by dozens of anti-magic suns raining from the surrounding buildings. They swarmed the Indies and the witch like a body of furious bees. Ace thought they were bullets before they landed and exploded into orange dust. The witch in the crowd shrieked and zipped away, and the dust offered cover for them. The sound of painful coughs filled the air. The Indies were nowhere to be seen from the dust floating about them, but no shots were fired, so he figured they were safe so long as the anti-magic provided them cover. Ace looked around for the others, but instead found Juneg, Easley, and Mick leaping from the smaller buildings beside them. Only then did it occur to him: Juneg and Easley hadn't shown up with Omar and the rest of the Israh earlier. 

The orange haze grew thicker, making it more difficult to see them. They turned into a silhouette moments before they came bursting through the orange dust, grabbing the Israh and hurrying them away.

“Ace! Ace! Ace!” Juneg shouted as she reached him and yanked his wrist. “Follow us! Hurry!” 

Ace coughed and buried his mouth in the crook of his elbow. The little jag led him from the orange dust and further into the vacated city of Jacobs. When they left the haziness, the city grew clearer, and Mick and Ealsey came into vision, leading the others hurriedly away from the mayhem. Mick at the front, led them to a familiar alley and banged on the metal door seven times

“Monette has prophesied, the Elyrian has come,” Mick said. He lifted his eyes toward Ace. “It really ain't that difficult.”

Ace coughed up a cloud of orange dust and said. “Sorry, the whole world trying to kill me distracted me a little.”

The door clanked and moaned. It sank into the wall, then turned open slowly on its hinges. Mick stepped inside. “C'mon, now, quickly,” the old man said. He led them into the passage, a dark and narrow tunnel, then turned left down another, narrower tunnel. The door behind them shut, and they were left with nothing but darkness.

“Uh . . . Mick?” Ace asked. “Where are we going?”

“To your first home, Descendant of Oliver,” Mick said. “The Underground.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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Labyrinth

“The Underground?” Ace asked. “You can't be serious. You were just talking about how crazy people are who believe in the Underground.”

“What's the Underground?” murmured several voices directly proceeding one another among the Israh.

Lights came on, revealing a long path of stone and brick, heading into darkness. “This,” Mick said, “is the Underground.” He turned toward Ace. “And it's the only chance you got.”

Ace turned around to do a head count of the Israh and didn't turn back until every person was accounted for. Well, every person he remembered anyway, but there were no faces missing from what he could tell. When he did turn, Mick anxiously ticked his neck, suggesting they head down the hall.

“Why did you lie to me?” Ace said.

“I didn't know who you were at first,” Mick replied coldly. “We can't take chances of anyone finding out who were are down here. We've made a habit of keeping our work secret, and we intend to keep it that way.”

Ace quickly grabbed Mick's wrist before he had a chance to run, and lit up his arm with the elyr. Mick didn't move, he eyed the white fire in awe and then closed his eyes. After the flame didn't burn him, Ace pulled away and stepped close to his face.

“Never lie to me again. I don't care what you 'intend.' You have new intentions now. Are we clear?”

Mick swallowed and rapidly nodded. He glanced back at the rest of the crew, then back to Ace. “I'm sorry, Elyrian. I—I never meant to betray your trust. We've been waitin' for ya, see? Once, I knew who you wur, I just had to bring you down hur.”

Trilo scurried to Ace's side. “You sure you can trust him, Ace?”

Easley wriggled his way between two pirates to be seen. “He helped me and Juneg save you two. He came up with the whole plan! If it weren't for him, we'd be goners.”

Ace looked at the hopeful eyes of the yellow drake kid, then turned back to Mick, glowering. “How do you know me?” Ace asked. “How do you know I'm the Elyrian? Or even what the elyr is?”

Mick grinned like a child on Christmas and placed two hands on Ace's shoulders. Trilo flinched, ready to fire if Mick misbehaved. “Because Monette prophesied about you!” 

“Monette?”

“Come,” Mick said, “Come wit' me. I'll show you everythin'.” 

Mick led them through the maze of hallways underneath the ground. Walls of brick stood on either side of concrete floors and ceilings. Beams hung on the walls and lit the paths with a smoky blue tint. Vines wove along the bricks and sprawled across the floor and ceiling like silly string. The sense of isolation sank in. The real word was outside. 

This continued for what seemed a mile or so, and every turn or two, they’d reach another gate. Mick would place his face near a bulging black sphere near the lock, and a green light would follow a clunking sound, freeing the gate and letting them through. Ace grew worried. How could he trust people who lived underground in secret? It sounded like something witches would do! Mick could have been easily leading them to a trap. One they couldn’t easily escape. He caught his breath at the thought of coming this far just to get tricked by an old wildlife hunter. However, he did use the elyr on him, and nothing happened. Besides, what choice did they have? While he pondered these things during the travel, Trilo ended up next to him.

“Ace,” Trilo said, “How did you do it?”

“Do what?” Ace said. Though his expression suggested he already knew what the scarred fae meant.

“Defeat that parcel! I've never seen anything like it. You were insane! But I mean that in a good way.” 

Ace chuckled. “I don't really know, Trilo. Most of the time, when it's time to act, my mind goes somewhere else, and I can just feel the elyr taking over. He just uses me to do what he wants.”

Mick laughed a deep laugh and tilted his head back a moment. “Well, don't stop lettin' him do it! You've given me hope like I've never had before.”

“Yeah, Ace,” Juneg said. Ace turned behind to find the young jag next to Easley, smiling at him. “I've never seen magic like that before. And you still beat him!”

“Of course he did!” Trilo said, slapping Ace's shoulder. “He's the Elyrian!”

Ace smirked and looked down at his feet. “Don't get too cheery yet,” he said quietly. “We still have a long way to go before defeating the council.”

“Pfft,” Trilo said, slinging his arm over the back of Ace's neck. “Listen, pal, if there’s one thing I’ve learned more and more as I’ve gotten to know you, it’s that the council is more afraid of the Light than we’ve believed.”

Ace’s ears perked at the words. “What do you mean?”

“Did you not hear how loud the cry of a witch is when you use the Light? The battle you had in Jacobs with that last parcel . . . like Juneg said, no one's ever seen magic like that before. It's hard enough to get a witch to resort to any magic, it usually takes a solid few months of training for hunters to do it, but you got a parcel to. And not just simple spells, he was bringing down buildings.”

Ace half-smiled at the scarred fae. It had seemed as if the council had become weaker. When the Light surged through him, defeating them appeared less daunting. The irony baffled him. Recently, they had seen the council make moves toward greater power like they never had before. They took over Gathara, passed a treaty which brought all nations of Yutara on their side, and Rio was only two steps away from obtaining enough magic to destroy the Emerson Stone. Yet, somehow, Ace understood the Light to be more powerful. How could this be? They hadn’t hardly made any progress in stopping Rio. Ace shook the worry aside when Mick opened the last gate in the labyrinth. 

It swung open to reveal the end of the hall. They stepped through the opening in the walls to a small, underground city. Tents of various sizes lay propped against the larger hallway on either side of train tracks; and they went on for miles it seemed. Beams of light hung on the walls and ceiling. People walked back and forth. Some tents stood several stories tall, reaching the ceiling of the underground. Others sat wide and round, offering an opening to a marketplace for traders and merchants. 

“What is this place?” Trilo said, his voice soft and full of wind.

Human eyes followed them as they traveled in the underground city. Once the residents of the underground noticed them, they stopped with open jaws and remained still.

“Ah! You came!” said a man ahead of them. He was a dark man, bald, and stood about a half a foot taller than Mick. Dressed in cargo pants and a tucked in t-shirt, with a bow behind his back and a quiver from his belt, he rushed to the group. “I was beginning to not believe you,” he said. “Where is he? Where is the one you promised?” Mick nodded and stepped aside. He stuck his hands out to display Ace before them. Shock came over the face of the dark, bald man. By now, hundreds of the city’s people had taken notice and the rushing crowd had come to a halt. Ace glanced around, feeling odd at the nearly tangible stares he received. The dark man stepped close and reached out, almost touching Ace’s face. “Oh my . . . it’s . . . it’s really you. She was right. She was . . . . so right.”

“Who?” Trilo said.

“Right about what?” Ace said. He looked around him and back to the tall man. “Why is everyone staring at me?”

The bald man chuckled. “Because! It’s you! You’re the spitting image of him. Come, come, let me show you.” He turned around and walked further into the tent city. Everyone followed behind. Weird as it seemed, it wasn’t like they had many other leads. 

The bald man turned right into a large, white tent, placed in the middle of the smaller tent city on either side of it. Paintings hung everywhere. On the tent walls, standing on easels. The paintings were of elyrians battling witches. Other paintings were those of beautiful cities and landscapes. One painting had everyone’s attention immediately. Everybody, citizens of the underground included, stopped to stare at it. Their eyes went between Ace and the painting. Ace patted himself and looked down. The red t-shirt, the blue jeans. His hair length, messy like a storm. It all was the same. He stepped toward the painting, wide eyed and dumbfounded. It was him. Everything about it resembled him. He turned around to find citizens of the underground pouring into the tent. Hundreds, maybe thousands of people, stared at him. 

“H—how?” Ace said. “Who did this?” 

A voice spoke among the crowd. It was high pitched and lovely. It grew louder as a fuzzy brown head of hair weaved its way through the people. “’Whosoever frees the stone, will venture not a realm alone,’” said a girl. She broke through the crowd and stood before him. Something about her face looked familiar to him. She had light brown skin. Her fuzzy, light brown hair was big and fluffy. Her blue eyes glistened under the beam light at the top of the tent. Ace stepped closer to her. “I’m the one who painted it. I painted everything here.”

“Who—who are you?” Ace said.

“My name is Monette Yvonne. Sebastian was my dad.”


	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]
















CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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The Tree's Shadow

Ace recalled the picture Sebastian showed him of his family while they were on the train to Dorneg. Monette had grown much more. She looked to be somewhere between Ace’s and Cameron’s age. His heart stirred. Did she know Sebastian was dead? How could he tell her? She stepped closer and gently touched Ace’s face.

“I can’t believe it’s actually you,” she said softly.

Ace gently pushed her hand away. Kind of awkward having some girl touch his face in front of thousands of strangers. “What’s going on?” he said as he turned to the painting. With a closer look, he found the painting had him kneeling down, placing his hands on a dark surface with shadows surrounding him. “What's the deal with this painting?”

Monette gently grabbed his wrist, turning his attention to her. “This is Halder City. Come with me, I want to show you something.” She turned around and the crowd made a path for her. Ace followed and everyone else fell in behind them. Someone tugged at his shirt as Monette led them led them through the underground. He looked down at Juneg.

“Is that really Sebastian’s daughter?” 

Ace nodded. “I think so.”

Juneg looked ahead and said softly, “She really pretty. What she doing here? I didn’t know he had daughter.”

Ace shrugged. “I have no idea, Juneg. This is as much news to me as it is to you.”

Monette placed her hand on a metal plate on a stand at the edge of the platform. A blue light shone on both platforms on either side of the train tracks and beams met in the middle to form a makeshift bridge. She led them across the bridge to another hallway. The hallway led to a wide room lit by more dangling lights on the walls. The room lay empty, save for a pillar from floor to ceiling in the middle of the room. Only it didn’t look like a normal pillar. It was black and charred, had rough, jagged edges and an uneven curve. As Monette led them in, and the residents of Halder City trailed behind, she circled the pillar. As they reached the other side, its shadow came into view. Pure dark in an otherwise brightly lit room, and thin lines of black smoke flared from it. It looked like a black hole in the middle of the room, absorbing and absolving whatever life passed by it. Ace traced the shadow back to its source with his eyes. He paid closer attention to the detail and . . . it kind of looked like a tree. Someone had carved markings in it as well. Strange markings . . . in fact . . . they were fae! 

“This place is known as the Curse's Chamber.” Monette said. “It was established long ago, during the Origin Age. When Oliver Halder first brought humans here.” She stepped close to the tree and drug her hand along the markings, stopping once she reached the shadow. “We can’t read it because we’ve never had a fae here.”

“Wait, wait,” Trilo said. “You’re saying this is the first city the humans established in Yutara? This underground junk pile?”

“It wasn’t always like this,” Monette said. “Hundreds of years of building buried the city, and eventually it became Adamsville’s underground commuting system. This tree, however, remained intact. This tree was the one Oliver led the humans through.”

“So, you know about the sixth realm?” Ace said.

Monette nodded. “Yes. He founded this city, and over the years, its existence has drifted from knowledge. The residents of Halder City have lived here for decades, stretching nearly a century. The Elders have been waiting for you, Ace. Believing a Halder would return. But not as Halder, as the Elyrian.”

“You believe in the elyr?” Ace said.

Monette smiled. “Not only do we believe in it, it’s the foundation of our society. Oliver believed in it the moment he arrived. He and the faes got along swimmingly. Over the years, the council has tried to disrupt the connection Oliver had with the faes and separate the Halders from them. The Light has reestablished this connection with you, the Elyrian. Come, read aloud what the markings say.”

Ace stepped close to the tree and translated the fae language accordingly out loud. “Emery threndar, di thier thoomthier, frenfer thoom Ha.”

“Come Emery,” Trilo said aloud, translating Ace's words, “who knows Unknown, in search of no . . . Ha?”

“There's a piece missing,” Ace said. He rubbed his finger over a small divot in the tree at the end of the fae markings. He tipped his head and leaned closer, squinting at it. Something looked eerie about it—familiar. His eyes shot wide and he reached in his shirt, then pulled out the necklace King Vinan had given to him. He glanced at it and saw the letters evyr. He took it off the necklace and placed it in the hole in the tree. It fit perfectly and snapped into place. “Haevyr! It's a piece of the prophecy. Wow! Oliver did come from this tree! He had the broken piece from it that he gave to the inglings. To King Vinan!” 

The crowd gasped and Monette came close to him. The breath of her words traced the surface of the skin on his neck. “I see it now.”

“See what?” Ace asked, glancing back at her. After which, the tree's shadow spewed a sea of black smoke, sending an echo of witch screams as if they were in a cave far away. Everyone covered their ears until it stopped. Ace glared at the black hole in the room and Monette stood beside him, placing a hand on his shoulder.

“I see my visions! My dreams. Ace, listen to me, that painting you saw was a vision I've had many times. You come to this very room and touch the tree's shadow.”

Gasps flooded the air behind him. Ace raised an eyebrow at her. “That's it? Touch the shadow?”

“Ace, you don't understand. There's a reason we call it the Curse's Chamber. After Oliver came to earth and told the inglings about the warlocks, the inglings closed the passage between realms using the trees. This made the warlocks furious, as they had to call on the shadows and conceive the seventh realm. Do you know how they did it? They cursed this tree and took all life from it, using its shadow as the pathway to the seventh realm. Now, if anyone touches the trees shadow, they are sucked into the seventh realm, lost for eternity.”

Witch cries grew louder and nearer from the tree's shadow beneath him. “Woah, woah,” Trilo said, stepping forward, “and you want him to touch it?”

Juneg pulled out an AMB and aimed it at her, Easley snarled at her, and Omar gently patted her arm, suggesting she lay the gun down. Monette startled a moment then turned back to Ace. “Not me, Ace. I don't want to, but I think Emery does. He's been giving me dreams my whole life, preparing me for this moment. Preparing us for this moment!”

“I don't understand,” Ace said, “what good does it do if I touch a cursed shadow?”

“Because only you can break the curse!”

Ace's eyes went wide and he stepped back. “Why me?” Though he thought he already knew the answer. Because he was the Elyrian.

“Because,” Monette replied, “You bear the name Haevyr.”

Everyone went silent and stared strangely at her. “Uh, what?” Ace said. “No I don't.”

“Yes you do,” Monette said. “'By Haevyr we've been locked out, by Haevyr the path will be accursed, and only by Haevyr will it be restored,' goes the spell. It's what the warlocks said when they conceived the seventh realm.”

“Haevyr is fae for 'Light in the dark,'” Ace replied. “My name is Halder.”

“Now it's Halder,” Monette said. “Oliver's first name was Oliver Haevyr, but when he came to Yutara with the stone, Emery changed his name to Halder.”

Ace placed his hands on his head. He knelt down for a moment by the shadow and thought deep. Haevyr? That's what the prophecy meant? Emery had changed his name? 

The name . . . Ace thought. He bolted back to his feet and glanced at Trilo and Juneg and Easley, who all returned the look of shock on their faces. Ace breathed a couple times and smiled. He looked at the shadow, the tree . . . the tree? It had begun to glow! The fae markings on the tree had begun to glow with the elyr, and the shadows spewed more black smoke from it. This . . . this was . . . “I don't think I'm supposed to take away the tree's curse,” Ace said, looking back at Monette, “I think this is the gateway to every curse. The curse on every witch in Yutara.”

“Ace,” Trilo said, running up to him. He stood close and whispered in Ace's ear, “You can't do this, it's not safe.”

“I never signed up for safe,” Ace said, shoving Trilo away gently. The scarred fae's face went white with fear. The Elyrian looked at the shadows like a lion looks at its prey. “Haevyr,” he whispered to himself. Then he jumped into the tree's shadow. There was only darkness.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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Every Curse

Ace remembered the day his mother died, body still in his father's arms. He remembered seeing the Peppercorns taken captive by Rio, bound by anti-magic. All types of dreaded memories he'd forgotten resurfaced. Pranks the Peppercorns pulled on him at school, his father yelling at him for not shooting the caribou, Kareena under the spell, Tamara turning into a witch . . . it felt like someone had ripped his heart out and dropped it in a sea of needles. And it still didn't compare to this. 

First came the whispers. They carried the sounds of evil deeds acted out in all Yutara, the sounds of those plotting to do iniquity, warmongers, and sorcerers. All the while, black smoke traced his skin, crawling between the hairs on his arm and neck, penetrating his body. The smell of death filled the air. Evil became tangible, fueled by hate. Anger burned him like fire. Malice took bites at his skin. 

Every evil thing one could imagine existed wherever he was, and it told him a truth he couldn't run away from. The evil didn't exist in the shadows, it existed in him. He hadn't dove into an external source of evil, he'd dove into an externalized version of the evil he was capable of.

The death he'd smelled was his own: imminent and ever-approaching. The tangible evil was fueled by his own hate, still lingering by the Peppercorns in his past. The anger burned toward the fools who wouldn't believe he was the Chosen! And the malice came after anyone who stood in his path. The darkness surrounding him proved so great, he couldn't tell whether his eyes were closed or open. He breathed through his nose, and the black dust crept into his lungs. He coughed and it burned his chest. 

Yet none of this was the worst of it. The worst part was the silence. Before he'd stepped into the seventh realm, he'd heard the shrieks and cries of witches, but there were none inside. He was left alone with his thoughts. With his true self. With his dark and twisted soul. With no one to save him.

He thought he might drift into the darkness forever. Give in to the pull of his flesh. He was hopeless. Worthless. The other realms became a distant memory, and he'd nearly forgotten where he'd come from, when a sudden memory flashed through his mind in the nick of time. A name. Where the name had come from, he could not remember. All he knew was it belonged to him, and it was the only chance he had. He gripped his fists against the shadows, feeling the surge of darkness inside, and mustered the tiniest piece left of the Light inside him.

“Haevyr!” He shouted. And at once, the elyr left his mouth and eyes and shone bright and powerful in the seventh realm. It illuminated the millions of witches surrounding him, shrieking and crying at the Light, fleeing to no avail.

“The name! The name!” they shouted. “He's said the name!”

“That name doesn't belong here!”

“Don't say that name!”

The darkness fled him, and he stood a lone spotlight in a sea of shadow. Witches flew about him, catching a glimpse of the elyr on his body and zipping away in terror. When they flew by him, images of places in Yutara flashed before him as well, and he realized he was seeing every witch in Yutara, and wherever they were. They squealed and screeched and groaned, knowing the Light had entered the shadows, piercing their disguises in Yutara. 

“Listen to me,” Ace whispered, feeling the breath of his voice cross Yutara and enter the ear of every witch, “I can free you of your curse. I can break the spell on you!” the witches continued to scurry about him. “Because I am the Elyrian, and in my blood runs the name capable of breaking the spell. The name Hae—”

“Quiet!” came a booming dark voice. It echoed through the vast darkness. The witches stopped squirming and slowly parted ways, allowing the Light of the elyr to reveal miles into the emptiness. From which, a dark figure emerged. Cloaked in skull and bone, holding a great staff tipped with a jag skull, his feet glided along the floor of black smoke toward Ace. Once he stepped close, he lifted his head, revealing his true image under the dark hood.

“Well,” Ace said, his voice of a deeper nature he didn't understand. “Rio. I guess I shouldn't be surprised to find you here.”

The green drake's tongue slithered out of his mouth and he removed his hood. The witches stood in silent awe before their dark master. 

“You are quite bold,” Rio said, “entering my domain alone. And you've found it. You've found the seventh realm. Well done.” His eyes followed the circle of witches around them, then turned back to Ace. “You should know that name you spoke is forbidden here.”

Ace lifted his hand, realizing the elyr covered his entire body, fending off the black smoke around him trying to sneak in. He pointed at the warlock and said, “You should know, I'm not here to play by your rules.”

The warlock stepped closer, but not so close the elyr could burn him. “Then you should not have entered my domain!” 

“You entered mine first!” Ace shouted back. 

The warlock's eyes grew thin. “What are you doing here, Elyrian? You know the elyr is no match for my magic here.”

“I also know you don't have much magic to spare, if you wish to break the Emerson Stone.”

The warlock laughed a deep laugh which shook the air. The witches gently laughed in kind, sending a series of evil croaks rolling through the vast darkness. “I don't need much to defeat you,” the green drake said, still wearing a wide, wicked smile. He closed his eyes, and suddenly an image of Julie popped into Ace's mind. He saw her eyes, cold and frightful. Her hair wet and scraggly. Her arms thin to the bone. She sat on the floor, staring into nothing with wide, horrified eyes. Ace yelled and shook his head, wiping the image from his mind.

“You will not fill my mind with deception here!” Ace shouted. 

“This is no deception,” Rio said, “This is a vision. You saw where Julie was, didn't you? You know where she is. You see, it's not my deception you should be worried about. But the fae girl's.”

Cold chills sank into Ace's skin like icy needles. 

