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Prologue:
The Road On
There are many seemingly unending roads in the world of Everlon, and it is said that if you do not know where you are going, what you are looking for or why you are looking for it, you will wander these roads forever.
Ves Asirin, who opens his eyes feeling dizzy and disoriented, doesn’t know where he is going or why he is travelling down one of Everlon’s longest roads in a cranky old bus. Ves is 11 years old and an orphan. He is short and small, and has a mess of dirty blond hair and dark brown eyes.
There is, of course, a reason as to why Ves doesn’t know why he is on this bus. Ves suffers from a very complex memory loss disorder. Everyday since he was 4, Ves started losing most of his memory after time periods of about 10 to 15 hours.
Ves’ disorder had more than just stripped him of a working memory; it had also given him several characteristics that usually developed in children with autism spectrum disorders. The caretakers at Orem Church Orphanage, where he’d been raised, did not learn of his memory disorder until he was 8 but they had always thought him to be a little stranger than the other children his age. Ves would always stiffen or go limp whenever the caretakers picked him up rather than cling or cuddle up to them like the other children. Ves often showed little or no interest in engaging activities and lacked typical social behaviour. He rarely smiled or made eye contact with anyone. He failed to develop any relationships with the other orphans. Often, he seemed unaware of the needs and feelings of others and failed to respond when another orphan was hurt or in distress.
He usually played alone often engaging in repetitious activities such as arranging objects in meaningless patterns, flipping light switches on and off, and staring at rotating objects for long periods of time. Sometimes he would spin in circles or snap his fingers continuously for hours. In some cases these habits were harmful, involving repeated biting of his wrists or the banging of his head against the wall.
Later on, Ves had difficulty with language. He developed a very slow and awkward speech that he used only when he felt he needed to, but he completely failed to learn how to read and write.
When Ves was 8, a child psychologist from the city visited the orphanage at the request of one of the caretakers and took an interest in Ves. This psychologist, famously known as ‘The Good Doctor’, was the first to learn of Ves’ memory disorder.
The doctor learned, though, that not all of Ves’ memories were erased after the 10 to 15-hour time span and that some memories did come back to him. Also, memories of faces, places and things that Ves came into contact with on a daily basis were not easily forgotten. Habits and behaviours also stayed in his mind for much longer.
As he grew a little older and with The Good Doctor’s help, Ves lost and forgot most of his seemingly autistic characteristics and behaviours. He was timid and humble for the most part, though he was really stubborn and easy to anger. He stayed away from situations that he thought were troublesome to him and kept to himself, never venturing out of the orphanage’s yard without a cause of his own.
That is why, on this night, he cannot understand what he is doing on this bus, far away from the orphanage. He knows of course that the most logical thing is to ask the bus driver.
He stands up from his seat and walks down the aisle toward the front of the bus and approaches the man behind the wheel.
“Um, excuse me,” he says, “but, um, where are we going?”
The driver does not answer him immediately. He looks up at Ves and surveys him from head to toe for a while with a slight expression of concern on his face.
“Treper’s field. That’s where you said you were headed, wasn’t it?” the driver says.
Ves frowns.
“And … where did you pick me up from, sir?” Ves asks.
“Meden Dale, two miles from the Tower of Parlen Min. Don’t you remember?” the driver replies.
The driver looks away from Ves and continues to stare at the road ahead, steering the wheel gently. Ves turns around and returns to his seat looking even more puzzled and confused.
Over the years, after habitual mustering and conditioning and again with The Good Doctor’s help, Ves learned to leave himself reminders and clues to remembering where he’d been or what he’d been doing in the last 10 to 15 hours. These clues sometimes trigger glimpses and flashes of lost memories.
He usually left these clues in his backpack. These clues could be anything from ordinary objects like scraps of paper, candy wrappers, bottle caps, rocks or leaves that he picked up at any location he wanted to remember; most importantly, they came in the form of sketches and drawings in his scrapbook, which was his most prized possession.
He reaches over his shoulder for his backpack but it isn’t there. This is really strange to him … he never goes anywhere without his backpack. He decides to look at his own body, which is a useful clue itself. To his shock, he finds that he has cuts and bruises all over his skin and his clothes are ripped and burnt in certain parts. There is a wound just above his right knee that has been heavily bandaged, but surprisingly he doesn’t feel any pain from it, only a slight soreness. There is another wound on the back of his left hand — a burn mark or branding of a strange V- or U-shaped symbol in a circle. Ves stares at that particular wound for awhile, though he does not touch it … no, he doesn’t want to touch it.
He notices that his feet feel rather uncomfortable and bare. When he looks down at them, he sees that he’s wearing flip-flops... they aren’t his. He takes one of them off and examines it. The size of them is slightly bigger than his foot … and there is something girly about them too.
He also realises that he is wearing something over his head, a beanie … it isn’t his either. He pulls it off and examines it. It is quite old, navy blue with a faded label on the front it that he cannot read, of course.
Wherever Ves had been before he’d got on this bus, these two things—the flip-flops and the beanie—must have belonged to the last two people he’d been in contact with … or at least the two people that he’d wanted to remind himself of … but he cannot remember them.
Ves bends over, places his head in his hands and groans. What had really happened to him in the last 10 to 15 hours? His memory loss has never been this bad before. Why can’t he remember even one thing? Who or what had put him in this state?
Whatever it was, it must have been big—something absolutely disastrous; something that had thrown the life he’d lived before then into total disarray; something that now wants to remain forgotten. But it will all come back to him … at least he hopes so.
Chapter 1
Wender and Ves at Orem Church Orphanage
Wender Mistry was one of the caretakers at Orem Church Orphanage. She was 25 years old with long, red hair that ran down her shoulders and back. She was tall, beautiful, and had the makings of a loving mother. She was kind-hearted and really loved children.
It was 8 o’clock in the morning, the time at which most of the children woke up, and Wender was serving breakfast to those that were arriving at the tables in the dining hall. Unlike the other caretakers, she served each child according to his or her favourite food, which was quite a task. But she loved the feeling that followed after seeing a satisfied orphan thank her with a sincere grin.
“Here you go … Selly… Patric,” She said as she served two of her favourite children.
“Thank you Miss Wender!” they said.
She moved across to another table to serve Milly Hempshed and Ves Asirin.
“Here you go guys,” she said, handing them their plates.
“Thank you very much, Miss Wender!” Milly said cheerfully.
“You’re welcome, Milly,” said Wender smiling … but that smile soon disappeared as she turned to Ves.
In all her five years at the orphanage, Wender never knew a child that was harder to work with than Ves. Though Ves didn’t really associate with anyone, he sometimes spoke to the other caretakers when he needed something … but he never spoke to Wender. He strongly disliked her.
There were many reasons why Ves disliked Wender, but the main reason had its roots in an incident that had happened a few years back when Ves was 8 years old.
Wender had found Ves alone in the dormitories on a sunny day when most of the other orphans were playing outside.
“Ves, wouldn’t you like to play with the other kids?” Wender had asked him.
“No … I’m busy,” Ves replied.
“Really? What are you doing?” Wender asked.
Ves didn’t answer her, busy fiddling with two pieces of string. Minutes later, he noticed that she was still watching him and said:
“I’m … teaching myself … how to tie my shoe laces.” Wender smiled.
“And how’s that coming along?” she asked.
“Good,” Ves said.
He ignored her, hoping that she would go away eventually … but she stayed. Wender watched as Ves put the pieces of string down and then bent over to tie the first crude knot on his right shoe.
He looked up at her and said, “George the caretaker has shown me lots of times how to tie this knot but I always forget. But I’ve … I’ve been leaving myself … clues so I can remember this time,”
“Clues?” Wender said.
Ves now attempted to tie his other shoe’s laces.
“Will you tell me more about these clues?” Wender said carefully, for it was a well-known fact that Ves did not like it when his personal space was invaded.
She half expected him not to answer her but he did.
“The clues …” Ves said, “help me … keep track of a lot of things that I forget, not just how to tie my shoes.”
This was more than Ves had ever spoken to her or anyone else. Wender could not believe she was having a ‘normal’ conversation with Ves.
“What are they … these clues of yours?” she asked him.
Ves didn’t answer. He had an expression on his face that told Wender that he was contemplating on whether to tell her or not.
Then very slowly, he pulled up the left sleeve of his jersey to reveal several cuts on his arm. The skin there was red and swollen. Wender gasped in shock.
“Each–each cut that I make … helps me remember certain things. The pain triggers … fla – flashes … of images that help me remember. I figured it out two weeks ago. Isn’t it amazing? I can remember now.” Ves said.
Wender was in too much shock to speak, breathing hard and fast.
“This one here … the long one, is for remembering my name … this one here is for your name … these are for finding rooms like the bathroom, the playground, the dining hall and … I think these are for remembering the times for breakfast, lunch and dinner …” Ves continued.
Wender suddenly grabbed Ves’ hand and hurriedly walked him out of the dorms and down the hall toward the infirmary.
“The cuts are only good for some days … because they heal; but if the cuts are deeper, the memories last a little longer. So I decided to make bigger cuts for important memories,” Ves continued with an odd fascination in his tone of voice for his own discoveries.
Wender abruptly stopped, turned to Ves, and slapped him hard across the face.
She put a hand over her mouth after realizing what she’d just done. She’d never hit any of the children before, nor anyone in her whole life.
“I’m … sorry,” she said breathlessly, “but … don’t ever purposefully hurt yourself like that again, do you hear me?”
Ves didn’t say anything, but momentarily he nodded. Wender took him inside the infirmary and bandaged his cuts. Ves did not speak freely to her again after that day.
And so, he didn’t even look at her or give any sign of thanks as she walked away after serving him his breakfast. Wender just didn’t understand how a boy with constant memory loss had managed to keep a grudge like that for over 3 years.
After she’d served every orphan his or her breakfast, Wender stepped out of the orphanage’s main building to collect the mail. There were the usual bills, notices and a few important letters addressed to the head caretaker.
There was one other letter that stood out clearly from the others. It was wrapped in a black envelope with postage stamps from a distant country she didn’t recognize. It had the crest and coat of arms of a family of nobility above the address, which was written in silver ink.
“Brian Calvins?” Wender said. “It’s addressed to one of the children?”
This letter couldn’t have been from a relative of Brian’s for he didn’t have any, so she wondered who had sent it. Even though she wasn’t supposed to open mail that wasn’t addressed to her, curiosity got the best of her. She carefully opened the letter and quickly read through it.
Dear Mr. Brian Calvins,
I, Jacobius Abanon Sidler of the House of Trent, wish to invite you, as a representative of Orem Church Orphanage, for an 8-week stay at my humble abode: the Tower of Parlen Min.
You are amongst twenty other lucky children from various orphanages, families, schools and companies all over the world that have been chosen at random to attend this once-in-a-life-time occasion.
My management and I have arranged the necessary entertainment and such things of great hospitality to make your stay as memorable as possible. You and the other children will tour the Tower and the beautiful town of Meden Dale and will take part in many joyous and glorious events for your enjoyment and enlightenment.
Should you decide on taking this memorable adventure, one of my private planes will be waiting for you at the Great Muleya City Airport on the 24th of Oktober. Rest assured that your trip, though it may be long, will be most enjoyable and the flight attendant will cater to your every whim.
Should you decline this offer, please send a letter to inform me. If, however, you do take me up on my offer, then I shall be expecting you to arrive safe and well.
Yours sincerely,
Jacobius Trent
Wender’s heart started beating hard and fast with excitement.
“Ja – Jacobius Trent? Jacobius Trent sent this letter?” she gasped.
Who was Jacobius Trent? He was, quite simply put, the wealthiest man in the world of Everlon. He was an eccentric artist, architect, and inventor who was the father to the most notable modern appliances, machines, and devices that filled the households and offices across the globe. He lived in Machus Ina, a country that was part of the Empire of Opus, or Opus Empra as most called it, in the continent of Europa.
Wender could not believe that one of Orem Church Orphanage’s children had been invited to visit the great inventor. She had to inform the head caretaker at once.
She hurriedly carried the letter and the rest of the mail inside and went down the hall to the head caretaker’s office. She knocked a few times on the office door but there was no answer.
“Good morning Miss Twisty,” Wender said walking into the office, unable to contain herself.
Miss Twisty, an old and strict woman with shoulder-length curly, grey hair and striking green eyes, ran Orem Church Orphanage. She was pushing 70 but she still maintained a shrewd and no-nonsense personality that hadn’t shaken over the years.
When Wender had walked in, Miss Twisty had been on the phone and having a very important conversation. She put the caller on hold and glared at Wender.
“Wender, I suggest that the next time you come to this office you knock and then wait for my answer, or else don’t come here at all. Am I understood?” Miss Twisty snapped.
“So sorry, Miss Twisty. It wont happen again, ma’am,” Wender said.
“Please leave and wait for me in your office.”
“Yes ma’am.”
Wender bowed and left the office. She knew that she’d get a lecture from Miss Twisty once she was off the phone. Nevertheless, she still couldn’t restrain herself from the excitement of the letter. She had to tell someone … she had to tell Brian himself.
****
The children all went outside to the grounds behind the orphanage after breakfast. The toddlers were playing with one of the caretakers in a playpen; the younger girls were playing with skipping ropes; the younger boys were playing ball; the teenage girls stood in a circle and exchanged the latest gossip; the teenage boys were huddled close together in a corner playing cards, which was not allowed at the orphanage.
Ves sat in one of the far corners of the grounds’ fence sketching in his scrapbook.
Brian Calvins, the boy Wender was looking for, was a tall 13-year-old with a mess of spiky brown hair and a thin scar across his nose. He was playing soccer with his friends Traven and Nick and other boys of his age.
Just then, one of the boys kicked the ball so hard it flew right over the back fence and flew into a tree in the orchard behind the orphanage.
“Great,” Brian said, “it’s that time of the day again.”
Brian, Traven, and Nick looked at each other and smirked.
“‘Put Ves to Work’ time!” the three boys sniggered.
Ves, who heard his name, looked up and saw the three boys approaching him. His expression contorted into a very nasty frown.
“Hey, Ves. How’s it going, man?” Brian greeted Ves as he usually did: as though they were good friends. They were, in actuality, the very opposite. Ves did not greet him back.
“Oh come on, man. Don’t tell me you’re still sour about us pulling your pants down and showing your little – uh – piece to all the girls,” Brian said. “That’s a thing of the past. I thought you would have forgotten about that by now.”
Traven and Nick laughed and gave each other high-fives.
“What is it you want now?” Ves asked them.
“Our ball’s stuck in that tree in the orchard again,” Brian told him. “We were just wondering if you could, you know, get it for us.”
Ves ignored Brian and continued his sketch.
“Come on, Ves,” Brian whined. “You know you’re the only one that can climb up that one tree. Look, I promise we’ll leave you alone once you’ve gotten us the ball. Really, you won’t even remember that we exist.”
Traven and Nick chuckled and exchanged high-fives yet again.
“… Fine,” Ves said with squinted eyes, “I’ll get you your damn ball.”
Ves got up, made his way to the gate at the back of the orphanage, and went out through it to the orchard. Brian, Traven, and Nick followed him.
Once at the tree, Ves took off his shoes and climbed it. He saw the ball stuck in between two twigs at very the top and quickly leaped up the branches to reach it. He grabbed the ball and then slowly slid down to the ground.
“Bravo, Ves! Bravo!” Brian said as he, Traven and Nick clapped and cheered. “Swift and agile as a monkey,”
“I’m not a monkey,” Ves told them, putting his shoes back on.
“But a monkey is as a monkey does, Ves,” Traven said.
“Yeah and only a monkey could do what you just did. You must be one of them,” Nick added.
“Then maybe I should climb back up that tree and put this ball back where it was!” Ves snapped.
The smiles on Brian, Traven and Nick’s faces disappeared and they surrounded Ves.
“Now why would you want to do something as retarded as that?” Brian said.
Ves glared at the three boys.
“Give me that ball and we’ll let you go with just a warning kick so that you remember to show us a bit more respect next time,” Brian told Ves.
“Fine … here you go, ‘sir’,” Ves said.
He threw the ball hard at Brian’s face and it hit him right in the nose. Brian fell to his knees and swore loudly.
“Get him!” he told
Traven and Nick. Traven stepped toward Ves and threw a blow at him. Ves leaned back and Traven missed. Traven threw another blow; this time Ves ducked and Traven hit Nick instead, who fell to the ground yelling in pain. Ves slid to the ground and tackled Traven, who fell on top of Brian.
“I’m so sorry about that, sirs,” Ves laughed as he ran off.
The three boys got to their feet and chased after Ves. He tried to lose them by zigzagging past the trees as he ran for the gate, but just as he was going through it, Brian threw the ball at him. It hit him in the back of the head and knocked him to the ground.
“Gotcha!” Brian said.
Just as Ves was getting up, Brian grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and pulled him back.
“Why do all of our interactions have to end in such violence, Ves?” Brian sighed. “Why can’t we just be friends?”
Ves hocked a wad of saliva and spat at Brian. Traven and Nick laughed; even Brian laughed.
“Oh well,” Brian sighed. “Lights out, Ves.”
Brian curled his hand into a fist and punched Ves in the face.
“Stop it! Leave him alone!” shouted Wender, who’d spotted the four boys from a distance.
Brian quickly let go of Ves and threw him to the ground.
“Oh it’s you, Miss Wender,” said Brian in a soft voice, for he—like most of the other teenage boys—had a crush on Wender. “Great morning we’re having, yeah? Ves and I were just talking about you,”
“How dare you!” Wender said furiously as she walked through the gate. “I’ll be reporting you to Miss Twisty and I’ll see to it that you are severely punished!” Wender said angrily.
“What? You’ve got it all wrong, I was just—”
“Nothing you say will excuse your actions!”
Ves stood up from the ground, dusted himself.
“Ves, dear, are you alright?” Wender asked him.
Ves nodded curtly and walked through the gate to the grounds. He went to get his scrapbook and then entered the orphanage. Wender watched after him with a sympathetic expression as he left.
****
Wender sat behind her desk rereading Jacobius Trent’s letter when the door to the caretakers’ office opened and Miss Twisty walked in.
“Well, Wender, what is it?” she said.
Wender stood up and bowed before Miss Twisty. She then handed her the letter. Miss Twisty read it in silence. Wender watched as her usual stern expression changed to that of surprise, a smile curling across her face. She sat down in the chair in front of Wender’s desk and read the letter through again, voicing out loud the words ‘Jacobius Trent’, ‘Tower of Parlen Min’ and ‘Orem Church Orphanage representative.’
“My, this is wonderful …” Miss Twisty sighed excitedly.
“I know,” said Wender breathlessly.
“Have you informed the boy,?” Miss Twisty asked.
Wender frowned and shook her head.
“No,” she said. “And I have no intention to,”
“Why?” Miss Twisty asked.
“Because I do not believe that Brian is the right child to send to the Tower of Parlen Min.”
“The boy was invited. We’d be doing him a great injustice if we did not let him go,”
“I know, but I don’t think Brian’s behaviour would be suitable for the other children going to the Tower.”
“And do you have a reason to support your accusation?”
“Yes I do, ma’am. Just a little while ago I found Brian beating up Ves Asirin.”
Miss Twisty’s stern expression returned to her face.
“What?” she spat.
“Yes ma’am,” Wender said, not meeting Miss Twisty’s glare.“I’ve been talking to some of the other caretakers and they’ve been telling me that several other children have been reporting to them about Brian and his gang of friends bullying them for awhile now.”
Miss Twisty stood up from the chair and started pacing around the room.
“And what do you suggest we do about this then?” she asked Wender.
“I think we should send someone else to the Tower,” Wender replied.
“Another child?”
“Yes. We can write a letter to Mr. Trent explaining the reasons why Brian cannot attend. Surely he would understand.”
Miss Twisty stopped pacing and sat down again.
“And do you have any suggestions as to which child we should send in Brian’s place?” she asked.
Wender looked up at Miss Twisty with a smile on her face.
“I think I’ve got an idea.”
****
Ves stared out the window of the cab as it drove through the city. He looked up at the skyscrapers towering into the sky and watched as other cars sped on by, the cyclists rode in their own lanes, and a myriad of people walked down the pavement.
Muleya Metropolitan City was the capital of Enger Country. Located on the Atlantic coast, on the southwest side of the country, it was one of the most populous urban areas in Everlon, with an estimated population of 15 million. It was a leading global city with a powerful influence over the world's culture, fashion, entertainment, commerce and politics.
Muleya was, of course, most famous for being the host and headquarters of the Orem Church—the largest and most influential Christen church in Everlon. The Patriarch, also known as the High-Master of Orem, was the head of the church, state and government of Enger Country by absolute sovereign rule as instated by the archangels of life and death who were the chief representatives of Elohim; the God and creator of all Everlon and its universe. Under the Patriarch served the Seven; top church representatives of each continent, the College of Clerics; the heads of other Christen states, the Paladins; the heads of the church’s army and special operations units, and the infamous Orem Knights; the largest world police force.
The cab came to a halt in front of a white building. Ves and the orphanage caretaker he was with stepped out. Ves strapped on his backpack and followed the caretaker into the building, which was Astra’s Angel Psychiatric Practice. The caretaker went to talk to the woman at the administration desk. After the caretaker signed an attendance form for Ves and left, the woman led him down a hallway to one of the offices. She beckoned Ves to enter the office and he did so. He opened the door and his eyes recognised a young, handsome, black and bespectacled doctor sitting behind his desk reading a newspaper.
The doctor looked up and surveyed Ves as he closed the door behind him.
“Ves Asirin, welcome,” the doctor said.
“Hello.” Ves said.
“Do you remember who I am?” the doctor asked.