“Yess,” Rio said, “you know she lied to you. Don't you? How could you believe such a terrible lie. Did you really think she knew where Julie was but just 'couldn't tell you'? Of course not. She didn't tell you because she didn't want you to know what she heard in the seventh realm. She made a deal with your aunt. There's a reason Tamara won't give up her curse. It's because as long as Julie is in your aunt's grasp, Tamara has something to lose. So, what does Kareena do? She offers your aunt an alternative. Let Julie go free and allow Tamara the chance to be freed from her curse, and she will surrender herself to Aunt Kaitlyn in Julie's place.”

Ace clenched his teeth and held his fists to the sides of his head, attempting to shut off the images in his head and Rio's words cutting at him. “You're a liar!”

“You know it's true, Ace,” Rio said. “You have a choice to make. Go after Gerald, or save your fae friend.”

Ace fell to his knees, groaning at the pain jabbing his heart.

Rio laughed a dark laugh. He stepped closer, towering over the Elyrian. “You've failed either way. Kaitlyn has already reached Adamsville, and you're hundreds of miles away from it. It's really not much of a choice you have. Going after your fae is the only thing you can do at this point. And even when if you do that, I'll have Emery's soul by then, and all Yutara will be mine, and my first order of business will be getting rid of you pesky elyrians.

“You see, Ace, there is no way you can beat me. I’ve led you according to my desire, to do the things I’ve desired for you to do. Wherever you run, however you try to escape my will, you will fail. Don’t you see, foolish child? The war has already been won. I am the King of Yutara.” The drake leaned close from behind Ace. His icy cold breath scraped Ace’s ear and rattled his bones. The boy trembled with the warlock’s every whisper. “I’ve made all your friends my pawns. I know spells that can bring entire worlds into dust. I can make everything fall.”

Ace’s voice shook as he responded. “Y—you’ll—you’ll run out of magic.”

“Do you have any idea how long I’ve been preparing for this war?” Rio whispered. “I have enough magic to bring all five nations to dust and then some. I have plenty.”

Ace turned to face the drake. “Then why do you need more?” 

“More? Who says I need more?”

“That’s why you’re trying to get to Eveland. To get the last collection.”

Rio snickered. “Oh, you’re so naïve, little Elyrian. What I need is a different type of magic. Not more. With all the magic I have, I could end this pathetic world, but I don’t wish to. This world needs a ruler, Ace, not destruction. This battle between light and dark has left the seven realms helpless and chaotic. The Light has been responsible for as many wars as the darkness. What I seek to do is bring everlasting peace.”

“You want to rule all,” Ace said. “You want a power that isn’t yours. You will never be Emery.”

The drake’s face went sour. He screamed in such a voice it thundered the shadow realm,“This world is mine! Not his!”

Ace gently rose to his feet and shook his head. “You’re wrong. And you’ll live to see how wrong you are.”

“Am I?” Rio said, growling at the end of his words. 

“Yes,” Ace said. “And you don’t want peace. You want power.”

“Are they so different from one another? Peace and power?” Rio said. He slowly circled the dark around Ace. “Don’t you know what flesh has done to this world? Freedom of the will has sent this world into chaos. It was the freedom of the will that allowed witchcraft in the first place, Ace. It was freedom of the will that made it so easy for us warlocks to deceive the seven realms and bring them to dust without so much as a drop of magic. Freedom is the destruction of flesh. Flesh needs a ruler, it craves one, it seeks one. Why do you think it’s so easy to deceive the peoples of Yutara into following the council? Because it wants to be led. People don’t want to know the truth, Ace. They want to live in a world where their great ruler gives them everything they need, and they turn their heads to the means of achieving it. Flesh is at its best when it’s being ruled by something greater than itself. Something spiritual, like me. When flesh is ruled, there is peace.”

“You're right,” Ace said, “free creatures to desire to be led. But flesh can’t lead flesh,” his eyes went narrow and dark, “that crown doesn’t belong to you.”

Rio hummed and swatted a bit of black dust off his robe. “I’m the only one it belongs to. The lack of leadership in the seven realms has brought wars, death, and unspeakable horrors. If your precious Light is so great, why hasn’t he done anything?”

“Because of the council!” Ace shouted, the elyr flaring from his body. He stepped forward. “It’s because of you! If you hadn’t invaded the seven realms, there would still be peace!”

“We had to do what we had to do, Ace. If we hadn’t invaded it, someone else would’ve, and their intentions might not have been so pure as mine.”

Ace forced down the stomach acid rising in his throat. “Pure?” His face scrunched like a prune. “What in New Realm’s Age gives you the idea that your motives are pure?”

“Because I’m the only one willing to do what it takes to make sure the seven realms are safe!”

“What it takes?” Ace said. “You mean slavery? That’s how you brought the seven realms to collapse!”

“Call it whatever you like, I call it grace. Freedom of flesh would’ve killed every soul in the seven realms eventually. I did what I needed to do to prove my point. I, the Darkness, single-handedly formed a council to my will, invaded the seven realms, and wrought all kinds of horrors upon them. You know what the Light has done about it? Absolutely nothing! He holds the power to himself. Locks it away in a stone and abandons the Realm Unknown when he sees my victory closing in. That’s because he knows what power he’s capable of! Yet he chooses to do nothing about it! He is malevolent! I’m the only one who can bring peace! When the magic of the seven realms belongs to me, I will disperse it accordingly. Fair. Equal. Everyone will have what they need.”

Ace’s body shook with fury. His clenched fists and shaking jaw persisted he do something about it. How could he just sit here and let this warlock talk to him in this way? All these bad things about Emery? He stared into the eyes of the warlock. His dark, diamond pupil sat in the middle of a ring of fiery red. The drake’s snarl released more black smoke with his wicked smile. 

“Now,” Rio said, “you've entered my domain unannounced and uninvited. Leave at once. Go find your baby cousin and spend what little pathetic moments you have left together in my world.”

Then a thought whisked by him. Like a gentle breeze on a scolding summer's day. He had forgotten why he came here and where he'd come from for a moment, lost in the exchange of words between the two. He realized something painfully obvious. The drake had been distracting him, using sharp words to allure him into an unsanctioned discussion. To do what the seventh realm had failed to do when he entered. Let the shadows consume him. Then, he remembered the name.

Ace's eyes darted at the warlock. They pierced his exterior, examining the fear he poorly hid. “I'm not leaving,” the Elyrian said, “until I get what I came here for.”

“And what did you come here for, child?” Rio said.

“I came to make a deal with you.”

Rio laughed darkly and it rumbled the shadows. “Deal? What could you possibly offer me?”

“My soul,” Ace said.

The darkness went still and dead quiet. Rio's eyes stiffened at the Elyrian, his face still and cold.

“In my blood is the name of Haevyr,” Ace said, “as such, I'm the only one who can break a witch's curse.”

“Wrong,” Rio said, “you're the only one who can take a curse upon yourself.”

“Same thing,” Ace said.

Rio chuckled nervously. “Why? What's in it for you?”

“The Peppercorns,” Ace said. “I want them freed.”

Rio raised an eyebrow at Ace. “This . . . this is why you gave up your immunity, is it? I was wondering why you'd given the Emerson Stone back to the faes of Breen.” Ace said nothing in return, only staring intently. The warlock glanced at the witches surrounding them all. Their laughter traveled the air like needles, stinging Ace's eardrum. Rio turned back to face the Elyrian, a wicked grin on his face. “Agreed.” He stuck his staff forward, and a green glow came from the hallowed eyes of the jag skull. “The council has kept their collections in their staffs. While one staff only has the power to export one warlock's collection, the entire collection of every warlock remains inside every staff. Touch it, speak the forbidden name, and the curse of every witch will come upon you, giving you the ability to free any witch who chooses so.”

Ace's eyes went to the skull-tipped staff, then back to Rio's eyes. Back and forth they went for a moment, until Ace finally stretched his hand forward. It started slow, as he started to get cold feet. Why had the warlock agreed so quickly? But Jakka had told him he needed to use this ability. He closed his eyes, trusting the Light's guidance, and touched the jag skull, saying, “By Haevyr the curse was made, by Haevyr, I take it back.”

Horror draped over him. He felt darkness sink into his body. Black dust covered him from head to toe, patting down the elyr he previously wore. His body ached. His heart crumbled. He moaned. He clenched and groaned and twisted and turned. Every wicked thing fell upon him.

Rio knelt beside him, whispering, “Do you really think you can carry the weight of every curse? You realize these curses have been collected since before the foundation of Yutara, right? No one can carry them and still live. After all the missed opportunities to kill you, and after my Supreme Witch failed to, now the darkness has hand-delivered you to me on a silver platter. This will take no magic from me. You realize that, right? All it will do is transfer its fuel from a witch's soul, to yours. That means when I use magic, now you will suffer for it. I can now destroy the Emerson Stone, and you in one sitting.

“Oh, and the Peppercorns. Yes, well, a witch's and parcel's curse will remain upon them unless they choose to give it up. Tamara and Julie will never choose to. They want this Ace, and your denial has led you to your demise. But even if they did give it up, when I break the stone, my first act as King of Yutara will be to end their lives. You see, while we've been having our little chat here in the shadows, your aunt has slowly made her way to the President's Quarters in Adamsville. She will have that staff before you get there. You are giving me your soul and saving no one.”

The darkness ceased and Ace fell to his hands and knees, panting and moaning. He felt the weight of every curse on his shoulders, like someone had placed a car on top of him. He breathed deep in and deep out and the elyr swallowed his body once again. He slowly stood to his feet and eyed the warlock. “You seem to be forgetting something, Rio. I'm the Elyrian. And you've just given me every curse. Which means every witch in Yutara can be freed.”

Rio chuckled. “How will you even find every witch? You're out of time.”

“I don't need to,” Ace replied. “The Light etched the name Haevyr on the trees in Yutara, I saw it on the tree the council cursed. I know why that name is forbidden here. It's the only name that can break the spell the council has on Yutara, allowing them trap souls in their curses. Now that I've used the name to break this spell, the trees will take the curse and place it on the name. My name. Haevyr.”

The Elyrian closed his eyes and sent his focus on the whispers of evil things carried by the shadows. Then, he spoke. He captured the whispers before the traveled from one place to another, and placed a whisper of his own on it instead. He felt the sensation of black shadow run through him, and he responded with a flare of the elyr in his heart. He knew, somehow, he had the ear of every witch in Yutara.

“By the New Realm,” Ace whispered. He felt the shadows go still and silent. He felt the weight of every evil thing on him. “I have freed you. And I've broken the curse of the tree's shadow to prove it. Let this be a sign to all who wish to be free of the spell, authority over every curse has been granted to a name, and only I can use it. Go tell Yutara, I'm placing a mark of my name on the trees, and all witches who touch it will be freed. Run for the trees!” 

Ace opened his eyes to find Rio staring at him with fiery red eyes. The faces of the witches surrounding him were wide and shocked. Some of them looked fiercer and angrier, others looked scared, and others looked . . . joyful? Soon, they scattered about the shadows, fleeing with all their might. “Fine then!” Rio shouted, eyeing the Elyrian among the chaos, “Now using magic will only hurt you more! You'll be dead before I even get to the Emerson Stone!” 

“No Rio, you're wrong, and I can see the fear in your eyes,” Ace said. “It might not take away your magic, but it will take away your influence in the world. Witches all over Yutara are running for the trees to be freed of their curse. They are leaving you! Yutara has woken up to your evil! I may have run out of time, Rio . . . but now, so have you.”

The warlock roared so furiously, fire engulfed his body. He smacked his staff on the ground and Ace suddenly felt himself flying through the darkness. He felt his body fly out of the shadows, smack against the ceiling and fall to the ground. 

“Ace! Ace!” came voices. Ace rolled on his back, his body throbbing from the recent smack against the wall. He sat up straight to find Monette and Trilo leaning beside him.

“Are you okay? What happened?” Trilo said. Ace glanced behind them and pointed. Everyone in the room looked at the tree and marveled. For the black had begun to fade, revealing healthy, light brown tree bark underneath. The shadow slowly shrunk to a normal size, and the smoke faded. The room brightened almost as if daylight had broken through, and Monette turned to face the Elyrian.

“You did it,” she said, tears brimming at her bottom eyelids, “you broke the curse.”

Ace nodded, wincing at the pain in his body. “Yeah. I also made Rio very, very angry.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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The Witch's Daughter

Trilo's mouth fell half open for a moment. He seemed to be deciding what words he'd like to say and in which order. “What? How? Rio was there?”

“Doesn't matter,” Ace responded. He leaned on their shoulders for leverage and helped himself slowly to his feet, groaning at the soreness in his body.

“Ace, what's wrong? Are you ok—”

Ace cut Monette off. “Look, Monette, if you’re ready to join the fight, then we need your help.” She and Trilo exchanged worried eyes, then looked back at him. She nodded. “We have to get to Adamsville. Stat. I mean as soon as humanly possible.”

“Or jagly possible!” Juneg shouted.

“Or drake—uh—ly,” Easley said shyly. 

Monette turned to Ace, ignoring the young jag and drake. “Adamsville? Why?”

Ace proceeded to tell her and the citizens of the Underground everything at stake. How Gerald had Rio’s last collection of souls, how Aunt Kaitlyn was probably already there, and how the Emerson Stone was in Breen. Vulnerable and waiting for Rio's final spew of magic.

“The Emerson Stone?” she said. “It’s real?”

“Yes, it’s not only real, it’s the source of the Light in the Realm Unknown. Emery’s soul is caged inside it.” Halder City citizens gasped. Panic stirred the air, and Ace stood tall. He went to shout, but gripped his side as a stinging pain came across his ribs. He grunted a moment, then shouted, “Everyone, quiet!” they listened. “I’m here now, and we’re going to stop him! Whatever the cost! Now, you all have lived in these tunnels for some time. I’m sure you know the way to Adamsville, right?”

Monette stepped forward, “Ace, you need to get to Gerald, or this ‘collection’?” 

He shrugged. “Both. The collection is in Gerald's staff. I know this because Rio gave up that information to me when I was in the seventh realm. I need to find him and get him to break free of his disguise. But we need to find something else too. My cousin, she's with Gerald.”

“What?” Trilo, Juneg, Easley, and Omar all said at once. 

“How?” Easley asked.

“Why would Kareena and your uncle and brother split up with us if they were going to the same place?” Trilo asked, a hint of anger in his eyes.

“Because . . .” Ace replied, his eyes drifting downward and a rough throb coming against the back of his neck, “Kareena's going to give her life to save Julie and Tamara. When she had the vision of the seventh realm, the witches told her it was the only way to save her.”

“What?” Trilo said. “Ace, Rio's baiting you!”

“No,” Ace said, “he's not, because I took what I need from him. I can now free any witch of their curse to the council. Many of them are being freed as we speak.” He pointed at the tree. “I saw that tree in the sixth realm. King Vinan showed it to me. It's the gateway to all Yutara, and every tree is connected to it. When I put the trinket in place and broke the spell, it put the mark of Haevyr on every tree in Yutara. I used the shadows to whisper to every witch, telling them if they find the trees, they will be relieved of their curse.”

Joyful murmurs scattered about the crowd for a moment, and Trilo's face brightened. “Then . . .” The scarred fae said, shifting his eyes back and forth to follow his thoughts, “that means Rio will be losing magic!”

Ace looked harshly at Trilo and said, “Not if he finds that collection. And if my aunt gets to Kareena before we do, she'll have a way to stop us.”

“Right,” Omar spoke for the first time. He stepped forward, towering over Juneg and Easley beneath him. “Then we need to find where Julie is being kept, because that's where Kareena is going.”

“I know she's with Gerald, but I don't know exactly where. I could sense Gerald there in Adamsville, but I saw a vast room with a black tile floor, a large round rug of red and gold, and an extravagant gold chandelier hanging from the ceiling.”

“I’ve been there many times,” Monette said abruptly. All eyes went to her. “In the Capitol building, I mean. There’s a room with high level security clearance there. Only Gerald and his advisors were ever allowed in. One time when I was little I watched him go in and saw a glimpse of a gold chandelier. Maybe it’s there? I’m not sure, but it’s worth a shot.”

Ace smiled. “Great!”

Easley and Juneg stepped forward. “Ace,” the girl jag said, “we can’t walk there. It would take way too long.”

The yellow drake nodded his head. “Plus, Kaitlyn may already be there by now.”

“Wait!” Trilo said. “Follow me!” He squeezed through the citizens to escape the room, and Ace and the Israh followed him. The people tumbled over each other and restlessly moved to make a path for them. Trilo stopped once they reached the edge of the platform, and pointed further down the ditch. “Please tell me Adamsville is that way.” 

“Yes, it is,” Monette said. 

“Everyone get on the train!” Trilo said. Ace peered down the tracks to find an old, rusty train sitting on the tracks. 

“It doesn’t work,” the frizzy haired girl replied, “It’s been sitting there for decades. Maybe centuries.”

“Just get on the train and trust me,” he said. She stared at him strangely for a moment. “Well go! Come on! No Time to waste!” 

She shrugged and rushed to the train, signaling for citizens to join in if they wanted. Hundreds of them followed, the Israh came too. Trilo grabbed the faes by their arms as they rushed on board.

Ace ran to the scarred fae. “Trilo, what are you doing?”

“Let’s hope your elyr teaching has been top notch.” He turned to face everyone else on the tracks. “Elyrians! Get on the back of the train.”

Ace glanced at the train and smiled. “Trilo, you’re a genius.”

“Tell me something I don’t know, boss,” Trilo said as he clapped Ace on the shoulder. Once everyone was boarded, the elyrians sat on the back ledge of the train. Trilo turned around and yelled to the passengers, “You guys better hold on tight. This is gonna be a bumpy ride.” He turned back to the elyrians and said under his breath, “if it’s a ride at all. Let’s hope this works.”

Ace stood in the middle of them and breathed in an out, sensing the elyr flow from his heart to every corner of his body. “Elyrians,” Ace said, “On three. One.” He breathed deep. “Two.” Breathed again. “Three.” At his last breath, the elyrians thrust the Light forth from their palms. White fire swarmed the tunnels in a size greater than Ace had ever seen. The brightness nearly blinded him. The train cracked and rattled but didn’t move forward. It banged against both sides of the platform. “Keep it going!” Ace shouted. Trilo began to shout as he strengthened the force of his elyr. Soon, the other elyrians did too. The train moaned and creaked. 

Come on, come on, Ace thought. He breathed in, wide as his lungs would permit, and exhaled with a great force of Light. The train moved forward, only slightly. The other elyrians strengthened their fire even more and soon, the train had begun to slowly travel along the tracks. Moments later, they were zipping through the underground, soon to be face to face with the last warlock between them and victory. 

*
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ONCE THEY GOT THE TRAIN rolling, it only took a couple elyrians to keep the momentum, so they traded shifts. Every so often, Monette would tell them to stop, knowing a turn was coming soon. She’d hop off and move the tracks, so the train traveled in the right direction. Ace had been fueling the train with the elyr for roughly thirty minutes when one of the golden faes in the Israh approached him.

“I’ll take over from here, sir,” he said.

Ace nodded and stepped aside. The train bounced back and forth, and he stumbled a couple times walking back inside the car. Trilo had recently just been relieved of train duty as well, and he and Monette spoke at the end of the car, looking over the edge to make sure they were headed in the right place. Ace squeezed through the herd of people to reach Monette and Trilo.

“Hey, buddy,” Trilo said. 

Ace returned the greeting and watched the train screech through the underground tunnels. Trilo had been using the white fire as a light so Monette could see where they were traveling. Graffiti covered the walls on either side, rats roamed on the litter-infested platforms, and the air smelled like garbage. Ace turned to face the girl. 

“Monette, where did this underground city come from?” Ace said.

Sebastian's daughter kept her eyes focused on the train’s direction. “These tracks were built a long time ago. Some believe even the faes used them before the Origin Age. I’m not sure how long it’s been. However, as time went on, and humans settled here during the Isolation Age, the faes migrated and humans built their cities here with their improved technology. I think these tunnels were used for a short time, but eventually they were abandoned and forgotten. Well, not entirely forgotten, I should say. Because once the wars began, humans who joined with the Indies were pretty much outcasts in all Eveland, and they wanted to split from Eveland. So, they migrated to these tunnels, to live away from the oppression above ground. The City Elders were the ones who discovered the tree in the tunnels. They say these tracks weren’t even built underground, but Adamsville was built on top of them. But that’s a crazy theory; I don’t even know how it would work.”

Ace remembered the words of Kareena’s grandfather in Dorneg. “I think I know how it could work. A fae once told me that in Yutara, the land takes the characteristics of the people who live there. Maybe, when we moved here, the land sort of piled on top of the tracks for the new cities to be built.” 

Monette looked at Ace with raised eyebrows and nodded. “Neat. Didn’t know that.”

“Me neither,” Trilo said. “But, Monette, if you guys wanted to split from Eveland, why not just move to Gathara?” 

“Some of us did. My father was one of them,” she said. Ace’s heart dropped. He and Trilo looked at each other, and their eyes told the same story. Did she know about Sebastian? They should tell her if she didn’t know, but they couldn’t. Not now. Should they? “I was born in Gathara, actually,” she continued. “But some of us are called to different things. The Indies needed support in Eveland, and the Underground was all they had. Besides, I knew I was meant to be here. My paintings were some of the reasons many of us didn’t give up hope. I started painting things that I was dreaming about and then those things started happening in waking life. When I started having visions of you and the elyr, a lot of people thought my paintings were crazy, but because my other visions had come true, others believed me.”

“The Indies have bases here,” Trilo said, “why didn't you all just join the bases?”

Monette's eyes flickered at the scarred fae, then back to the tracks. “The Indies didn't have bases when the wars began, and by the time bases came around here, the Indies had outlawed faes for their 'magic powers,'” she used finger quotes and sassed with her tone, “but all my dreams had the elyr in them. I knew something was wrong with the Indies at that point. So, I convinced the folks in the Underground to stay underground and split from the Indies. Most people didn't listen and joined the Indies anyway, leaving only a handful of us underground. But I knew . . .” She looked at Ace for a moment before turning back to the tracks, “I knew you'd come. I knew my dreams were real.”

“How did you end up here if you were born Gathara?” Ace said. 