“Yeah, you’re ‘The Good Doctor’, the man the orphanage hired to help me with my memory,” Ves replied.
The doctor stared at Ves for a moment and then smiled.
“Always the same answer every time I see you,” he sighed.
“That’s because you always ask me the same question,” Ves said.
“Ah, so then you’ve memorised the answer?”
“Isn’t that the purpose of you asking me who you are, Doctor?”
He grinned at Ves.
“Correct,” he chuckled. “So you know my name then?”
“It’s Doctor Armando Elrick,” Ves answered.
“Wrong! That is not my name,” he said.
“Of course it is. You’re lying.”
“How would you know if I am lying unless you’ve written my name down in your scrapbook? … which you cannot for you are illiterate and dyslexic.”
Ves sighed as he took a seat in the chair in front of the doctor’s desk.
“You’re testing me to see if I’ve quit the habit of cutting myself to remember things, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” the doctor replied.
“I have not.”
Ves held out his hand and pulled up the sleeve of his jacket and the doctor saw fresh red cuts across his arm. The doctor flinched.
Ves smiled, wiped his arm and the cuts disappeared.
“Red paint?” the doctor chuckled. “Did you just trick me?”
“Yeah and you fell for it, Armando,” Ves laughed.
“Yes, I did but how will you remind yourself not to pull the same trick on me tomorrow … after your memory fails?”
“Tomorrow is Saturday. I do not come here on Saturdays … and I will have forgotten the trick itself.”
The doctor gave Ves a sympathetic smile.
“Don’t cry, doctor,” Ves said with a smirk. The doctor smiled a happier smile.
“How did you really remember my name?”
“I didn’t … I never do. It’s just that whenever I come here with the caretaker, the woman by the front desk always says the same thing every time … She’s the one that reminds me who I’m here to see,”
“And what is it she says that reminds you of my name?”
“She always says, ‘Doctor Armando Elrick will see you now,’” Ves said.
The doctor laughed.
“So as long as everyday of your life goes routinely you are well on your own. Tell me, what would happen if you were taken miles from here to a faraway land of which you knew nothing?”
“Well then … I would be a mess, Doctor.”
****
Ves got home to the orphanage and went straight to the dormitories. He dumped his bag on the floor, collapsed onto his bed, and stared up at the ceiling as he usually did at that time. One hour from then his memory would fail him again and most of what he’d experienced during the day would be forgotten forever. He didn’t really care though because nothing eventful had happened … nothing in his life ever did.
Forty minutes later, he got up and went to have his dinner with the other orphans children in the noisy dining hall. As he sat down at one of the tables, he noticed Wender and Miss Twisty standing together by an old cauldron at the front of the hall.
“Silence, please,” Miss Twisty said. “As I explained earlier, we will be having a drawing after dinner. All of you who wish to visit the great Tower of Parlen Min should deposit folded slips with your names on them into the cauldron to enter. The winner of the drawing will be announced by Wender after dinner.”
As Ves was serving himself, he saw Brian, Traven and Nick making their way to the front of the hall to deposit their names in the cauldron. Just as Brian was about to drop his slip into the cauldron, Wender stopped him.
“I don’t think so, Brian. You will not be taking part in the drawing,” she said.
“Why?” Brian asked her.
“It is part of your punishment for hitting Ves this morning,”
“Wender is right, Brian,” Miss Twisty said. “Your behaviour of late is completely unacceptable. If you do not change your ways, you will miss out on more activities like this.”
“Yes ma’am,” Brian said dully.
As Brian made his way back to his seat, he made a rude gesture at Ves, who remained indifferent. Ves looked to his side and saw Milly writing her name on a slip of paper. She noticed that Ves was watching her and asked:
“Aren’t you going to enter?”
“No,” Ves said.
“Don’t you want to see what its like outside Orem Church Orphanage’s walls?”
“I already see what’s out of the orphanage’s walls everyday when I go to see The Good Doctor,” Ves said.
“Aren’t you even a bit curious what it’s like to travel the world?”
Ves didn’t reply.
“You know, if anyone deserves to win this it’s you,” Milly told him.
“Why?”
“You, more than anyone I know, need a life-changing experience.”
Ves frowned at Milly.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked her.
Milly didn’t reply. She smiled, pulled another slip of paper out of her pocket and scribbled on it quickly. She rose from the table with the two slips in her hand and made her way to the front of the dining hall. She stood before the cauldron, uncurled her hand, and let the two slips fall in. Ves watched her suspiciously as she walked back to the table.
“Silence, please. It is now time to announce the winner,” Miss Twisty said.
Wender stepped toward the cauldron with a large cooking stick and begun to stir the many slips that were in it. The orphans watched with great anticipation as Wender kept mixing it up. After awhile, she stopped and looked up at the orphans.
“Wender will now pull a slip from the cauldron and announce the winner. The winner will step forward and follow me to my office where I will explain the full details of his or her trip to the Tower of Parlen Min,” Miss Twisty said.
Wender stirred the slips in the cauldron one more time and then stopped. Just as she was bending to pick a slip, amongst the many of them she saw a badly folded one with the first letter of a name showing at an angle. Her eyes widened as she stared at that specific slip, realizing whose name was on it …
“Wender?” Miss Twisty said. “Is something wrong?” Wender shook her head slowly.
“Are you all ready?” Wender said to the orphans.
“YES!” they replied.
“Then … brace yourselves,” Wender said, slowly lowering her hand into the cauldron. Her palm closed tightly around a slip.
The orphans cheered in a frenzy. Ves paid them no attention. He had no care in the world about things of the sort. He’d finished his dinner and was standing up from the table when his head started to sting … his memory was about to fail. A sense of numbness swept all over his body ... but just as he was about to walk off, Milly grabbed his hand.
“Aren’t you staying to hear the winner of the drawing?” she said.
“No,” Ves said flatly.
“But you could win,”
“What’s that supposed to mean? I didn’t—” Ves broke off as he finally understood what Milly had done. She smirked at him. “You … you didn’t.”
“Oh yes I did.”
Ves glared at Milly.
She said something else but he couldn’t hear her clearly. It happened right there and then … he went completely deaf and dizziness overwhelmed him. And when the feeling was gone, his memory of the last 13 hours went with it. Just as this was happening, Wender read the name on the slip to the orphans and a silence fell upon the hall.
Ves blinked a few times and looked around at his surroundings. He was in the place he remembered to be the dinning hall at the orphanage. Everyone of the children in the room was looking at him … he wondered why. He looked down at the person closest to him—a familiar girl who was the same age he was … Milly. She was grinning at him and clapping ecstatically.
“Congratulations, you won!” she said.
“Sorry?” Ves said, massaging his still-stinging head.
“Ves Asirin,” An old woman called from the front of the hall.
He looked at her familiar face and recalled who she was.
“Yes, Miss Twisty,” he answered as her name came back to him. Miss Twisty made her way toward Ves with an expression of concern on her face. She stood before him and looked down at him.
“Ves, did you put a slip of paper with your name in the cauldron?” she said.
“Cauldron … what cauldron?” Ves asked.
“We were just now having a drawing, a contest in which the winner would go on holiday to the Tower of Parlen Min, the home of the great inventor Jacobius Trent. Don’t you remember?” Wender said as she came to stand beside Miss Twisty.
“No I – I don’t remember anything. It must have happened again just now … the memory loss thing,” Ves said dully.
“But you did enter the drawing,” Milly said.
Ves frowned.
“That doesn’t sound like something I’d want to do,” he said.
“I agree,” Miss Twisty said.
“But how does that explain his name being on the winning slip?” Wender said.
“I do not recall seeing Ves depositing his name in the cauldron and, I dare say, Ves can’t read or write,” Miss Twisty said.
“I put his name in!” Milly said quickly and everyone in the room turned to look at her. “I mean … he told me to do it for him. You remember right, Miss Wender. I put two slips into the cauldron,”
“Oh, yes,” Wender nodded. “Of course.”
Miss Twisty looked from Wender to Milly then to Ves, a slight frown on her face.
“Would you like to go to the Tower of Parlen Min, Ves?” Miss Twisty asked him.
“I don’t know, Miss Twisty. This trip could be troublesome for someone … well, for someone like Ves. I mean with his memory condition and all…” Wender said, a statement that sounded very deliberate.
Ves frowned yet again.
“She’s right! You can’t send him. Send someone else!” Brian yelled from his seat.
“Yeah! Send someone else!” called another child.
“Let’s redo the drawing!” called another.
“Shut up!” Ves said suddenly, for he felt insulted. “Think you’re all better than me, don’t you? I can do just as fine as any one of you even with my memory loss thing!”
“So you’d like to go to the Tower Parlen Min?” Wender asked him.
“Well,” Ves said angrily, “if I did tell Milly to put my name in that cauldron—”
“—You did,” Milly interrupted quickly.
“Then yes ... yes, I’ll go to this Tower,” Ves said.
Wender and Milly grinned. Miss Twisty, however, looked even more concerned.
“Well Ves, will you follow me to my office to hear more of the details of the trip?” Miss Twisty asked.
“There is no point; I’ll only forget by tomorrow morning. I will hear them on the day I leave,” Ves said, still frowning at Wender.
“Very well. That’ll be next weekend on Saturday. I will remind you,” Miss Twisty said.
Ves nodded and left the dinning hall without another word. Miss Twisty sighed, shaking her head, and left the hall as well.
“Well done, Milly. What you did was admirable. I can’t believe he won. Can you?” Wender said with a grin on her face.
“Yes,” Milly said knowingly. “It was fate.”
Chapter 2
Flight to Machus Ina
Ves woke up early on the morning of the trip. He got out of bed, picked up his backpack, and pulled out his scrapbook—a thick, black-covered notebook with a belt and buckle to keep it closed. That’s how any ordinary person would have described it; but to Ves it was, in essence, his very memory. Inside the book were drawings, diagrams, illustrations of many things and writings in symbols that made sense only to Ves, along with photographs and clippings from newspapers and magazines he had stuck onto its pages. The scrapbook was a gift from The Good Doctor, who had bought him one every year since they met.
All the things Ves put in his scrapbook helped him to not only remember many things that he’d forgotten but to also keep a sense of his own character and personality. The things he valued most in his scrapbook were his sketches and illustrations. Because he’d sketched in it everyday, Ves had become a very good artist with an acute eye for detail in everyday things. His illustrations of people were strikingly lifelike, for he had developed an understanding of the human figure, features, expressions, poses and stances by carefully studying a book on anatomy and other such art books that The Good Doctor had bought him.
The scrapbook had sketches of just about everyone Ves came into contact with on a daily basis, from Miss Twisty, Wender, The Good Doctor, Milly and the orphans to the orphanage caretakers, the mailman, the milkman and the barber.
Below each sketch of a person was a symbol that denoted Ves’ impression of them. These symbols where a star, zigzag, spiral, dash, and zero. The star was for people who were ‘important’ to Ves, like Miss Twisty and a few of the orphanage caretakers. A zigzag was for ‘fiends’ or people Ves disliked, like Brian and his friends. The spiral was for people whose intentions Ves did not understand clearly and usually stood on the thin line between ‘friend and fiend’, like Milly—usually the only orphan that talked to Ves. A dash was for people Ves knew nothing about, or ‘aliens’ as he thought of them like the mailman, milkman, The Good Doctor’s secretary and other ordinary people and strangers, most of whom he’d see on his way to see the doctor. A zero was for people Ves knew but thought very little of, like most of the other children at the orphanage.
There were a few people that Ves had sketched with two symbols below their drawings, like The Good Doctor himself, Armando Elrick, who had a star and a spiral. The barber, who Ves saw once a month, had a dash and a zigzag. The priest who came to preach at orphanage on Sundays had a star and a zero under his sketch. A plumber Ves had seen once got his lowest approval rating, a dash and a zero.
The only sketch with three symbols was that of Wender Mistry. She had a star, a zigzag, and a spiral.
Sometimes Ves would draw comic strips in the scrapbook to remind himself of more detailed memories, and sometimes these comic strips would be instructions for doing certain routine but also easily forgettable tasks that his habit could not master.
Ves yawned and rubbed his eyes. He closed his scrapbook and placed it back inside his backpack. He got up from bed, left the boys’ dormitories, and headed for the showers. After he’d bathed, he returned to the dormitories and changed into some of his clothes.
He left again and headed for breakfast in the dining hall. It was noisy as it always was every morning and Wender was busy serving the orphans as usual. Ves took his normal seat at the tables and Milly sat down next to him with a smile on her face. Ves didn’t look at her.
“Well, today’s the day. I’ll bet you’re excited,” she said putting her feet at the tip of her seat.
Ves didn’t say anything.
“I almost regret putting your name in the cauldron. I mean, what if I’d won? Then it would be me flying across the ocean to the country of Machus Ina, to the Tower Parlen Min.”
Wender served the both of them. Ves ate silently as usual. Milly didn’t touch her food; she just stared at Ves with a big grin on her face.
“I can tell that you’re really excited,” she said.
Just then, Miss Twisty walked into the dinning hall and toward Ves.
“Good morning, Ves,” she said.
“Morning ma’am,” Ves said.
“I’ll be expecting you in my office after you’re done with your breakfast so that I can brief you on the full details of your trip to the Tower of Parlen Min.”
“Yes ma’am.”
“Good.”
Miss Twisty walked off and Ves continued with his breakfast.
“Please Ves … say it just once. Tell me that you’re excited. You must be,” Milly said breathlessly.
Ves took the last sip of his hot chocolate and stood up from the table.
“I’m excited,” he said indifferently.
Milly laughed merrily and began to eat her breakfast. Ves didn’t feel an ounce of excitement, but he was certainly curious to find out how all of this would turn out. At the very least, he was going to prove that he was just capable as the other orphans of coping in such a situation.
****
Ves stood at the door of Miss Twisty’s office and knocked.
“Come in,” Miss Twisty answered.
Ves opened the door, walked in, and found Miss Twisty seated behind her desk with a short and nervous-looking man standing at her side wearing a lab coat over his Orem Knights uniform.
“Good morning again, Ves,” Miss Twisty greeted Ves.
“Morning ma’am,” Ves replied.
“Are you well?”
“Yes ma’am.”
“Good, good. Then we’ll get right to it. Please take a seat.”
Ves sat down in the chair in front of her desk.
Just then, the man in the lab coat cleared his throat and Miss Twisty turned to look at him.
“Ah, yes. Ves, this Darrin Makuba,” Miss Twisty introduced the man. “You may not remember him but he is a medical doctor from the main Orem Church headquarters,”
“… I remember him, ma’am,” Ves said.
“You – you do? Thank you, I am pleased!” the man exclaimed excitedly.
Ves only remembered Dr. Makuba because every year since Ves was seven, the doctor had come to the orphanage to give him yearly medical check-ups, which Ves didn’t like at all.
“Why am I having another check-up, ma’am? Didn’t I already have one this year?” Ves asked Miss Twisty.
“Yes you did,” Miss Twisty replied, “but you need to have another one before your trip to the Tower. We just need to be absolutely sure that you are healthy.”
“But I am fine.”
“Do not worry. Dr. Makuba will only be a few minutes this time.”
Dr. Makuba walked toward Ves and gave him a thermometer, which he was told to put in his mouth for a minute. After this, Dr. Makuba checked Ves’ heartbeat with his stethoscope.
“His temperature is normal and his heartbeat is stable,” Dr Makuba said as he jotted notes down on his clipboard.
Dr. Makuba then examined Ves’ eyes, nose, and ears. Then he felt several of Ves’ hand and leg muscles, more specifically his left hand that he always examined thoroughly. When he was done, he jotted down more notes.
“So Ves, I heard you got into a fight a few days ago?” Dr. Makuba said.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” Ves told him.
“You don’t have to, but were you hurt anywhere?”
“No.”
“Have you had any serious injuries in the last few weeks?”
“No.”
“Any illnesses like colds or fevers? Head-aches? Stomach-aches?”
“No.”
“Have you had any unexpected bleeding from your nose, ears, or eyes?”
“No, why?”
“Nothing. It’s nothing. Have you been seeing or hearing anything out of the ordinary? Anything sort of unreal that ordinary people don’t see or hear?”
Ves frowned.
“What’s that got to do with a medical check-up?” Ves asked the doctor.
“Well sometimes – sometimes people fall ill with fevers and the like and start to see and hear … things,” the doctor said.
“You mean like halo – halu – hallucinations or whatever?
“Well, yes – um, wait. No.”
That was another one of the things Ves hated about Dr. Makuba’s visits. He would always ask Ves strange and curious questions that did not make sense. So Ves would in turn ask the doctor questions to get him to reveal the reasons for asking those questions. Dr. Makuba would of course reply with cryptic answers. So Ves would ask more and more questions just to annoy and confuse the doctor, making him even more nervous, which was always funny to Ves.
“I wasn’t talking about hallucinations,” the doctor said. “I was talking about – you know – real but strange occurrences.”
“You mean like ghost and UFO sightings, like that stuff on TV?” Ves asked.
“Well yeah – that sort of stuff.”
“And is there any reason why I should fall ill and not hallucinate but really see that stuff?”
“Well … yeah—”
“—That’s enough doctor! Ves is clearly fine,” Miss Twisty interrupted.
Ves smirked.
“Oh … yes he is fine,” Dr. Makuba said. “He, unfortunately, hasn’t had any symptoms of—”
“—Unfortunately? How is it unfortunate if I haven’t had any symptoms of illness?” Ves cut in.
“Ves, please let the doctor finish,” Miss Twisty said.
“Yes – I – I was saying that Ves has not had any symptoms of the Ascension,” Dr. Makuba said.
“What’s the Ascension?” Ves asked.
“It’s nothing, Ves, dear,” Miss Twisty told him. “What about his energy levels, Doctor?”
“Stable as yours and mine, ma’am. Not one joule of Kero’ku,” Dr. Makuba said.
“What’s a joule of keroka or whatever?” Ves asked.
“That’s Kero’ku, not keroka. It’s another word for cosmic ener—”
“—That’ll be all doctor,” Miss Twisty said. “I think you may leave now,”
“Yes, of course,” Dr. Makuba said as he bowed to Miss Twisty. “But Miss Twisty I’ve been wondering … what if Ves’ Ascension process starts at Parlen Min—”
“—What’s this Ascension you keep talking about?” Ves butted in again.
“Will the church be sending a Paladin to watch over him?” Dr. Makuba continued, ignoring Ves. “Perhaps someone like Sir Dret Morbis himself—?”
“—What is a Paladin and who is Dret Morbis—?”
“—They’ll be no need for anyone to guard Ves. The council and the Seven have already decided on that matter. Though I’m sure if Dret had had his way he would have followed the boy,” Miss Twisty told Dr. Makuba.
“But Miss Twisty, Ves is a Kero’ei. Isn’t protecting him the church’s top priori—”
“—Goodbye doctor, don’t let the door hit you on your way out!”
Without another word, Dr. Makuba bowed to Miss Twisty again and left her office. Miss Twisty turned to Ves and gave him her usual stern glare.
“Ves Asirin, must you always give Dr. Makuba such a hard time?” she asked him.
“I’m sorry, ma’am. I can’t help it,” Ves sniggered. “He’s always babbling about weird stuff like ghosts or hauntings or whatever. He’s not very normal, is he?”
“No he isn’t, is he?” Miss Twisty said, laughing a little herself.
“But what did he mean by protecting me being the ‘church’s top priority’ or whatever?”
“You need not think of it. It isn’t important right now. What is important is your trip to the Tower of Parlen Min.”
Miss Twisty opened one of the drawers of her desk, pulled out a black envelope, and gave it to Ves.
“The letter contained in that envelope was sent to us a few days ago. It is an invitation for a child from this orphanage to visit the Tower of Parlen Min … your invitation,” Miss Twisty said. “However, you must know that that letter was originally addressed to a specific child, Brian Calvins. However, due to his bad behaviour and treatment of some of the other children, yourself included, we decided he was unfit to go to Parlen Min. That is the reason we held a drawing to select another orphan to go in his place. You of course were the winner.”
Miss Twisty handed another letter to Ves.
“You are to hand that letter to Jacobius Trent himself. It explains everything from our decision on not sending Brian to you and your memory loss disorder and other such matters. Do you understand?” she said.
“Yes,” Ves said.
“Very good. Wender will escort you to the airport and explain everything to the pilot. I expect you’ve packed some of your clothes and belongings?”
“Yes,” Ves replied.
“Other children from around the world have been invited to the Tower as well. As such, we expect you, as representative of Orem Church Orphanage, to be on your best behaviour. Am I understood?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Well then, we hope to see you just as you are two months from now.”
“You will, ma’am.”
“Good. That is all. Farewell and may the Great Lord watch over you.”
Ves stood up, bowed to Miss Twisty, and left her office.
He returned to the boys’ dormitories to collect his things, which were a duffel bag with some of his clothes in it and his backpack. He met with Wender outside the orphanage and the two of them got into the cab that had been called for them.
The cab drove them into the city and then beyond it. They went down a long highway and then took a left turn that led to the airport.
Wender carried Ves’ duffel bag as they stepped out of the cab and entered the airport. Ves had never seen such a building before. A giant dome-like structure made mostly of glass and steel. Wender led the way into the crowded complex where people were either readying to board their flights or returning from some far off country. Ves followed Wender into a large waiting lounge.
“Take a seat anywhere you like. I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Wender said.
Ves nodded and took a seat at the first empty table that he saw. Looking up he could see the blue sky above him because the ceiling too was made of glass. Looking beyond the vast glass windows to his right, Ves could see the city in the distance.
He looked around the lounge and saw that it too was filled with people of all sorts of colours, ages, and in all types of clothing huddled at small tables. It was a fairly interesting scene and Ves thought of pulling out his scrapbook and sketching some of what he saw but he didn’t know how soon Wender would be back, and so he just decided to watch.