Monette hung her head, then quickly glanced back to the tracks, realizing she needed to pay attention. “My grandfather set up my father. My parents met in Gathara, but my mother had actually been sent by my grandfather to find my dad—Sebastian—and find out what he was up to. When she found out he was a hunter and the Indies were growing in spite of the treaty with President Kar, he instructed her to continue reporting back. But—she fell in love with him.” Monette paused a moment and swallowed, as if to keep something down trying to get out. “You see, my mom is my grandfather’s witch, and unfortunately, my dad fell in love with her too. They got married . . . then my dad started to catch my mom sending info to Gerald. Once this happened, my mom took me away to Eveland. She threatened my dad to cast spells on me if he ever came to Eveland to find me, but I was so little I didn’t really know what was going on at the time.”

No one spoke for another few moments. Trilo and Ace looked at each other strangely. The scarred fae finally spoke first. “That’s awful,” he said. “I’m sorry that’s happened to you.”

She shrugged. “It’s fine. There’s a purpose behind it. Somehow it ended up backfiring against my grandfather, because now I work for his enemy.” She glanced on either side of the tracks and leaned forward, “We’ll have to stop to make the last turn soon. Anyway, my mother tried to make me forget Gathara. She used spells on me, but they never worked fully. I think it's because the Light was speaking to me in my dreams, sending me visions and everything. Either that, or Mom's magic was simply weak. I still don't know if she gave her soul to the council, or if she was under a curse. And I may never know.”

Ace’s eyes lit up. “Do you know where she is?” 

Monette shook her head. “My best guess is somewhere in the Capitol, working for my grandfather.”

Ace and Trilo swapped eyes for a moment. “If we can find her when we get there, there might be hope for her,” Ace said.

Monette turned to Trilo. “Go tell the elyrians to stop. We’re coming up on the turn.” Trilo nodded and left, and Ace took his place using the elyr to light the path. “What do you mean, there might be hope for her?”

“I broke the curse in the seventh realm. If a soul is willing, it can be freed from its slavery to the darkness.”

Monette's eyes glistened with joy. She glanced down the train and turned toward the car. “Time to stop.” She walked inside the first car. Ace followed her. She pulled the brake and the train squealed, racking the platforms on each side. The shifting car tumbled, so Ace fell to the ground and the train smacked the side of the platform and screeched as the edge of the concrete chipped away the metal. The train went off rail and the first car flipped sideways. Screams filled the air. Ace held onto the sidebar as the car scraped against the rails on its side. Sparks flew between the rail and the car and some of them caught Ace on his legs. He pulled himself forward to find the other cars headed straight for collision with his. Thinking on his feet, he spread his arms both ways and sent a rush of white fire from each hand. He dug deep into his heart, pulling every bit of strength he could find. The white fire rushed from each hand and slowly the train came to a halt. He looked to his right to find the other cars slightly derailed, but still upright and intact. He crawled over the windows on the car and to find a dozen or so people piled on top of each other. 

“Is everyone okay?” he shouted. To his relief, Monette slowly pulled herself to her feet unscathed. She gave him a thumb’s up. She walked through the crowds to help treat injuries and double check to make sure everyone was safe. Ace scoped out the people as well. Everyone seemed to be okay, and Ace sighed in a way it seemed to deflate him.

*
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MOMENTS LATER, EVERYONE had been gathered on the other platform and checked for safety. Monette walked to Ace and Trilo while the others treated their wounds. Easley knelt by Juneg, holding his shirt over her left antler.

“Don't worry, Elyrian,” Juneg said as Ace walked by, “it's just a scratch. I'll be fine.”

Ace half smiled at her. “I know you will, Juneg.”

After browsing the wounded, Ace was relieved they had been lucky enough to have no casualties, and only a few scratches and burns for injuries. 

“We’ve lost time, we’re still a thirty minute’s walk away from the Capitol building,” Monette said. 

“Well then,” Ace said, “we can’t waste more time, can we?” 

Monette nodded. She announced to everyone they’d have to finish the trip on foot. Ace and the elyrians led the pack, using the white fire to light the way. Little ways down the trail, a sense of pressure fell on his shoulders. He rubbed them, and it seemed like the longer they walked, the heavier it felt. Monette asked him if he was okay several times, Ace nodded and dismissed her. He must’ve pulled something during the train wreck. He learned to deal with it not much longer, but it didn’t to go away.

The tunnels reeked of garbage and the air grew thick and muggy. There were a couple times during their walk, the sounds of the Adamsville streets pattered above them. It sounded muffled, and the only reason anyone heard anything was because during those moments no one was talking, and the underground kept an eerie silence about it when no one spoke. The light patting of feet against the dusty concrete traveled the air alone, without another sound to accompany it.

“You know,” said a voice. Ace turned his neck to find Easley, Juneg, and Omar walking next to each other. The yellow drake looked to Juneg, “I never thought we’d end up wandering a smelly old tunnel to fight a war in Eveland.”

Ace chuckled and turned to face in front of him again. Juneg huffed lightheartedly behind him, “I never thought we’d get out of Naraka.”

“Me too,” Omar said with a chuckle. “How’d you guys end up in Naraka?”

“We were homeless,” Easley said. “The council took our families from us. What about you?”

“I was born in Gathara,” Omar said. “Raised to fight witchcraft. I wanted to be a hunter all my life. When I first applied and went through the tests, I didn’t make it. I was devastated until Marty himself showed up at my door. Told me my actual hunting needed some work, but I had quite a knack for staying under the radar, undetectable by witches. Later on, he asked me to join a special task force he was calling the pirates. When everything went nuts in Gathara, I was assigned, along with many other pirates, to watch over his son. We were there for a very long time and didn’t receive any other orders.” 

“Funny, isn’t it?” Easley said. “The whole time, we were in the same city and never knew each other. Might’ve had a place to live if we did.”

“Trust me, little drake,” Omar said, “you wouldn’t want to live in a cramped room with a bunch of pirates.”

“Living on the streets with a small smelly jag is worse,” Easley said, followed by a smacking sound.

“Hey!” Juneg said, “It not like you cleaner.”

“I’m only kidding, Juneg,” Easley said. The three of them chuckled together.  The rest of the journey carried on in silence. But this silence had a different nature. Thoughts of the travelers hung in muggy air. Sweat poured down Ace’s face. The quiet rattled him. The silence may have been void of sound, but it wasn’t void meaning. It spoke of what was to come. The final war was here. The battle for all Yutara would soon take place in the biggest, most populated city of all. Should the Israh fail, Yutara would fall under Rio’s spell. Ace didn’t need to read minds to know everyone’s thoughts, everyone sensed it. 

All was affirmed when Monette stepped in front of them, spread her hands to stop the group, and said, “We’re here.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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So Good

The horrid silence followed Monette’s announcement for a moment. It proved quiet enough for the rumble of Adamsville to stir the air above. The companions glanced up when a hovercraft zoomed overhead, and dust crumbled from the ceiling to the ground. Ace found it ironic, he’d always wanted to visit Adamsville, and the first time he got a chance, he was going to risk his life to save the world.

Trilo stepped forward and interrupted the silence. “Well what's the plan? How're we gonna get this dude?” 

Ace brought his head down. “Monette,” he said. She glanced at him, and the white flame on his palm danced on the reflection of her blue eyes. “Can you find the room you were telling me about? Where Julie might be?”

She shook her head, then nodded. “Well, I mean, I can, but the Capitol has so much security it’s not even funny. I don’t even know how we’d break in.” 

“Okay, but let’s say you could get in,” Ace replied, stepping closer to her, “do you think you could find the room?”

“Yes, of course,” she said. 

Ace turned to Trilo. “We can cause a distraction. Us and half the Israh. Especially since Gerald Yvonne has me listed as wanted here. It’s the perfect bait.”

The scarred fae nodded slightly. “It won’t be for long though.”

“Not unless I get captured,” Ace said.

“Ace, no,” Juneg said. Ace turned at her to find her holding Easley's shirt on her head. She removed it when she stepped forward, revealing a small red line of blood by her left antler. “We can’t risk that, Yvonne is powerful man, and now we know he warlock? It too dangerous.”

“Juneg, I’ll be fine. While Gerald thinks he’s winning, Monette, you, Omar, and Easley can sneak in and confirm if Julie is there. Once we have her and know she's safe, I'll go after Gerald's collection. I have to fight him either way.”

Easley's face went sour. “But you don't have to face him alone.”

“I won’t be alone, Easley. I have Emery,” he said.

Trilo jumped in. “Little drake, I think the Elyrian is right.” Easley swiftly jerked his neck to face the scarred fae. “I mean—you saw how the shadows spat him back out! They're afraid of him! It's his fight. We just have to fight our fight.”

Easley and Juneg glanced at each other with soft eyes.

“Okay, great!” Trilo said, disturbing the silence. He lit his elyr across his arms and maintained a stance. “Let’s go fight some bad guys.”

“The street is this way,” Monette said, directing them to stairs across the platform. Ace went to follow her when Trilo placed a hand on his shoulder. Ace turned to face him.

“I trust you, Ace, but the drake's point isn't exactly invalid.” The scarred fae said. Ace stared at him wordlessly. “Just remember, their most powerful tool isn’t magic, it’s deception.” 

Ace nodded solemnly. “We will not lose this time. This ends today.”

*
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TRILO, ACE, AND THE other faes used the elyr to help everyone down and back up the other side of the platform. But they reached the top of the staircase to find it had been sealed shut. As Ace walked the stairs, he noticed the weight on his shoulders grew heavier once more, and he could only make it halfway before sweat poured from his skin. Trilo tried to budge the opening, but not even a door lay atop the staircase. Only concrete, mended into the stairs.

“Well, this no good,” Juneg said.

“It can’t be,” Monette said. “We’ve used this passage before!”

“When was the last time you used it?” Trilo said, wiping the sweat from his forehead.

Monette hung her head. “Years. A decade maybe.”

“There has to be some other way you got the city during that time,” Trilo said.

Monette shook her head. “We tried to stay away from the city. We only left Halder City to hunt, harvest, and occasionally enjoy the outdoors. We never went into Adamsville unless it was absolutely necessary.”

“Well, now it’s more than necessary,” the scarred fae replied. 

Ace stared at the concrete ceiling; anger welled in him. He refused to come this far just to be stopped by concrete. He slowly walked in front of the others. Everyone watched him in silence.

“No,” he whispered. 

“Ace, we—” Trilo began to say, but Ace had already brought the Light to his hands. With a heave and a roar, he thrust the elyr forward at the ceiling. The heaviness on his shoulders weighed further on him, and it seemed to reach his chest and stomach. He dug deeper, screamed louder. The Light grew wider and larger. The others covered their eyes with their arms and hands from the brightness of the white fire.

“Ace!” Trilo yelled over the sound of the rushing flames, “Don’t waste your energy. This is solid concrete, it—” his eyes shot wide at the ceiling as it cracked, and dust came crumbling from the ceiling. “Holy. . .”

“C’mon, c’mon!” Omar shouted, “He needs help!” the tall pirate jumped next to Ace and started firing plasma at the ceiling.

Trilo rushed by Ace's side and thrust the elyr at the concrete as well. Next came the other faes and hunters. Soon, all the elyrians created a rush of the elyr so great, only the bright white fire could be seen ahead of them. The others backed away from the mayhem. Rocks crashed against the staircase and cracked the ground. The Underground shook, and the elyrians pushed harder.

“C’mon, c’mon!” Trilo shouted. “I can feel it breaking! We’re getting there!”

Ace screamed, digging deep to find all the strength left inside him, and the pain of whatever rest on his shoulders rushed through his body. 

You can’t bear this weight alone, Ace thought, remembering the drake's words.

“I'm not alone,” he whispered aloud. The elyr burst from his eyes and mouth and the weight lifted from him. He stood straight and pushed with all his might. A wave of Light, greater than all the elyrians combined, rushed from Ace and burst through the concrete. The white sun over Adamsville blared into the underground, and dust and rock covered the hazy, purple sky. Screams of citizens filled the air, and hovercrafts zipped by and spun out of control, crashing into buildings nearby. Ace jumped into the street, using the elyr at his feet to propel him. He landed, crushing some of the asphalt beneath him. Hundreds of people on either side of the street ran away screaming, and the traffic came to a dead stop. 

The skyscrapers reached heights too great to comprehend. Stacks of hovercrafts soared in the sky, reaching nearly the same height. Smoke rose from the streets, and thousands of people flooded the sidewalks. The elyrians followed Ace out to the street, and he turned to face the gaping hole he’d caused. 

“Monette! You and the others get somewhere unnoticed. When the time is right, get inside the Capitol!” he said. Only it seemed his voice took a different nature. It felt as if two voices spoke the very same time. Monette’s face was perfectly lit from Ace’s eyes of the elyr staring at her, and he noticed how much she resembled her father then. Like he had a chance to redeem his failure to save Sebastian. She stared at him, mouth agape, and nodded. “Omar,” Ace said. The pirate looked shocked as well. “You and the pirates and hunters go with her. Make sure she’s safe and help her get where she needs to go. When you find Julie . . . we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.” Omar nodded as well. Ace turned to find Trilo and the other faes of the group. “As for us elyrians. Let’s go catch us a warlock.”

They rushed through the city, using the elyr at the ends of their feet, to the capitol building. It sat in a gated park, surrounded by skyscrapers on all sides. It was built as a hexagon of steel, with a dome on top of it. The park sat in a block of the city, a sidewalk surrounding it on all four sides, as well as tall, spiked fence posts. Each side of the building had pavement leading from an entrance to the sidewalk, lined with great trees on either side. Once they reached one of the gates, Ace sent a powerful flame through to burst it open, and the two guards standing on either side bolted away. They might have tried to fire at him, but the white fire blinded them, so they fell to the ground, hands over their eyes.

“Okay,” Trilo said, “well this is about as good a distraction as anyone could ask for I guess.”

Sirens filled the air. Police were on the way, and guards came rushing from outside the hexagon, blasters loaded and ready to fire. 

“Give me Gerald Yvonne!” Ace shouted at them. 

“Fire!” commanded one of the officers. Red plasma rushed at them, but Ace and the elyrians created a shield of white fire to catch them, then shot waves of it after them. Many fell blinded, and others were caught by the flames and burned. Those parcels and witches quickly ran away, screaming and screeching with fear. The elyrians dispersed among the park, and soon the Adamsville city guards had surrounded them entirely. One of the golden faes sent a few guards soaring through the sky with the force of his elyr. The other elyrians caught on to their gift, deflecting each shot and returning the favor with direct hits. Ace had no contest. Guards swarmed him on either side, and with a simple breath, a dome of white fire exploded from him and sent them all to the ground. Many of the guards turned out to be parcels, rushing away to try and get the white flames off. The guards kept coming, and eventually hovercrafts and military came rushing in. Ace ended up back to back with Trilo.

“We have to find a way to get caught. We’re not supposed to be winning this good,” the fae said. 

“I can’t help myself,” Ace said.

“That’s the spirit!” Trilo whipped a guard aiming at them with a lash of white fire and jumped back. Military hovercrafts zoomed overhead and shook the sky. Police and military vehicles surrounded the Capital Building on the streets. Guards swarmed the courtyard by the hundreds, and the elyrians were backed into a huddle. Soldiers pointed cannons at them from the hovercrafts above, and each Adamsville policemen had their aim at them. 

Someone shouted over a loud speaker, “We have you cornered! Stop this now or we will open fire!” 

“Well,” Ace said softly, “we stopped winning so good.”

Trilo laughed. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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The Witch and the Girl

Ace debated on what to do. He slowly raised his hands and the other elyrians followed his lead. Should he let them take him? They’d probably be escorted to a prison, somewhere far away from the President. But he needed to distract the Capitol. Had Monette gone inside yet? Had the battle proved enough for her to sneak in? He couldn’t risk it. 

“I want to speak with President Yvonne!” Ace shouted. “Allow me to see him, and we will stand down!” The elyrians shot him a dazed look. 

“Try anything and we will open fire on you!” The speaker shouted.

“You’ve already been open firing on us. We can take it. Let’s not have this city be a war zone any longer. I just want to speak with the president. Then, you can do what you wish with me.”

Wordless moments passed. Ace’s heart thumped against his sternum. The officers and military looked at each other, nodding, shaking their heads, and shrugging. Ace glared all around him at the damage they had caused. Men lay sprawled on the ground, some burning from the elyr, some slowly standing to their feet, assisted by their fellow officers. The world stood still in this moment. Had any of this been captured on camera, all Yutara would know of the elyr. The council’s lies were crumbling. Ace smirked at the length of their decision making. The longer it took, the greater the distraction.

“We will not negotiate with you,” the voice said over the megaphone.

“Then we will not stand down,” Ace responded. 

“Stop!” shouted a cold, dark voice. It traveled through the air like sleet on miserable midwinter’s day. It iced bones and demanded their attention. Ace shifted his stance to face the Capitol building, and a man stood, more wicked than the voice preceding him. He stood tall, possibly taller than Tharuach. His wide jaw and chin resembled Sebastian’s in such a way it made Ace both stricken with grief and swelling with anger. His silver suit hugged his round belly and beefy arms, and his short, perfectly trimmed hair disagreed with his snarl; made worse by his fat, round nose. His wrinkles worsened when he stepped from under an arch over the entrance and into the light. “Let him speak with me,” Gerald Yvonne said. The skin sagging under his jaw wriggled when he spoke.

“Mr. President,” the speaker voice said. “I don’t think—”

“That’s an order!” the evil man said. 

Ace took advantage of the silence. He turned to face his fellow elyrians, and Trilo offered him a look of comfort.

“Be careful,” the scarred fae said.

Ace nodded and slowly turned on the sidewalk to face the president. Soldiers kept their aim on him as he traversed the park. The president’s eyes looked sharply into his. Ace returned the favor. It was quiet enough to hear the  clop of Ace's shoes against the sidewalk. When Ace reached the old man, the darkness was tangible. 

“Arrest the others,” the president said. Ace turned around to find guards rushing in and taking his friends into custody. Trilo looked at Ace with confidence. He smiled back and followed the president inside.

*
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PRESIDENT GERALD LED Ace through a shiny hall, walls lined with portraits of the previous presidents. Warm lights filled the room, and the tile looked polished enough to eat from. It reminded him of the ceremony with President Kar in the Simulation Room.

What if Monette and Omar didn't make it inside? What if the distraction didn't work?

The warlock opened a door and led him inside a room of blue carpet, a coffee table, two leather couches, and a large desk of dark wood. Each of them sat on the couch across from the other.

“You and I have a common enemy,” the president said.

Ace leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “We have nothing in common.”

The president smirked. Ace fought not to gag. Gerald placed one leg above his other and interlocked his fingers over his knee. “What was it you wanted to talk about, Ace?”

Ace squinted. Something seemed off about him. After Ace had just wrecked half his infantry, why would the president be playing this way? When a sorcerer is close to being caught, they resort to magic. They start slipping. Gerald kept his composure.

“Why’d you stop the fight?” Ace said. “Your army could’ve had us locked up or worse by now.”

“I’ve already told you. We have a common enemy.”

Ace sank in his seat. He hadn’t realized what Gerald referred to before. The president wasn’t trying to make the assertion they were on the same team, Ace’s suspicions were confirmed, Gerald and Rio had become enemies. 

You got it, Gerald said in Ace’s thoughts. The Elyrian leaned forward. “What do you want from me?”

“Just you. That’s all.” Gerald stood to his feet and paced the floor. “I’ve been suspicious of Rio’s loyalty to the council for some time now. Haven’t said anything of course. To defy the council is to bring death and destruction. The other foolish warlocks offered their collections to him for the cheapest prices. You know what he told them? He told them his magic is so powerful, it will never run dry. They believed him, of course, and accepted him as a leader. But I have kept a watchful eye on the drake. I’m no fool. The once warlock is gone. Dead. The darkness himself has inhabited the drake’s body. And the darkness himself needs something from us. That puts us in quite a powerful bargaining position. Well, me anyway, as I’m the only one warlock who refuses to give up his collection.

Oola, Ace thought. Dad! Ihana! He hadn't had time to consider them. If Rio had Nahamni's collection, what had happened to Ihana and Dad?

I don't think you want to know the answer to that question, came Gerald's voice in his head. Ace gripped the leather on the arm rest and grit his teeth.

“Now, now,” Gerald said softly, “think before you act. Don't do something foolish. I could’ve had my soldiers fire on you. I could’ve had you locked away. But that wouldn’t very well help me in my little feud here with the drake, would it? No, no. But I know the things he wants. My collection . . .” The wicked man turned and offered Ace a cold stare, “And the Elyrian’s head.” 

Ace sat back, remembering well Trilo's words to him. Only deception could wreck their plans right now, not magic. He’d be better off facing the warlock in combat than letting him speak longer. But . . . Monette. She still needed more time! “What do you plan to do? Keep me alive unless Rio backs away? It won’t work. The second you kill me he’ll just come after your collection anyway.”

“No,” Gerald said. “Of course, that would be a silly plan. But the drake doesn’t have to know that.” 

Ace wrinkled his brow. “You’re not making any sense, warlock.” The elyr gently flickered at Ace's fingertips. 

“As long as I have you, he has reason not to come after my belongings.” The warlock paced the floor around the couch until he stood before Ace. “We make him think I’m stupid enough to have the plan you mentioned before. In his head, he thinks, ‘Great, I get Gerald’s collection, and the boy’s head!’ But I give him neither. Instead I use the Elyrian to get something of my own. The other thing the drake wants . . .” Gerald leaned close, and Ace felt darkness crawling over him. “The Emerson Stone.”

On an impulse Ace couldn’t seem to control, he started to laugh. His chuckle didn’t amuse the warlock, for the old man kept his stagnant, wicked scowl. “There’s two very important things you’ve overlooked. 1. Rio won’t stop coming after you just because you have me. 2. I don’t have the Emerson Stone. It’s in Breen.”

“You underestimate me, child.” The warlock stood stall, and his eyes seemed darker than before. “The drake is coming here to witness your death first hand. I’ve already offered it to him as a price for backing away from my collection. When he gets here, he will face war like he’s never seen, and my sorcerers will destroy him. Meanwhile, you and I head to Breen, you take back the stone, as you’re the only one who can, and pass it over to me.”

Ace’s mouth went stale and he stood to his feet. “Then there’s something else you’ve overlooked, old warlock. I can't take the stone back. Once I gave it to Breen it was permanent.” 

The warlock chuckled. “It's no use lying to me, Elyrian. I'm an expert at it.”

“No, you're an expert at being an idiot. I'm not lying,” Ace said, now standing to his feet. “I couldn't even give you the stone even if I wanted to. And I'd sooner die than hand it to you anyway.”