Seated on the table across him were a teenage boy and his mother having lunch. He was having a burger and his mother was having some salad. On the table beyond them were two fat businessmen; one of them was ordering something from a waiter. Out on the balcony Ves saw a man and a woman dressed in safari shirts and talking animatedly in high voices. To his left Ves saw an old man and woman holding hands at their table and looking into each other’s eyes, Ves was not interested in that kind of thing so he looked away quickly and just then, someone else caught his attention more than anyone else in the lounge.
At the table adjacent to the old man and woman’s sat a girl about the age of sixteen or seventeen. She was looking at the old couple with a certain expression of longing. She had long, jet black hair that ran down her back, pale, porcelain skin and dark patches under her eyes that made her look as if she’d never slept a day in her life. She wore a black hooded sweatshirt, white cargo shorts and black sneakers.
Her table was littered with wrappers from candy, junk food and four empty bottles of mineral water. There was also a cell phone on the table. It begun to ring at that moment and she slowly, almost reluctantly, turned away from the old man and woman. She didn’t pick up the phone immediately; she stared at it with a vague expression for awhile. It rang about five times before she finally picked it up and answered.
The moment she realised who the caller was, however, the girl’s face lit up … she grinned and laughed excitedly … and it was strangest thing, but in that moment Ves felt a strong feeling of happiness welling up inside him and spreading throughout his body. A surging, tingling, slightly electrifying feeling … warm and soothing. Ves didn’t understand what he’d felt but he was somehow strangely certain that the girl had caused it … the happiness he’d felt was her own.
It seemed this one call was what she’d been waiting for at that airport. Ves tried to listen in as hard as he could to catch even one word of her conversation with her caller but the girl spoke in a quiet and hushed voice. When she finished with her call, she hung up and looked up and her eyes met with Ves’…
And the next thing was even stranger for Ves ... but he couldn’t look away. He saw her face clearly ... and she was beautiful, a word that had no place for meaning in Ves’ mind before then. It was a beauty that absolutely petrified him, and her eyes were even more so; dark and mysterious sapphire-coloured eyes ... a strange silver glow in the centre of them ...
The girl grinned at him.
“There you are, Ves.” He looked up and saw Wender standing next to him with another woman dressed in a uniform. “Ves this is your hostess, Ally Temple. She works on one of Jacobius Trent’s many private planes. I’ve explained everything to her and she has just informed me that your plane is ready for take-off.”
“Okay,” Ves said getting up.
“So, I guess this is it.” Wender knelt down and gave Ves a hug, which he didn’t like at all and was very relieved when she let go of him. “Watch out for yourself, okay? I’ll see you in a few weeks,” she told him.
He nodded.
“Please follow me, Mr. Asirin,” the hostess said.
Wender waved as he walked off with the hostess. Ves looked away from her and turned to the table at which that girl sat … but she was gone. There was someone else seated at the table now, a man ordering something to eat from the waiter who stood beside him. Ves looked at the table itself; there was a laptop computer, a black briefcase, the man’s coat and a mess of business papers. It looked like the man had been there for a long while. But that couldn’t have been. That girl had sat there a minute ago … or had … had he imagined her. He looked around at the people that went past. Surely he’d be able to see her walking off if she’d just left, but he saw no trace of her anywhere … she’d just vanished.
Minutes later, he was boarding a small luxury Astro Jet with the hostess. Astro Jets, aeroplanes with astro-engines designed by Jacobius Trent, were the fastest in the world. They could fly from continent to continent within a few hours. Ves was told to fasten his seatbelt and moments, later the plane had taken off and he was in the air for the first time ever.
After the hostess had told him that it was safe to unfasten his seatbelt, he unzipped his backpack and removed his scrapbook and a pencil from it. He popped the book open at a new page and began sketching the girl from the airport right away. After about twenty minutes, he was done and underneath the sketch, he put a spiral. This was the first time he had given the sketch of an unknown person that symbol instead of a dash. But this was the first time he’d ever been really curious about a person … and, oddly enough for him, he wanted to see her again … that dark teenage girl.
****
Half an hour went by with Ves doing nothing but staring out of the plane’s window. The hostess had asked him twice if he needed anything like a refreshment or a snack, but each time he’d just shaken his head and she’d return to her cabin at the back of the plane. After an hour or so later, she returned for what would be the third time.
“Mr. Asirin, sorry to disturb you but I just got off the phone with Mr. Trent and I thought you should know that he has instructed us to pick up two more passengers. It appears the plane of two Mr. Marcoskys was not cleared for take off so we will be stopping briefly in the country of Ire to pick them up.”
“Okay,” Ves said.
The hostess smiled and walked off.
A few minutes later, the plane landed in the country of Ire’s capital city airport and the hostess left the plane. After several minutes, she returned with two teenage boys who looked far more like each other than any two people Ves had seen.
“Mr. Asirin, meet the Macorsky twins, Anry and Andy,” the hostess said.
“Hello,” Ves greeted.
“What’s up?”
“How’s it goin’?” they each replied.
The Marcosky twins were 15 years old and both had the kind of faces that announced that they were complete jerks. They had bright scarlet hair and wore black t-shirts that had the label ‘Tycoon Insane’ on them. The only visible differences the twins had between them was that one of them wore green cargo shorts with ‘Anry’ written vertically on the left side and the other wore dark red pants with ‘Andy’ on them. Also, Anry had longer hair whilst Andy’s hair was shorter and spiky.
The twins sat down in their seats and stared at Ves with amused expressions on their faces.
“Boys, be nice to Ves. If you want anything just ask me,” the hostess said.
“Really? ‘Cause I want something already,” Anry said.
“Oh, me too,” Andy said.
“Could I have some booze?”
“Could I have some booze and you to join me?”
“Could I have your phone number or email instead?”
“Could I have you for dinner when I get back?”
“Could you be my girlfriend when I get back?”
“Could you marry me when I get back? … ‘cause I’m like really rich and stuff.”
“I’m just as rich as he is and I’m willing to have kids with you.”
“Okay, I’m beat. Kids? That’s a little too much for me … but its okay with me if you’re willing to have the kids live in a separate house and in another country.”
The hostess laughed and walked off to her cabin at the back of the plane.
“Oh yeah, she digs me,” the twins said at the same time.
Anry turned to face Ves, who was absentmindedly staring out of the window.
“Ves Asa – Asai – Asirin, right?” he said, trying to pronounce Ves’ name. “That’s a strange name, isn’t it? You must be the only person living with a name like that.”
“True, true,” Andy nodded in agreement.
“You of course have heard of us, right?”
“Not really.” Ves said absent-mindedly.
“Not really?”
“Not really, he says!”
The Macorsky twins laughed hysterically.
“You must be one of those ignorant people that don’t watch TV,” Andy said.
“Nevermind reading the papers and magazines,” Anry added.
“I mean everyone in the world must know us! They use the very thing our late father helped innovate and take to the next level every damn day.”
“Every damn time.”
“They do …?” Ves said yawning.
“Of course. I suppose you yourself have used it,” Anry said, sticking the gum he’d just spat under his chair.
“Or at least heard of it, if you’re not that ignorant, that is,” Andy said.
“And what would that be?” Ves said scratching his hair.
“The freaking Internet of course!” Anry said dramatically.
“… Internet? What’s that?”
“Duh! The largest world network of computers. The most important thing in everyday life,” Andy said.
“And the one thing Jacobius Trent himself was too dumb to invent,” Anry added.
Ves shrugged and continued to stare outside his window.
“Made billions, our dad,” Andy said stretching himself.
“And then he got himself killed and left all that sweet cash to us,” Anry said.
“We nearly died with him in that nasty accident.”
“But we made it just fine and now we’re the richest teens in the world.”
“And the richest twins in the world.”
The twins gave each other high-fives.
Just then the pilot stepped out of his cockpit and was heard saying, “I need to take a leak”, as he disappeared into the back of the plane. The Macorsky twins suddenly sat up with grins on their faces.
“Dude, do you know what this means?” Andy said to his brother.
“Yeah, he must have left the plane on auto-pilot,” Anry said.
“Which means this is an excellent time to try out our piloting skills,”
“But dude, we don’t have any piloting skills,”
“I know.”
Ves frowned. The twins cackled and ran off into the pilot’s cockpit.
The thought of letting the hostess or the pilot know of what the twins were up to never crossed Ves’ mind because he wasn’t the kind of person to think such things, not because he didn’t like ratting on people but because he figured such things had nothing to do with him. This time, he instantly regretted not taking any action …
The plane suddenly picked up speed and hurtled through the skies dangerously. Ves held onto his seat, gripping it tightly. The plane then took a sharp dive and Ves was thrown forward. He smacked against the plane’s wall and slid to the floor as the plane began to level out again. Then it rose up just as fast, flipping Ves into the air and slamming him against the ceiling before he was tossed back to the floor.
As the plane levelled out again, the captain stormed out from the back and ran into the cockpit. The hostess, who came after him, helped Ves up and sat him back in his chair before entering the cockpit herself.
Thankfully, the plane slowed down and the hostess came out of the cockpit holding the Macorsky twins by their ears.
“That was wicked,” Andy said.
“Totally,” Anry said.
“That was very reckless of you two! We could have been killed if the pilot hadn’t gotten into the cockpit in time!” the hostess snapped at them.
She put the twins back in their seats and sat down opposite them for the rest of the flight.
Ves picked up his scrapbook and pencil from the floor. He turned to an empty page and begun sketching the Macorsky twins with a nasty frown on his face. When he was done, he drew a zigzag a symbol underneath their sketches. They were most definitely fiends.
Chapter 3
Parlen Min
The plane descended from the clouds and before long was screeching along the runway of the airport in Machus Ina. Ves could see other planes either doing the same or taking off. Their plane came to a stop and in no time at all, Ves and the Macorsky twins were entering a large white and blue building that was just as busy inside as the other airport back in Muleya.
The hostess led Ves and the twins to a counter where she cleared some forms for them and a few minutes, later they left the airport. Outside in a car park, they got into a black SUV and after their bags were packed in the back, the hostess said goodbye to them and they were driven into a city.
“Welcome to Delona, the capital city of Machus Ina. Your destination is the Tower Parlen Min, of course, which is in the district of Meden. We’ll be there in two hours or so,” the driver said.
“Oh great, more travelling,” Anry Macorsky sighed.
After half an hour or so, they left the city behind them and were driven down a busy highway. Ten miles down this highway, they took a turn down a road to the countryside where they passed numerous farmlands. Ves was so bored that he fell asleep. When he woke up almost an hour later, they were driving down a road in some dark woods that the driver told them were called Meyr Woods.
Emerging from the woods twenty minutes later, they saw a tall and dark monolithic structure standing in the distance. That was the Tower of Parlen Min and they had just arrived in the district of Meden. And in a few more minutes, Ves and the Marcosky twins were poking their heads out of the windows gaping in wonder at the awesome Tower, taking in its immense magnitude as they drove through the gates of its massive yard. The Tower looked like a cross between a modern-day building and a gothic building, built of black marble stone and steel. Its artistry and sculptural detailing was dramatically cold and overpowering.
Their car went down the driveway, coming to a halt at the Tower’s entrance where several other cars were parked. Exiting them were some of the other children that had been invited. Ves, Andy and Anry stepped out of their car as several caretakers rushed to carry their bags and belongings.
The boys were led up the steps of the entrance court where the other children were gathered in front of a very important looking, tall and chisel-featured man with a mess of black hair who wore an expensive looking black suit and coat; he looked to be in his late thirties. He was scanning the faces of the arriving children with an expression of glee. Standing next to him was another man who was much older and much taller. He was stern looking and held a clipboard in his hands. He was silver-haired and looked to be about sixty or so.
“Sir,” said the old man to the younger man, “the last of our guests have arrived.”
“Brilliant,” said the younger man, grinning.
“Perhaps you should introduce yourself, sir.”
“Ah, yes. I suppose I should.”
The younger man stepped forward and beamed at the twenty children.
“Greetings, everyone,” the man said. “I am Jacobius Trent and I would like to humbly welcome you to my home, the Tower of Parlen Min.”
“It’s a pleasure to be here, Mr. Trent,” said some of the children in unison.
“Thank you,” Jacobius said. “I hope you will enjoy your stay here. I will personally see to it that you do.”
“Thank you,” said the children.
“This is my good friend, butler and the head caretaker of the Tower, Lercia Cromweld,” Jacobius said, introducing the old man at his side who took a bow.
“Greetings to you all,” said Mr. Cromweld to the children. “Please allow me to call your names from my list so that I may account for your presence. When you hear your name, please step forward and give us a brief introduction of yourself.
“I will now begin,” Mr. Cromweld said looking down at his clipboard. “Aine Jullies,” he called.
A slim girl with shoulder-length blonde hair and very trendy looking clothes stepped forward and stood to face the other children.
“Um, I’m Aine Jullies and I’m from the UAS,” she said. “I am 13 years old and the adopted daughter of actors Tim Crows and Robin Jullies—”
Before the girl could finish her sentence, most of the children broke into applause and cheered. It seemed to Ves that most of the children already knew who she was.
“I knew it!” said a girl behind Ves, “She is that famous child star and musician, isn’t she?”
“Um, do I need to say anything more?” Aine asked Mr. Cromweld.
“That is all, if you like. You may return to stand with the others,” Mr. Cromweld replied.
Aine nodded and did as she was told as Mr. Cromweld called the next name on his list.
“Andy Marcosky.” Andy stepped forward. His brother, Anry, followed close behind him.
“Dude,” said Andy, “it’s me they called, not you,”
“Dude, we’re twins. We might as well introduce each other at the same time like we always do,” Anry said.
“Fine.”
“Hello,” said the twins, “We’re Andy and Anry Marcosky, but you may already know us as the billionaire playboys behind the Tycoon Insane franchise of clothing, sports equipment, electronics, video games, energy drinks and snacks. If you haven’t, you must be pretty damn … IGNORANT!”
The twins laughed obnoxiously. Ves smirked as he looked around at the other children’s unamused faces. He could tell that most of them disliked the twins just as much as he did.
Mr. Cromweld called the next name on the list.
“Brian Calvins.”
There was no response to this name.
“Brian Calvins?” Mr. Cromweld called again, but there was no response again. Mr. Cromweld called the name a third time but none of the children stepped forward.
“Is there a problem?” Jacobius asked Mr. Cromweld.
“I am not sure,” said Mr. Cromweld, looking through the list and at the children. “There are twenty names on the list and twenty children are present, but there’s no response from Brian Calvins.”
“Is there no Brian Calvins amongst you children?” Jacobius asked the children.
The name finally registered in Ves’ mind; he had been busy absentmindedly rummaging through his backpack for his scrapbook the first few times the name was called. He stepped forward toward Jacobius and Mr. Cromweld.
“Are you Brian Calvins?” Jacobius inquired.
“Oh … no,” said Ves shaking his head.
He opened his scrapbook and pulled out the letter that Miss Twisty had written explaining why he had come in Brian’s place and handed it to Jacobius. Jacobius opened the envelope, pulled the letter out and quickly read.
“Oh, I see,” he said nodding in understanding. Jacobius leaned in toward Mr. Cromweld and whispered the details of the letter in his ear. Mr. Cromweld’s eyes widened for a second but then he nodded with a frown, crossing Brian’s name out from the list and replacing it with Ves’.
“Please, kindly introduce yourself to your friends,” Jacobius told Ves.
“Oh, okay,” said Ves.
Furrowing his brows uncomfortably, Ves stepped forward and turned to face the other children. He attempted to make his expression as pleasant as he could.
“Greetings in the name of the Great Lord Elohim,” Ves said, reciting how he’d been taught to greet others at the orphanage. “My name is Ves … Ves Asirin. I am 11 and I’m from Orem Church Orphanage … I can’t remember too well but I think that’s somewhere in Muleya City ... in Enger Country or whatever.”
Some of the children laughed at this. Ves, not thinking of anything else to say, bowed his head and went to stand by the other children.
Mr. Cromweld proceeded to call the other children’s names on the list. Ves made quick sketches of their faces to remember them; he would be spending the next weeks at the Tower with them after all.
Next on the list was a slightly plump English girl named Edilynn Hudnall, who was 14 years old. Then there was Jayden Wilks, an 11-year-old like Ves, who was a mathematical genius and was currently majoring in engineering at some famous university in the continent of Bradil; Ves couldn’t pronounce it.
Jerod Smeth was a Black 13-year-old boy who wore a beanie that covered one of his eyes; he was from the UAS. Ken Suzaku was an Asian 17-year-old from Nihon. Laurie Merks was a 17-year-old French girl. Lin Xing was a 16-year-old Chinese girl whose brother was a millionaire salesman. Lorenzo Estevez was Latin, 16, and also came from a wealthy family that sold a famous brand of wine. Mandy Hudges was a 16-year-old girl from the Caribbean Islands near Bradil; Ves couldn’t tell if she was Black or White. Marc Fletchers was an overweight but cool looking 17-year-old who spoke in a southern Atlantic accent. Muranda Patel was a 14-year-old boy from Endia, which was the capital of the Opus Empra.
Natalie Blakes was a black 14-year-old girl who was already long-time friends with Shayne Jansen, another Black girl who was 15. Tammi Eriks was a cute 12-year-old girl from the continent of Etrik. She was also Black, but the one thing that made her very distinct from the other Black girls were her stunningly blue and glowing eyes; she was the first High-spirited person Ves had ever seen … and she held his attention a bit longer than the other children did.
Next after her was Tobias McFarlane, a handsome 16-year-old boy who was the older brother of Trudy McFarlane, a bratty and tomboyish 13-year-old girl. The last of the children to be called from the list was Vikey Trishire, a very pretty and vivacious 12-year-old English girl with really long, brown hair that ran down her shoulders and back. Something in her tone of speech strongly reminded Ves of both Wender and Milly, and the fact that she’d been throwing Ves quick and curious glances since the time he’d introduced himself did not improve his impression of her.
Ves realised something somewhat disappointing as he looked around at the other children. The dark teenage girl from the airport in Muleya was not amongst them as he’d hoped she’d be. Honestly, Ves was quite surprised at himself that someone—a stranger he’d seen only in passing—could hold his interest for this long …
“Now that we are all well acquainted with each other, please allow me to give you a tour of the Tower,” Jacobius said to the children. “Please, follow me.”
The children followed Jacobius inside the Tower through its large black doors to an impressively decorated atrium.
“The Tower of Parlen Min was built in 1835 as a gift from the first emperor of the Opus Empra to Morbilius Abanon Sidler of the House of Trent, his wife Beltry Amelia Lianor and their children Elfan, Mocto and Iku. The Tower was designed by Elardor Reed, a famous 19th century architect,” Jacobius explained. “The building itself is actually not one tower but three separate towers joined together to make one whole building, resulting in three wings for each floor: a left wing, a middle wing, and a right wing.
“The Tower has 25 floors and over 300 rooms. Because of its vastness, I cannot show you all the rooms. I will, however, show you some of the most important rooms and some of my favourite places here. Please follow me to the elevators.”
Jacobius took the children all the way up to the 25th floor. He told them that the very top was the best place to start. First, he took them to his personal study, which was where he designed most of his inventions, studied large volumes of world history, and listened to new-age ambient music. Next he took them down to the armoury on the 18th floor, which was a large hall filled with many suites of armour, ancient weapons, and other artefacts of ancient warfare. It was for this reason that the armoury was forbidden and could only be toured with the escort of a Tower caretaker or guard.
Next, they went down to the infirmary on the 16th floor, which Jacobius told the children was perhaps the most important place in the Tower next to the dining hall. He told the children to note this room in case they were injured or fell ill. After that, they went to the library on the 14th floor, which was just as large as the armoury with many tall bookshelves filled with books on just about every topic in the world—another place Jacobius told them to note. They went down to the 10th floor to visit Jacobius’ labs, where numerous men and women in lab coats were busy putting together prototypes of inventions based on his designs. Because of the sensitivity of the work done in the labs, the whole floor was restricted.
They went down several more floors to the 3rd , which was where the dining hall was and whose massive table, which could seat more than a hundred people, was being set. Jacobius took them down to the kitchens on the ground floor, headed by Kerr Samson, a jovial looking and slightly overweight man. The cooks were currently preparing a welcome feast for the children.
Jacobius took the children out to the back of the Tower to show them the observatory; at the entrance stood two lifelike statues riding in chariots drawn by furious looking horses; they were, Jacobius explained, the ancient Greek sun and moon gods. Inside the observatory was one of Jacobius’ most prized possessions: a massive astrological telescope that he said had cost him his very first, hard-earned million dollars. He then showed them the Tower’s warehouse, a structure that housed many of its supplies and other useful things. It had been constructed recently for the Tower caretakers that hated making trips to the vast underground basement, where finding anything was like a treasure hunt.
As they walked the vast green lawns of the grounds, Jacobius pointed to his private airport, which was just over the Tower yard’s right wall. He also pointed out the lighthouse, which stood by the beach. Whilst walking the grounds, the children were also introduced to the Wunder Knights, four life-like and armoured statues that were posted around the Tower. Ves didn’t like the statues; like the ones outside the observatory, they really did look like they could spring to life at any time. As they were walking away from one of them, Ves could have sworn it had been staring at him.
After showing them the gardens, the green house and the cloister, Jacobius took the children back inside the Tower.
“I saved the best for last,” he said, pointing ahead of him at the end of the ground floor’s right wing. “This is Beltry’s Way.”
“Whoa!” Marc Fletchers exclaimed.
Beltry’s Way was a series of numerous staircases of all kinds of designs and makes—stone, marble, wood, steel, silver, gold and glass—spiralling and intertwining all the way up the Tower to the very top of a distant skylight ceiling. Ves gaped at it in awe ... it was absolutely fantastic.
“Beltry’s Way is perhaps the most distinct and impressive feature of the Tower of Parlen Min. It is a grand maze of the most intricate and mathematical design, modelled after a unique DNA strand found only in members of the Trent family, who are descendants of Beltry,” Jacobius told the speechless children. “And I must warn you, though it can be used as a way to go up the Tower’s floors and is the only way to reach the rooftops, it was never designed for such purposes. It was only meant to be seen as a work of art.
“Some of the staircases are even more ancient than the Tower itself, brought here from long lost medieval castles, Aegyptian pyramids, Etrikan and Esian Temples … some of them may easily break if treaded on. Countless many have been gravely injured on Beltry’s Way. One great man even fell to his own death. That is why I must stress the importance above all other restrictions of avoiding it.
“However, like I said, it is a work of art. Please feel free to look at it and admire it from various angles on the Tower floors. I myself am still fascinated by it and have been since I was a child. It really is one of the greatest wonders of the world and I’m not just boasting. By the way, did I mention that I am a world-famous billionaire inventor?”
The children laughed. Jacobius scratched his head with a silly grin on his face.
“Well, that concludes the tour but really, do feel free to explore the Tower on your own and treat it as if it were your home away from home. An Entire floor has been prepared just for you. Please follow Mr. Cromweld. He will take you there.”
At the mention of his name, Mr. Cromweld appeared almost out of nowhere, stood at Jacobius’ side, and bowed.
“Unfortunately, that is all the time I have for you today,” Jacobius said. “I will see you tomorrow to give you a personal tour of Meden. Until then …”
Jacobius bowed his head and then left, flanked by two guards that had come with Mr. Cromweld.
“Please follow me,” Mr. Cromweld told the children.
He led them back toward the elevators and took them up to the 8th floor. As soon as they stepped out of the elevators, the children were yet again wowed at what they saw.
The entire floor was built for nothing but leisure and recreation. The first part of it was an open area filled with many video game arcade machines, pool tables, air hockey tables, and shelves filled with all sorts of board games and puzzles. Further down one hallway were several other rooms that included a gym, an in-house cinema, indoor swimming pool, a sauna and a lounge. There were four massive bedrooms on the floor: two for the boys and two for the girls. The bathrooms, restrooms and laundry rooms were at the far end of the floor.
Whilst the other children were marvelling at the eighth floor, Ves went into the boys’ second bedroom, which had five large and luxuriously comfortable beds. He picked the bed at the end of the room and dragged along his duffle bag from the pile of some of the other boys’ suitcases, bags and belongings, and slid it under his bed. Then he sat down to finish some of the sketches he’d started but hadn’t finished whilst on tour around the Tower.
Half an hour later, Ves entered the lounge—a large room with three wide 3-dimensional flat-screen TVs on the walls, several chairs, sofas and couches, a table with a snack basket and two refrigerators filled with various soft drinks, energy drinks and other beverages. Some of the children were already seated there.
Vikey Trishire was seated with Aine Jullies and Trudy McFarlane on a sofa.
“Oh, I just turned 12. I was thrown a really grand party just before coming here,” Vikey said in a show-off tone.
“Good for you,” Aine said.
“12 is okay, but it’s not like 13,” Trudy said.
“Yeah, nothing like 13,” Aine added.
“Still … I reckon I’m old enough to try out that love stuff now,” Vikey said.
“Yeah? Seen anyone you like here?” Vikey was just about to reply but when Ves walked past them. She broke off and slowly went pink around the cheeks.
“Ooooh,” Aine and Trudy said, exchanging looks and giggling.
“Oh, shut up,” Vikey laughed, trying to hide her cheeks with her hands.
“See her?” Marc Fletchers said to Muranda Patel in a hushed voice. “I’ll bet you anything she’s a … a, you know … a witch.”
He was talking about Tammi Eriks, who was seated alone on a couch.
“No way,” Muranda said.
“Come on! She’s got the ‘eyes’, hasn’t she?” Marc said.
“That only means she’s High-spirited.”
“But you know what they say about the ones with the blue eyes. I’m telling you, she probably knows some Wicca.”
“Nah, she’s too young.”
Ves turned to look at Tammi. She seemed rather nervous and overwhelmed, muttering soundless words in her native language. She wasn’t the only one by herself. Jerod Smeth stood by the window looking out and Jayden Wilks sat in an armchair reading a large volume on engineering.
Ves went to the table with the snack basket and grabbed a handful of chocolate cubes.
“Hey,” Marc called to him. “Ves, right?”
“Yeah,” Ves replied.
“Why don’t you give some of those chocolates to Tammi?” Marc said.
“Hey, what are you doing?” Muranda asked him.
“You know what they say what about witches and chocolate. They say they’re allergic to it or something,” Marc whispered to Muranda. “We can easily find out if Tammi’s a witch or not.”
“I think that’s a bad idea. Don’t do it, Ves.”
“Don’t listen to him, he’s a spoilsport. Go on then.”
Ves shrugged, slowly approached Tammi, and held out his hand at her. She looked up at him with her piercing blue eyes, which he tried not to look at.
“Um, would you like some chocolate?” Ves said awkwardly.
Tammi hesitated for a second and then slowly took one of the chocolates in Ves’ hands.
“Thank you,” Tammi said with a weak smile.
She muttered something under her breath and then ate the chocolate.
Ves gave her a little nod and then turned to leave the lounge.
“She ate the chocolate,” Muranda whispered to Marc. “Looks like you’re wrong about her.”
“Yeah but she muttered something right before she ate it,” Marc whispered back. “It could have been a spell to nullify the effects of the chocolate.”
“Nah, forget it. Now you’re over-thinking it. She ate the chocolate.”
“Looks like you’ve got competition, Vikey,” Trudy giggled, looking at Tammi who was staring after Ves as he was leaving the room.
“You think he likes her?” Vikey asked worriedly.
“He just gave her chocolate. Who knows?” Aine said.
The children went down to the 3rd floor to the dining hall. The long table was now filled with dishes of mouth-watering food. Roast pork, roast beef, chicken, pork chops, lamb chops, fish, potatoes, rice, puddings and deserts that included ice cream sundaes and banana splits, yoghurts of various flavours, jelly, puddings and many other foreign foods that Ves had never seen or heard of before filled the table.
The children were quick to take their seats. Ves served himself some potatoes, pork chops and peas and after a second helping of the potatoes, he left without having any of the deserts. He’d wanted to but his head had started to sting again.
When he entered the hallway, he realised that he had forgotten the way back to elevators. Being of a stubborn nature, he didn’t go back into the dining hall to ask for directions; he instead decided to find his way on his own. He regretted this decision a few minutes later as he went down three or four hallways without coming across the elevators, and now he couldn’t even remember his way back to the dining hall.
Fortunately, as he made a turn down another hallway, he heard the familiar drawl of a voice that belonged to Lercia Cromweld coming from one of the rooms. Ves sighed with relief and went toward the room, but as he peeked through the slightly open door of the room, he saw Mr. Cromweld standing by the windows, looking out and talking on a telephone. Ves decided to wait until Mr. Cromweld was done with his call.
“Its good to hear that you’ve arrived, dear,” Mr. Cromweld said, “Though I must tell you again I do not agree with your choice of residence. Lonely Cottage is an abandoned shack in the woods; it is no place for a person of nobility like you. Why couldn’t you just stay at a lodge in Meden Dale … or better yet here in the Tower itself? … Ah, yes, stubborn as always. I must warn you—or rather remind you—that the wolves will be returning to Meden any day now and Meyr Woods will not be a safe place for any man.
“…Yes, all the children have arrived. But … I should let you know that there’s been a sort of mix up, or rather a swap. The Orem Church Orphanage administration has sent another child in the place of Brian Calvins. They said that Brian was too undisciplined and felt that his behaviour would not be appropriate for the other children … You sound upset. Are you alright? … The other child? His name is Ves Asirin, a small and frail little thing; they say he’s got some sort of spectrum disorder, some sort of memory problem he was born with.”
Ves frowned angrily as Mr. Cromweld said those last words.
“I’ll be coming to see you a bit later in the night,” Mr. Cromweld said. “Yes, I’ll be bringing you some dinner. You must be starving—”
“Hey,” called a voice behind Ves.
He turned around to see Aine, Trudy, and Vikey coming toward him.
“Ves, right?” Trudy asked.
“Yeah,” Ves replied.
“What are you doing here?” Aine asked him.
Ves slowly moved away from the door of the room Mr. Cromweld was in.
“I’m sort of lost. I can’t find my way back to the elevators,” Ves said truthfully.
“Oh … they’re this way. Follow us,” Vikey said.
Ves nodded and followed the girls.
Moments later, Ves entered the boys’ second bedroom, which he would be sharing with Marc, Muranda, Jayden and Jerod. He changed out of his clothes and into his pyjamas and slipped into the silky sheets of his bed.
What a curious conversation Mr. Cromweld had been having with his caller. He hadn’t particularly liked being mentioned in it but he wondered why Mr. Cromweld had been telling the caller about the children’s arrival and why the caller had been upset to hear that Ves had replaced Brian. Anyway, he thought, it didn’t really matter, not now when he was so full and exhausted and eager to fall asleep so that he could wake the next morning fully refreshed and ready to see more of the wonders that the Tower had in store. He could already imagine himself exploring the Tower’s many rooms with his pencil and scrapbook in hand. He smiled and admitted to himself, and secretly to Milly as well, that he was glad that he’d come to the Tower of Parlen Min.
Chapter 4
Glorious Events
Ves woke up the next morning to the sound of rushing footsteps and excited laughter. He sat up in bed without a clue of where he was or how he had gotten there. He rubbed his eyes and looked around at the unfamiliar faces of the four boys who were either jumping out of bed, changing out of their pyjamas into clothes or running out of the room with toothbrushes in their mouths, and also at the room he was in. He wasn’t in the dormitory at Orem Church Orphanage.
Instinct, or rather mustered habit, told him to reach under his pillow for his scrapbook. After quickly browsing through it for a few minutes, he was reminded of where he was. He smiled, got out of bed, and changed out of his pyjamas as well.
“Look outside the window,” Marc Fletchers
old him. He did as he was told and as he looked down to the grounds of the Tower, he saw seven multi-coloured hot air balloons being set up by some of the Tower’s caretakers. Three of them were ready to go.
“…Wow,” Ves said.
“Are those for us?” Jayden Wilks asked.
“Of course,” Marc said.
Ten minutes later, all the children were having a very hurried breakfast, talking excitedly about the hot air balloons. They were more than thrilled when Mr. Cromweld came to fetch them and led them to the grounds. Jacobius Trent was waiting there for them, dressed in more casual clothes.
“Good morning to you all,” he greeted the children.
“Good morning, Mr. Trent,” they all replied.
“Welcome to the first glorious event of your stay at Parlen Min: an aerial tour of Meden District. Are you all ready?”
“Yes!” said the children, cheering excitedly.
“Very well. Please board the balloons’ baskets in groups of three.”
The children eagerly and quickly did as they were told.
“Ah, good morning, Mr. Asirin,” he greeted Ves.
“Good morning,” Ves replied.
“Will you join me?” Jacobius said gesturing at the hot air balloon behind him. Ves nodded and followed him into the balloon’s basket. Jerod Smeth and Tammi Eriks joined them.
“Right! Let’s get this show on the road,” Jacobius said, “or rather, in the air.”
One by one, the seven hot air balloons—piloted by Jacobius and his men separately—rose up into the sky. Jacobius’ balloon led the others over Meyr Woods and so began the tour. Ves sat down next to Jerod, who looked just as uncomfortable as he did; worriedly looking down at the ground they’d just left. Tammi, however looked quite cheerful standing next to Jacobius. She seemed to like the wind blowing through her hair.
“Look over there,” said Jacobius, pointing up ahead at a distant building structure that vaguely resembled the Tower. “That is Aletrex Castle … a medieval masterpiece. We’ll be visiting it someday soon.”
Ves looked down at the towers and turrets of the castle as they passed over it. It didn’t look quite as grand as the Tower but seemed interesting enough.
“And out over there to the east, see that?” said Jacobius as he pointed to a large circular opening in the woods a mile or so away from Aletrex Castle. “Those are the Grounds of Wendsil. A great festival is held there once every year. We shall be going there in a week’s time; it’ll be great fun for everyone.”
A distance over the grounds of Wendsil was a large river, which they flew over and followed downstream to a massive waterfall.
“That is called The Fall Over Wendsil Lake! Isn’t it grand and amazing?” he yelled over the noise of the water crushing against the rapids.
“It’s beautiful!” Tammi laughed.
Ves didn’t like it. He felt as though he would fall from the balloon into the raging water and be swallowed into the depths of the lake. He looked at Jerod and judging by the expression on his face, he must have been thinking the same.
The two boys were more than relieved when the balloons headed away from the waterfall and further east over some hills where the woods thinned out into a valley that was populated by large herds of red deer.
“That is called The Hold of Brihm,” said Jacobius, gesturing at a large, landmark rock formation in the centre of the valley that looked like the closed fist of a giant or colossus.
Further over the valley was a vast ragged and snow-covered mountain range. The tallest of the peaks was called Mount Enim. They flew under its foreboding shadow and around it back to the valley where they picked up the trail of the river which led them toward the sea. They flew along the shoreline heading back toward the Tower. They moved slowly back toward the land and below them Ves could see a small town.
“That is Meden Dale,” Jacobius told them. “It’s a very traditional folk town. We shall be visiting it as well.”
They flew away from the town and back over Meyr Wood. Ves could see the Tower again in the distance. Then something happened that tore Ves’ gaze away from it. A numbness and dizzying feeling swept over his body, a feeling much like the one he experienced when his memory was about to fade … and for a moment, he went completely deaf. Then suddenly, and only for a split second, his mind was filled with many whispers … whispers in a language that he did not understand … and when they were gone and his senses had returned to normal, he heard a loud and thunderous roar rip across the sky, making a multitude of birds fly out of the woods.
“Ah …” said Jacobius in a dull tone, “it seems the Canids are back.”
“Canids?” said Tammi, looking half-astonished and half-afraid. “There are … Canids in Meden?”
“Yes. They come here every time this year from the Serbian woods for the fall and winter seasons,” Jacobius explained.
Ves didn’t understand a thing of what they were talking about. What were Canids?
“And look, they’re on their march,” said Jacobius, motioning toward the woods.
Ves slowly stood up and looked down from the balloon at the trees below. They were blowing menacingly as if caught in a terrible wind. But Ves couldn’t see the Canids that he guessed were some sort of beasts. Then he heard the sound of many echoing howls followed by loud rhythmic barks and thuds that did sound like marching.
“The woods won’t be safe for awhile now,” Jacobius said, “but we shouldn’t worry. The Canids don’t leave their part of the woods and venture onto man’s parts; it is against their creed.”
When Ves looked away from the woods, he realised that they were nearly back at the Tower. Only moments later, all seven hot air balloons landed on the grounds of Parlen Min.
One of Jacobius’ Tower caretakers stepped out of a balloon carrying Vikey Trishire in his arms and was followed by Aine Jullies and Trudy McFarlane. Vikey looked very pale and was halfway in between consciousness and unconsciousness.
“Sebastian, what happened to Miss Trishire?” Jacobius asked worriedly.
“She fell sick as we were flying. I don’t think she likes the high air, sir,” Sebastian said, laying Vikey down on the ground.
Vikey sat up slowly, breathing hard and fast, looking as though she’d faint at any moment.
“Are you alright, Miss Trishire?” Jacobius asked her.
Vikey opened her mouth to speak but upon spotting Ves standing next to Jerod and Marc, her cheeks became pink and an expression of shame spread across her face.
“… I – I’m fine, thanks,” she said, standing up.
Her face became very pale again and she fell to her knees and vomited.
“Eew, Vikey…” said Aine, making a disgusted face.
“Sebastian, please take Miss Trishire to the infirmary and have Nurse Jenna look at her,” said Jacobius.
Sebastian nodded, helped Vikey up, and carried her away.
“For the rest of us, lunch should be ready in the gardens,” he said, beckoning at the eagerly hungry children.
In the gardens, a long table had been set up and covered with steaming dishes of food. The children quickly sat down and began to serve themselves. Jacobius himself sat at the head of the table and conversed with Mandy Hudges and Edilynn Hudnall whilst serving them. Marc and Muranda sat down on either side of Tammi and began talking about Wicca in loud voices. Tammi looked really uncomfortable and when she picked up a glass of juice, it broke in her hands. She was, however, rescued by Natalie Blakes, who told off Marc and Muranda and asked Tammi to join her and Shayne. Ves sat in between Tobias McFarlane and Jayden Wilks. Unlike all the other children, he wasn’t too hungry. As he slowly served himself, he turned to Jayden and asked, “What are Canids?”
Jayden turned to look at him and smirked.
“You don’t know?” he said.
Ves shook his head.
“Are you serious?” Jayden laughed.
“They’re wolves,” Tobias interrupted in his deep and resonant voice.
“Wolves?” Ves asked him.
“They’re carnivorous creatures that are sort of like dogs or jackals, only a lot larger.”
“The average adult wolf weighs about 300 pounds and stands at a height of about 8 to 10 feet,” Jayden said. “Oh, and they’re bloody fast. Did you see the blowing trees earlier? An average wolf can run at an approximate speed of 70 miles an hour.”
“Wolves usually travel and live in packs of over 100. The pack leader is known as the Zagnol, which means ‘great alpha-male.’ He’s the largest and the strongest of the pack,” Tobias told Ves. “Warrior wolves, characterized by their jet black fur, can stand and walk on two legs like men and can even carry weapons such as clubs and axes.”
“They are very intelligent creatures,” Jayden added as he was finishing his desert. “The ways in which the wolves learn and communicate stretch the definition of animal capabilities.”
“That’s because they’re not exactly animals. They’re sentient, aren’t they? … Self-aware like us humans.”
“How do they – what’s the word – communicate?” Ves asked.
“Well, there’s quite a lot of speculation on that matter,” Tobias replied. “Some people think that wolves use telepathy.”
“Telepathy? What’s that?”
“The power to communicate by using only your mind. It’s never been scientifically proven though,” Jayden said.
“… It’s not telepathy,” said Jerod who sat across the table from Ves, speaking for the first time since he’d introduced himself on the day of their arrival. “Wolves communicate using Kapriseik.”
“Kapriseik?” Jayden laughed. “Oh, brother.”
Ves didn’t like or care what Jayden had to say about anything. Ves disliked him more and more every time he spoke. He turned to Jerod and asked him:
“What is Kapari … kapari-seik?”
“Kapriseik. It’s the language all of mankind spoke before the Tower of Babel fell. It’s the language that is now only spoken by the four sentient beasts, the wolves included. It is basically Angel language,” Jerod explained.
“That language is just a myth. There is no historical record of it anywhere else but in the Bible, where it is passively mentioned or mistranslated,” Jayden said.
“Kapriseik isn’t a myth,” said Marc, who joined the conversation as he was passing by Jerod, having finished his lunch, “and many High-spirited people have testified to hearing the wolf dialect of Kapriseik.”
“And what does this wolf language sound like?” Ves asked him.
“Something like whispers.”
Ves’ eyes widened.
“... Whispers?” he repeated.
“Don’t listen to them, Ves. There’s no such thing as a wolf language,” Jayden said as he was standing to leave the table.
Tobias shrugged and left, going to talk to his sister Trudy. Jerod also left the table as did many of the other children and Jacobius also, as some of the Tower caretakers began to clear off the table. Ves looked down at his own plate and realised that he hadn’t eaten anything, but he stood up and left with the others.
“Kapriseik is real, Ves,” said Marc as they climbed the steps to the entrance of the Tower. “In fact, I know someone, a special someone, who might even know the language.”
“Who?” Ves asked.
“Her,” Marc said, pointing at Tammi as she was going through the Tower doors with Natalie and Shayne.
That’s right, Ves, thought. Tammi was a High-spirited person. If Marc was right about her knowing the language, then that would mean that she had heard those whispers too. But how had he heard them? He was certain that he hadn’t imagined hearing those whispers … he was certain.
****
Ves had woken up early the next day and was seated in the lounge sketching in his scrapbook. The only other person in the room was Jayden, who was seated in an armchair by the window with the book on engineering in his hand. He was staring at Ves with an amused sort of expression on his face that Ves didn’t like at all. Ves quickly looked through his scrapbook for a sketch of Jayden; he found it on a page where he’d sketched the other boys in the second bedroom and was just about to draw a zigzag symbol under it when Marc came into the room dressed in strange. white clothes and carrying a black, meshed mask in his hand.
“Hey guys, check me out,” Marc said excitedly.
“Is that fencing gear?” Jayden asked.
“Yeah!”
“Whoa, where’d you get it?”
“Mr. Cromweld came into our room awhile ago and handed them to us. Yours and Ves’ are waiting for you on your beds.”
“Wicked!”
Jayden leaped out of the armchair and dashed out of the room. Ves quickly followed after him. When they entered their bedroom, they found Muranda and Jerod putting on their fencing clothes. Ves spotted his own set on his bed. He placed his scrapbook down, lifted his own meshed mask, and examined it.
“What is this for any way?” said Muranda staring at his own mask.
“It’s a fencing mask. Honestly, haven’t you ever heard of fencing?” Jayden said as he hurriedly changed into his set of white clothes.
“What is fencing?” Muranda asked.
“Fencing is the art of attack and defence with a sword. Of course, modern fencing is a recreational and competitive sport, but its rules and techniques are derived from those originally developed for efficient swordplay in duelling.”