“Again,” the warlock said. “You underestimate me.” With a force of magic, Gerald shoved Ace back into his seat. The Elyrian didn’t try to fight it, knowing the longer he and the warlock spoke, the closer Monette was to finding Julie. Where was she now? Ace took notice of the strength in Gerald's spell of paralysis. It weighed heavy on him. The old man waved his hand, and someone stepped through the door. Ace wriggled in his seat to get up and fight, but the warlock’s paralysis held him down like a brick on paper. The lady who stepped inside was Aunt Kaitlyn. She eyed the Elyrian with a smile so wicked it ran his blood cold. The witch held something out on her hand; a black video disc. With a touch of her thumb, a screen projected forth. Tears spilled from his eyes, from sadness, rage, worry, everything. The image revealed Tamara, pacing a dark room, as if anticipating something. But Tamara’s image didn’t send Ace reeling with horror. Rather, it was the image of Julie, sitting behind her, back against the wall, head buried in her knees. The vision he'd seen in the seventh realm.

“T—t—tamar—” Julie cried.

“Quiet!” Tamara hissed. Her seething voice echoed in the chamber. Julie buried her head again and rocked back and forth. Ace kept his eyes on the witch and the girl, unable to move them from anything else.

“You didn’t think we’d leave Julie unguarded in a room so vulnerable my granddaughter could discover it, did you?” Gerald said. Ace eyed the warlock, face red and veins popping. Aunt Kaitlyn pressed another button, revealing Monette, Omar, and the other Israh sneaking around the building. 

“Tamara is under my every command,” Aunt Kaitlyn said. “I can make her do terrible things to her sister, you know. And once your friends enter the room they will witness it first hand, and the only choice they will have is to attack Tamara. You have the privilege of watching this all unfold before your eyes. Watching your friends kill Tamara, or Tamara kill Julie. Oh . . .” she said with a glint in her eye, “I know what you're thinking though. Your little fae girlfriend might show up with my husband and your brother just in time, right? Wrong. My witch caught them long before they ever got to Adamsville, and Kareena surrendered herself to the witch in exchange for sparing your brother and uncle. She then gave her soul to my witch in exchange for Julie's.” Aunt Kaitlyn's smile turned wicked. “But that won't do much good now, will it?” Ace clenched and turned and moaned and groaned. His body ached with fury.

“There’s only one way you can stop this,” Gerald said. “Agree to give me the stone and come to Breen with me, and we will capture your friends, keep them safe, your aunt will call Tamara off, away from Julie.”

Ace looked at his aunt, tears gushing from his eyes and his face flushed deep red. “You wicked woman! The Light will take vengeance on you for this! You will get what’s coming to you!” He glared at the old warlock. “Gerald, she’s not on your side, she’s working for Rio. Whatever she’s telling you she’ll do, she’s lying! She’s lying! This won’t work out in your favor, I can promise you! Stop this now!”

“Only you can stop it,” the old warlock said. At the sound of his voice, darkness swept over the room and the ground shook. “You only have moments to spare, Elyrian. Make your decision. The stone, or your family.”

During the chaos, Ace’s mind went elsewhere. He glared into the dark eyes of the warlock and his aunt. The soft, true words of Trilo rushed through his mind. “Remember, their most powerful tool isn’t magic, it’s deception.” His heart pumped the elyr through his veins. The world around him showed only through a blanket of white fire over his eyes. Gerald and the witch stepped back, wide eyed. The spell of paralysis broke from him.

“You will not hold my family hostage!” Ace shouted, but another voice shouted with him. Kaitlyn dropped the video disc and stepped back. The warlock looked terrified. “I am not your puppet, and no family of mine will be under your spells any longer! I am the Elyrian! You will do as I say!” The elyr burst from his feet, sending the warlock and witch smacking into the walls behind them. The sea of white fire propelling from his feet sent him bursting from the door and guided him through the halls of the Capitol. Faster than he could imagine, he turned left and right, leaving a trail of the elyr behind him. Something tugged at his leg and he fell to the ground, smacking against the hall and against the walls. Pain jabbed at his body, but he stood to his feet. Ahead of him, Monette, Omar, and the others stood further down the hall, staring at him with concern.

“Tamara is in the room with Julie! It's a trap!” Ace shouted. Omar turned and ran down the hall without hesitation and Monette followed. The force tugging at his leg pulled him away, dragging him down the hall. He turned to find Gerald, void of his human disguise, pulling him with magic. His dress had changed from a silver suit to a dark, black robe. His left hand held a staff of skull and bone. Green smoke came from his body. Ace smiled. The council was going to lose its last member, and Rio was going to lose his last collection.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
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Eyes Returned

Ace wrapped himself in a blanket of white fire and broke the spell of the warlock. He thrust the elyr but Gerald deflected it with the wave of his staff and it dispersed and evaporated against the wall. They continued to trade strikes and parries, each more prepared for the next than the last. Ace swooped over the warlock’s head, rapidly firing the elyr, but Gerald cloaked himself in a green shield of magic, absorbing the white fire. Ace landed one blow across his face, but he returned the favor with a lashing spell across Ace’s stomach, sending the boy flying across the hall and smacking into the wall. The familiar weight on his shoulders returned, and he used all his might to stand. 

This isn't the fight, he thought, staring at the warlock. He needed to get Julie safe and find a way to get that staff from Gerald. How could he get it?

You never will, echoed the warlock’s voice.

Ace sighed. Omar and Monette could look and help with Julie for the time, and all them plus the elyrians would give Tamara a run for her magic. For now, he had no choice but to cross blades with Gerald. “You’re being fooled,” Ace said. “My aunt is not loyal to you, but Rio.”

“Stalling, are we?” the warlock said with a smug look. 

“Who should you believe, warlock?” Ace said. “Truth is my greatest weapon, and deception is hers.”

“I am a warlock, seated on the council. All witches obey my command!”

Ace chuckled. “Not this one. Trust me, I know her better than you.”

“Enough talk!” The warlock said, wrapping Ace in smoke with a jab of his staff. The Elyrian fell to the ground, coughing and fighting the paralysis of the spell. He found the strength inside of him to roar and breathe a sea of white fire around him, breaking the spell. He fell to the ground. When he tried to stand, the weight on his shoulders proved too great for him, he collapsed to his knees, groaning at the jabbing pain. The warlock took advantage of it and used a spell to press more weight and hold him to the ground. He groaned and grunted, but no elyr came.

“You think you can handle a task this great?” the warlock said, stepping toward him with his staff pointed downward to mimic the spell. “Elyrian or not, you cannot bear the weight of this. It’s too great for you.” Gerald stepped close and knelt by Ace’s face, whispering, “And now, so is my power. Today you will—”

“He won’t bear it alone!” came a voice from Ace’s mouth. At the sound of it, white fire burst forth from his eyes and mouth and the weight and paralysis lifted from him. The elyr propelled him to his feet. The warlock turned to face him, wrinkled and furious. The president thrust his staff forward, and Ace lifted his hands in defense, but stopped. Nothing had happened. The warlock glanced at his staff, then back at Ace. He thrust the staff forward once more, and again nothing happened. Terror washed over the warlock's eyes.

Ace stepped forward, the elyr fading from him. He too had a hint of fear in his eyes. He was too late. 

“What—what's happening?” the warlock said.

“I tried to warn you!” Ace shouted, fury in his voice. “Where's my aunt?”

The warlock stared at him blankly, his eyes played at fear and anger. 

“Where is she?” Ace shouted. The warlock collapsed to the ground, groaning and clenching his chest. Ace ran to him and knelt by his side. “Listen to me, my aunt came here for your collection. She's the one who took it from you! You have to tell me where she is before she gets it to Rio!”

The president's face turned gray and angry. He growled at Ace, then swiftly rolled to his side and staggered to his feet. He found a shadow against the wall and black smoke began to rise from it. He glanced back at Ace with a snarl and fell down, disappearing into the shadows.

“No!” Ace shouted. “No! No! No!” 

“Ace!” shouted a voice. The Elyrian turned around to find . . . 

“Cameron!” Ace shouted back. He turned and ran to his older brother and embraced him. “Cameron . . .” he said, lowering his head. “I failed . . . I, I didn't get the collection.”

“Don't worry, Ace,” Cameron replied. “Tharuach is in Breen protecting the stone. We'll hear from him when Rio gets there. We still have time.”

Ace swallowed and said, “What about you?” He remembered something dire and his eyes shot wide. “Where's Kareena? Is she safe? Is she okay?”

Cameron nodded quickly and half turned behind him. “I think you need to come with me.”

He turned along the hall and Ace followed. Cameron led him to the room where Julie was. Kareena, Omar, Monette, Juneg, Easley, Uncle Marcus, and the other members of the Israh—save for those who'd been captured by the Eveland police—stood side by side, watching Julie with her back against the wall. Tamara lay beside Julie, wrapped in a prison of anti-magic. Without thinking of much else, he rushed to Julie, kneeling at her side. He touched her arms and she screamed, backing against the wall.

“Julie it’s me!” Ace said. “It’s okay, trust me.”

She swatted away at him and screamed more. She wore a black dress, tattered and worn. Her hair fell flat against her face and stuck to her sweat. For a moment during her swatting and screaming, Ace caught a glimpse of her eyes. They were empty. Gone. She wasn’t a witch, but the old Julie wasn’t there. He swallowed a lump. “Julie,” he whispered, “Julie. It’s okay—please, please—trust me.” 

“Aunt Kaitlyn’s done something to her,” Cameron said, desperation in his voice. “She—she’s—paranoid or something.”

Ace turned abruptly to find everyone watching with long faces and drooping eyes. Kareena’s face hung the lowest, and she rubbed her right arm with her left hand. He stood and walked to her.

“Kareena, it's okay.”

“No, it's not,” she said softly. “I—I thought I knew how to save her, but I was tricked. I was deceived.”

Ace grabbed one of her hands and placed another on her face. Her skin was as smooth as it glowed. “Kareena, you don't need to give any thing up for them. I found Rio in the seventh realm. I took the curses on myself. I can save them now!”

She eyed him eerily with a hint of hope. “How—how is that possible?”

“I'm the Elyrian, Kareena, it's what I was chosen for. Now, listen to me, Julie isn't under a witch's curse yet, she's under a witch's spell. And you know how to heal with the elyr.”

The fae girl raised an eyebrow and nodded gently at him. She brushed Ace's hand away and slowly made her way to Julie, and knelt before her. The girl screamed and swatted horridly. Ace’s heart shattered. 

“Shh. . .” Kareena said softly. “Quiet, quiet.” She brought the elyr to her palm and reached to touch Julie’s face. Something burst into the room and sent everyone flying against the wall. They collided against the back wall and fell on top of each other. Ace was the first to his feet to find Aunt Kaitlyn in the doorway. She stepped inside and slammed it shut with a force of magic. Everyone else slowly gathered themselves to their feet.

“Oh, Ace,” she said. “You’re so naïve, thinking you can win this war. This burden is too heavy. You are too weak.”

Fire ran through Ace’s blood. He gripped his fist and stepped close. 

She cried a shrill and horrid shriek, echoing through the entire room. Everyone clasped their ears and grit their teeth. “You have no power over me!” 

Ace glanced behind to find Kareena with the elyr at her hands ready to fight. He shook his head. “Di sechni,” he said, nudging his head toward Julie, “Z’sly gorl nenili.”

The witch’s shriek happened again and filled the room. “Do not speak that language in my presence!”

Kareena’s eyes softened. She started to shake her head, but Ace protested. “Ni krachli”

“Thoom,” Ace responded, “Di krachni.”

“Enough!” Aunt Kaitlyn shouted, throwing waves of magic at them. At the same moment, Kareena finally nodded and rushed to Julie. Ace turned and deflected his aunt's magic with a powerful wave of the elyr. The elyrians joined in, and the hunters fired their AMRs, but Aunt Kaitlyn swatted each attack away with ease. Darkness seeped from her eyes and black smoke filled the air. Without much of a fight, she managed to grip everyone in the room with a spell of paralysis and lifted them in the air. Ace felt the weight of her sorcery crushing him and struggled to breathe. He glared at her. His eyes ran cold. 

“Foolish children! You don’t know the power of true magic! And you’ve all wasted your time here!” she shouted, birthing a dark and wicked smile, “I’ve been here long enough to find what Rio needed.” Ace caught his breath. “The collection has been his for over a day now. He’s probably already in Breen. You stupid Halders.” Her face turned into a horrid sight at the mention of the Halders. “You are so foolish to think you can beat me! The Supreme Witch! I will always be on top! I will always be better! Not only have you failed to stop us, but now you will all die by the hand of the Supreme Witch! To defy the council is—”

Ace roared and was about to break the spell and send her flying with the elyr, but something else occurred. The spell broke from them and they fell to the ground because someone had hit Aunt Kaitlyn several times with anti-magic weaponry. The witch cried and fell to the ground as the orange suns enveloped her. Ace glanced up and smiled wide to find Kareena laying on the ground, and Julie standing up with an AMR in her hand. Her eyes had returned.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
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The Greatest, Deepest Depths

Ace jumped to his feet and ran to Kaitlyn. She stretched her neck and cried and convulsed like the horrid thing she was. He placed one foot on the anti-magic and she glared at him. Her eyes dark as the shadows themselves, her face drained of color. 

“I remember the last time I saw you wrapped in a prison of anti-magic,” Ace said softly. The witch quit struggling and listened to him. He chuckled. “I thought I could have something to gain from keeping you around. But, I see now that some, no matter how many times they’re given the chance to turn, never will.” He leaned close, feeling what he imagined death to feel like as her black smoke grazed his face. He brought forth a flame of the elyr on his hand and she winced and leaned back. Crying and shrieking. “You sorcerers can’t fool me anymore. You try to hold yourselves high, pretending that magic has some sort of power over us, but it’s only your deception. Everything a witch speaks is a lie. I can see it now in your eyes. You’re terrified of the Light. You have no power over it, and you certainly have no power over the Elyrian.” Her eyes sank and Ace smiled with pleasant satisfaction. He held the flame at her face and she winced. “You have one more chance, witch,” Ace said. “I don’t want to do this, but I will do what I must. This Light doesn’t have to torment you, it can save you. You don’t have to be a slave to the darkness any longer.”

Her brow wrinkled as she snarled. She wriggled back and forth a moment and glared at the boy with fury. “You are the slave,” she managed to say. She squinted and her countenance with rigid as stone. “Do it.”

Ace sighed, and the pleasant sense of accomplishment faded. This was his aunt. Julie and Tamara’s mother. As much as he’d waited for this moment, now he didn’t want to do it. He sensed every eye in the room watching him. He turned and found Cameron with his arm wrapped around Julie. Their eyes told the same story. The gloss in Julie’s eyes flickered against the flame of the elyr on Ace’s palm. She nodded slightly, and Ace nodded back. He turned to face his aunt once again. 

I can only save a soul that’s willing, a voice spoke in his head.

I know, Ace replied

He thrust a great wave of the elyr over his aunt. The elyr absorbed the anti-magic jacket around her. She crawled, but the white fire followed her. Her shrill cries slowly died down as the flames absorbed her. Soon, nothing remained but the rush of white fire filling the room. Ace let it go to find she'd vanished under the elyr. He turned, a couple tears running down each cheek. The rest of the crew stood quiet and still. Yet the only eyes Ace fixed on were Julie’s. Life had returned to her, and a great mixture of sadness and joy wrestled in his heart. She cried. He cried. He ran to her with all the strength he had left, and she ran to him. They collided in an embrace, each of them squeezing tighter than the other. She heaved with sobs. Though he tried, Ace felt as if he couldn’t squeeze hard enough. No matter the force of the embrace, no matter the number of tears from his eyes, nothing amounted to the explosion of joy rushing through him. 

“I’ve missed you so much,” Julie said.

“I’ve missed you too,” Ace said. He squeezed tighter still. “Don’t ever do that again. Don’t ever leave us to wonder about you.” He pulled from the embrace and they stared at each other. The tears had washed some of the dirt stained on her cheeks, but her smile somehow was the brightest and most rewarding smile he’d ever seen. “We stick together, Julie.” Another tear ran along his cheek. “That’s never going to change again. Understand?”

She smiled and nodded frantically. After wiping the tears from her eyes, her face drooped again. She stepped aside and ran to her father. Uncle Marcus and Julie embraced and cried together as well. Ace turned to Tamara, backed against the wall, cased in anti-magic. Ace sniffled and stepped close to her. Cameron grabbed his arm and he turned to face him. “Ace,” Cameron said softly. “Not her.”

Ace hung his head. “The Light can only save a soul that’s willing.”

Cameron shook his head. “No. No.” He whispered. Uncle Marcus came by and removed Cameron’s grip. His uncle nodded at Ace and pulled the older brother close. Ace nodded back and walked toward Tamara with regret in every step. How could things have turned out this way? How could he have let Rio take Tamara and Julie and the stone? Now came the consequences of such a mistake. Now came the time to make the tough decisions only the Elyrian could make. He brought the elyr forth on his palm and Tamara shrieked and jolted back.

“Tamara,” Ace said softly. “I—”

“Wait!” shouted Julie. Ace turned toward her. She brushed her hair behind her ears. “Just wait a second,” she said. Julie stepped close to Tamara and knelt.

“Julie, stay away. She might—”

Then came something Ace did not expect. Julie looked into Tamara’s eyes and placed a hand on her face. The witch jumped at the touch but didn’t shriek or cry. She sank further and gazed into her younger sister’s eyes.

“Tamara,” Julie whispered. “It’s okay. Mom’s gone. I’m fine now. I’m okay. She won’t hurt me.” Tamara’s face wrestled with darkness and remorse. Julie turned to face Ace, “Ask her.”

Ace’s eyes widened. He rushed by her side and knelt next to Julie. Tamara glared at him. Her empty eyes told a different story this time. They were still dark. She still maintained the appearance of a witch, but inside something had changed. Ace knew it. He felt it. “Tamara,” he said. “would you let the Light save you?”

Without hesitation, she nodded. Ace’s heart leapt a million miles. He brought the elyr forth on his palm and placed it gently around her chest. Tamara jerked away at first, but soon, the elyr burst from his eyes and mouth again and a screen of the elyr washed over Ace’s eyes. The seventh realm swirled around him in black dust and shadow. Emery, using Ace’s mouth, spoke into the darkness, and his voice shook the realm. 

“By the name of Haevyr, the curse has been removed, let your soul be returned at once.” 

The witches cried, the shadows faded, and Ace fell limp by her side. He sat upright and watched as the darkness faded from Tamara. Slowly, her color returned, and her eyes glistened with joy. 

“Tamara!” Cameron and Uncle Marcus shouted. They bolted to her. The Halders piled on top of the Peppercorns. All of them hugged one another, crying with joy and relief. Ace imagined a time in his life when Grandpa picked him for a special task. He imagined a time when the Peppercorns grew jealous of him for having a secret with Grandpa. A time when his dad told him “good job!” after cleaning his room spotless when he was little. A time when he first met a beautiful fae who taught him the ways of the elyr. But nothing came close. Nowhere, in the greatest, deepest depths of his memory, could he find a moment which made his heart as full as it was in the embrace of his family, and the affirmation his heart had been aching for. The Peppercorns and Halders were together again.

*
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ACE NEARLY FORGOT THEIR mission. He nearly forgot everything else in the following moments. He knew all along how much he wanted to find the Peppercorns and make them safe again, but he hadn’t realized how much until it came true. Somewhere along the way, he’d shifted his focus from finding them to stopping Rio. Maybe for the sake of his purpose in Yutara, but maybe also because his heart couldn’t bear the thought of failing the Peppercorns. He’d already failed them before. But him being there, touching Julie and Tamara with his own hands, holding them in his arms, seeing their faces unscathed and full of life. All of it surfaced the desire he’d buried in the hopeless, forgotten places of his heart. The place he’d reserved for only the most painful memories. Where the death of his mother once occupied, the kidnapping of the Peppercorns took their place. Now, before the faces of all his remaining family, safe and in one another’s arms, the very same place of his heart didn’t know what to do. There was nothing to hide anymore. Nothing he need forget. He glanced behind him to find Kareena. She stood smiling, her eyes as red and filled with tears as everyone else. Without much thinking he leapt to her and grasped her. She returned the favor. Her ribs pressed against his as she wrapped her arms around his neck, tears streaming down her cheeks. Ace kept his eyes shut tight. He pulled back from the embrace to face her but kept his arms gently around her ribs. 

“Thank you,” he whispered. “You saved her.”

She smiled back at him, and for a moment he forgot anyone else in Yutara existed.

“Ahem,” Omar said. Ace stopped and shot back to reality. Hints of red played around the blue tattoos on Kareena’s cheeks and she brushed her hair behind one of her ears. They let go of each other and Ace turned to face the others. Cameron smiled and folded his arms, and the Peppercorns, still holding one another, maintained baffled looks.

“Gross,” Julie said. 

Ace sighed and blushed at the same time. Guess some things never change.

Only this time, Julie smiled after the remark, and Ace smiled back. 

Uncle Marcus clapped his hands loud enough to ricochet off the walls and send everyone jumping. “Hey, I hate to break up the love fest, but we need figure out what we gonna do.”

“Ri—” Ace’s voice squealed. He cleared his throat. “Right. Kareena, how'd you end up here? You told me you had to go somewhere else.”

“No,” Kareena said. “I said I had to find it myself. What I said was I just knew where she was, and it was hard to explain. Knowing you and your brother’s connection with your cousin, I thought your aunt might use it against you here. Without you knowing Julie was here, and trusting me, your brother, and uncle to rescue her, you were only focused on the plan with Gerald. Best of all, Kaitlyn tried to make me believe I could save Julie if I gave up my life for her. I knew she was deceiving me, but I had to make her believe I’d taken the bait, because I knew she was here. This gave us the element of surprise.”

“Wow,” Easley said. “You deceived a witch. Fire with fire. Impressive. I like it!” 

Ace looked at the Peppercorns. Their heads hung low at the mention of their mother being a witch. He stepped close to them and placed a hand on each of them. They sniffled and kept somber faces. “I’m really very sorry about your mom.” 

Tamara nodded and rubbed her nose. “It’s—s okay. She—she . . .” Tamara’s face scrunched, and she cried into the palm of her hand. Julie placed a hand on her older sister’s back and offered Ace eyes of remorse.

“You gave her a chance to quit being the way she was,” Julie said. “She basically held me hostage to keep Tamara as a witch. Threatening that if Tamara gave up her oath to the council, she would hurt me.” 

Tamara sniffed again and brought her head back up, a little more composed this time. “She was obsessed with beating Uncle Colton.” Cameron glanced at her with glossy eyes. “It’s what fueled everything she did to us. That stupid rivalry.”

Cameron nodded at her. “I’m so sorry, Tamara. I wish there was something we could’ve done.” 

Ace turned at a touch on his shoulder. Uncle Marcus stood glaring at him. “Ace, we really can’t be wasting much time.”

Juneg butted in. “I not so sure there anything we can do, Marcus. The blonde witch said Rio’s had collection for a day now. He probably already in Breen. Even with a hovercraft, we wouldn’t make it in time.”

“But Tharuach and George are there, guarding the stone,” Uncle Marcus said.

Cameron interjected, “But communication has been cut off in Eveland, we have no idea if they've been successful guarding the stone because we haven't been able to talk with them.”

“Then for all we know he may have succeeded!” Uncle Marcus protested.

“I doubt it,” Ace said coldly, slowly standing to his feet. “Rio is coming at Breen with all the magic in Yutara. He's not trying to deceive anyone anymore—he's coming with an army. For war.”

“We have an army too!” Juneg shouted, stomping a foot. 

“The jag's right,” Omar said, “Besides, the pirates and Ihana are probably in Breen too. After they found out the collection was gone from Oola, I'm sure they went to Breen.”

“They might've tried to come here,” Tamara said softly.

“Well we can't just sit around!” Uncle Marcus roared. “Either way, we'd better get to Breen, and fast!”

“I'm with Uncle Marcus,” Cameron said.

Ace nodded and stepped forward. “Yes, he's right. But there's still Trilo and the other elyrians in prison here. We need to get them first.”

“How are we supposed to find them?” Uncle Marcus said.

“We—” Ace had begun to say.

“Shh,” Monette said, her eyes cold and determined. “What's that?” Everyone swapped eyes and went quiet. The ground rumbled beneath them. Ace stepped outside to find the rumbling had grown louder, and the Capitol building was void of life after he and Gerald's battle. Ace stepped along the hall slowly and everyone else followed him. He reached the door at the end of the hall, leading to Adamsville when he saw a wonderful sight.

“It's the trees,” Ace whispered.
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CHAPTER FORTY
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White Fire

Ace burst through the doors and into the courtyard. Guards and news people surrounded the gate, speaking of the war they'd witnessed. When Ace stepped outside, the crowds went silent and the guards steadied their aim at him, both from the ground and the hovercrafts in the sky. The Israh backed into a small circle, arms spread and facing the military and policemen.

“What have you done with President Yvonne?” shouted a voice over the speaker.

“Please,” Ace shouted. “Let’s talk about this. We don’t want another battle. Especially not with all these innocent people around. Lower your weapons and we’ll talk!” 

The guards stayed motionless for a moment, weapons pointed fiercely at the Israh. They spoke with one another, rushing from one pile of cars to another to discuss what actions to take.

“Great,” Cameron said. “We really don’t have time for this. If what Gerald has told us is true, we need to get to Breen right now!”

“I vote we nab that hovercraft landing over there,” Omar said quietly. He pointed to a large military hovercraft landing in one of the streets. “S’gotta be the fastest one around here.”

“We don’t even know how to fly that thing,” Monette said. 

Easley said, “Even if we did, it wouldn’t do us any good. The fastest hovercrafts travel at 500 miles per hour. That’s a three-hour flight minimum to Breen. And Monette is right, we wouldn’t even know how to fly a machine like that, so we’d probably be stuck with a household, 200 or 300 mile-per-hour craft, so it could take up to 5 hours. If Rio already has the collections in Breen, we can’t afford that time.”

“What are you saying?” Uncle Marcus asked. “That’s the only way to get there. And we’re wasting time discussing it!”

“The ship!” Kareena shouted. Everyone glanced at her. The Eveland military jolted at the sound of it, looking as if they might fire.

“Quit playing games!” the voice said over the speaker, “Tell us where the President is or we will open fire!”

Kareena ignored them and said, “If we get the hovercraft to the ship in Jacobs, we can use it to travel almost instantly from here to Breen.” 

Everyone stayed quiet a moment. “I—” Cameron stammered. “I hadn’t thought of that. That’s not a half bad idea.”

“Great!” Easley shouted. “So, which one are we taking? I’m partial to the shiny red one parked by that skyscraper over there.”

“What ship?” Monette asked.

Juneg jumped in the conversation as well, dismissing Monette's question. “Well, how we gonna get past mob of soldiers with big plasma blasters? That seem like biggest problem here.”

“We need some kind of distraction,” Cameron said.

“Would you guys be quiet!” Ace finally shouted. “We don't need any of that stuff.”

Someone might have responded, but the rumble on the ground grew louder and louder, and the citizens and military looked eerily. A swarm of witches rose from the crowd. The soldiers watched them and turned their aim to them. 

“Well,” Cameron said. “Guess that’s the distraction we needed.” 

Then white fire shot from out of nowhere. Dozens of shots. In front of them was a wall of it; a sea of white fire. Ace looked around the group, but all the elyrians remained with their hands by their side, passive and not attacking. One by one, the witches scurried away, running from the Light. Those who stayed were caught by it and fell to the ground. Ace noticed then, the elyr was coming from the trees around them. He smiled from ear to ear when he saw Shywater.
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
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The Trees Come Forth

Shywater sat in the midst of the courtyard before the destroyed Capitol building. This time, it seemed bigger than before. It lay throughout the entire courtyard, and even crept into the city. The crowds and Israh gasped, stepping back from the elyr springing from the grove of trees. Could everyone else see Shywater too? The leaves brushed and wriggled against each other and the Israh backed away save for Kareena and Ace. Just at the edge of the shrubs, the inglings came forth. Ishvi and King Vinan led the pack. Some people screamed, others stared blankly at the tiny tree goblins. Other inglings remained in the grove, shooting down the witches with the elyr until they all scurried away. 

“Ishvi!” Ace shouted.

Omar jumped to the front of the group and pointed his AMR at them. “Stand back, Ace. Identify yourself, weird tree things!” Ace jumped tow-

ard Omar and placed a hand on the rifle. The tall pirate lowered his weapon slowly.

“Omar, it’s okay. They’re friends of mine.” 

Omar looked strangely at Ace.

“King Vinan!” Kareena shouted. Ace and the girl fae rushed to the inglings and embraced them.

“Oh, hello child!” Vinan said with a warm smile. Patting Kareena’s back with the embrace.

“Eh, hey?” Ishvi said, standing limp as Ace tried to hug him. The Elyrian stepped away and noticed a slight look of distaste across the ingling’s face. 

“Vinan! You’re here. All the inglings are,” Kareena said. “That must mean . . .”

The Tree King nodded. “The Final War must be waged now. We’re here to lead you to battle.” 

Ace glared around at all the Evelanders pointing and whispering about the inglings. “King Vinan,” Ace said, “how come everyone else can see Shywater?” 

Ishvi and the Tree King chuckled. “This isn’t Shywater, my friend,” Ishvi said. Ace shot him a dazed look.

“This is one of the original gardens of Breen,” the King said. “This garden used to flourish here, but Evelanders have caused the land to adapt to their nature. You’ve just defeated their treacherous leader and brought everyone knowledge of the Light. The land is taking the nature of those who inhabit it. We caught word of this when the mark of Haevyr appeared on the trees in the seventh realm. We felt the weight of the curses slowly drifting away. The council's power is weakening!”

Ace and Kareena’s eyes lit up and they glanced at each other. Once all the witches had fled, the inglings came from the garden by the thousands. It resembled countless tree stumps, somehow swaying with the wind. 

“Guys,” Cameron said. “We need to get to the hovercraft. We’re running out of time.”

“Hovercraft?” King Vinan said. Cameron winced at the tree goblin. “Why would you need a hovercraft?” 

“To get to Breen,” Cameron said. 

“King Vinan,” Ace said. The goblin turned his attention to the Elyrian. “Rio has everything he needs. He has all the magic in Yutara. He’s in Breen, trying to break open the stone.” The inglings gasped and jumped back, murmuring to one another. “We have to get to Breen right away. I know I’ve failed by letting him get the magic he needed. But I won’t fail protecting the stone.”

The Tree King smiled and placed a hand on Ace’s face. The tree bark scratched his skin, but a glow from the elyr came from his hands and softened the touch. “I know you won’t, my friend. This is what you were made for. You’re the Elyrian.” He pulled his hand away and stepped in front of the crowd. “However, hovercrafts are useless! You’ll never make it in time!” 

“But we have a ship that can—” Cameron had begun to say.

“Ship smip,” The tree goblin replied. “We’re not taking any ship. You all want to know something special about Breen? It’s full of trees!” The inglings cheered together when Vinan mentioned this and the Israh jolted back, startled by the sudden vocal burst. Each of them turned to the trees and placed a hand on them. One by one, the surrounding trees began to open, revealing a familiar red glow about them. “Come now, everyone, in you go!”

“In . . . in the trees?” Omar said.

“Yes. Did I not explain myself clearly?” The Tree King said. “Now there is one thing I must warn you all of before you step inside. We will not all enter Breen at the very same time. The Tree Kingdom is the in between, and Emery uses it to place those who travel between realms to the realm they’re needed most, at the time they’re needed most. Do not fret if you enter and some of us have not come yet. We will be arriving shortly.”

Th Israh offered him strange looks. Ace chuckled. “It’s okay, guys. You can trust them. Let’s go! C’mon!” 

Juneg was the first to take Ace’s advice. “Let do this!” She sprinted from the courtyard to the nearest open tree and jumped inside screaming “Woo!” Her shout faded away. 

“Juneg, wait!” Easley shouted, following close behind and tripping and falling into the tree screaming, “Ahh!”

The others followed hesitantly, spreading throughout the courtyard to the trees nearest to them. Once everyone had cleared, only Kareena and Ace remained.

“Oh!” Ace said. “Trilo and the others! They’ve been captured by Gerald’s guards. And my dad and Ihana in Oola! I don't know if they're safe!”

King Vinan smiled. “Don’t worry, Ace. The inglings are on it. Hundreds of them have been assigned to retrieve any and every elyrian and member of the Israh in Yutara. Including Trilo and the faes here. All but children and their caretakers will be in Breen. This is the final war. All the elyr in the world will face all the magic once and for all.”

Kareena turned to Ace before she entered the tree. She smiled at him, “I don’t know if I’ll see you right when I get there.” She grabbed his hand and grazed her thumb over the top of it. “I know you’ll do great.” Ace smiled, and she gave him a gentle kiss on his cheek. She turned and stepped inside the tree. Ace took notice of all the Evelanders staring strangely at him.

He shrugged. “Thanks for not killing me! I’ll be back to clean this up!” he shouted, pointing at the wreckage of the capitol from their previous battle.

King Vinan nodded at Ace before he entered the tree. “This is it, my friend.” 

Ace nodded back with a smile. His demeanor went rigid. “I know. This is the end of all magic. This is the end of the council’s rule. Today, the crown is restored to the Li—ahh!” the weight on his shoulders returned tenfold. He fell to the ground, wincing and groaning and moaning. It felt as if millions of pounds had fallen on his back, holding him to the ground. He screamed in pain, clawing at the ground.

“Ace! What's wrong?” King Vinan asked. He and Ishvi knelt beside him, using the elyr on him to try and heal. It washed through Ace's body,warm and gentle, but didn't lessen the pain. Ace clawed the dirt and pulled himself toward the open tree beside him. “Ace, tell us what's wrong!” King Vinan said.

“Tree . . .” Ace managed to get out through the groaning. “I need—in—in—inside tr—tr—” he finally reached the open tree and fell inside. 
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CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
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Only You

Ace fell as quick as the blink of an eye before he tumbled outside the other tree and onto the ground. He rolled softly along the grassy floor, tumbling out of the tree. It seemed as if the tree had just gently nudged him to the other side, so he felt no pain or sudden impact against the ground. When he'd stopped rolling, he found the pain on his shoulders had grown mild and pulled himself to his feet by another tree beside him. He squinted at the ground, noticing grass of rich, deep green like the Solomon Forest. He then noticed how strange the forest appeared around him. Beams of bright sunlight shone on the trees. And they were pines—similar to those in Abes City—reaching heights of seventy to a hundred feet in the sky. The sky . . . the sky was blue! Fear surged through Ace's heart. He glanced around to find no one around in the lone forest of pines.

“Cameron!” he shouted with stress on his voice. “Dad! Kareena!” He trudged in circles around the trees, glancing behind them for any signs of someone else. He dashed to the tree he'd come from and patted it all around, searching for a way to open it. “Ishvi! King Vinan! You sent me to the wrong place! I'm not in Breen! Hello? Hello!” He pounded against the light brown tree bark with his fist. “Someone help! Help me!” 

He panted and ran his fingers through his hair, glancing upward at the clear blue sky. Where had the trees sent him? The only place he knew of with a blue sky was Earth, but it couldn't have been Earth because Earth was destroyed after he left Jakka. And, even when he was there, the forest was dead and gray. He glanced around him only to find himself surrounded by more trees. He gulped down his anxiety and looked back at the tree.

“Something's wrong,” he whispered to himself. He grabbed the closest branch and pulled himself up. Using his feet against the body of the tree, he hoisted himself up the branches, making sure to place his feet at the base of the branch, where it met the tree's body, for secure leverage. The bark cut into his palms, and at one point he'd stepped on a weak branch and dangled on the one he held for a moment, but eventually, he made it to the top of the tree and gazed outward to see if he could find where he was.

“Woah . . .” Ace said softly. Ahead he saw mountains for miles rolling in and out of a blanket of mist. The sky held the deepest, richest blue, and the yellow sun grazed the tips of the pines, making the green pop with life. For a moment he lost himself in the bliss. It was as beautiful as the Solomon Forest . . . almost as captivating as the Crystal Forest in Breen. 

Breen. He remembered he needed to find where he was, and quick. Unfortunately, his climb to the top of the tree offered no such help. He wriggled his way across the branches to look at the other side and found a small town, like a spec of shiny buildings ahead. Could have been miles away. He sighed and slowly began climbing back down the tree. Where else was he to go? A town would have people who knew the area, and probably knew how to get him to Breen. Or at least back to Adamsville. The height dizzied him when he first glanced down, so he made a mental note to keep his eyes on the tree and not look down. 

He reached the last branch and hopped to the ground when a rumble came from the distance. His ears twitched at the sound, and he jerked his head in its direction. It grew louder. He scurried along the grassy surface toward the noise. As he grew closer, the rumble became more of a deep growl. He worried it might be an animal he'd never encountered before and slowed his pace. The growl grew louder and more frightening, and his stomach began to churn. Somehow, as if his brain acted of its own volition, he kept slowly moving toward it until his feet touched a dirt surface. He glanced down to find a path had been cleared for miles along the forest, probably leading to—

“Hey, look out!” shouted a voice over the growing rumble. Ace turned toward the voice to find a large machine speeding at him. It rolled on four black wheels—roughly seven feet off the ground—along the dirt path. Ace gasped and went to move, but the machine came to a sudden halt inches before plowing into him. It squealed against the dirt surface, and the back of it slid, making it stop at a crooked angle. Dirt spewed from its wheels.

“What's a matter with you!” shouted a voice. Ace exhaled, realizing he'd been holding his breath the whole time. An Evelander stepped out of the machine—which resembled a hovercraft cockpit—and marched over to Ace. She stood just over five feet, had dark skin like George's, but a thin figure like how he remembered Keele. She wore a white tank top covered in dirt, cargo shorts, and a white rag tied over her forehead, thick curly hair pulled back into a big poofy ponytail. 

“I—I'm sorry,” Ace said through his breaths, “I didn't know you were coming.”

“What else do you think a road is for?” the lady screamed. She furrowed her brow, and the glistening sweat on her face fell into the wrinkles.

“I'm sorry, alright,” Ace said, growing impatient himself, “I don't know where I am.”

The thin lady looked Ace up and down and peered behind. “Lose your hunting crew or something?”

“Yeah . . .” Ace said, rubbing his neck. “Or something. Look, can you give me a ride on your wheel machine into the nearest town?”

The lady raised an eyebrow and took a step back. “Wheel machine? You mean my truck? What's wrong with you, boy? You fall on your head?”

Where in the world am I? Ace thought. “Whatever you call it. Just, please. I lost my friends and I really need to find them.”

She smacked her teeth at him. “Look, I really don't have time to be playing games, pickin' up strangers and whatnot.”

“Please, miss,” Ace said, “I don't wanna get lost out here.”

She sighed and looked him up and down again. “Fine. Get in.”

“Thank you!” Ace said, scurrying toward the passenger's side.

She nodded at him and turned to get back into her machine, mumbling to herself, “How's a kid gonna jump in front of my car, then have the nerve to ask me for a ride? Pfft.”

Ace sat in the big leather seat and strapped in with the seat belt. The lady started the vehicle and they rolled along the road. Ace gripped the arm rest. The machine hit every bump on the dirt road. Having been used to the smooth glide of hovercrafts, this made his stomach feel uneasy. The lady shifted her eyes toward him with a smirk on her face.

“Kid what's wrong with you? It's just a truck.”

“I've never ridden in one, alright?” Ace said, fighting down his lunch. 

“What planet are you from?” 

Ace glanced at her eerily, wondering the same thing about her.

“What were you doing in the woods?” she said. “You're not one of the patrolmen are you?”

Ace oddly shook his head no at her.

“It's kinda weird for a kid your age to be wandering through these forests without one, even with a hunting crew. Never know what kind of bandits might be running around. 'Specially with resources running low as they are now.”

“Well,” Ace replied, “what were you doing in the woods?”

“Uh, I wasn't in the woods, I was traveling north, checking the rumors.”

“Rumors?”

“Yeah, kid. Ain'tchu heard about the soil up north? People sayin' it's richer than down here, producing fruit three times the size as the fruit here. Unfortunately, I can confirm they were just rumors. Once you get past the mountains, it's nothing but dry dirt for miles. There might be other kingdoms further north, but I don't think anyone could make it that far without dehydration or starvation first. There's really nowhere else to go. We may be all that's left.”

“Left of what?” Ace said with a dazed look in his eye.

She looked at him from the corner of her eye. “Earth, kid.”

Ace's mind went fuzzy. Earth? He was on Earth! So, Jakka was wrong? There was life on Earth? Something snatched his attention at the corner of his eye behind her and he leaned back to get a better look. A staggering set of boulders under a large hill in the mountain, and the mouth of a great cave . . . but it wasn't just the cave grabbing his eye, but also a shimmering red flash of light when they passed by it. The sun had hit it just right, reflecting the light back into the boy's eyes. 

“Stop!” Ace shouted. 

The lady slammed the brakes and Ace nearly hit the dash of the car, the seat belt catching him just in time. “What's the matter with you?” she screamed. Ace groaned as a burning sting lined his chest from the seat belt. “Get out of my truck you crazy kid!”

Ace kept his eyes on the mouth of the cave and frantically unbuckled his seat. “Sorry. Thanks for the lift!” He hopped out of the truck and the lady sped away, kicking a wave of dirt up into his eyes. He lifted his arm, covering his eyes with the crook of his elbow. When the lady had driven away and it was clear before him, he lowered his arm and stepped toward the cave. Something about it seemed strangely familiar, and the red shimmer was too curious a thing for Ace Halder to pass up. 

He gently placed one foot in front of the other, creeping toward the cave. His heart started to pulse unevenly, and the weight on his shoulders had slowly grown heavier. What was in this cave? He reached the mouth of the cave and grazed his hand across the rock surface. At first, nothing lay inside but a dark collection of rocks . . . then he saw it. A tiny, red gem buried in the cave wall. He moved toward it quickly.

“It can't be . . .” he whispered. He lit the elyr on his fingers to see more clearly, and he saw an inscription above the stone.

Whosoever frees the stone

Will venture not a realm alone

Seven of which will confess

Emery’s chosen, Emery blessed

Come Emery, who knows Unknown

In search of no Haevyr 

There is one, and one alone

Who is called a savior

Eldest, will the keeper be

‘Till shadow clouds all truth

One is chosen, this day’s Eve 

One, all hear ye in youth

What’s to come, some will believe

Despite those who deny

Stone in hand, one will deceive

And one will bear the lie

For there, in the Land of Faes

Once returned to its throne

By one, in this tamest place

The Light is set in stone

No race of faes

Nor jags, nor drakes

Nor shadow or tree

Says from Unknown

Should bear, the stone

For this fate of Eve’s



Burdened will the chosen be

But should he seek his soul free

Stone and man shall trade their fate

Then, of him, come Emery

“What?” he asked aloud. His eyes shifting back and forth. He shone the Light of the elyr on the stone, and tipped his head. It wasn't the Emerson Stone. Couldn't be. It was just a plain red gem with no light inside. So, what was it? Why was the inscription there? He looked all about him. What was this cave? Where wa—

He suddenly remembered Grandpa's Story. How Oliver found the Emerson Stone in a cave . . . on Earth. Then he remembered another thing. King Vinan told everyone the trees would send everyone where they needed to be at the time they needed to be. Had the sixth realm taken him to Earth from ages ago? Before Oliver had found the stone? This thought took the breath from his lungs. He placed his hands on his head and backed against the other side of the cave wall. 

How is this possible? he thought. He eyed the stone, attempting to gasp for breath with no luck. The room spun around him. Had he truly gone back countless years in the past? Was Oliver there? 

“Come,” a voice said. The voice shook the sky and walls of the cave. Ace wept without control. He fell to his knees. The great weight he’d felt on his shoulders for so long returned heavier than if a building had rested on top of him. He hardly found the strength to breathe. He moaned with pain and cried at the same time. He couldn’t find it within himself to move. The Light appeared under him in a grazing white fire and carried him to the stone. The closer he got, the stiffer his muscles became.

“I—I can’t.” Ace said.

“Only you can,” the voice spoke again. Each word. Each syllable. Every inflection within the mannerisms of the voice struck fear, conviction, and love into Ace’s heart. The boy looked up, knowing for no reason he could explain, he must reach out and touch the stone. The Light had brought him here. His hand shook like waves in a mighty storm. His impurity rose to the forefront of his mind. Too impure to touch the stone. Too impure to be chosen. The weight struck his shoulders once more and he collapsed to the ground. “Reach out!” The voice demanded. At the command, Ace’s fear made his decision for him. He muscled through the weight on his back and touched the red gem.