“Oh, thanks. We really wanted to hear the text book explanation,” Marc said sarcastically.
“So, where are the swords?” Muranda asked.
“Why don’t we go down and find out?” Marc said.
Ves was the last to put on his fencing gear, which included a long, white-sleeved shirt, white pants, white trainers, a pair of gloves and the meshed mask. He noticed the letters ‘VA’ embroidered on the left side of his shirt—his initials. The other boys had their initials on their shirts as well.
When Ves left the bedroom and entered the hallway, he saw that the other boys from the first bedroom—Andy, Anry, Ken, Lorenzo and Tobias—were already dressed in fencing gear. The Marcoskys were actually fighting over the initials on their shirts.
“Dude, I wanted to be AM1!” Andy said.
“Just deal with it. There’s no way I’m trading for AM2,” Anry laughed.
The girls came out of their rooms but unlike the boys, they weren’t wearing any fencing gear. They instead wore white lab coats over green overalls with brown padded gloves.
“Aww, looks like the girls aren’t going fencing with us,” Andy said in a fake whiny voice.
“What? You guys are going fencing? That’s not fair,” said Trudy. Some of the other girls seemed to agree with her.
“What are you girls doing?” Marc asked.
“Flowering or gardening, I think,” said Vikey, absentmindedly eyeing Ves trying to put on his white gloves. He’d swapped his right glove and his left and Jayden was laughing at him.
Mr. Cromweld arrived on the eighth floor with a young, dark-haired, and plump woman who was dressed just like the girls.
“Good morning, children,” Mr. Cromweld greeted them.
“Good morning, Mr. Cromweld,” the children replied.
“I see you are all dressed and ready. That is good. Master Trent has some fun and insightful activities planned out for you today. The boys will follow me to the grounds to begin their fencing lessons and the girls will follow Miss Emally Gren here to the greenhouse for their gardening lessons. But first, breakfast.”
Like the previous morning, the children hurriedly ate their breakfast, running out of the dining hall with toast and cupcakes in their hands.
When the boys got to the grounds, they saw two men both dressed in fencing gear standing opposite each other on a white strip approximately 3 metres long. As the boys came to stand before the strip, the two men bowed to each other and picked up two thin swords from the strip’s floor.
“On your guard,” said one of the men.
The two men aimed their swords at each other and suddenly attacked. The first man thrust his sword at the second man’s chest, who in turn blocked and counterattacked, aiming his sword at the first man’s torso. The first man leaned and skipped back to avoid being hit and then swung his sword at the second man’s neck, who ducked just in time to avoid the strike. The two men crossed swords and then jumped back from each other and stopped. Both men bowed to each other again and then took off their masks.
“Still in your prime, Philippe,” said the first man, who was Jacobius Trent.
“Thank you, Jacobius, but I still have not outmatched you,” said the second man, who had long blonde hair and a cool looking goatee.
“…That was awesome,” said Marc.
The other boys agreed with him. Even Ves was getting excited now that he’d seen what fencing was.
“Good morning boys and welcome to your first fencing lesson,” said Jacobius.
“Good morning, Mr. Trent,” the boys said.
“This is Philippe Estrada,” said Jacobius, introducing the other man. “He is Machus Ina’s reigning fencing champion and is a former world champion. He will be assisting me in instructing you.”
The boys greeted Philippe and he bowed politely to them.
“We will both pick five of you to instruct and after an hour or so, we will pit pairs of you against each other to duel,” Jacobius explained.
The boys cheered.
“Well then, Philippe, go ahead and pick your team first,” Jacobius said.
“Very well,” Philippe said.
For his team, Philippe picked Anry, Jayden, Jerod, Lorenzo and Marc. “We shall call ourselves the Timber-Wolves,” Philippe told them.
“Cool!” said Marc and Anry at the same time.
Jacobius was left with Andy, Ken, Muranda, Tobias and Ves.
“We shall call ourselves the Twi-Hawks then,” Jacobius said.
The boys nodded in agreement.
The two teams went a distance away from the strip in opposite directions. Jacobius led his team to a spot where five thin swords, similar but unlike his, lay on the grass. Jacobius told the boys to each pick one.
“Three kinds of swords are used in modern fencing: the Foil, the Epee and the Sabre,” Jacobius told the children. “The blades of these swords are made of tempered steel, and each has a maximum length of 89 centimetres and weighs about 500 to 700 grams. The blade in my hand is an Epee but the ones that each of you is holding are Foils.”
The five boys paid Jacobius the utmost attention; even Andy Macorsky didn’t dare miss a word.
“Developed originally as a practice and sporting weapon, the Foil is used generally to teach beginning fencers, like yourselves. Touches or points are scored by hitting the opponent with the blunted point of the blade.”
“What about the Epee, sir?” Tobias asked.
“The Epee is descended from the French small sword. As like the Foil, it is a thrusting weapon but has a larger bell, or hand guard, and is heavier and more rigid in construction.”
Ves momentarily looked over his shoulder at the other team nearby and saw Jayden and Philippe having a slow duel.
“Mr. Asirin?” Jacobius called.
“Yes, sir?” said Ves, turning back to face Jacobius.
“Will you come and help me demonstrate the basic actions of fencing?”
“Yes, sir,”
“Good. You may leave your mask and Foil where you are.”
Ves nodded, placed his mask and foil on the ground, and then approached Jacobius. Jacobius told Ves to stand at his side and was given the Epee.
“Tactics vary among the three weapons, but certain fundamental techniques are common to all. Motions of attack and defence are initiated from the basic ‘on-guard’ position … like so, Mr. Asirin,”
Jacobius said. He made Ves crouch slightly with his knees flexed, his rear arm, the left, crooked upward and the sword arm, the right, partially extended toward where the opponent would be positioned.
“The basic attacking action is the lunge, executed by stabbing with the sword arm at the target and thrusting forward on the front leg,” Jacobius explained. “If you will, Mr. Asirin.”
Ves nodded and slowly thrust the sword forward at an invisible foe.
“Good, very good,” Jacobius told him. “Now, if the attack is successful, a touch is scored on a valid target area. In Foil fencing, only touches on the torso are counted. However, in Epee competitions, a hit above an imaginary line called the saddle line is counted … across the top of the hips, torso, arms, and the head. Are you with me so far?”
“Yes, sir” the boys replied.
“Good,” said Jacobius, and then continued explaining. “A movement of the blade designed to block an attack is called a parry. Each parry is designed to protect a different part of the body. A riposte is the return thrust made immediately following a parry.
“The fencer who takes the offensive can use several different kinds of attacks to circumvent various parries used by his opponent. A simple attack is made with one motion: a cut or a thrust depending on the opportunity presented.
“And that’s enough of my boring explanations for now. Time for some practice.”
“Yeah!” said the boys excitedly.
“Please put on your masks and pair up.”
The boys did as they were told. Andy paired up with Ken, Muranda with Tobias and of course, Ves with Jacobius. Jacobius showed the boys several more basic movements and how to execute some simple and successful attacks. He then taught them the eight kinds of parries that were designated by old French ordinal numbers; prime, seconde, tierce, quarte, sixte, septime and Octave, which Ves obviously had trouble remembering. Jacobius also showed them a few counter attacks.
“Very good. But do not be too repetitive in your attacks. Mix up your pitches to catch your opponent off-guard and surprise him,” he told them as the boys duelled each other.
Ves hardly landed one hit on Jacobius; all of his attacks were easily parried and countered.
“You’re a bit too slow, Mr. Asirin,” he told Ves. “A little speed helps in winning but faster and more powerful movements are also good for intimidation … Again, please?”
Ves nodded and took up the on-guard pose again.
“Jacobius,” called Philippe, “how long do you intend to keep us waiting? The Timber-wolves grow impatient.”
“Yeah!” the Timber-Wolves yelled.
“Give us a few more minutes, will you boys? We’re almost ready,” Jacobius said.
“Boo hoo, the Twi-Hawks are afraid of us,” Marc laughed.
“They should be; we’re totally going to kick their butts,” said Anry.
“Why don’t you come here and say that to our faces,” said Andy angrily.
“You sure you won’t run away?”
“No way, not to a bunch of pups!”
“Yeah? Step up then! Don’t keep us waiting.”
Andy marched off toward the white strip. Ken and Tobias followed after him.
“Boys?” Jacobius called after them.
“Forget it, sir,” said Muranda walking off as well. “We’re ready.”
Jacobius sighed. He and Ves also made their way to the white strip.
“As agreed earlier, we’re going to have a competition: Timber-Wolves versus Twi-Hawks. Two members from each team will face off, the winner taking a point for his team,” said Philippe as both teams stood on either side of the strip. “Let’s begin. Anry, please step forward onto the strip.”
Anry did as he was told, his fellow Timber-Wolves cheering for him along the way. Before Jacobius could even choose a fencer from his team, Andy stepped forward onto the strip to face his brother.
“I’ve got this,” he said confidently.
“Please, bow to each other in respect,” Philippe said to the twins.
Instead of bowing, the boys walked toward each other and butted heads. The other boys laughed and cheered ecstatically.
“Very well, the first fencer to score 2 touches wins a bout or duel,” Philippe said.
“Get ready …”
The twins nodded, putting their masks on and assuming the on-guard position.
“Begin!”
Without a second to lose, Anry lunged forward at Andy so fast that he had no time to block. The tip of Anry’s foil hit Andy’s waist.
“One touch to Anry,” Philippe announced.
“Yeah!” the Timber-Wolves roared.
“Damn,” Andy said angrily.
“Keep your cool, Mr. Macorsky,” Jacobius told him.
The twins assumed the on-guard position again.
“Begin!” said Philippe.
This time it was Andy that lunged first, but Anry stepped back and parried the attack; then he quickly lunged and hit Andy at the side of his left hip.
“That’s another hit for Anry, making it 2 touches. Timber-Wolves take the lead,” Philippe said.
The Timber-Wolves celebrated noisily and hugged Anry. Andy angrily walked off the strip.
“Dunno why they’re so happy. We only just started,” he mumbled.
Next, Muranda and Jerod took to the strip, bowed and assumed the on-guard position.
“Begin,” Philippe told them.
Muranda thrust his blade forward but Jerod calmly evaded him and performed a riposte, which got Muranda and recorded another touch for the Timber-Wolves. Only a few seconds later, Jerod won the bout with a quick lunge, putting the Timber-Wolves ahead by two points to zero.
Tobias and Lorenzo faced each other next and Tobias took the first victory for the Twi-Hawks. Ves was next with Marc. He scored the first touch but Marc won the bout, parrying and counter attacking both of Ves’ next lunges.
“Damn, we’ve already lost haven’t we?” Andy groaned with his head bowed.
The Timber-Wolves were already wearing smug expressions as Jayden and Ken stepped onto the strip for the last bout.
“Prepare yourself,” Jayden said to Ken.
“Begin,” Philippe said.
Ken lunged swiftly and hit Jayden at the right side of his upper torso.
“One touch to Ken,” Philippe said.
“Yeah!” Andy cheered. “Who cares if we lose?! Just make that fool look stupid!”
The Timber-Wolves laughed.
“Hey Jayden,” Anry called. “Get it over with, will you?”
“Right,” Jayden laughed.
The boys assumed the on-guard position once more.
“Begi—”
Before the word had even left Philippe’s mouth, Jayden had already lunged and the tip of his foil was now touching Ken’s waist. Ken hadn’t even moved.
Ves raised his eyebrows.
“Whoa … wait, did I miss something?” Andy said in astonishment.
“Mr. Wilks is fast,” Jacobius remarked.
“On-guard,” Philippe said.
This time everyone was watching intently, not wanting to miss a single action.
“Begin!” Ken instantly parried even though Jayden hadn’t moved.
“Careful,” Jayden laughed.
Ken lunged forward but Jayden evaded the strike. As Ken recoiled, Jayden slowly thrust forward to the left. Ken was ready to parry the attack; however, Jayden then quickly slid to the Ken’s right and hit him at his ribs.
“Whoa!” Marc exclaimed. “Jayden pulled off a feint! Did you see that?”
“What’s a feint?” Ves asked Jacobius.
“It’s a manoeuvre designed to mislead the opponent into parrying in a direction other than that in which the attack finally develops,” Jacobius explained. “For a beginner, Mr. Wilks is really good.”
“And that’s a touch for Jayden. Timber-Wolves win against the Twi-Hawks 4 to 1,” Philippe announced happily.
“YEAAAAAAH!” the Timber-wolves roared.
All five members howled like wolves as they hugged each other and exchanged high fives.
“And that’s it for today, boys,” Jacobius told everyone.
“What? No rematch?” Andy asked.
“There’s always tomorrow, Mr. Macorsky.”
As they were leaving the strip, Ves saw Jayden, Philippe and the other Timber-Wolves having an animated discussion in which he thought he heard his name being mentioned, followed by pompous laughter.
“Jacobius,” Philippe called. “The Timber-Wolves and I have proposition for you and your Twi-Hawks.”
“Let’s hear it then,” Jacobius replied.
“Mr. Wilks would like to challenge one of your boys to a five-point match using the rules that apply in an Epee match. If the boy should beat Mr.Wilks, we Timber-Wolves will hand over the points we gained in the previous matches. However, if the boy loses, the Twi-Hawks will not attend tomorrow’s fencing lessons,” Philippe said.
“Alright,” said Andy excitedly, “we accept your challenge.”
The other Twi-Hawks agreed.
“And which of the Twi-Hawks would Mr. Wilks like to challenge?” Jacobius asked.
Jayden stepped forward with a sneer on his face and said:
“Ves Asirin.”
Everyone turned to look at Ves.
“What do you say, Mr. Asirin?” Jacobius asked. “Will you accept Mr. Wilks’ challenge?”
Ves didn’t say anything. Frankly, he did not want to duel Jayden; he knew wasn’t as good as he was.
“What’s the matter, Ves?” Jayden said. “You’re not scared of me, are you?”
Ves frowned.
“I’ll tell you what. If you do beat me,” Jayden said, “I’ll stop fencing lessons for good and join the girls in gardening lessons.”
The boys laughed. Even Ves couldn’t help but smile.
“Okay then. If you’ll do what you said” he said, “ then I’ll duel you.”
“YEAAAAAAH!” the boys yelled ecstatically as Ves and Jayden made their way back to the white strip.
The girls, whose gardening lessons had just finished, curiously made their way across the grounds to the white strip to see what was happening there. Trudy McFarlane spotted her brother, Tobias, and went to stand by his side with Aine and Vikey.
“Tobi, I thought your fencing lessons were ending the same time as our gardening lessons.” Trudy asked.
“Yeah, we’re just kind of stretching it a bit,” Tobias replied.
“Who’s duelling now?” Vikey asked.
“Jayden Wilks and Ves Asirin,” Tobias told her.
“Oooooh,” Aine and Trudy said, grinning at Vikey.
Ves and Jayden put their masks on, took their spots on the strip, and assumed their on-guard positions. Everyone went silent in anticipation of the match.
“The rules are the same as before,” Philippe said, “only now touches will be scored by hitting any part of the upper body, be it the head, arms or upper torso. The first fencer to score 5 touches wins!”
“Prepare to lose,” Jayden told Ves. Ves didn’t say anything in reply.
“Begin!”
Jayden thrust his foil forward like a whip and hit Ves in the chest before he could even move.
“One touch to Jayden,” Philippe announced.
The Timber-Wolves cheered ecstatically.
“On-guard again,” Philippe told Ves and Jayden.
The boys did as they were told. Ves gripped his foil more tightly and steadied himself.
“Begin!”
Jayden lunged forward with an attack aimed at Ves shoulder but he moved aside in time, beating Jayden’s Foil aside and then hitting him in the stomach.
“One touch Ves,” Philippe called.
“Yes! Go Ves!” Tobias yelled.
Some of the girls cheered for Ves as well.
“Very good, Ves,” Jayden remarked.
As Philippe told them to begin again, Jayden rushed forward at Ves, slowly extending his Foil as he did. Ves raised his to parry but Jayden quickly stopped and lightly tapped his sword on the side of Ves’ raised arm.
“Touch to Jayden!”
The Timber-Wolves cheered and howled.
“Damn, Jayden’s good,” Muranda, commented.
When Philippe told them to begin again, Ves was the first to lunge, fully extending his arm so he’d get Jayden even if he jumped back; but this time Jayden ducked, stepped to Ves’ left side, and struck his shoulder.
“Touch to Jayden! He leads by 3 to 1!” Philippe announced.
Jayden skipped up and down on his toes in excitement. He was beginning to get on Ves’ nerves now.
Philippe didn’t have to tell them to be on guard. Ves was feeling rather impatient in fact; but when Philippe told them to begin, he hesitated as he’d thought Jayden would lunge first. Without another second to lose, he rushed forward fast and lunged. Jayden quickly stepped aside and Ves stumbled passed him.
“Careful,” Jayden laughed.
Jayden swiftly whipped Ves’ back with his Foil, the hit counting as a forth touch; he only needed one more to win.
Ves was now breathing hard and fast in anger. He shook his head. He didn’t want to lose.
“Calm yourself, Mr. Asirin,” Jacobius told him.
“Yeah! Come on, Ves!” Vikey called.
“Yeah, totally kick Jayden’s butt!” Trudy added.
Ves took a deep breath in and out and assumed the on-guard position.
“It’s no use what you do now. I’ve already won,” Jayden sniggered.
“Alright, begin!” Philippe called.
Ves stepped toward Jayden again, slowly extending his Foil.
“What?” Jayden laughed. “Are you trying to pull off a feint? That won’t work on me!”
But it wasn’t a feint and Ves quickly thrust forward and hit Jayden in the chest before he could even parry.
“That’s a touch to Ves!” Philippe said.
“Lucky you,” Jayden told Ves.
Upon Philippe’s call to begin, Jayden lunged fast but Ves parried him and counter-attacked. Jayden leaped back to dodge but Ves dashed forward and struck him on the face of his mask, making him trip and fall backward to the ground.
“That’s another touch to Ves,” Philippe announced to the loud cheering of the Twi-Hawks and the girls.
Jayden was now losing his cool and Ves liked it. Ves only had to score one more touch to tie with him.
“On-guard … and begin!”
Jayden leaped forward and thrust his Foil with such a force that everyone who was watching was certain it was over … but the sword narrowly missed Ves’ head as he swerved to the left and slid down to his knees, simultaneously raising his sword and striking Jayden’s waist!
“Whoa! No way!” Marc exclaimed.
“Amazing! That’s another touch to Ves! He ties with Jayden and only has one more touch to win!” Philippe laughed in disbelief.
“YEAAAAAAH!” the Twi-Hawks yelled in cheers.
Jayden angrily threw his Foil to the strip’s floor.
“What’s the matter, Jayden? You’re not scared of me, are you?” Ves said, grinning behind his mask.
“Please,” snapped Jayden as he picked up his Foil. “Let’s get this over with!”
The two boys assumed their positions firmly gripping their swords. Everyone that watched them now stood on the tip of their toes, holding their breaths in anticipation. Ves tried to calm himself but his heart would not stop beating hard against his chest. He had never felt this kind of rush before and he had to admit, it was quite an exciting feeling … It was making him believe that he could win. His was certainly doing a much better job of controlling himself than Jayden, who was literally shaking with rage.
“Begin!”
Jayden lunged first. Ves parried him easily and counter-attacked but Jayden jumped back and Ves missed. He lunged at Jayden’s left, which was open, but he quickly stepped aside, making Ves lose his balance for a moment. Jayden then performed a stop-thrust, which was a sudden counter-attack thrust made without lunging. Ves had to duck and roll forward onto the ground to avoid the strike. He heard the sound of gasps escape some of the girls that were watching.
“This is intense, isn’t it?” Aine whispered.
As Ves hastily got to his feet, Jayden marched toward him, beating and pressing his Foil against Ves’, but Ves managed to parry and dodge all the attacks.
“Enough of this!” Jayden bellowed.
He stepped back a few steps and then leaped at Ves, who raised his Foil to parry, but Jayden did not lunge just then; it was a feint. Ves realised this only in time as Jayden performed another stop-thrust. Ves ducked quickly, swung his sword and performed a fast circular parry, a move that flicked Jayden’s Foil out of his grip and left him completely defenceless. Ves rose up and lightly struck his sword against Jayden’s chest.
“And that’s the last touch!” said Philippe. “Ves Asirin wins Jayden Wilks, 5 to4!”
The Twi-Hawks exploded with thunderous cheers, running onto the strip to hug Ves and pat him on the back. The girls clapped and cheered just as merrily.
“Well done, Mr. Asirin,” said Jacobius as he shook Ves’ hand. “That was some incredible sword work.”
“You have the agility of a natural swordsman,” Philippe told Ves. “Perhaps you and Mr. Wilks should consider careers in professional fencing when you grow up.”
“I dunno about that Philippe,” said Andy. “I think Jayden would rather be a gardener for now. Isn’t that right, Jayden?”
Jayden angrily pulled his fencing mask off, threw it to the ground, and marched off toward the Tower.
“You may have won this time but we’ll totally beat you tomorrow,” Anry said.
“You wish. We’ll knock off all of you Timber-Pups one by one and send you all to gardening lessons with the girls,” Andy sniggered.
“Alright, everyone,” Jacobius said. “Let’s all go back inside the Tower. Showers first and then lunch.”
Ves was really looking forward to the showering as he pulled off his fencing mask; his whole body was hot and covered in sweat. He walked off with a smile on his face, being congratulated by just about everyone as they all made their way to the Tower’s entrance. He passed Tammi Eriks as he climbed up the steps of the entrance court; she smiled at him and gave him a kind nod. As he was looking back at her over his shoulder, he bumped into one of the other girls in front of him and they both fell to the ground.
“Ow!” said the girl he’d bumped into, who was Vikey Trishire.
“Sorry,” said Ves as he was getting up, grabbing his mask and Foil.
Vikey got up and dusted herself off. She held her hand out toward Ves.
“I’m sorry too. Uh, I’m Vikey Trishire,” she said, nervously introducing herself.
Ves looked down at her hand but did not take it. He gave Vikey a small smile and a nod and then walked passed her into the Tower. Vikey lowered her hand in disappointment. Aine and Trudy walked back toward her.
“Don’t worry,” said Aine, “he’ll come around soon enough.”
“He will, won’t he?” Vikey said dully.
****
When Ves entered the bedroom after taking a bath the next morning, he found Marc and Muranda laughing hysterically at Jayden, who was dressed in a gardening uniform like the one the girls wore. The uniform was too large for him and made him look ridiculous.
“Shut up, alright!” Jayden snapped. “They didn’t have any uniforms that were my size.”
Even Ves could not help himself and smiled a little.
“I said shut it,” Jayden said.
“I didn’t say anything,” Ves said, almost laughing.
Just then, Mr. Cromweld walked into the room with a black sack over his shoulders.
“Good morning boys,” he greeted them. “I have a small announcement to make—”
Mr. Cromweld broke off when he spotted Jayden. A thin smile spread across his face and he looked like he was going to burst out laughing.
“Mr. Wilks, the girls left for the greenhouse awhile ago. Shouldn’t you be joining them?”
“I will right after I hear the announcement,” Jayden replied.
“Oh no, this announcement does not concern you … only the members of the fencing class.”
“Oh … right.”
Jayden walked passed Mr. Cromweld and left the room with a frown on his face.
“Master Jacobius has instructed me to inform you that your fencing lesson for today has been cancelled,” Mr. Cromweld told the remaining boys.
“What? Why?” asked Marc, angrily.
“In favour of another more challenging sport, Master Jacobius said.”
Mr. Cromweld dropped the sack he was carrying and opened it to reveal its contents: four camouflage uniforms, goggles, and masks attached with small two-way radios.
“Oh, man! Please tell me those are what I think they’re for!” said Marc excitedly.
“What are they for?” Ves asked.
“Woods ball, Mr. Asirin,” Mr. Cromweld told him.
“Oh Yes!” Marc exclaimed.
The boys each grabbed their uniforms and hastily changed into them.
“Meet me at the entrance court of the Tower when you are ready,” Mr. Cromweld told them as he left the room.
Ten minutes later, the nine boys ran down the steps of the Tower’s entrance court where they found Mr. Cromweld standing in front of a crate.
“Over here, please,” he told them.
He pulled the lid off the crate in which there were nine odd looking guns.
“Nice,” Anry said.
“Everyone pick one and then follow me,” Mr. Cromweld told them.
The boys did as they were told and quickly followed Mr. Cromweld, who led them past the gardens and through a gate to the foot of Meyr Woods. There they found Jacobius, Philippe and the Tower caretaker called Sebastian, who where all dressed in camouflage uniforms and carrying guns as well.
“Good morning boys,” Jacobius greeted.
“Morning, sir,” the boys replied.
“I’m sure you’re wondering why your fencing lessons were cancelled this morning. Allow me to explain. Philippe and I were having tea in my study yesterday where Philippe was gladly boasting about his better experience in leadership skills over mine. So I thought to myself, what better way to make him prove his claim than in a game of woods ball?”
“Yeah!” the boys cheered.
“I’m glad you agree with me,” Jacobius laughed. “Now, for those of you who don’t know anything about woods ball, please allow me to briefly explain the rules.
“Woods ball is a paintball sport in which participants eliminate opponents from play by hitting them with paintballs: spherical gelatine capsules which contain a water-soluble dye or paint. The paintballs are shot from a compressed, gas-powered gun called a marker—the guns each of you are carrying. You can call them paintguns if you like.
“A game of paintball usually involves two opposing teams seeking to eliminate all of the other team players or to complete specific objectives such as retrieving a flag or eliminating a specific and important player. Players eliminate each other from the game by hitting their opponents with the paintballs that break upon impact and leave them visibly marked with paint.
“The most important rule in paintball games is that all players must wear their protective masks and goggles at all times.
“The type of game we will be playing today is Capture the Flag. A team must take their opponents’ flag from their designated flag station back to their own in order to win. The first team to do this successfully wins. Is all understood?”
“Yes sir,” the boys said.
“Very good,” Jacobius said. “All Timber-Wolves with red armbands please take your side with Philippe. Sebastian will be joining you in the absence of Mr. Wilks.”
Anry, Jerod, Lorenzo and Marc went to stand by Philippe.
“And all Twi-Hawks with blue armbands please join me.”
Andy, Ken, Muranda, Tobias and Ves went to stand at Jacobius’ side.
“Right then,” said Philippe. “We will walk 500 metres into the woods and there after split up. The Timber-Wolves will go 500 meters north to their flag station and the Twi-Hawks will go 500 metres south to their flag station. When we all reach our flag stations, Jacobius and I will shoot flares up into the sky and the game will begin. Is all understood?”
“Yes sir,” the boys said.
“Then let’s move out.”
Ves had never been into any woods or forest before but the moment they went into Meyr Woods, he felt that it was the most unwelcoming place he’d ever been in. It was also the darkest and gloomiest. It was almost completely silent except for the rustling of the leaves from the high trees. Another thing Ves noticed was that there were no animals apart from the dark birds perched at the top branches.
They all followed a very narrow and winding path until they reached a clearing at the 500-metre mark. The two teams split up and went in opposite directions, one team south and the other north. Fifteen minutes and 500 metres later the Twi-Hawks reached another clearing where they found a small wooden cabin with dirt-filled sacks stacked around it. A blue flag that bore the emblem of a hawk-like bird and the legend ‘Twi-Hawks’ stood posted just outside the cabin.
“Rest awhile inside the cabin,” Jacobius told the boys. “You’ll find refreshments in an ice-filled crate inside. The match will begin in 10 minutes.”
The five boys entered the cabin. Tobias opened the crate and handed each one of them a can of soda. Ves hurriedly drank his for he’d been thirsty for some time. Andy, Muranda and Ken sat down and talked of how they would defeat the Timber-Wolves in amusing and exaggerated detail. Tobias left the cabin to discuss woods ball tactics with Jacobius. When Ves finished his soda, he went to the crate to get another.
At the moment that he dipped his hand in the ice and gripped a can, the numbness and dizzying feeling that he usually felt when his memory was about to fail crept all over his body … A second later he heard meaningless whispers in a distant part of his mind. He whipped around and looked at Andy, Ken and Muranda, who were still chatting animatedly … He couldn’t hear a word they were saying anymore. The whispers were getting louder and louder … the same whispers that he’d heard when they’d been flying over Meyr Woods in the hot-air balloons the day before.
Ves closed his eyes and shook his head … and the whispers died out.
“Ves!” Muranda called, Ves could hear him again. “Ves, the match has started!”
Andy, Ken and Muranda dashed out of the cabin. Ves let go of the soda can and followed after them. Looking up in the sky, he could see a bright red spark flying across it.
“The Timber-Wolves’ flare,” Andy said.
Jacobius held up a pistol and shot a blue flare into the sky.
“Please put on your masks and holster your markers then gather around me. There are a few more things I’d like to explain,” Jacobius told the boys. “Mr. McFarlane and I have been discussing the best suitable tactic for our campaign and this is what we’ve decided. We will divide our team into two groups: assault and defence. The assault group will be composed of Mr. Macorsky, Mr. Suzaku and Mr. Asirin. The defence team will have Mr. McFarlane, Mr. Patel and I.
“Allow me to explain further. The main assault members are Mr. Macorsky and Mr. Suzaku; they will engage the opponents in direct fire. Mr. Asirin, however, will stay a fair distance back from the main assault members and provide cover fire. For defence, Mr. Patel will travel with the assault group at the 250-metre-mark of our territory. He will act as our lookout and alert Mr. McFarlane and I when the enemy is close. If I’m right, the Timber-Wolves assault team will most likely be composed of Philippe and Sebastian, which is why Mr. McFarlane and I will guard the flag.
“Mr. Macorsky, take these paint bombs,” Jacobius said, handing Andy two golf ball sized gelatine balls filled with blue paint. “They’ll be useful in luring the enemy out of hiding spots.”
Andy nodded, taking the bombs from Jacobius and pocketing them.
“Finally, be cautious, be careful and be silent,” Jacobius said. “If you are eliminated from the game, please make your way east of here back to the Tower. Good luck to you all.”
Andy, Ken, Ves and Muranda marched off from the clearing into the woods. They walked in silence but all of them stayed alert. Just as Jacobius had instructed, Muranda stayed behind at the 250-metre mark. Ves waited for Andy and Ken to get a fair distance ahead of him and then followed after them.
“This is it, sir,” Andy said to Jacobius over the radio several minutes later. “We’ve reached the 500-metre-mark; we’re now entering the enemy’s territory.”
“Very good,” Jacobius replied. “Remember to keep calm and if you hear something before you see it, take cover behind the trees.”
The three boys continued onward much slower than before. They kept their ears sharp, though they could hear no sound other than the rustling leaves on the trees and the crunching of dry foliage beneath their feet. Nothing could be seen moving ahead of them. Still, Ves kept his eyes on the backs of Andy and Ken for he knew if anything should happen, it would happen to them … and he was right.
A small red ball came flying through the air and hit the ground in front of Ken. Andy shouted and dived out of the way as the ball exploded, splattering Ken with red paint.
“Damn, paint bomb!” Andy bellowed.
A moment later, a Timber-Wolves player appeared from behind a tree and began shooting his paintgun at Andy, who ran behind a tree.
“Ves! I need back-up!” he called.
Ves ran forward shooting at the Timber-Wolves player, who ducked and shot at Ves’ feet. Ves quickly ran behind a tree as the paintballs hit the ground in front of him, splattering paint on the dead leaves. Andy reappeared from behind his tree and shot at the opponent.
It was silent for a while. Ves was breathing hard and fast. He quickly peeked from behind his tree to see what was happening but caught sight of nothing.
“Ves … listen carefully,” said Andy over the radio. “I’ve marked the tree that Timber-Wolves dirtbag is hiding behind. I’m going to throw a paintbomb there and when it explodes and he comes out, I want you to take him, okay?”
“Okay,” Ves said.
Peeking from behind the tree again, Ves saw Andy run out from behind his tree and throw the bomb at another tree. The ball exploded and the Timber-Wolves player jumped out from behind it, shooting at Andy who swiftly slid behind another tree.
“Ves, now!” he yelled.
Ves stepped out from behind his tree and shot the Timber-Wolves player in the face.
“Yeah!” Andy shouted excitedly.
The Timber-Wolves player took off his mask and revealed himself to be Anry Macorsky.
“Damn,” he said angrily, “taken out by a noob.”
Ken, who had been eliminated first, said goodbye to Ves and Andy and made his way back to the Tower with Anry.
“Sir, Ken is out of the game but we took out my brother, Anry,” Andy said to Jacobius over the radio.
“Alright then. Mr. Asirin will assume Mr. Suzaku’s position. The two of you should proceed to the Timber-Wolves flag station. Mr. Patel, please carefully move to the 500 meter mark,” Jacobius said.
After ten minutes heading south, Andy and Ves came across the opening where the Timber-Wolves flag station lay. They spotted two Timber-Wolves ducking behind the sacks of dirt stacked in front of the cabin.
“Found them,” said Andy. “That’s probably Jerod and Lorenzo.”
Andy walked toward a tree in front of him and began climbing it.
“Alright, here’s what I’m going to do,” he told Ves as he got up to a branch. “I’m going to try and snipe them. While I’m doing this and they’re trying to figure out which tree I’m in, I want you to sneak toward them and take them out, okay?”
Ves nodded.
“Alright, on my mark,” Andy said as he aimed his paintgun at one of the Timber-Wolves players. “Now!”
As Andy begun firing at the Timber-Wolves, Ves crept toward their cabin. Every now and then, one of them would stand up and shoot at the trees, trying to figure out where Andy was. As Jerod stood up, Ves aimed and shot him in the gut. Lorenzo stood up to shoot at Ves but Andy showered him with a wave of shots that forced him to run back and take cover inside the cabin. Ves ducked behind the front of the sacks of dirt as Andy jumped down from the tree and charged forward shooting at the cabin. Lorenzo shot back at Andy from the cabin’s window and almost got him; he was forced to dive behind Ves.
“Let’s go finish him,” Andy sniggered.
He pulled the last paint bomb from his pocket and threw it through the window of the cabin. It exploded, spraying blue paint everywhere inside and Lorenzo was eliminated.
“Whoo! Take that!” Andy exclaimed.
Ves grinned from behind his mask.
“We did it sir!” Andy said to Jacobius over the radio. “We’ve got the Timber-Wolves’ flag!”
Ves heard Muranda, Tobias and even Jacobius cheering over the radio.
“Well done, boys,” said Jacobius. “Bring the flag back to our station.”
“Do the honours, Ves,” Andy said.
Ves nodded and stepped forward to grab the flag from its pole on the cabin. Just before he could take the flag, he heard the whispers in his mind again. He sharply turned around in a circle and scanned the surroundings, taking in every detail: the paint splattered cabin; the Timber-Wolves players; Jerod and Lorenzo, who were making their way east back to the Tower; and Andy who was standing right behind him.
“What is it?” Andy asked him.
“Nothing,” Ves said, shaking his head.
He grabbed the Timber-Wolves’ flag and they left.
“Sir, we still haven’t come across Philippe, Sebastian or Marc. Do you think they’re planning to ambush us on our way back?” Andy asked Jacobius.
“That’s a likely tactic. Stay alert,” Jacobius replied.
As they hurried back through woods, Ves felt extremely uneasy. He felt as though something was watching them, stalking them whilst staying hidden from eyesight … and as he looked at the emblem on the flag in his hands, he realised what it or they might be.
“Wolves …” Ves muttered to himself.
At that exact moment, Ves looked up and saw a monstrous shadow swiftly leap over him.
“Ves! Duck!” Andy yelled.
Andy dove to the ground as a red ball flew through the air and hit Ves in the chest, exploding and soaking Ves’ upper body in red paint.
“Marc! You slimy freak!” Andy barked as he got up.
“Sorry,”laughed Marc, jumping down from a tree and bolting in the direction of Twi-Hawks’ flag station.
“Muranda, where are you?” Andy called over the radio.
“I’m running back to the cabin!” Muranda answered. “Mr. Philippe and Sebastian have shown up and I can’t hold them back!”
“Dammit!”
Andy dashed toward Ves and got the Timber-Wolves flag from him.
“Sorry man, but you’ve been eliminated,” Andy told Ves as he ran off after Marc, “Head back to the Tower! East is that way!”
Ves pulled off his mask and watched Andy disappear past the thick trees. He was alone now and the silence of the wood brought the thoughts of fear and panic into his mind. He turned east and ran back to the Tower.
He had no doubt in his mind that the large shadow he’d seen leap over him a few minutes earlier had belonged to a wolf, and it must have been the source of those whispers as well. But what were wolves doing in this part of the woods that belonged to Jacobius Trent? Hadn’t he said that wolves didn’t tread on man’s parts of the woods? He didn’t really care about that now; he was safer out of the trees than in them.
He was glad to finally reach the gate that led into the Tower’s yard. Ves found the other boys that had been eliminated seated by the pond in the gardens. They were listening to the radios on their masks to find out what was going on in the match in the woods.
“Marc, Muranda and Mr. Trent have been eliminated,” Ken told Ves, “but Andy’s almost at the flag station. Tobias is trying to keep Mr. Philippe and Sebastian from taking our flag.”
“Oh,” said Ves looking at the mask in his hands, whose radio was issuing quite a lot of noise from the battle at the Twi-Hawk cabin. Ves was just about to sit down with the other boys when he heard the wolf whispers again, louder than he’d heard them before. Then the air was suddenly filled with many horrible screams followed by a monstrous roar.
“What the hell was that?” said Anry as he jumped to his feet.
“It came from there,” said Lorenzo, pointing at the greenhouse.
The five boys ran toward the greenhouse and were followed soon after by caretakers and guards who came from inside the Tower and the grounds. Just as they were a few feet from the greenhouse’s entrance, its doors flew open and the girls came running out of it.
“Inside! Hurry! You need to help Tammi and Miss Emally!” Natalie cried to one of the guards.
Three of the guards, with their guns raised, rushed into the greenhouse and only seconds later, gunshots and yells were heard followed by another roar.
“Get back!” Mr. Cromweld, who had appeared on the scene, told Ves and the boys who were very curious to see what was making the terrible roars.
A guard came running out of the greenhouse carrying a very frightened looking Tammi in his hands. There was an explosion from the greenhouse’s roof and something large and black leaped out of it and high up into the sky, falling some distance in Meyr Woods.
“Whoa! What the hell was that?” Anry yelled.
The other two guards came out of the greenhouse carrying Emally Gren, whose right arm bore three large, bleeding cuts.
“Get an ambulance, quickly!” Mr. Cromweld barked at one of the female Tower caretakers as Emally was laid down on the ground. “And get the children inside the Tower immediately!”
Andy, Jacobius, Marc, Muranda, Philippe, Sebastian and Tobias returned from the woods just as the other children were being led up the steps of the Tower’s entrance court. The Twi-Hawks had won the woods ball game but there would be no celebration.
Jacobius, Philippe and Sebastian ran toward the greenhouse; Andy, Marc and Muranda were told to follow the other children. When Trudy saw her brother coming up the steps she went to hug him, crying on his shoulder.
“What happened?” he asked her as they entered the Tower.
“Oh, it was just horrible, Tobi. That thing just came out of no where!” Trudy cried.
“What thing?”
“A wolf,” Jayden said.
“A wolf? What kind?” Marc and Muranda asked him simultaneously.
“A warrior wolf. It was the coolest thing I ever saw,”
“Coolest?” Vikey snapped. “That thing tried to kill Tammi and Miss Gren!”
“But where the hell did it come from?” Andy asked.
“I think it snuck in through the greenhouse’s back door,” Aine said. “Tammi was the first to see it.”
“The stupid girl tried to talk it,” Jayden laughed.
“Talk to it?” Ves asked him.
“Yeah, in some sort of made-up language. Whispering nonsense at it,”
“Miss Gren saw it as well and tried to get Tammi away from it. That’s when it attacked her,” Vikey breathlessly told Ves.
“Are you alright?” Ves asked her, noticing that her cheeks were turning a very bright shade of pink.
“Oh, yes, I’m alright,” Vikey replied, blushing even more.
The children got into the elevators, went up to the eighth floor, and entered their bedrooms. Ves went to stand by one of the windows. Looking down at the driveway where an ambulance had just parked, he saw the guards carrying Emally Gren into it. Suddenly, he heard the wolf whispers again and he turned to look at the edge of the woods … There were so many different whispers that were all meaningless to Ves rustling angrily … though one thing he could get was that the intent in their tones was definitely … murder.
“Ves, are you alright?” Muranda asked from behind.
Ves turned around to face him and nodded.
“No you’re not,” said Marc in an alarmed voice. “You’re bleeding.”
Ves touched his nose and felt the blood trickling from it, and it wasn’t the only place … his eyes and his ears were bleeding as well.
“Dude!” said Marc, running toward him and grabbing him by the arm. “Come on! Let’s get you to the Infirmary!”
Chapter 5
Vikey Trishire
Vikey looked up and down the dining hall table at the faces of the children seated there having their breakfast.
“What’s the matter?” Edilynn Hudnall, who was seated on one side of her, asked.
“He’s not here,” Vikey said.
“Who’s not here?”
“Ves Asirin,” Trudy said with a smirk on her face.
“Marc told me that he’s not well. He’s laying in or something,” Aine told Vikey.
“Oh …” said Vikey, disappointedly.
“So have you decided to make your move on him yet?” Trudy sniggered.
“Oh, shut up,” Vikey retorted.
“Oh, so it’s like that?” Edilynn laughed.
“It’s not like that at all! Well ... maybe a little.”
The other girls laughed at Vikey.
“Tammi’s not here either,” Vikey said, changing the subject.
“She’s not feeling well too. She’s got this really bad cough. I hope it clears up soon,” said Natalie.
Vikey suddenly got an idea. She got to her feet and grabbed a tray where she placed two glasses and plates. She filled the glasses with milk, put cookies, cupcakes and some toast on the plates and then carried the tray from the table.
“Where are you taking those?” Aine asked.
“I’m taking Tammi some breakfast,” Vikey said.
“Wow, Vikey. That’s really thoughtful of you,” Natalie said.
“Yeah, but I bet half of it is for Ves,” Trudy chuckled.
Vikey ignored her and left the dining hall.
“Give Tammi hugs and kisses from us, okay?” Natalie said.
“And give Ves lots of your own!” Trudy laughed.
Vikey went down the hallway, coming to a stop at the elevators in the middle wing of the floor.
“Great,” she sighed. “How am I supposed to open the doors with my hands on this tray?”
“May I be of some assistance?” Vikey looked over her shoulder and saw Jacobius Trent standing behind her.
“Oh, hello, sir,” Vikey greeted him.
“Good morning, Miss Trishire.” Jacobius replied.
He pushed a button on an elevator’s side, its doors opened, and they went inside it. Jacobius pushed another button and up they went. Vikey looked rather uncomfortable as they did. Jacobius looked down at the tray in Vikey’s hands with a curious expression.
“Breakfast for Tammi, sir,” Vikey told him.
“Oh, that’s very nice of you … but all of it?” Jacobius asked.
“Oh – no – some of it is for ... Ves Asirin. He’s having a bit of a lay-in?, I think.”
“Ah, yes.”