Two things happened. The weight instantly left his body, so he felt light as a feather. For a moment he thought he’d begun to float into the sky. The other happening was his arm slowly being dissolved into the red gem. The empty red gem filled with a white glow inside as his hand entered the stone. The Light tugged him and pulled him close. Like a magnet, it gathered his other arm, then both his legs. The feeling left all parts of his body. Nothing could be seen around him. Only blaring, white light. This happened without Ace having a say in the matter. And soon, the Emerson Stone had swallowed the Elyrian whole. 
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
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The Final War

Cameron stepped through the trees, fumbling through the strange red glow. At first, he seemed to be falling into a strange, new world, then, in some way he couldn’t explain, he’d begun walking out the other side of a different tree. He stepped onto a dirt path from a forest of mighty oaks, palms, and odd trees resembling mushrooms. The surrounding crystals beamed from the forest floor and trees, sending rays of white light into the sky. Cameron glanced around him, finding himself alone on the dirt path. He scratched his head and stepped back, remembering the weird tree thing mention how he might end up alone. 

Great, Cameron thought. The forest lay still and tranquil around him. “Hello?” He said. “Ace? Are you here?” 

“Boo!” 

“Ahh!” Cameron jolted back. He turned to find Trilo behind him, laughing. “Funny, Trilo.” 

The scarred fae pointed behind him, where both Julie and Tamara stood, lightly chuckling. “Your cousins put me up to it.”

“Did not!” Julie said.

“Yeah,” Tamara said with a half-smile, “but it was still funny.”

Cameron sighed, then smiled. He’d never been fond of Julie’s pranks and Tamara’s snarky comments. He never thought the day would come when he’d enjoy them, but it had. Looking on Tamara’s face as she smiled was a comfort too great for words. He remembered the days he spent with her in Gathara, alone in the tower. He knew it somewhere deep down that she’d come back. After the long journey without her and no success bringing her back to reality, he’d begun to lose hope. But there she stood. Lively and bright as ever. 

Trilo nudged him. “C’mon, Cameron. We’ve gathered here in the wood.” 

Cameron followed the scarred fae into the Crystal Forest. Not much further in, he found the weird tree things, Tharuach, Kareena, and most of the Israh. From the trees, others came forth at random. They sat buried in the forest, surrounded by walls of trees and glowing Crystals. When he saw Father standing next to Ihana and George, he rushed to him and embraced him. “Dad! We were worried about you!”

“We're fine, son,” Father replied, “when we got to Oola, an all out war had taken place. Some kind of unexplained uprising. We had to fight through it to get to New Eathelyn and find Nahamni, but once we got there, a slew of witches were waiting for us. The whole thing was a diversion.”

Cameron's face hung low. He looked around to find everyone surrounding the tree things. Father, George, Ihana, Trilo, Tamara, Julie, Uncle Marcus, Omar, the other pirates, Juneg, Easley, the frizzy haired girl from Eveland, and many others came pouring in from the trees. Evelanders and drakes and faes and jags . . . their army was steady growing but . . . “Where's Ace?” Cameron asked, eyeing the tree things with intent.

The tree thing looked fiercely at Cameron. “He'll be here.”

“When? How?” asked Cameron.

“I don't know.”

“How could you not know?” Cameron said, raising his voice.

The King softly responded. “The Light instructed us to send Ace here by a different path. I need you to trust me. He will be here.”

Cameron's eyebrows twitched at King Vinan. How could the tree thing not bring Ace here? He was the most important person in the battle!

“He'll be here, Cameron,” Trilo said. The Halder brother turned to the scarred fae; and he looked back at Cameron, eyes gentle and confident. “You can count on it.”

Cameron hesitantly agreed with a nod, then turned to the tall, golden fae as a thought whisked through his mind. “Tharuach, George” Cameron said. “Why are you two up here? Weren't you guarding the Emerson Stone?”

The tall fae turned his attention to him. His motion was graceful yet commanding. “I was, yes, but the Fae Elders ordered us out of the palace.”

“Lady Akyla sent word to them,” George said, “saying Ace had committed treason and attacked Fen Echer. So they told us they suspected us as well and tried to have us arrested.”

Tharuach interjected, “But they had no proof of this, and we defended ourselves, and Ace, as long as we could. It was reaching nowhere, and I knew eventually they'd send guards after us, so I asked them if we could respectfully dismiss ourselves from the palace, and we'd all be out of each other's hair. They agreed, though it took some convincing, and we took refuge here in the forest, attempting to contact your brother and the others.”

“Yeah,” Father chimed in, “and we did the same thing when we found out we'd been tricked in Oola, but we then remembered Eveland was on lock down from all communication.”

Ihana finally spoke, saying, “We thought we were going to die in Oola. The whole place had turned into a war zone of furious drakes and witches, and most of them were after us. But then the most incredible thing happened. The witches suddenly stopped fighting. For a short period of time, they hovered over the City of Waterfalls, motionless and wide-eyed. Then, they suddenly turned on one another, casting spells at each other. We had no clue what was going on until we saw some of them rushing toward the trees. The trees had this strange marking on them, glowing white. And when they'd touch the trees, their curse left them, and they looked like a normal person again. So, we put our efforts toward helping the witches trying to get free.”

“It was a long, grueling battle,” Father said, “but when it was over, these tree things showed up, taking us away. Next thing we knew, we were here!”

Trilo laughed. “Ace really did it . . .” all eyes turned to the scarred fae. He proceeded to explain how they ran into the frizzy haired girl (named Monette) on their way to Adamsville and found Halder City in the Underground. There, the shadow of the first tree Evelanders used to come from Earth to Yutara lay, holding the curse by the name Haevyr . . . Ace's name.

“That's what the piece of the necklace was!” King Vinan shouted. “Oliver gave us the piece of the tree with a cursed shadow. The very shadow the council used to first enter Yutara when the sixth realm was shut off from them.”

“Wow,” another tree thing who stood next to Vinan said, “he somehow used that tree to put the mark of Haevyr on every tree in Yutara. That's what we felt in the sixth realm! That's how we knew it was our time to come.”

“What does that mean?” Uncle Marcus asked.

Tharuach spoke next, his voice deep and telling. “It means the Elyrian has made a way to distinguish a witch from a slave. It means any witch still in Yutara is choosing to be here. They are our enemy.”

Cameron listened to all this intently, fighting the anxiousness rising from not knowing where Ace was. Why would he have disappeared now of all times? He stretched his neck as they'd spoken, watching the trees for him. One by one, members of the Israh came forth from the trees and gathered in the wood. Ace never came. Soon people stopped coming from the trees. All four races came together. Five when he counted the tree creatures. 

“Well, what do we do then?” Kareena finally said. Cameron turned his attention to the group. “We can’t wage the final war without the Elyrian, can we?” 

King Vinan folded his arms. “I—I hadn’t planned on it, no. But—”

“But we don’t have much time,” Trilo said. The scarred fae stood tall and stepped forth, making eye contact with each person as he spoke. “King Vinan told us not to fear if we showed up here alone, because the Light will bring us here when we’re needed most. Ace will come.”

“We can’t do this without Ace,” Cameron said. Trilo turned to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. 

“Cameron, he will come. Trust him. Trust the Light.”

“Yeah,” Julie said. She stood next to Tamara, both with AMRs in their hands. “We can kick some serious warlock butt before he gets here. Do half the work for him.”

“You barely know how to use that thing,” Cameron said.

“And I’ll still be better than you at it,” Julie said. 

“This isn’t a game, Julie.” 

“No. But if it was I’d win.” 

“Would you two stop it!” Kareena shouted. “We need to decide what to do. Do we wait for Ace, or do we raid the city and guard the stone before Rio gets to it?”

“Raid the city?” Father said, his eyes growing worrisome. He looked between Trilo and Cameron. “What happened in Eveland? Didn't you two get the collection from Gerald? That's why you're here, right?”

Cameron and Trilo shook their heads at Colton Halder. “No,” Trilo said softly. “Rio got to it before we were even there. He too had tricked us. He now has all the collections. His next move is to break into the Emerson Stone.”

The others' eyes went wide and faces long. Like someone had drained the hope from their souls. Father's face then grew stern and he glanced back up at the group. “Well, then we can't wait any longer. Who knows how close Rio is! We need to act now.”

“But without Ace, it all seems hopeless,” Kareena said. Silence took over for a moment.

“Let the brother decide,” King Vinan finally said. Every eye landed on Cameron. The dark-haired teenager wrinkled his brow.

“Why me?”

“Because you love your brother,” King Vinan said. “You must know enough about him. You’ve been on a journey with him. You know his relationship with the Light better than any of us. If anyone should know what to do, it’d be you.”

Cameron stared blankly at the tree creature. He glanced around at the hundreds of members in the army around him. He closed his eyes. What would Ace do? Why would he not be here? He listened to his gut. After a moment of silence, Cameron nodded to himself and opened his eyes. “We can’t win this war without Ace,” Cameron said. The mood in the air seemed to drop a little. “But we can prepare the way for him. Make the battle less challenging when he arrives. Rio is on his way to destroy the Emerson Stone. We can’t let that happen. We can stall him somehow. We can’t win without Ace, but we can put fear in the heart of the enemy.”

Smiles littered around the crowd of people. Followed my deep breaths and a sense of urgency. Trilo clapped him on the back. “That’s what I’m talking about!”

*
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THE TREE KING LED THE crowd through the woods to avoid the main roads. When faes would rush by on breggards or on foot, the inglings would cause the trees to bend and fold in such a way it hid everyone in the buried forest. At one moment during the journey, Cameron grabbed Trilo’s arm and brought him aside.

“I need you to do me a favor,” Cameron said softly. 

“Anything,” the scarred fae said.

“I need you to look after Julie and Tamara. I know they seem confident. Believe me, that’s not what they lack. But they’re more fragile than they prop themselves up to be. They’ve never hunted before. I can’t lose them again. Please, Trilo. Watch over them.”

The scarred fae smiled. He lowered his head and placed his hand behind Cameron’s neck. “I won’t let you down, Cameron. They’ll be safe with me.” 

Cameron smiled and returned the odd hug to the scarred fae. They returned to their journey through the wood and soon Cameron and the Tree King found themselves beside one another.

“I must admit,” King Vinan said. “We do have a great army.” 

“What?” Cameron said. “There are hundreds of thousands of faes down there. Who knows how many are witches? There are, what? A few hundred here?”

The Tree King chuckled. “Oh, child. This is only one group. And it’s the smallest of them I believe.”

“What do you mean one group?”

They arrived at the edge of the forest. The Tree King led them across the dirt path and through a line of tall shrubs planted on the other side. 

“Woah,” Cameron said.

The other side of the shrubs led to a ledge. Boulders lay staggered along the slope downward on all sides of a familiar gorge. Bright white light radiated from the Crystal Palace, burrowed from the cave in the gorge. But the city, magnificent as it was, isn’t what sparked Cameron’s awe. He’d seen the city before and knew what to expect. What he didn’t expect was the thousands—tens of—no, hundreds of thousands of people standing on the ledge all the way around the gorge. Faes, inglings, hunters, drakes, jags, civilians, Evelanders. 

“Like I said,” the Tree King said. “I sent inglings all over Yutara, gathering every member of the Israh they could find and bringing them here. Though I must admit, I wasn’t expecting them to all show up at once. I tell you, I can never guess what moment I’ll end up in when I travel through the trees. For centuries it’s been a mystery, and it will remain a mystery for ages beyond.”

Cameron kept his eyes on the city beneath. The faes stopped their hustling through the city and began pointing and gazing upward. They looked like silver and golden dots from their height. Fae guards hustled through the still and awestruck city, weaving through the crowds with urgency. Some of them mounted taebans. Their silver and golden feathers glinted from the white sun overhead. The taebans howled and cawed at the flap of their wings as they carried the faes through the sky. One golden guard, covered in shining, golden armor flew alongside the wall of the canyon and hovered at the ledge. He pointed his crystal tipped spear with perfect form, making Cameron to believe if he chose to attack, he would do so with precision. Soon, the fae guards took formation at the bottom of the gorge and on taebans by the ledge. Hundreds of faes hovered on the winged beasts, pointing their spears and striking fear in the Israh.

“State your business here! Where did you come from?” the fae guard said.

“The trees,” King Vinan said. “We mean no harm. In fact, we’re on your side.”

The fae guard snarled. “Those on our side rarely show up uninvited. And never with an army the size of our city.”

“The army is not for you,” the Tree King said. “We wish to speak with your Elders.”

The fae guard's eyes shifted to Tharuach and George and his face went rigid. He pointed his spear at the tall fae and dark elite. “You two! We knew you were scheming against us!”

Another fae who’s face appeared familiar flew on a taeban next to the fae guard. He sat fat and plump on his golden taeban, and his robe flapped with the wind against the winged beast's body.

“Well, if it isn’t the traitors themselves,” Fen Gunther said. “We shouldn't have let you go. Stick ‘em, Tyrn. They deserve to die a traitor’s death.” 

“We're not the traitors, Fen Gunther,” Tharuach said, “the drake is.”

Fen Gunther's eyes went cold and his face hard and still. He kicked the taeban and it flew a bit closer. “You enter my home unannounced, kidnap our queen, and then claim to be the Chosen, and now you expect us to believe the drake was the traitor?”

“He’s a warlock!” Cameron shouted.

“Blasphemy!” the Elder shouted back.

“Listen to me, when he gets here he’s going straight for the stone! He wants to destroy it, to rid Yutara of the Light and rule it himself!” Cameron shouted.

“You’ve gone mad!” Gunther shouted. “The stone is a monument, representing who we are as a people. There is no elyr! Only magic! Oh, and the drake is here and well, and we won’t let you near him this time. We, the faes of Breen, are prepared to die for him. Turn away now, and you won’t face our wrath. Try to enter this city, and you will see war like you never have before.”

The Tree King stepped forward slowly. All the guards jolted and aimed their spears at him. “The Light is real. The elyr is more powerful than you know. And the drake senses it. He fears it. If he is here, he is likely trying to break the Emerson Stone right now. We cannot let that happen. You sit on your beasts, threatening us with weapons made from flesh. I do not fear your wrath, for ours is a power greater, and stronger. You come at us with your weapons. We come at you with the Light and the fire of the elyr in our hearts.”

“Guards!” Fen Gunther shouted. He flew higher in the sky and began shouting at all of them. “Do not let them in! These are traitors and enemies of the Land of Faes! If any try to enter, strike them down!” 

“So be it,” The Tree King said softly. “The final war has begun.”


	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]
















CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
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On the Run

The Tree King turned around and faced the Israh. “The time is now! Elyrians! Hunters! The fate of Yutara and the seven realms is in our hands!”

Cameron watched the faes in the city beneath scurry like a kicked ant hill. Some were fleeing the city, and others rushed to prepare for battle. He reached behind and grabbed his AMR. The Tree King turned back to face the city with Cameron. The faes on the ground, and the faes on taebans watched intently, waiting for them to strike first. Cameron trembled at the thought of the battle about to take place and several thoughts ran through his head. 

Training never prepared me for a day like this. Where is my brother? We need him now more than ever. How close is Rio to breaking the stone? How am I going to fight a bunch of sorcerers with a silly anti-magic gun? Where is Ace?

His thoughts settled as King Vinan gently tapped his shoulder.

“Don’t be afraid, Cameron. The Light is on our side. Look, I think you and the hunters should stay scattered along the walls of the city and on the top. You can give us cover. Leave the hand-to-hand combat up to the elyrians.”

He first wanted to protest, but soon realized it was a great idea. He nodded. “How will we let the others know?” 

King Vinan smiled and nudged his head. Cameron looked in the same direction to find Ishvi with his hand on a tree. The ingling became a part of the tree, so his arm looked like a branch. “We have our ways of communicating to one another.” Cameron’s mouth curled up into a smile. He walked to Trilo. Father and the scarred fae instructed Julie and Tamara how to fire AMRs.

Cameron tapped Trilo on the shoulder. “Change of plans.” He looked at his cousins. “Julie, Tamara, you two stay beside me and my dad, got it?” He expected some sort of protest. He thought Julie might stomp her foot down and proclaim her independence from Cameron’s orders, but neither of them did. Their focus had been stuck on their AMRs in their hands, awestruck at the weapon they held. When he spoke to them, they had looked up at him, and a glint of fear hid behind their eyes. They nodded at Cameron without hesitation. The Peppercorns had experienced their fair share of witch problems. He suspected they weren’t looking forward to doing it again. “For the record,” Cameron said. “I was partial to the plan where you two stay safe in the Underground.”

“Well, for the record,” Tamara sassed back. “I’d rather be standing next to you in danger, than nestled safely underground without you.”

“Besides,” Julie said, trying to sound confident through her trembling voice. “We couldn’t let you take all the credit.” She gave a weak smile. 

“I think you two should stay with Cameron,” Father said. “I might have a better use for this battle.”

“What might that be?” Cameron said.

“We pirates are skilled at hunting under the radar. Undetected. Both by witches and people.” 

Cameron nodded. Father walked away and discussed his plan with King Vinan. Cameron walked to the edge of the gorge again, Trilo and the Peppercorns trailing behind them. The faes eyed them daringly, weapons aimed for attack, should they try and enter the city. 

“Listen,” King Vinan whispered. “You don’t move a muscle until I give the word. When I give the word, you fire at every fae guard that moves.”

Cameron nodded. He glanced at Tamara and Julie. They were trembling. So was he. For a solid moment, it almost seemed as if the battle might not happen. No one spoke, and no one tried to fight. The faes and the Israh faced one another in silence. The flapping wings of the taebans popped through the air, and the breath of those waiting for battle felt like a crushing weight. Cameron closed his eyes. He rested in the thought of hope. As of now, hope still existed. Hope still drove their hearts to fight. The second the battle begun, hope would be a thing of the past, and there would only be the outcome. He imagined the stone breaking, and Rio stepping out with unlimited magic. He’d lay waste to every obstacle in his path, and all hope would be gone. There would be no hope anymore. Only reality. He exhaled, accepting his last breath he’d take without knowing for sure if the world would end in darkness.

He opened his eyes at a loud, crackling sound. The inglings thrust their arms forward, and the branches of the trees in the wood behind them came forth, wrapping the faes on taebans and sending them falling into the gorge. Some of them dodged the attack and dashed away, flying over the edge of the gorge and striking the Israh with their spears. Inglings, faes, and drakes fell off the gorge and into the Crystal City. 

“Now, Cameron!” King Vinan shouted. 

Cameron aimed his AMR and fired at the taebans flying over the edge of the gorge. One. Missed. Two. He caught one on the shoulder. It sent him reeling, then looking in Cameron’s direction. Before the fae could react, Cameron fired his last shot and it caught the fae on the chest, sending him flying off the taeban. 

“Elyrians! Charge!” King Vinan shouted. Thousands of elyrians rushed down the boulders of the gorge walls, using the Light of the elyr at their feet to carry them and thrust them forward. The inglings did the same, only they used a mix of the trees and the elyr to carry them down. Cameron almost forgot the battle, for the Light of the elyr took his breath from him. The sight of white fire rushing down the gorge spoke of a great power. He shook himself back to reality when the witches appeared. The faes of Breen who were witches and parcels turned dark and released black smoke in the air. They flew across the sky, casting spells on the elyrians and hunters.

“Julie, Tamara, follow me!” Cameron said. He brought them down a couple boulders on the edge of the city’s wall. There they could hide behind a few rocks and get the aim they needed. Witches sent elyrians flying off the gorge with magic spells. Some elyrians deflected the magic attacks, others were swallowed up and tossed like rag dolls. Boulders came crumbling down from magic spells, and some of the inglings used the trees to stop them from rolling further down. 

“What do I do?” Julie said.

“What do you mean?” Cameron said. “Shoot the bad guys!” He fixed himself in a good position and started firing at any witch he could find. The hunters remaining on the top of the gorge did the same and a waterfall of orange, anti-magic suns came rushing into the gorge. Cameron caught one witch. Then another. He eventually lost track of what he was doing. His mind drifted elsewhere. The battle was a blur of crystal-tipped spears, the elyr, magic, and anti-magic. The smell of darkness hung in the air. Golden faes. Silver faes. One struck down, another stood victorious. Witches burned by the elyr. Elyrians fell at the hand of powerful spells. What was he shooting? Were they winning? Where was Ace? A few times, his mind returned to the last breath of hope he took, wishing he could return to the very same moment. What if they lost? What if Rio had already broken the stone? He suppressed the temptation to panic and reassured himself.

Ace will come. He will be here.

He turned to find Tamara and Julie, aiming as best as they could, but only firing a shot here and there. Their fingers shook at the trigger. Cameron felt a wave of guilt wash over him. Having them come here was a terrible mistake.

The shrill cry of a witch caught Cameron’s attention. He glanced down into battle to find one facing Trilo. The scarred fae's elyr looked dim. The witch hit him with a brick of dark magic and sent him flying across the sky.

“Trilo!” Cameron shouted. He ducked behind the rock as the witch glanced up. Hoping he didn’t give away his spot. The thunder of battle sounded off behind him. After a moment, he slowly peered over the boulder to find the witch walking towards Trilo. The scarred fae tried to lift himself up but couldn’t. His injuries proved too great. Cameron steadied his aim, breathing soft and slow. His nerves settled, and the raging battle around him went silent and still in his head. Cameron followed the witch perfectly. Her steps slowed down. She reached out to cast another spell and Cameron fired. The kick of the weapon felt especially powerful against his shoulder. The bullet couldn’t have been aimed more perfect. It caught her square in the stomach and sent her to the ground fast enough so a cloud of dust from her impact buried her. Trilo looked up and smiled and Cameron. But the scarred fae’s smile slowly faded into a look of fear. His mouth widened, and his eyes shifted up. Cameron turned around to find a witch flying toward them faster than he could react. He pulled his AMR as quick as he could to aim, but before he could get a shot, an anti-magic sun caught the witch in the ribs and sent her colliding with the boulders on the gorge wall. Cameron looked to his right to find Tamara aiming her AMR, smoke fleeing the barrel. Cameron smiled. She smiled. But it didn’t last long. The ledge beneath them quaked. He looked over to find the same witch getting a spell away as the anti-magic hadn’t taken her yet. 

“Run!” Cameron shouted. “Get off the ledg—” the boulders came tumbling down. The rocks crumbled, and they tanked beneath. Cameron’s stomach rose to his throat. He closed his eyes, waiting for the end. Anticipating their impact on the ground of the canyon. But something changed. They slowed down. He opened his eyes. Trilo had a blanket of the elyr under the ledge, using the Light to lower them down to safety. They reached the ground safely, and the witch Tamara had shot was now covered in anti-magic. Trilo rushed to the wreckage and helped them to their feet.