“… Have you just returned from the hospital?”
“Yes I have.”
“Is Miss Gren doing better?”
“Yes, she is.”
“I’m glad to hear it. I hope she gets well soon. I really enjoy the gardening lessons with her.” Jacobius smiled and nodded.
“Oh, by the way, I’ve had a look at your Polaroid camera and it’s not as damaged as you thought,” Jacobius told Vikey. “However, I’ve sent it to be checked properly in Meden Dale. It should be back in a day or so. I’m sorry I did not have the time to fix it myself.”
“That’s alright, sir. I know how busy you get.”
Jacobius smiled and nodded again.
The elevator came to a stop on the eighth floor and Vikey looked quite relieved to get off it. She said goodbye to Jacobius and quickly made her way down the hall, her eyes focused on the door of the room Ves was in. But as she was walking past one of the rooms she heard loud coughs coming from behind its door.
“Oh, right … Tammi,” she remembered.
She opened the door with her elbow and walked into it. She found Tammi laying in her bed and looking out of the window; she looked slightly feverish.
“Hello,” Vikey greeted her in a soft voice. “How are you feeling?”
“A little better,” Tammi said.
“I’m glad to hear it. Look here, I brought you some breakfast,” Vikey told her.
“Oh, thank you very much,” Tammi said as she sat up in her bed.
Vikey placed the tray on a small table at the side of Tammi’s bed, lifted one of the plates and handed it to Tammi.
“Thanks,” said Tammi said with a smile.
She ate two cookies and took several bites from a slice of toast. She picked up a cupcake from the plate and was just about to take a bite from it when she noticed the chocolate cream on it. She raised her brows and slowly placed the cupcake back on the plate.
“Is something wrong with it?” Vikey asked.
“Oh, no, I’m just full,” Tammi said.
“Already?”
Tammi nodded, handing the plate back to Vikey. Vikey placed the plate on the tray and picked up one of the glasses of milk.
“Here, drink some of this. It’s still warm. It should help you feel better,” Vikey said handing the glass to Tammi.
“Thanks,” said Tammi, but the second her hand touched the glass it cracked and shattered, sending shards flying everywhere and spilling milk all over her bed sheets.
“Oh!” Vikey gasped.
“I’m so – so sorry!” Tammi cried. “I completely forgot!”
“How did that happen?”
“It was – it was an accident, I swear it!”
“No – it’s – don’t worry about it.”
Vikey pulled the milk-drenched sheets off Tammi and threw them to the floor. Then she picked up every piece of broken glass and placed them at the side of the tray. Tammi started to cough rather badly.
“What – what’s wrong?” Vikey asked in a panicky voice.
“I – need – my – inhaler!” Tammi coughed.
“Where is it?”
“In – in – my – backpack!”
Vikey spotted a green backpack just under the bed and pulled it out. She opened it and rummaged through it, pulling out a scarf, some bracelets, an old purse, several books and letters before finding the inhaler.
“Uh – here,” she said giving it to Tammi.
Tammi put the inhaler to her mouth, pressed down on it and inhaled the vapour. She closed her eyes and took in several deeps breaths before finally calming down.
“You’re … asthmatic, aren’t you?” Vikey asked her.
“Yes …” she replied.
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay.”
A moment of silence passed between the two.
“Will you be alright?” Vikey asked.
“Yes, I’ll be fine. I should go outside and get some air,” she said, getting out of bed.
“Yeah, you should.”
Vikey bent down to the tray on the table and picked up the other glass of milk and plate of cookies, cupcakes and toast.
“Well … I have to go,” she said. “I’ve got to take this to … um—”
“—Ves Asirin?” Tammi finished for her.
“Um, yeah.” Vikey wondered how Tammi knew.
She said goodbye and left the room. The moment she was back in the hallway, all the thoughts of what had just happened between her and Tammi instantly evaporated from her mind. As she approached the boys’ second bedroom, her heart started beating fast and she began to feel rather hot. She took a deep breath, opened the door with her elbow, and walked into the room.
Ves was laying on his bed and staring up at the ceiling with a vague expression on his face. He didn’t notice Vikey come in.
“Hello …” she said.
Ves sat up abruptly and looked around the room as if it was the first time he’d seen it. He spotted Vikey and frowned.
“… You’re not supposed to be here,” he told her. “This is a boys’ bedroom.”
“I know,” Vikey said. “I just thought I’d bring you some breakfast.”
Ves’ gaze fell on the glass of milk and the plate in Vikey’s hands.
“… Who are you?” Ves asked her.
“You don’t remember me? It’s me, Vikey Trishire,” she said.
Ves grabbed his scrapbook and quickly browsed through its pages.
“No … I don’t remember seeing you,” he said looking up at her. “Leave the glass of milk and the plate on the floor and go, please.”
Vikey looked confused and somewhat hurt by this.
“How rude,” she said. “I’m not leaving any of this behind if that’s the case. You can just go down and get your own breakfast.”
Vikey turned and started to march out of the room.
“Wait … Vikey,” Ves called.
At the sound of her name, Vikey’s heart skipped a beat. She stopped and turned around to face Ves as he got up from his bed and approached her.
“I’m sorry,” Ves said, though he didn’t seem to mean it. “I’m sorry that I can’t remember you, if we’ve met before or whatever,” he added.
“Of course we’ve met before,” Vikey said frowning.
“You’re one of those other girls, aren’t you?”
“Yes, I am.”
Ves got a piece of toast from the plate and then walked back to his bed and sat down to eat it.
Vikey smiled.
“You’re … sort of odd, aren’t you?” Vikey remarked with a small laugh.
“‘Odd’?” said Ves absentmindedly, turning a page of his scrapbook and taking another bite of his toast. “Is that another word that means there’s something wrong with me?”
“No – no, not at all!” said Vikey, shaking her head. “Well … Aine reckons that you have a spectrum disorder or something like that.”
Ves turned sharply to face Vikey with a glare in his eyes; she looked down at the floor to avoid his gaze.
“Well, she said she overheard Mr. Cromweld saying something about it to the cook, Kerr Samson,” Vikey said. “Is it true though?”
“What’s it to you if it is?” Ves asked her, squinting his eyes.
“Um, nothing! Nothing at all!” Vikey said quickly.
Ves finished his toast and started licking his fingers.
“Um, would you like some more?” Vikey asked him.
“Yes … thank you,” Ves said.
Vikey went to Ves’ bedside and held out the plate. He grabbed another slice of toast and took a bite from it. Vikey felt really weak in the knees standing that close to Ves; she thought she’d fall so she sat down beside him and handed him the plate.
“What I have,” Ves told her, “is a memory loss disorder.”
“Oh … you mean like amnesia?” she asked.
“Yes, something like that. It’s a bit more complicated though,” he explained. “After some 10 to 15 hours my memory just fails and I forget everything … well not everything, but almost. It’s happened everyday since I was little, I think.”
“How do you remember stuff then?” Vikey asked, handing him the glass of milk as well.
“Like I said, I don’t forget everything. I can still remember who I am and a few other things. My scrapbook is the closest thing I have to a proper memory.”
Ves hesitated for a second but then handed Vikey his book. Vikey browsed through it and had a look at the many sketches Ves had done as well as the photos and clippings of newspapers and magazines he had collected over the year.
“This girl here looks sort of familiar,” Vikey said, pointing at one of the sketches. “Who is she?”
“Just some girl I met at the airport in Enger Country,” Ves replied.
“Oh. So all you have to do is look at this book and your memory comes back?” she asked him.
“Parts of it, yeah. If I haven’t recorded it I won’t remember it,” Ves answered her. “But if I’m exposed to the same places, the same faces and the same events over and over, usually after about 21days, they stick in my mind and I don’t easily forget them ... that’s what The Good Doctor in Enger thinks, anyway.”
Vikey looked at Ves sympathetically as he drank the glass of milk.
“Don’t look at me like that,” he told her.
“Sorry,” she said. Ves took a cupcake from the plate and took a bite from it.
“I have a condition too,” Vikey said.
“Oh?” said Ves, grabbing the cookies off the plate when he was done with the cupcake.
“Well it’s not really a condition … it’s a phobia. Do you know what that is?”
“No.”
“It’s the strong dislike or fear of something. I have three phobias actually,” Vikey explained. “I have acrophobia, which is a fear of heights; claustrophobia, a fear of closed spaces; and hematophobia, a fear of blood.
“It all started when I was really young and survived an elevator accident … That’s why I don’t like them at all. I’d rather use the stairs or ride them with someone else if I can’t help it. Don’t even get me started on blood. I really shouldn’t be talking about something like that when you’re eating.”
Ves nodded in agreement as he picked the last cupcake from the plate and ate it.
“Can I ask you a question?” Vikey said.
“Sure,” Ves replied.
“Why don’t you ever look people in the eyes?”
“Because there’s nothing there to see.”
Vikey giggled.
“Yes there is. They say the eyes are the windows to the soul. You can tell a lot just by looking at someone’s eyes,” she said.
“Really?” Ves said.
“Yes. My mother told me that years ago and she taught me how to read people’s eyes. Here, let me look at your eyes and see what I can tell you about yourself.”
“No.”
“Oh, come on. You don’t have to look at me for too long, just for a moment, okay?”
Ves reluctantly looked up at Vikey, stared into her eyes for about three seconds, and then looked away.
“Well,” he said, “what did you see?”
“Well, um, I really only got a glimpse,” Vikey laughed, “but your eyes are really dark and have a sort of mysterious look to them. They are shy eyes … but they are also the eyes of a very curious person and a very courageous person, not someone who is easily pushed around. Am I right?”
“… A little.”
“Yay! Okay, you give it a try. Look into my eyes and see what you can tell about me … Come on.”
“… Fine.”
Ves stared into Vikey’s eyes once more and this time held contact with her a little longer before turning away.
“Well?” she asked him.
“…You have green eyes,” Ves said.
“What? That’s all you could tell?” she laughed.
“Yeah,” Ves laughed as well, “but they’re pretty eyes; I guess … they make you look really pretty.”
Vikey stopped laughing and stared at Ves with an expression of surprise. She blushed. A second later she leaned forward and kissed Ves’ cheek.
Ves was startled and he stood up abruptly with a puzzled look on his face.
“I’m so sorry,” Vikey said, getting to her feet as well. “I – I shouldn’t have done that.”
Ves frowned and walked past her, going to stand by the window and looking out of it.
“I’m late for fencing lessons,” he said awkwardly. “I should get changed and join the others.”
“Yeah,” said Vikey, “I should go too.”
Without another word, Vikey picked up the empty glass and plate and left the room.
She found Aine and Trudy waiting for her in the hallway.
“Well? How did it go?” Aine asked.
“Good, obviously. Look at her! She’s practically glowing,” Trudy sniggered.
“You must tell us everything!”
****
The next day when Ves returned to the bedroom after bathing, he noticed that the other boys—Jayden, Jerod, Marc and Murand—kept staring at him with curious expressions on their faces.
“Good morning,” he greeted them as he pulled his tooth brush out of his mouth.
“Oh, hello Ves,” Marc said. “Um, do you know me?”
Ves gave him a weak smile.
“Of course I do. You’re Marc,” he said.
“Really?” Marc said, “Are you sure—?”
“—Hey Marc, let Ves get dressed will you? He knows who you are,” Muranda said.
“I was just making sure he remembered me.” Marc said.
Ves frowned.
“What did you say?” he asked Marc.
“It’s nothing. Just forget it,” Muranda told Ves.
“Yeah,” Jayden sniggered, “just forget it.”
Ves ignored this and quickly changed into his fencing gear, grabbed his fencing mask, and made his way out of the room.
“Will you be able to find your way down to the dining hall for breakfast?” Marc called after him.
“Yes,” Ves answered.
“And remember, you’ve got fencing lessons after breakfast,” Jayden heckled.
“I’m dressed for it, aren’t I?”Ves told him, angrily.
He swore loudly as the elevator he was in went down. He knew that Jayden, Jerod, Marc and Muranda knew about his memory loss. He hadn’t tried to hide it or anything but he knew that there was no way they could have learned about it by mere chance; someone had told them about it. But the only people who could know about his memory were Jacobius Trent and Lercia Cromweld. Ves knew that they’d been informed about it in Miss Twisty’s letter but he also knew it wasn’t the kind of thing that they’d go around telling everyone. Ves must have told someone about it … but he couldn’t remember who.
As he had his breakfast with the other children, he could tell that all of them knew about his memory by the way they looked at him and the things they were saying.
“I thought he had some case of autism, but memory loss …”
“It’s no wonder he’s always looking at us as if he’s never seen us before.”
“Talks a bit odd too, with lots of pauses and mispronounced words.”
“Doesn’t like to associate with anyone too much, does he? I wouldn’t either if I had a delicate condition like that.”
“I feel really sorry for him.”
Ves ate his breakfast in a rush and was the first to the grounds for the fencing lesson. He performed terribly that day; his anger was not helping him focus and he failed to execute any of the advanced parries and counter-attack combinations that Philippe was teaching the boys that day.
“Come on Mr. Asirin,” Philippe said, “you’re not doing as well as you did two days before,”
“That’s probably because he can’t remember two days before,” said Jayden. who was watching from distance. After the wolf attack in the greenhouse, the girls’ gardening lessons had been cancelled and so they’d been free to do whatever they liked, Jayden included.
“Alright, that’s it for today,” Philippe told the boys.
Exhausted and sweaty, the nine boys made their way back into the Tower to either take a shower or change into their clothes and then go down for lunch. Ves did not join the others; instead, he grabbed his scrapbook and left the room to explore on his own, which was something he’d wanted to do for past three days. Sketching the interesting things that he saw in some of the rooms helped him calm down and forget about the others finding out about his memory for awhile.
After seeing almost 50 rooms, he slumped down in the couch in one of the leisure rooms and completed some of his unfinished sketches. He fell asleep for about two hours or so and when he woke up, he guessed that it must have been time for dinner, which he wasn’t planning to skip like lunch for he was extremely hungry.
He left the room he was in and headed toward the elevator. When the elevator doors opened he found Mr. Cromweld and the cook, Kerr Samson, inside it.
“Good evening, Mr. Asirin,” Mr. Cromweld greeted him.
Ves nodded politely and got into the elevator.
“Have you been exploring the Tower?” Mr. Cromweld asked Ves.
“Yes,” he replied.
“And what do you think of it so far?”
“It’s amazing … but getting around it without getting lost is hard.”
“Ah, yes.”
Kerr Samson grunted and folded the newspaper he’d been reading.
“There’s been a gruesome double murder in the outskirts of Meden, some way off Katlburn Dairy,” he informed Mr. Cromweld. “Some nutter gutted a farmer n’ his oldest daughter. Left some sorta ‘tarot card’ at the murder scene,”
“Yes, I heard about it this morning on the radio,” Mr. Cromweld said.
“Things are a little crazy this week, aren’t they? I mean wif all the wolf attacks that ‘av been reported. It’s never been heard of a’ fore, not like this,” Kerr sighed.
“I agree. The wolves are certainly behaving strangely. Do you reckon they’ve been hit with a case of the rabies?” Mr. Cromweld laughed.
“Who knows? You should be on your guard too, Lercia, going off into the woods after hours is askin’ to be attacked.”
“Don’t worry about me. I always carry my rifle.”
“What are you doin’ there at such an odd time, anyways?”
“Ah, that is my business alone.”
“Don’t mean to intrude. Jus’ curious, that’s all.”
“I understand. But please, do not mind it.”
The elevator came to a stop at the third floor and Ves stepped out of it, said goodbye to the two men, and went into the dining hall.
“Hey, you remembered dinner!” said Jayden when Ves walked in.
“Oh, shut up Jayden,” Tobias told him. “It’s not funny, alright?”
Ves smiled as he sat down and served himself. He really did appreciate Tobias telling Jayden off. As Ves was taking a bite out of his pork and absentmindedly looking up and down the table, his gaze fell upon Vikey Trishire, who looked very uncomfortable and wore an expression of guilt on her face … and as their eyes met momentarily, Ves remembered. It was her he’d told about his memory. He glared at her.
Vikey ate her food rather quickly and left the table. Ves stopped eating, got up from his chair and followed her out of the room into the hallway.
“Vikey Trishire!” he called to her.
She stopped in her tracks and turned around to face him looking rather frightened. Ves marched up to her with a glare in his eyes.
“You’re the one who told everyone about my memory, aren’t you?” he asked her.
“I - I’m so sorry,” Vikey said. “I only told Aine and Trudy; I didn’t think they’d tell everyone else, honest!”
“You weren’t supposed to tell anyone!” Ves snapped.
“I didn’t know it was a secret,”
“It’s not a secret but it’s not something you go around telling people either! How would you feel if I went around telling people about your phobias or whatever?”
“I’m so sorry, Ves. Really, I am.”
“I don’t care, alright?”
Tears started to trickle down Vikey’s face.
“I don’t even know why I told you anything,” Ves said to Vikey.
“I’m sorry …” she said, again taking a step toward Ves. “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”
“Don’t come near me!” he warned her.
He walked past her and went down the hall.
“I probably won’t remember you when I see you tomorrow,” he called back to her over his shoulder, “so don’t bother reminding me of who you are. Just stay away from me and leave me alone.”
Vikey placed her hands on her face and cried silently.
Ves entered the lounge on the eighth floor, sat by himself in armchair in the corner of the room, and angrily erased a sketch of Vikey from his scrapbook.
“That’s that book Vikey was telling us about, isn’t it?” said Trudy who was watching Ves from a distance.
“Yeah,” replied Aine who was seated next to her.
“What do you suppose he scribbles in there?”
“I dunno. I suppose it’s like his ‘little, black book’ where he writes bad stuff about people.”
“I’d really like to have a look at it.”
“I doubt he’d let you. Especially if he finds out we’re the ones that told everyone about his memory problem.” Aine responded.
“Then we should steal it … just for a bit,” Trudy said devilishly.
“That’s nearly impossible to pull off. He’s always with it, isn’t he?”
“Not when he goes down for fencing lessons. We can take it then and return it before the lessons are over …”
****
When Vikey walked into the lounge the very next morning some time after breakfast, she found some of the girls gathered around Aine and Trudy on a sofa. As Vikey was walking past them she noticed a familiar black book in Aine’s hands that all the girls were looking at.
“Wow … that’s me? I look beautiful,” said Natalie who was seated next to Aine.
“Enough of you,” said Edilynn. “Let’s see if there are any sketches of me in there.”
“No, me next,” said Shayne.
“Hey,” said Vikey taking a closer look at the book and recognising it. “Aine, is that Ves’ scrapbook?”
“Yeah,” Trudy answered.
“What are you doing with it?” Vikey asked with a frown on her face.
“He lent it to us.”
“No he didn’t! He’d never! You stole it, didn’t you?”
Aine and Trudy didn’t say anything.
“Do you know how important that book is to Ves?”
“Calm down, Vikey. We were only having a look at it,” Aine said. “We’re going to take it back before he even notices it was gone.”
Vikey reached forward and snatched the scrapbook from Aine's hands.
“Hey!” Trudy said angrily.
“I’m taking it back,” Vikey told her.
“I never thought you were such spoilsport!”
“Yeah, well I don’t care!”
Vikey marched out of the room.
“Just so you know, there aren’t any sketches of you in there!” Trudy called after her.
Just as Vikey was entering an elevator and going down, another elevator opened and Ves and the other boys came out of it, returning from their fencing lessons. They headed straight for the bathrooms. After showering, they entered their bedrooms to change into their clothes.
When Ves reached under his pillow for his scrapbook, it wasn’t there. He bent down to the bedside and picked up his backpack, unzipped it and rummaged through it but the scrapbook wasn’t there either. He frowned and went around his bedside where the duffle bag that contained his clothes lay. He patiently searched through it but his scrapbook wasn’t there either.
“Um, excuse me?” he said to the boy behind him. “… I’m sorry but I can’t remember your name.”
“It’s Muranda,” the boy said.
“Muranda, have you seen my scrapbook anywhere?” Ves asked.
“No, I haven’t,” Muranda replied. “Hey Marc? Have you seen Ves’ scrapbook?”
“That black book he’s always drawing stuff in? Nope, haven’t seen it.”
“Jayden, Jerod, have you guys seen Ves’ scrapbook?”
Jayden and Jerod shook their heads.
This was bad. Ves didn’t really remember seeing the scrapbook that morning either. Well, that was because he’d woken up a little late and had rushed down for fencing lessons, so he hadn’t had the time to check it. Had he lost it the previous day? No, he couldn’t have. If that had been the case, he would have found some other way of reminding himself about it, like a cut on his hand; but when he examined his left and right hands he found no cuts there. Now he was really worried …
“You probably left it in the Tower somewhere,” Muranda said. “Can you remember the places or rooms you went to yesterday?”
“No,” Ves said shaking his head.
“Oh … right.”
“You should ask the caretakers. They probably saw the rooms that you visited. Maybe one of them came across your book,” Marc suggested.
“Come on,” said Jerod, “I’ll help you look for it.”
Ves nodded and he and Jerod left the room.
“We should start with the dinning hall,”Jerod told him as they entered an elevator.“You rushed out of that room yesterday so maybe you left it there.”
They went down to the dinning hall and searched under the table and chairs for the scrapbook but it wasn’t there. They asked many of the caretakers about it. Ves described it as best as he could but none of them had seen it or come across it. They advised Ves and Jerod on which rooms to have a look in but when they searched them, they found nothing even amongst many other books that looked similar. After a whole hour of searching, the boys stopped to rest.
Ves felt miserable. He’d lost one of his previous scrapbooks before in a community park in Muleya City when he was eight and another time Brian and his friends had burned another one of them by accident. After those incidents, Ves had never let his scrapbooks out of sight. How could he have done so now?