“C’mon, we’ve got to go!” the scarred fae said. “We’re breaching the city and we’ve almost reached the palace!” 

Cameron made sure the Peppercorns had risen to their feet and were safely behind them when they took off into battle. The scarred fae led them through the war zone. He ran with a mild limp, grabbing his thigh with every step forward. The elyrians soldiered into the palace, slowly picking off the sorcerers one by one. Either with the elyr, or anti-magic, the witches and parcels began to hit the ground. Cameron, Trilo, and the Peppercorns fought valiantly through the dirt road. Ducking behind large crystals for cover, firing at witches, and the scarred fae fighting back with the Light. Tamara and Julie had improved as well, each of them firing their next shot better than their last. Witches appeared and parcels appeared. Magic shook the ground and skies, and the white fire silenced it. Cameron’s confidence grew with every step they took forward. The dull ache in body from the wear of battle didn’t prove enough to quiet his soldering heart. They were winning. The sorcerers were on the run. 
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CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

[image: image]






The Emerson Stone

They reached the edge of the Crystal Palace eventually. Hours? Minutes? Cameron didn’t know how long it took. His mind focused solely on battle. When they arrived, they hid behind a large crystal at the feet of the steps. Sorcerers stood atop them, guarding the palace from those trying to enter. Elyrians and inglings had been attempting but were shot down. Trilo swiveled around the crystal and stretched his neck to catch a glimpse of the palace.

“Two of them are parcels,” the scarred fae said. “Looks like . . . six . . . no . . . ten or eleven witches.”

“That’s a lot,” Julie said, her eyes shaking with worry.

“What’s the plan?” Cameron said. 

The scarred fae turned back and shrugged. “Pray your brother shows up soon and wipes them out.” 

“C’mon, we can do this,” Julie said. “I can’t sit by and be helpless without my younger cousin. It’s not in my nature.”

Trilo chuckled and pointed at the young Peppercorn. “I like her.”

Cameron sighed. “Oh, brother.”

“Yes! Your brother! That’s what I was saying!” Trilo said.

“No, I’m not—”

“Guys!” Tamara shouted. “Can we please focus?” 

Cameron scoped out the battle. He watched the inglings use the trees to tie up the witches and parcels and the elyrians deflect magic with white fire. “We need some kind of distraction.” 

Just after Cameron spoke it, a sea of white fire came from down the dirt path. He saw King Vinan and Ishvi leading a group of inglings and faes along the path. Looked to be nearly twenty inglings lined up, using their white fire together. On the edge of the line stood Kareena and Tharuach. The wall of the elyr reached nearly a hundred feet high and rushed to the palace. The parcels and witches flew out of the way. 

“Well, there ya go!” Trilo said. “C’mon, let’s go!” The scarred fae jumped over the crystal they’d been using to hide behind and rushed up the stairs, throwing bolts of white fire at the witches.

“Julie, Tamara, stay close,” Cameron said. Surprisingly, they nodded and followed behind him as he led them up the palace stairs. The witches and parcels deflected Trilo’s attacks of the elyr and retaliated in their own might. Trilo dodged a few attacks and threw back a wave of the elyr great enough to catch two witches and send them falling down the stairs, burning from the white flames. Cameron fired at the parcel. He heard the rapid thrum of bullets behind him as Julie and Tamara fired as well. For a minute, they had caught them by surprise and it worked to their advantage, but things changed when one of the parcels summoned a deep magic and sent boulders from the gorge flying at them. One boulder the size of a small building was headed straight for them, but a wave of white fire stopped it just before it reached them. Cameron turned to find Ishvi using the elyr to hold the boulder up.

The deep magic faced against the inglings for a while, and Cameron led Julie and Tamara to a safer place away from the action as the elyrians faced off against the sorcerers. They found a small ledge on the edge of the cave mouth where they burrowed themselves behind the boulders. They hid as best as they could, firing at sorcerers both coming from the palace, and rushing into the palace. It was a sea of black dust and the elyr, and the air couldn’t determine which to carry. Ishvi and King Vinan had the greatest victories, lashing two parcels with a rope of the Light and sending them falling to the ground, burning from the elyr. But the sorcerers continued to pile on until it proved too great an army. Cameron watched as one ingling fell, then another, then . . . Trilo! Black smoke filled the sky. Cameron and the Peppercorns tried to fire, but the witches caught on and soon three of them were headed their way. 

The sorcerers held their ground at the top of the palace stairs, and spells held down the elyrians and hunters. 

No, Cameron thought as the witches came rushing toward him. This can’t be it!

Hundreds of anti-magic suns zipped down from above and piled on top of the witches. They smacked the ground and squealed like trapped animals. The anti-magic bullets buried the sorcerers at the top of the stairs, with only a few getting away. Soon it remained a pile of glowing orange, and the spells on the Israh broke. They stood to their feet, attacking the sorcerers the bullets had missed. Cameron looked up to find Father, Borundi, Omar, and all the other pirates leaping down from the top of the cave opening. 

They reached the entrance of the palace. Cameron led the Peppercorns to the entrance as well, ready to march onward. He leapt on Father the minute he reached him.

“Told you we were good at sneaking,” Father said. 

“Elyrians!” King Vinan shouted. “To the Stone’s Keep!” The battle cry of the inglings began, then stopped quickly. For three of the four remaining council members stood across the walkway in the palace. Dodger Girdleg of Heorg, Nahamni Lock’Lara of Oola, Sam Radar of the Neutrals, and Gerald Yvonne of Eveland. They were all dressed in dark robes, bearing staffs tipped with jag skulls. Cameron went stiff and rigid. He sensed their darkness from where he stood, more than a hundred feet away. He sensed the spell in all of them. He couldn’t move his neck, but his eyes turned to find the inglings, faes, and Peppercorns all standing rigid, unable to move before them. 

The voices of the three warlocks were deep and wretched. Their whispers roared in Cameron’s head. He sensed it. He felt the weight of their whispers travel in one ear and out another, reaching each one of the remaining Israh. They spoke in unison, terrible and evil.

To defy the council is to bring death and destruction. Now you will see both like you never have before. Now you will die by the hand of real magic. True magic. 

The ground quaked around them. Crystals fell from the palace ceiling. The roar of the council’s magic hovered in the sky and sent each one of them trembling. Dodger stepped forth and lifted his hand. Cameron floated in the sky and the others with him. He held a spell of paralysis over tens, hundreds, thousands of people. He clenched his fist, and everyone screamed in pain. Cameron felt a sensation of a fist gripping his heart and squeezing it. 

“No!” shouted Kareena from behind. Cameron heard her and Tharuach roar behind him. The louder their cry, the more intense the weight of the warlock’s magic. Fear struck the eyes of Dodger Girdleg and a flash of white light blinded Cameron’s vision. The spell broke. They all fell to the ground. He heard and felt something crack in his knee and grimaced with pain. He was able to stand, but he had a limp and a searing pain in his right leg. The warlocks stepped forward, using magic to throw crystals the size of buildings at them. Tharuach, Kareena, and the inglings jumped forward, using the force of the elyr to send the crystals somewhere else. The elyr took the fight to the warlocks. Cameron shut his eyes and winced. He moaned as he clenched his knee, wondering what he could do next. Warmth suddenly spread through his knee and the sharp pain began to fade. He opened his eyes to find Kareena using the Light of the elyr on him, healing him from his pain.

“Cameron, we’ll distract them, get to the stone!” she dashed away, helping her father lead the elyrians along the ledge, overlooking the vast, crystal cave. They ran the warlocks back into the palace so there stood an opening for them to get in. Crystals flew from the ceilings from the warlocks’ magic. Cracks formed in the walls, and with each spell, the ground shook, and a terrible fear struck Cameron's heart. He ran to help Julie and Tamara to their feet. He felt a grip on his wrist and turned to find Trilo hovering over him. Ishvi stood next to him.

“C’mon, let’s go!” Trilo said. The ingling and scarred fae led Cameron and the Peppercorns through the palace. Father and the pirates followed behind him. How many others? He didn’t know. His mind tunneled on the task ahead. The battle before them. The fate of Yutara.

Cameron held his weapon ahead of him, thanking the Light for Kareena’s healing ability, for he could squat in perfect form without a trace of pain. The halls led them one to another, lit by the crystals along the walls. They had no time for observing, no time to witness the majesty and care put into building such a wondrous place. Witches appeared. Parcels appeared. Each of them met white fire from Ishvi and Trilo they couldn’t defend, and were sent to the ground, burning and crying with a shriek of defeat. They stormed through the castle, closing in on victory. Nearing the end of it all. The whole time, one thought planted itself firmly in the forefront of Cameron’s mind.

Where is Ace? If he doesn’t show up, we’ll lose for sure!

For no matter how great their victory in getting to the stone might be, he knew what awaited them in the Stone’s Keep. The most powerful warlock of all. The warlock whose body had been chosen by the darkness itself to gather all the magic in Yutara and use it against the seven realms. But the thoughts distracted him from their journey, so when they reached the Stone’s Keep, he almost didn’t realize it. He thought they might pause and create a plan. Stop and think about what they were about to face. Find some way to figure out where Ace was and get him here. But none of those things occurred. The urgency took matters into its own hands as Ishvi burst open the door and everyone rushed inside without hesitation.

When Cameron stepped inside, he realized all the planning in the world wouldn’t have done any good. All the thinking, the elyr, the fight to the palace wouldn’t have mattered. He stepped through the door and lost the feeling in his body. He dropped his AMR and breathed out a sigh of desperation. Denial. He fell to his knees. His face drained of color. He trembled and felt nothing at all at the same time. The drake stood before them where the Stone’s Keep once lay. Broken pieces from where walls used to surround the great room lay scattered across the floor, and the sun above them shimmered on the drake’s skin. Cameron reached down and picked up the shiny red slivers scattered throughout the entire floor. They glinted against the sunlight. Some pieces small, some pieces large, and all of them belonging to the Emerson Stone. But none of these things made him so distraught. He wondered how the shattered pieces of the Emerson Stone, and the Light of all Yutara in the hands of a dangerous warlock could somehow be less terrifying than what he truly saw. But it was. Kneeling before Rio, trembling under the spell of his paralysis, veins popping with dark magic, was the one meant to save them all. The Elyrian. The Chosen. It was his little brother. Ace Halder.
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CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
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Darkness

Cameron lost count of how many stood behind him. It might have been all the Israh. One by one, people poured in, witnessing their Elyrian a slave to the warlock. Rio lifted Ace up into the sky with his fists and closed his eyes.

“Mmmm, I’ve never sensed power like this before,” the drake said. “True power. Raw power.” He opened his eyes and glared at the Elyrian. “You were foolish. Emery betrayed you.” 

Cameron tried to speak, but it came out as a croaking sound. He tried once more, barely able to get the words out. “R—Rio. Please. Put him—put him down.” Ace floated before the drake, trembling and grimacing with eyes shut. Dark magic swam through his veins and popped from his skin. The drake spun him with magic and displayed his face for everyone watching. He moved him closer to the audience. Ace’s face looked lifeless and terrified. His eyes were glowing with the elyr. Strangely, his whole body emitted Light, but the dark magic still flowed through his veins. 

“Everyone look!” Rio shouted. “This here is your Elyrian! Your Chosen as you call him!” He laughed a deep laugh. The sound of his voice traveled through the air in a dark, menacing tone. The Israh lay quiet and breathless. The sensation of their horror hung in the air. The drake's eyes went dark. “Now, true magic wins! Real magic wins!” As he spoke these things he brought Ace closer and held him just before his grip. “Yutara will end it darkness, and I will rule all.” 

Cameron wanted to leap forward and shout. Shoot him with anti-magic. Do something. Anything. but he couldn’t. Terror held him hostage. Shock pinned him to the ground. He watched the event unfold before him as if it were played in slow motion. His heart shattered. Hope crumbled to pieces. He had no strength to move or speak. The drake held his staff at Ace's heart. The Light faded from the Elyrian, he fell limp, and soon the darkness came from the staff and covered his body. In a flash, the darkness faded, and the Elyrian was gone. Rio's staff glowed red and the drake closed his eyes and breathed deep. Cold and lifeless. The face of a hopeless future. The ground shook, the sun dimmed slowly until all light faded from the world. They were surrounded in darkness. The shadows of their greatest fears embraced them, sank into their skin. And the voice. The voice of a cold, evil being, wretched and horrid in all its ways traveled through the still, lifeless air. Its inflections tormented them. Sharp stinging pain jabbed Cameron’s heart after every syllable. All was lost.

“Endless magic runs through me,” the darkness said. “I am king.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
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Stone and Man

Ace felt his body sink into the Emerson Stone, leaving the cave on Earth. What could he do? What was happening? His mind broke into different pieces. Parts worried he'd been sent to the wrong place, others worried about Cameron and Father and the Peppercorns without him on Breen, others sank into a blissful feeling of the Light wrapping him, taking the pain from his shoulders he'd felt for so long. 

“Hello? Is someone there?” went a voice. It sounded as if someone were speaking outside a large pool of water. Ace turned his attention to the voice. He found himself trapped in the Emerson Stone, viewing the cave through a red tinted screen. 

“Hello,” Ace said softly, “hello?” But his voice made no noise. He watched a man enter the cave, dressed in long cargo pants and a brown t shirt. He stood as tall as Grandpa, and his hair was dark and long, reaching almost his shoulders. 

“Hello?” the man said, looking about the cave. “I'm here to help. My name is Oliver. I'm a patrolman . . . I was walking the area and I saw a flash of light from in here. Is anyone here? Are you safe?”

Oliver. Ace thought. His eyes went wide and his mouth long. Oliver? Oliver! The Oliver Halder! The first Halder to take the stone! He was on Earth!

Oliver stepped further in the cave and caught eyes with Ace a moment, but Ace soon realized he could see Oliver but Oliver could only see the stone. He stepped toward it, eyes lit with astonishment. Oliver had the same green eyes as him, but his jaw was stiff like Cameron's, and his mannerisms wondrous like Grandpa's. Ace couldn't believe what he was seeing. His ancient ancestor, before his very eyes! Oliver glanced at the prophecy etched in the cave above the stone. He looked at the stone a moment and knelt down beside it, staring Ace directly in his eyes without knowing it. He didn't know he wasn't just looking at the Emerson Stone, but the eyes of his youngest descendant. Oliver reached forward and grabbed the stone, taking it away from the cave.

Ace drifted away, closing his eyes and sensing the Light wrap him in a blanket of peace and comfort. He could no longer see the cave or Oliver, just the white fire on all sides of him. He gasped for breath and opened his eyes, then shut them immediately. The Light was too bright. Too heavy to bear. A warm sensation trickled over his body. He felt the white flames of the elyr covering him and sank into its bliss. 

Wait! Cameron, Dad, the Peppercorns! I can’t leave them . . . I can’t . . . I can’t . . . 

His energy left him. Tears of joy gushed from his eyes. The sense of urgency faded from his mind. The flashing images of the world he once knew grew less frequent, and the form he once understood as flesh drifted from him. He didn’t understand how, but he knew it. He knew he was leaving his world behind. Away from the other realms. Away from the physical. The flesh. Something pulled him deeper into the Emerson Stone and it was a pure thing. He found no strength to resist it. It rushed on him like tidal waves of gracious and relentless love. It called out his wrongdoings and blessed him with love all at once. He cried for his impurity. He cried for the love he felt. Was he kneeling? Standing? The sensation of a body became a peculiar thing. He couldn’t feel anything. And he could feel everything.

Where are my arms? My eyes? But I can see.

He gave up fighting it and embraced it. He let the white fire take him like a leaf caught by the wind. It took him away from his known realm to a place no flesh had ventured before. When he arrived, he knew he was there, but he had no place to stand. He just was there. Like a balloon popped from too much pressure, words gushed from his mouth. Even though he had no mouth.

“I don’t deserve this! I cannot be here! I am too terrible for this! Send me away! Don’t look at me! Please don't kill me!”

Then came another voice. Its response flowed into the depths of his soul like a powerful river, quenching a thirst he never knew he had. Worries of the last realm drifted away. He forgot how he arrived there. He forgot his own name. He only knew two things. Whatever held him in place—whatever brought him to this realm—it knew everything about him. And the things it knew, he didn’t want it to know. For they were terrible, wretched things. And this thing could do no wrong. After he’d spoken, he expected rebuke and punishment. A list of all his wrongs held before his face. He’d been feeling them ever since he arrived. How long had he been here? But the voice responded in kind.

“Child,” he said. Ace cried uncontrollably. Heaving. Sobbing. Moaning. “I know the greatest depths of you. I know every piece of your thoughts. I know every tear you’ve cried, every wrong you’ve done, and every word you’ve ever said. I’ve counted the number of hairs on your head. I know you better than an artist knows its works. If I wanted you dead, surely you would be. But you are not. You are here as I have called you to be. You’ve obeyed me and followed my voice. For this, I am going to do a great thing.” 

“But you should,” Ace said. “You should kill me. I’ve turned from you. My heart is full of evil. I—I—I—” he couldn’t speak anymore. For with each confession, a powerful wave of love washed over him. Though he had no body, he sensed himself dropping to the floor and weeping.

“Ace,” the voice spoke. It spread like a tender whisper, crawling through the whole of him. He felt the white fire invade him. It removed darkness from inside him. It washed him, so he felt cleansed. “How are your shoulders?”

This caught Ace’s attention. He remembered feeling weighed down. A terrible pain on his shoulders for some time. He remembered Adamsville, fighting Gerald, the Tree Realm and . . . The Emerson Stone! That’s where he was! The Emerson Stone had swallowed him. He knew who he was speaking to. It was Emery! The Light himself! He tried to open his eyes, but the Light proved too bright again and he shut them and buried his head in his hands. Only he couldn’t feel his eyes being shut or his hands over his head. He tried to do these things, but the Light still surrounded him, and he wondered where his body had gone.

“Do not open your eyes. No one can look at me and live.”

“Forgive me,” Ace said. “My shoulders are . . . light. Light as a feather.”

“Yes. Now they are. Do you know why?”

Ace shook his head. Then realized he had no body, and spoke. “No. Teach me.”

“In all the lies the darkness has told you, there has been hidden a truth here and there. One of these truths is the nature of the burden on your heart. In fact, it was far too heavy for you. It weighed so heavy on you that your body couldn’t take it anymore. That’s why I called you to me, to come here and enter the stone. So, I could take your burden from you and carry it myself. Only I can bear this burden. Only I have the strength and the power. All authority belongs to me.”

“Yes,” Ace said. “I understand. I would never contest it or come against it. I only did what I thought you wanted of me. Please forgive me. Please.”

“Oh, child, but you did do what I asked of you. Because of your obedience, I am fulfilling the prophecy.”

Ace sensed the Light around him and remembered the prophecy.

Stone and man shall trade their fate

Then, of him, come Emery

“But, Emery, what does it mean?” Ace said aloud, knowing the Light could perceive his thoughts.

“You call me Emery,” the Light said. “I have a different name elsewhere. But for the sake of your story, you may call me as such. So long as you know that I am who I am. It means I have switched places with you.”

Ace fumbled through his thoughts. “But I don’t understand.”

“Your body is no longer yours. I’ve taken your soul and placed it in the Realm Unknown to await the New Realm, and I have inhabited your body, which is in the Emerson Stone until the appropriate time. I have taken over your flesh, so the burden will not be too heavy for you any longer. I am taking this burden on myself.”

“Forgive me, Emery. What burden do you speak of exactly?”

“The burden of every curse. King Vinan has told you of how the council found its way to rule the seven realms. It snuck into the world through flesh. Flesh thought it could use my gift to better itself. It fell in love with self. Greed, envy, pride. These things opened the door for darkness to enter the world. These things fuel the council’s magic, and I am coming to end it once and for all. By flesh the darkness entered the world, and by flesh I will enter the world and remove the darkness.”

“Emery, how can you do that?”

“Do you doubt my strength?”

“No, Emery. Never. Forgive me. I just don’t understand what you mean to do.”

“Do you remember the day you first saw the council?”

“Yes. It was horrifying. They told me my grandfather sent me on a suicide mission. That the only way to save Tamara and Julie was to die for them.”

“Yes, this was half true. But your grandfather didn’t know that. Like you, he only did what I asked of him. Each Halder that has held the stone is unique. Just like each person in the world. Certain things get their attention better than others. For your grandfather, it was dreams and visions. I showed him a vision that I’d chosen you to be the Elyrian. The stone’s final keeper. Through his dreams and visions, I instructed him in every which way to prepare the way for you, so that each time you hit a road block, the plans I’d set in place through your grandfather would get you where I wanted you, Ace. Because I knew you respond well to family and loved ones, and you do love a good mystery. Your curiosity and willingness to do what it takes to find truth drove you to me. So, your grandfather didn’t know this journey would lead you here. He never set you up, I did.”

“But, Emery, am I dead?”

“Dead in one world, yes. But you are more alive now than you have ever been, and now, because you have obeyed me, I will use your story to bring life to all Yutara. In the same way darkness used flesh to enter the physical world and use magic, I am using a body of flesh to enter the world. I could've chosen any body, but I chose yours, and I chose yours at the proper time: when you took every curse upon yourself. Now, bringing you back to the time of your eldest, I have used your body (with every curse upon it) to enter the physical world. At the same time, your blood in the Emerson Stone is protected from witchcraft, paving the way from Oliver all the way down to you. So now, using a body of flesh with every curse upon it, I will enter Yutara and die. The price will be paid. Magic will have no power. I am doing away with the seventh realm. With all sorcerers. Behold, I am doing a new thing.”

“Emery,” Ace said. “I don’t understand. If this was your plan all along, why not just come down on your own? Why use me?”

“I have come down,” Emery replied. “And I chose you because you were at the end of Oliver's line, at the time when Rio would rise to power. And because you would obey me, and follow your grandfather's instruction. And because you willingly took every curse upon yourself to save your cousins.

“But mostly, I am using you for your story, Ace. People are not apt to listen to me. When they hear my other name, they feel judged and flee. They turn from me, and my heart is broken for them. I love them, Ace, just as I love you. But people listen to one another, rather than me. So, you are a bridge. I wanted to show the world that flesh cannot do for itself what it needs most. I chose you, a willing, obedient soul to continually turn away from your selfish desires and follow me, even to the point of death, to show the world even that is not enough. Without My Light to cover them, their world will end in darkness. The world watched you forgive your family after committing an atrocity against you. The world watched you turn from your desire to do things on your own and rely on my strength instead. The world grew with you, and now they’re watching you come to me. Your story has directed them to me, for only I can save them. Even you, the most willing and powerful elyrian in Yutara, cannot save them. And now I will come among them and show them. I will be the one to save the world.”

Ace noticed his heart had come to a steadier place. He rested in the feeling of comfort and safety of the Light wrapping him in warmth and peace. “Emery, what do I do now?”

“Rest, child. Rest in me and let me finish your story. For it is mine to tell.”

Ace smiled and closed his eyes, drifting into the never-ending Light in the Realm Unknown. Knowing soon, all would be made well.
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CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
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Come, Emery

"Now,” The warlock said, pacing the ground in darkness, hovering over the Israh in a terrible victory. “The world in darkness is mine to control. The Light is no more. It is me who will rule you! Take control of you!” 

Tears from the crowd traveled through the dark air. Cameron kept motionless, unable to remove the wretched image from his head of watching his brother vanish by the warlock's staff. Flickers of a dim red light played around the ground in front of him. Everyone looked up to find the moon, full in the sky, but red as blood. Cameron looked back at the warlock. The red light glossed over the drake’s skin. Chills ran through Cameron’s blood. 

“Because of my great mercy,” the drake said, “I will allow you one more chance to swear your allegiance to me.” Witches and parcels crept from behind them, as well as the other three warlocks. They hovered through the crowd staring at them with a wicked playfulness. “Bring them to me, one at a time . . . Wait!” The drake pointed at Cameron. “Bring him first.”

A witch gripped him by his arm and brought him to the warlock. 

“Cameron, no!” Julie and Tamara screamed. They lunged forward but two witches gripped them and held them away. 

Cameron turned to look at them. “It’ll be alright.” Even though he knew it wouldn’t. Each step was like a booming thunder in Cameron’s head. His heart slowed, and he knew the end was coming. The witch led him by the drake where his brother had just stood. A brother he loved dearly. The witch pushed him, so he faced the drake, their noses nearly touching. 

“Your family has been quite a nuisance. Constantly coming against me and challenging my rule. Even the council has given in to it. They know who I am. They know I am king. Why is it so hard for you Halders to come to grips with reality? You’ve lost. But I will give you one chance. Renounce your name. Renounce your loyalty to the elyr.” The drake gripped his staff of skull and bone and held it close to Cameron’s face. “Take my mark upon yourself and swear your allegiance to me. All will be forgiven.”

The Halder brother snarled at the wicked drake. His head grew hot, his blood cold. He tasted the sharp words on his tongue and let them pierce his lips. “I will never follow you.”

The drake offered the Halder a wicked smile. “Then you will die.”

The drake stepped back and thrust his staff at Cameron’s chest, sending a force of magic like a knife at him. But at the same time, a screen of white fire came over Cameron’s vision, so he saw the whole world in a new light. A flicker of hope stirred in his heart. It started as a small spark, like a candle fighting the wind to stay alive. Then Cameron embraced it and accepted it. The Light grew inside him and surged through his veins. What he once feared now feared him. Who he thought ruled him he now ruled. He knew this because the look in the warlock’s eyes revealed it too. In the moments passing between the strike of his staff, and the revealing of Cameron’s light, the warlock’s face fell low with worry. Not understanding how, but somehow knowing he should, Cameron deflected the staff with the flame of the elyr at his hand. It singed the drake’s hand so a sizzling, burning sound came forth. The witches surrounding him squealed and cried, and the crowd bustled and gasped.

“Cameron!” King Vinan shouted. “You have the elyr!” 

Cameron looked at his hands, covered in fierce and powerful white flame. He gazed over it with awe and returned his eyes to the warlock.

“No,” the drake said. Eyes between him and the crowd around him. Wrinkles swarmed his face. “That’s impossible! It can’t be!” 

Cameron turned around. Julie looked at her hands, white fire covering them as well. Father. Borundi. Uncle Marcus. Juneg. Easley. All of them. Every single person had the flame of the elyr at their hands. Beams of light rushed over them from above. Cameron looked above to find the red leaving the moon, and the sun returning to the sky. Light poured into the darkness. Cameron glanced at Rio.

“I destroyed the Elyrian!” Rio shouted. “I rid Yutara of all Light! How can this be?”

“No!” King Vinan shouted. He stepped forward from the crowd. “The Elyrian sacrificed himself.”

“Of course . . .” Cameron said softly, staring into the eyes of the warlock, “he took every curse upon himself and you absorbed it! He paid the debt! Now everyone has the elyr!”

Rio shouted a roar of fury and banged his staff on the ground. The ground split underneath the warlock’s staff. Cracks in the ground spread like spiderwebs and forced Cameron to jump to one side. The Israh split up and witches soared through the sky like a sea of darkness. Waves of magic came rushing down. The elyrians jumped in the mix and blocked them with the force of the white fire. Rio and Cameron squared up. The warlock stepped forward and threw a powerful wave of magic at Cameron, who covered himself in a shield of white fire. The magic dissolved into the shield but proved powerful enough to send him flying back.

How am I doing this? What is happening to me? Cameron thought.

The battle came to a stop when the ground shook once again. It shook, so even Rio had begun to lose his balance. The earthquake sent crystals shattering beside them and falling to the ground. Rocks and boulders crumbled to the ground. Fire fell from the sky, hitting some of the witches and parcels. Where the ground had split under Rio’s staff, a tree sprung forth. Its body white as the flame of the elyr, and its leaves a mix of gold and silver. It shot into the sky and blossomed to a great and powerful thing to behold. It radiated purity and truth and goodness. The witches shrieked and fell to the ground, suddenly caught by flames of the elyr. When Cameron glanced around, none of the elyrians had sent the Light on the witches. Where had it come from? The tree split open, revealing a bright, white light. The ground ceased from shaking, and everyone stepped back in awe. Rio’s face fell. The white Light glimmered against his glossy skin and deep red eyes. Fear overtook him. He stood and turned to run away when a line of white fire came rushing from the tree and grabbed him at his feet. His green skin sizzled. It dragged him close, all the while the warlock used his staff to cast spells at the tree, the Light deflected them with no effort. The warlock screamed, moaned, cried, grimaced. Then the shadowy figure of a man formed behind the screen of white fire inside the tree. He stepped closer, simultaneously pulling the warlock close. The figure stepped closer. He had dark hair and his eyes glowed with white fire and he . . . he . . . 

“Ace!” Cameron shouted.

“It’s the Elyrian!” another voice shouted.

“He’s come back!” 

“The Light has come!”

The Elyrian stepped from the tree and brought the drake close. Holding him true with fury in his eyes. The white fire wrapped around the warlock’s neck and he dropped his staff. Ace looked at him with intent.

“It is finished,” a voice said from inside the tree. His deep, booming voice struck fear in Cameron’s heart. Apparently the other around him as well, for at the first sound of his voice, everyone fell to their knees. “The price for sorcery has been paid.” Maybe it was Cameron’s delusion, or perhaps the nature of his commanding voice had him in a trance, but it somehow seemed the world around him knelt as well. The clouds fell toward the tree when the voice spoke. The trees over the ledge bent in its direction, and the rocks cried out, gravitating toward the voice like a lost child who found their father. “The council is no more. The seven realms are no more. There is only mine. There is only the Light.

“Burned will the chosen be

But should he seek his soul free

Stone and man shall trade their fate

Then, of him—”

“Come, Emery!” Ace shouted. The air filled with the sound of cheers and crying and laughter and weeping. Cameron himself joined in, realizing he had no control over it.

The warlock didn’t respond. His mouth hung wide as the Light wrapping his body burned his skin. The drake's green flesh had begun turning red, and smoke rose from the flames surrounding him. He grunted as if he’d try to speak but couldn’t. Ace threw the drake across the ground and sent him crashing into the boulders. The drake’s body trembled as he tried to stand to his feet in vain. 

Ace slowly stepped out from the tree and marched toward the drake, white fire roaring from his eyes. “In mercy,” he said, “the Light will not destroy you. All who have chosen to follow you will have their chance to turn away this day. Now, go back to the shadows.”

“I—” The drake tried to speak. “I am kin—”

Ace stepped forward and roared like a fierce lion. White fire escaped his mouth and a bright white Light covered the sky. Cameron stayed steady on his knees, trembling at the roar of the Elyrian and its unmatched power. When the roar ceased, Rio took a different posture. The drake had lifted himself to one knee and bowed. Ace turned away, making it so the Elyrian bowed before the tree, and not himself.

“What have you to say, warlock?” the booming voice said from inside the tree.

“You—” The drake said through his teeth. Grimacing. “You are king.”

“I am,” the voice said. “Now be gone!” 

Shadows swept over the drake in a whirlwind of darkness and just as quickly as it appeared, it left, and the drake had vanished. Silence rested on their shoulders. An untamed silence. Cameron thought the voice in the tree might destroy him. For some reason he couldn’t stop thinking of all the wrong things he’d done in his whole life. He looked up to find Ace hovering over him. The Light radiating from the tree behind him grew ever more powerful.

“What’s wrong, Cameron?” Ace said, his voice gentle and welcoming.

“Ace. . . I can’t explain it, but I’m scared. Even more scared than when I thought the drake had killed you.”

“Don't be afraid,” Ace said, “I thought the same thing. But he's not going to hurt you.”

“Oh, Your Grace,” King Vinan said, kneeling and lowering his head before the Great Tree. “Is it truly you? Are you the Light? The source of the elyr?”

“I am,” said the voice. “Vinan of the sixth. Well done. You have waited patiently for my instruction and followed it accordingly. I have one last task for you.”

“Of course, anything for you!” King Vinan said, head still bowed low.

“Lead the inglings. Use your gift of traversing realms with trees and gather all who will follow me in all Yutara. Every child and mother, father, brother, son, and daughter. Bring them here. Yutara is coming to an end.”

“If Yutara is ending, where will we go?” Cameron said.

“Somewhere incredible,” Ace said, helping his older brother to his feet.

“Come,” Emery said, “Let me show you. I am doing a new thing.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

[image: image]






Everyone

Slowly, the crowd stood to their feet. Ace walked toward the tree, leading them all. He stood before the open white tree of golden leaves and spread his arms wide.

“I'll let you all come in at your own time,” Ace said, his voice joyous and radiant. “I know it's powerful. It takes time to accept it.” With a smile like the sun, Ace walked into the Great Tree and disappeared into the Light.

“Wait, Ace!” Cameron said. He glanced back at the Israh, and they all stared back at him with uncertain eyes.

“Well, go on!” Ishvi finally said. “We'll meet you all there!” He, King Vinan, and the inglings went back into the wood and through the other trees, following Emery's orders to gather all those left in Yutara.

Cameron gently moved toward the tree, but stopped when he reached the entrance. He felt the Light standing before him, as if he were a man, but had no body. Cameron kept his eyes away as Light radiating from the Great Tree proved too great for him to look. Then, he felt a warm touch on his face, and he wept. He knew his own faults and the depths of their wrong greater than he’d known anything else before. The touch of the hand, invisible under the glaring Light, sent fear and love through him all at once. 

“Do not be afraid,” the Light said. “Your debt is paid.” He placed a hand on Cameron’s face and wiped every tear away with his thumb. But when Cameron opened his eyes he saw no man standing before him, just a radiant Light. “Come in and see,” the Light said. “This is your home.”

Cameron smiled and stepped into the Light and found himself instantly in a monstrous city. Skyscrapers reached higher than the clouds, and careful detail lay in the carvings and construction of each brick and stone. Birds sang in the pure blue sky, and the clouds smiled at him. The wind grazed his arm. It didn’t chill him or cause him to feel too warm. It felt perfect. Beautiful. It sang to him. He closed his eyes and breathed. His senses climbed high as the skyscrapers. Energy poured through him, so he felt he could run for miles without feeling tired. He opened his eyes to find Ace running toward him on a street of shimmering gold, wearing a smile as great and wide as the city he stood in. Cameron ran toward him and met him halfway. They embraced one another, laughing without the ability to control it. 

“Oh, Cameron,” Ace said. “Isn't it magnificent? Julie! Tamara! Dad! Uncle Marcus!”

Cameron turned around to find the Peppercorns and Father running inside, awestruck looks in their eyes. Their faces seemed brighter than before. The purity of their hearts shone through their smile. They all embraced one another, laughing and crying with overflowing hearts. 

“Ace, what is this place?” Julie said. “It’s beautiful! It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.”

“It’s incredible!” Tamara said.

“It's incomparable,” Uncle Marcus said.

Ace smiled and clapped Julie’s shoulder. “It’s the New Realm! Whenever I first met King Vinan, he told me that with every battle the Light won in the Realm Unknown, a new realm would come into being. Well, he just won the final war! This is the new and final realm.”

“Final?” Cameron said.

“Yep!” Ace said. “Come here, I need to show you something.”

Ace led his family through the streets. Cameron couldn’t keep his eyes from the city. The gold streets shimmered from light, but when he looked to the sky, he couldn’t find the sun anywhere. He couldn’t determine what the buildings were made of. Though thousands of buildings lay sprawled throughout the city, they weren’t pushed close and it didn’t feel as if they had no room. There was enough space for everyone. Hundreds of thousands of people poured into the streets. The strange thing Cameron couldn’t understand was how these strangers in the streets somehow seemed familiar to him. Not familiar in the sense of knowing them once before, but familiar in the way of having no fear of approaching them. Everyone seemed like his best friend. Every face smiled brighter than the last.

“Ace,” Cameron said, “I'm so confused, what just happened? How did you come back after Rio took you?” When he asked this, Ace paused and turned around. Cameron glanced behind to find everyone behind him. Juneg, Easley, the Peppercorns, Father, Omar and the pirates, Kareena, Tharuach, Clahala, Alia, Monette, Trilo, George, Ihana . . . everyone! 

“It wasn't me who Rio killed,” Ace said loud enough to reach everyone in the crowd. Cameron turned back to face him. “It was the Light using my body. When we left Adamsville, I was taken back to Earth; to a time before Oliver had found the Emerson Stone. I was taken to the cave where the stone lay, awaiting me, a body of flesh for the Light to enter the physical world from the Realm Unknown. After I'd taken every curse upon myself in the seventh realm, the Light brought me to Earth and used my body to enter the physical realm, knowing my blood in the stone would protect Oliver and his descendants, who shared the same blood, from witchcraft. He'd been preparing for this day all long!” Ace's smile grew wider the longer he told the story. “So, he placed my soul in the Realm Unknown and his soul in the Emerson Stone, using my flesh as a conduit, but because I'd taken every curse upon myself in the seventh realm, he was now bearing every curse upon his soul! And here's what Rio didn't know . . . Emery's soul is worth an infinite amount of souls! So, when Rio absorbed it (in my body) it paid the price of every curse, restoring flesh to the way it was before the darkness entered the physical world.”

“So . . .” Cameron said, “the Light sacrificed himself?”

“Yes,” Ace said, “So he could defeat the darkness once and for all, and the New, Perfect Realm would come!” 

Sounds of awe and gentle murmurs went about the crowds growing around Ace as he spoke. 

“C'mon!” Ace shouted, “I gotta show you all something!” He ran along the sidewalk, causing everyone else to follow hurriedly.

Ace slowed down as they approached a mansion in the city, elegant and wondrous in every way a house can be. They reached the porch and a familiar face opened the door.

“Hello there! Did you come for a story?” Grandpa Marty said, an arm around Grandma Martha. Their faces had no wrinkles, but looked like how Cameron had seen them in older photos when they were young. Grandpa's hair was blonde and perfectly combed, and Grandma Martha stood next to him, young and beautiful as ever. Cameron and the Peppercorns and Father came in and greeted them with hugs and welcomes. His heart overflowed. But their reunion paused when they heard footsteps tapping on the shining tile behind them. Grandpa stepped out of the way and a lovely young lady came into view. Her hair as dark and flowing as Ace’s. Green eyes and glowing skin. 

“Mom!” Cameron shouted. He rushed into her arms and they squeezed each other. He delighted in the feeling of being squeezed like someone juicing a fruit without having any pain or discomfort. 

“I’ve missed you,” his mom said.

He felt more bodies swarming him and opened his eyes to find Father, Julie, Tamara, and Ace had all joined in the embrace. The reunion he never dreamed possible was there before him, and it was a bliss he had no comparison for.

“Dad! Mom!” a voice shouted. Cameron's family split from their embrace enough to see what was happening, and found Monette rushing toward . . . Sebastian! Next to Sebastian stood a lady only an inch or two shorter than him, with dark skin and long, flowing black hair. Together, Monette, Sebastian, and the lady embraced and cried and told each other how much they missed one another.

“I found the trees, baby,” the lady said, “I found the trees and the Light took my curse away.” Monette sobbed, and Sebastian eyed Ace and Cameron with a wide smile, offering them a gentle salute. 

Then the reunions continued. Ace led everyone to a living room where everyone found themselves reunited with ones they'd loved and lost in the seven realms. Trilo found his parents and cried joyously, Kareena and Tharuach and Clahala and Alia found Tharuach's father, Juneg and Easley met with their parents and old friends, Borundi ran into Marg from Gathara, and Cameron remembered Marg and said hello to him as well. They spent what felt like days in that living room. Uncle Marcus held Julie and Tamara so close and refused to let them go; Cameron, Ace, and their mother and father hardly left each others' sides, telling them how much they'd missed one another. Kareena and her family did the same, and so on and so forth. Each moment grew more wonderful than the last, and Cameron couldn't stop smiling. He smiled for what felt like forever, but it never hurt the muscles in his face. In fact, he felt he could have smiled for an eternity.

After some time (of which no one kept track), Ace led Cameron further through the mansion and introduced him to a large number of people, all related to the Halder family. Eventually, they reached one room at the end of the hall, and when they entered, a tall man stood smiling, who resembled Ace and Grandpa and Father all at once. He had long hair and green eyes like Mid Spring.

“Hello,” the man said, “I'm Oliver. Pleased to meet you.”
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CHAPTER FIFTY
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Forever

Ace delighted in seeing Cameron enjoy the New Realm. He thought back to the day Emery first brought him there to enjoy it as well. He remembered the first time he fell back into his mother's arms, and couldn't compare the joy in his heart with anything on the seven realms. Like the things he once thought great paled in comparison. There simply was nothing in the seven realms he enjoyed more than the New Realm. Like he'd been living in a dream his whole life, and the New Realm was how life truly was. 

Oliver gathered everyone in the mansion together for dinner in the dining hall, and it was a magnificent, large hall. The hardwood floor shone like a tree with new life, and the polished walls shone like a star. The walls were nothing but windows, overlooking the vast city. The city had gold walls, and beyond it extended great mountains and rivers like had never existed in the seven realms. 

Everyone in the mansion (which was a number too great to count) fit in the dining hall. They sat down to eat and laughed and told stories. The food was sweet and succulent and blissful. Ace sat at the very end of the table next to his mother and Cameron, and across from him sat Julie, Tamara and Uncle Marcus. Further down the table sat Kareena and her family, then Trilo and his family, Sebastian and his wife and Monette . . . everyone sat at the table, and every one was welcome.

“Emery told me we can’t get hurt here,” Ace said, biting into a great blue fruit on his plate.

“I wonder if that means we could jump off a building.” Tamara said. The table chuckled.

“Maybe Ace can finally go swimming in the deep end!” Julie said.

Laughter trickled around their end of the table. Where once a crack like that might have caused tension, it now brought them together. Ace felt no bitterness toward them anymore. Nothing but love and joy. He knew she meant no offense, and her white and bright smile affirmed it. 

When evening had finished, they gathered in their large backyard. It needed no fences either, for everyone there had their home open for their neighbors to join in. People gathered around and told stories of how things used to be, and how much better they were now. And all the while, the Light was ever present, in the midst of their joy and happiness. In fact, he was the source of it. And the elyr lived in them still, yet the practice of white fire was no longer necessary.

At the end of all things, Cameron, Kareena, and Ace went for a walk in the city. Ace found himself eager to show them the coolest parts of the city he'd been experiencing since Emery first took him there.

“Ace,” Cameron said. They turned their heads to one another. “I think I could grow to like this place.”

“I couldn't agree more,” Kareena added.

Ace smiled back and placed a gentle hand on his brother’s shoulder. Then his eyes shifted to Kareena. “You have no idea, guys. This is going to last forever.”

THE END

*
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Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed this book.

If you'd be so kind as to leave a review, I'd appreciate it a ton. They help out more than you know!

Thanks for reading, and rock on,

D.P. Rowell

––––––––
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I'VE ALWAYS BEEN FASCINATED by the power of stories. Stories can unite us to pull for the hero, prompt us to take a stance on objective moral truths, encourage us to keep pushing when all seems lost, and shape our hearts around what we're willing to fight for.

There's really no limit to what a great story can do.

There's a reason we spend our childhoods daydreaming of being Luke Skywalker, Cinderalla, Spiderman, or Wonder Woman; because we identify with the hero. There's something unique about human nature that urges us to believe we're part of something bigger than ourselves. It tells us there's greatness somewhere deep down, and the stories we allow into our hearts help define that part of us.

If I can play any part in revealing that greatness in you, I'd consider it a great honor, so thanks for letting me be a part of your world! 

States & Stories: I traveled all over the states by train, car, and flight, for over 4 years, and I was writing the Emerson Chronicles the entire time. It was an awesome experience because my characters got to experience new places at the same time I was, and what they experienced in the different cities was highly influenced by what I experienced. If you'd like to see a photo gallery from my trip, head over to my website and click the blog. I included brief descriptions of how each city specifically influenced the cities and landscape  in different parts of Yutara."





Other books by this author

[image: roticover3]


CLICK HERE TO READ FREE

 Rise of the Indies - Prequel to the Emerson Chronicles

Marty Halder is a corporate rock star, and he's about to reach the top of the ladder when he discovers his company's clients are exhibiting strange behaviors. Upon further investigaation, he learns these symptoms are anything but coincidental. Witches might be behind it all, and Marty's snooping around is making him their primary target.




At his final hours, Marty's father passes a family heirloom down to him. But Marty soon discovers it's something of much greater value. And danger. This is the Emerson Stone, and as legend has it, it's the only thing that can stop the witches from taking over Yutara.




There's just one problem.




Analysts aren't trained to fight witches.
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