“Maybe somebody stole it?” Jerod asked him.
“Stole it? Who’d want to steal it?” Ves asked him.
“I dunno. Could be one of the others playing a prank on you. Jayden Wilks doesn’t seem to like you much. Maybe he took it.”
“Then we should confront him and tell him to give it back!”
“Hey, I could be wrong. Look, let’s ask the caretakers and guards around the yard if they’ve seen it. If they haven’t we should tell Mr. Cromweld about it, okay?”
“… Fine.”
And so they made their way down to the ground floor and went out of the Tower. Just as they were walking across the Tower’s entrance court, they saw Vikey seated on the steps that led down to the grounds.
“I know that girl,” said Ves, surprised that he remembered her. “Perhaps we should ask her if she’s seen my—”
Ves broke off as he noticed that she had his scrapbook in her hands.
“You!” he breathed out in anger.
Vikey heard him and stood up, turning to face him and Jerod.
“Hey,” she said, “I’ve been looking everywhere for—”
“—You stole my scrapbook!” he snapped, marching toward her.
“What?” Vikey said, “No, I didn’t. I just—”
“—Give it here, now!”
“Please … let me explain.”
Vikey began to back down the steps as Ves inched dangerously toward her with a menacing expression on his face.
“Hey Ves, just calm down, okay?” Jerod said, for it now looked like Ves was going to strike Vikey.
“I said give me my scrapbook, now!” Ves bellowed.
“Stop it! You’re scaring me!” Vikey snapped back. “Why won’t you let me explain? It wasn’t me that took—”
“GIVE ME BACK MY BOOK!”
Ves suddenly dived at Vikey; he missed her by an inch and fell down the steps. Vikey jumped down the steps and ran off.
“Hey!” Ves called after her.
He quickly got up and ran after her.
“Oh man,” said Jerod shaking his head.
Ves chased Vikey all the way across the gardens, around the pond and then toward the greenhouse; she was surprisingly much faster than he was. She pulled the doors to the greenhouse open, went in and slammed them shut behind her. Ves wrenched the doors open and followed her. The greenhouse, which was about twice the size of the massive dinning hall, was extremely difficult to get around because of the many exotic plants that were grown there. Vikey, who knew her way around it better, put a distance between herself and Ves, but he quickly caught up to her as they exited it, going down a corridor in the cloister and then entering the Tower.
A female caretaker who watched them rush in and saw the direction they were heading in yelled:
“Stop children! That’s Beltry’s Way!”
But Vikey was already climbing up an ancient stone staircase. Ves jumped up the steps of an adjacent wooden staircase that cut into the one Vikey was on at the second floor. Ves was just about to grab Vikey’s hair when he tripped on the top step of the wooden staircase and one of his legs went right through it. The whole staircase made a loud creaking sound and for a second, he thought the whole thing was going to fall out from under his feet. Vikey got off the stone staircase and ran down a hallway on the third floor; Ves hurriedly pulled his leg out of the broken step and chased after her again.
Vikey, tired from the running, begun to slow down. She looked over her shoulder and saw Ves gaining on her; he was definitely going to catch her soon. Not looking ahead, she bumped into a large vase and fell to the floor. The large vase swayed and crashed to the ground. Ves jumped over the broken pieces of the vase, landing right on top of Vikey and pinning her down.
“Got you now!” he barked angrily with a vicious expression on his face, a clenched fist raised over his shoulder.
Vikey was so scared that she didn’t even struggle or cry for help. She couldn’t stop the tears streaming down her cheeks nor the blood trickling down her nose. She slowly closed her eyes as she heard the bones in Ves’ knuckles crackle …
“Mr. Asirin! What on earth do you think you’re doing?”
Ves looked up and saw Jacobius Trent marching toward him with a bodyguard beside him.
“Get off Miss Trishire at once!” Jacobius said angrily.
Ves got off Vikey a few seconds later, snatching the scrapbook out of her hand.
“You’re in a lot of trouble. Do you know that?” Jacobius told Ves. “Explain yourself at once.”
“No, wait,” said Vikey scrambling to her feet. “It’s not his fault.”
“That’s right! This girl stole my scrapbook!” said Ves as he pointed at her. “I was only trying to get it back!”
“Is this true, Miss Trishire?” Jacobius asked.
“Yes … it – it is,” said Vikey wiping the tears out of her eyes. “I stole Ves’ book from the boys’ room this morning.”
“And why did you do this?”
“It – it was a prank. I shouldn’t have done it and I’m really, really sorry. I’ll – I’ll take the blame for everything.”
Jacobius sighed and folded his arms.
“Normally, I’d have you both punished for this, but I’ll let you off with a warning. Don’t do anything of this sort again. Am I understood?” he said.
“Yes,”Vikey sniffed.
“…Yes,” said Ves, holding the scrapbook tightly to his chest.
“I’m really sorry for everything, Ves,” Vikey said to Ves.
She bowed her head at Jacobius and walked off down the hall toward the elevators.
“Mr. Asirin,” said Jacobius, “please come with me.”
Ves reluctantly followed Jacobius and his guard to the elevators. They went up to the 25th floor and headed to Jacobius’ study. Jacobius took off his coat, placed it on a hanger, and went to sit in his chair behind his desk.
“May I … have a look at your scrapbook?” Jacobius asked him.
Ves frowned but very slowly placed the scrapbook on Jacobius’ desk. Jacobius put on his glasses, picked up the scrapbook and went through it.
“You are a brilliant artist, Mr. Asirin,” he said with an expression of earnest appreciation as he turned the pages of the scrapbook, “Your levels of detail are amazing. It takes many years to achieve such pencilling skills. I should know, I’m something of an artist myself.”
Ves didn’t say anything.
“I was informed of the importance of this book from the letter that you gave me on the day that you arrived here. I understand that it serves as a part of your memory and as such, is your most valuable possession. It was, indeed, very wrong of Miss Trishire to take it from you,” Jacobius said.
“I don’t understand that girl,” said Ves. “I’ve never done anything to her, so why would she steal my book?”
“Pranks. People often do such things to amuse themselves but only hurt others in the process,” Jacobius said. “But don’t you think it was wrong of you, as well, to confront Miss Trishire with violence?”
“… I wasn’t really going to hit her,” Ves said slowly. “I only wanted to scare her.”
The phone on Jacobius’ desk began to ring. Jacobius answered it, spoke to the person calling for a short while, and then hung up.
“I have some information that maybe of some interest to you, Mr. Asirin,” Jacobius said. “That was Mr. Cromweld just now. He’s just told me that he has caught the real thieves of your scrapbook,”
“Real thieves?” Ves asked.
“Aine Jullies and Trudy McFarlane have confessed to taking the scrapbook when you and the other boys were having your fencing lessons. Miss Trishire took it from them and was planning to return it to you when you found her in the entrance court,” Jacobius explained. “According to Mr. Jerod Smeth, Miss Trishire had tried to explain everything to you but you were too enraged to hear her out.”
Ves looked down to the floor.
“Don’t you think you owe Miss Trishire an apology?” Jacobius asked him.
“No, I don’t,” he replied. “She’s just as bad as Aine and Trudy. I mean, she’s the one that told everyone about my memory.”
“Perhaps she realised that she’d made a grave mistake after that and tried to make up for it by returning you your scrapbook.” Ves didn’t care; he really didn’t think Vikey deserved his apology.
“Well,” Jacobius sighed, “whatever happens between you and Miss Trishire is completely up to the both of you.”
He stood up and handed Ves his scrapbook and a blue folder.
“What’s this?” Ves asked about the folder.
“Open it,” said Jacobius.
Inside the blue folder were about a dozen or so maps, blueprints and plans of the Tower. Ves looked up at Jacobius with an expression of astonishment.
“Mr. Cromweld and the other caretakers have been telling me that you, more than any of the other children, have taken a keen interest in the Tower. So I decided to make you copies of some of the maps and blueprints of it, though I must tell you that those maps do not cover the whole Tower. The Tower is so vast that even I, who was born and grew up here, have not seen every corner of it. It has many hidden and secret rooms on just about every floor. If you should come across any of these secret rooms, please let me know. I am also curious to know where they are.”
“Yes sir,” said Ves excitedly. “Thank you sir.”
“Consider it a favour from me to you,” Jacobius told him. “Oh, and speaking of favours, I’d like you to do one for me in return.”
Jacobius picked up a small, brown box from his desk and handed it to Ves.
“That belongs to Miss Trishire. I’d like you to give it to her for me,” Jacobius said.
Ves frowned and momentarily looked away.
“I’m sorry. I’d give it to her myself but I am just about to leave Meden for the capital to an important meeting with the prime minister of Machus Ina,” Jacobius said. “Isn’t that right, Lawrence?”
His guard nodded.
Ves felt that Jacobius had tricked him into a situation where he’d have to apologise to Vikey and he couldn’t say no because of the folder of maps Jacobius had given him.
“Okay, I’ll give it to her,” he said.
“Thank you,” Jacobius said. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get ready for my trip.”
Ves nodded, said goodbye to Jacobius, and left his study.
When Ves entered the lounge on the 8th floor, he found Aine and Trudy—who weren’t having lunch with the other children as their punishment—seated on a couch. When they saw Ves walk in, they stood up and slowly approached him.
“Ves, we’re really sorry for taking your book,” Aine said a sincerely apologetic tone.
“Yeah … can you ever forgive us?” Trudy added.
“Where is Vikey Trishire?” Ves asked them indifferently.
“Oh, I don’t know,” said Aine.
“I think she’s in the gardens. I saw her going there awhile ago from the window,” Trudy said.
Ves nodded and left the lounge.
A few minutes later, he was walking through the gardens looking around for Vikey. He spotted her seated at the foot of the large oak tree, sobbing silently, her face in her hands. Ves felt really stupid as he approached her. He couldn’t think of anything to say. Before he could speak, she looked up at him and stopped crying immediately.
“What do you want?” she said angrily, hurriedly wiping the tears from of her eyes. “Come to beat me up some more?”
“No …” said Ves.
“Come to laugh at me while I cry then?” she snapped.
“No,” said Ves again.
However, he did feel like laughing at the silliness of the whole situation.
“I came to give you this,” he said, handing her the small, brown box. “It’s from Jacobius Trent.”
Vikey slowly took the box from Ves and opened it.
“Oh, it’s my Polaroid camera,” she said. “It’s all fixed up.”
Vikey pulled the camera out of the box and examined it thoroughly. She aimed the camera at the swans swimming across the pond and took a picture. A Polaroid issued out of the camera. She waved it in the air and a photo developed.
“It’s working fine,” she said looking at the photo.
Vikey turned back to Ves with a frown on her face.
“Is that all then?” she asked.
“Yeah … well,” said Ves looking down at the grass, “I wanted to say that I’m sorry about what happened earlier. I know it wasn’t you that took my scrapbook,”
“Well I tried to tell you, didn’t I?”
“Yeah … you did.”
A short moment of silence passed between the two of them, each looking down at the grass as if it were interesting.
“I can’t accept your apology,” Vikey said suddenly.
“Oh … that’s fine,” said Ves.
“If you wanted me to … you’d have to do something to make it up to me.”
“Like what?”
A few moments later upon Vikey’s instruction, Ves found himself carving his and Vikey’s faces into the bark of the oak tree with a very sharp rock, which was quite a task. When he was done almost an hour later, Vikey carved words underneath their faces, the first of which he recognized to be his name. When she finished, she stood by his side and admired the carvings.
“That’s perfect,” she said.
“What’s it supposed to be?” Ves asked her curiously.
“Oh … it’s a, um, contract,” Vikey told him with a sly smile on her face. “It’s a contract of our friendship,”
“Oh,” said Ves dully.
He’d thought it was something of the sort. Vikey aimed her camera at the carvings and took two pictures. When the photos had developed, she put one in her pocket and gave the other one to Ves.
“Stick that in your scrapbook, okay?” she said.
“Okay,” said Ves.
“Come on then. Let’s go have lunch.”
Ves nodded and followed after her, back to the Tower.
“So, now that we are friends, I expect you to treat me better … more like a lady, alright?”
“Fine then.”
“Good. If you really do behave properly, I might consider making you my best friend. But I assure you, you’ll have to work hard for that.”
“Really?”
“Yes, and if we get that far … maybe I’ll even let you be my very first boyfriend, but don’t get your hopes up.”
“Boyfriend? What’s that?”
Vikey smiled. She didn’t tell him.
****
It was one o’clock in the morning and all the children were asleep except for Ves, who had his head bowed down to a sink in the bathroom and was washing the blood flowing profusely out of his left nostril. It didn’t seem to be stopping. Ever since the day of the wolf attack in the greenhouse, Ves would wake up at that time in the night and rush to the bathroom to either stop his nose, ears or eyes from bleeding or else throw up everything he’d eaten that day … and he didn’t know why this was happening. He didn’t feel sick or anything. In fact ever since that day, his senses—sight, smell and hearing—seemed to only be getting better. His also felt his like his body had become much lighter, more flexible, and more agile, though he didn’t know how.
Fed up, he got a small piece of toilet paper, rolled it, shoved it right up his nostril, and left the bathroom. When he returned to the bedroom it seemed that the sleep had gone right out of him, so he stood by the open window and stared out into the starry sky as the cool breeze swept through his hair. He picked up Marc’s binoculars, which had been left on the windowsill, and used them to spy on the guards patrolling the main gate, the grounds and the gardens.
A minute or so later, he caught sight of Mr. Cromweld, who was crossing the gardens with a rifle and basket in his hands, going through the gate that led into the forest. Ves had seen him make this trip twice that week at around that time. He supposed that Mr. Cromweld was going to the place called Lonely Cottage, which he was guessing was where the person he had overheard Mr. Cromweld talking to on the phone probably stayed … a memory that hadn’t faded, to Ves’ surprise. Ves was curious about that person. He or she must have been very important to Mr. Cromweld for him to risk his safety going into the woods where the wolves were lurking.
Just as Ves was turning away from the window, he spotted another person making his way across the grounds and garden. Ves held the binoculars to his eyes and saw that the man was Kerr Samson, the cook, following Mr. Cromweld into the woods. He must have been more curious about Mr. Cromweld’s late night trips than Ves was. In anyway, Ves thought, whatever happened there was really none of his business.
He crawled into bed and tried to get some sleep. After about thirty minutes or so he finally started to doze. But he’d only gotten about five minutes of sleep when he heard three things that woke him up abruptly: the wolf whispers, a monstrous roar and a fearful yell.
Ves sat up, got out of bed, and went to the window again, picking up the binoculars and looking through them at the gardens. At that very moment, he saw the body of Kerr Samson come flying out of the woods, over the Tower yard’s wall and onto the ground. He heard another roar, several gunshots, and saw Mr. Cromweld come running out of the woods and through the garden gates to the injured cook’s side. Several guards arrived at the scene and quickly lifted the cook, carrying him toward the Tower.
“What – what’s happening?” yawned Marc, who had been woken up by the sound of the gunshots. “Ves, is that you by the window?”
Ves didn’t reply. He placed the binoculars down on the sill, hurriedly walked away from the window and left the bedroom, went down the hallway to the elevators and took one down to the ground floor to find out what had happened to the cook.
When he got out of the elevator, he saw Mr. Cromweld and the guards carrying the cook into one of the rooms on the floor. Ves tiptoed down the hallway until he was outside the room. As he was looking through a gap at the side of the slightly open door, he saw the cook being laid down on a couch. He was wailing in pain; the lower part of his right leg below the knee had a large, raw gash. It looked like a massive bite … it was the most gory thing Ves had ever seen.
Mr. Cromweld was kneeling by the cook’s side, trying to stop the wound’s bleeding with a cloth.
“Hang in there, Kerr,” Mr. Cromweld told the cook. “An ambulance is on the way.”
“I’m – so sorry, Lercia,” the cook whimpered. “I shouldn’ ‘av followed you.”
“Forget about it. Just try to calm down, man,”
“But Lercia – at Lonely Cottage – I could ‘av imagined it – but I – saw someone there who I know died five years ago. Tell me – is that – is that who you’ve been going to see?”
Mr. Cromweld raised his eyebrows. Just as he opened his mouth to reply, one of the guards spotted Ves looking through the gap in the door.
“Hey!” he said, “What do you think you’re doing here?”
Ves turned on his heel and ran off down the hallway.
“What is it?” Mr. Cromweld asked the guard.
“One of the children, sir,” the guard replied.
“What? … Forget about it! Where’s that damn ambulance?”
As soon as Ves got off the elevator on the eighth floor he ran for the bathrooms, entered a toilet cubicle, fell down to his knees and threw up.
Chapter 6
Festival at Wendsil
The news of the wolf attacks in the District of Meden spread quickly across all of Machus Ina. People had been known to be attacked when they went hunting in Meyr Woods in wolf territories, but the scale of these recent attacks was certainly something to take notice of. So far, at least eight attacks had been reported in the period of only one week. The Council of Meden was really concerned, especially with the festival at Wendsil only a few days away. They had already launched several investigations into the matter.
Ves scratched the mess of his unkempt hair as he sat down on the floor and scanned the map of the 17th floor in his scrapbook. Vikey stood next to him impatiently tapping her bare foot on the floor.
“We’re lost, aren’t we?” she asked him.
Ves didn’t answer her.
“Come on, let me have a look at that map,” Vikey said.
Ves reluctantly handed her his scrapbook where, with her help, he’d stuck all the maps and blueprints of the Tower that Jacobius had given him. She tapped her feet noisily, humming to a tune of some pop song as she traced the hallways on the map with her finger.
“… Why aren’t you wearing any shoes?” Ves asked her.
“Well it’s hot, isn’t it?” she replied.
It really was hot this time of year in Meden. This often meant that the rains weren’t far off.
“Besides, I never wear shoes if I can help it … maybe during winter but only then. I only wear flip-flops,” Vikey said. “Aha … here we are … and the next hallway to the left should lead us back to the middle wing. Lets go.”
Ves stood up and followed after her.
The two of them were probably the only children inside the Tower. Most of all the others were out swimming in the pool. The pair had spent most of the morning exploring the Tower and though Ves would never admit it, having Vikey around had its advantages.
For one, she had her Polaroid camera with her that she used to take photos of rooms and artefacts that intrigued Ves, which he would later stick in his scrapbook. This saved him the trouble of sketching everything he saw. The second advantage was obviously that Vikey could read maps better than he could; she also had a much better sense of direction than he did.
“So do you want to explore the left wing now or maybe go down for lunch?” Vikey asked.
“Let’s go for lunch. I’m starving,” he responded.
Once in the middle wing, they took an elevator down to the third floor. As they got off, they heard two loud voices coming from down the hall. One of them was very angry and yelling at the other.
“First Emally and now Kerr! I want to know what these wolves want on the grounds of Parlen Min!”
“Yes, sir.”
“I want you to increase security at the foot of the woods immediately!”
“I’ve already seen to that, sir.”
“Good.”
“Looks like Mr. Trent is back … and he’s not too happy,” Vikey said to Ves.
He nodded in agreement.
“And what of the festival. sir?” asked Mr. Cromweld.
“I’ll be taking the children myself. I’ll have a party of guards accompany us just in case—”
Jacobius broke off as he saw Ves and Vikey coming down the hall.
“Good afternoon, sir,” Vikey greeted him.
“Good afternoon, Miss Trishire, and you, Mr. Asirin,” Jacobius said.
“Afternoon,” Ves said.
“How was your trip, sir?” Vikey asked.
“Fine, thank you,” Jacobius replied.
“I’m glad to hear it. Well, Ves and I are starving so we’re off to have lunch.”
“Very good, then.”
Vikey gave Jacobius a small bow and then she and Ves walked passed him and Mr. Cromweld and entered the dinning hall, where the other children were already seated at the table.
The two sat down on opposite sides and quickly began to serve themselves a bit of everything.
“Yay, the festival’s tomorrow!” said Shayne, who was seated on Vikey’s right.
“Yeah, I bet it’ll be brilliant,” Vikey said.
“I can’t wait, but honestly I don’t know what to wear,” Edilynn said.
“I hope it’ll be well guarded though,” Laurie added.
“You’re not still going on about the wolves, are you?”
“It’s not just the wolves I’m afraid of … Haven’t you heard? There’s been another murder in the outskirts.”
Ves looked up from his plate, as did many of the others.
“That’s right. I just heard from one of the guards,” Marc said in a hushed voice. “Three bodies were found near the reservoir at Wendsil Lake just this morning … and the people that saw the bodies said it was … real nasty. They said the bodies were all dehydrated or something, all dried up and shrivelled, wrinkly and stuff.”
“Eww, Marc, we’re eating,” Trudy said.
“No one knows how it was done. There wasn’t any sign of a struggle or anything. Like the murderer did it without even touching them … ”
“And they’re saying it’s him that did it … the one who did that farmer and his daughter,” Laurie said.
“How do they know?” Tobias asked. “How can they be sure? I mean, it sounds to me like this set of murders was done in a completely different way … nothing like the farmer and his daughter.”
“They found a card near the three bodies, just like the one they found in the dead daughter’s hand—a tarot card of death.”
“Well, we all know what that could mean … I mean if the murders were done by the same person,” Marc said. “it means that there’s serial killer in Meden.”
****
It was Saturday afternoon on the 31st of Oktober, Hallowe’en eve the world over and in Meden, the day of the Festival at Wendsil.
The children raced down the steps of the Tower’s entrance court toward the driveway where eight horse-drawn carriages were waiting. Ves and Vikey joined Mandy in the second to last one and looking out the window, Ves saw Jacobius boarding the carriage just behind theirs.
The ride to the Grounds of Wendsil was slow but exciting. Vikey and Mandy chatted all the way about what they expected to see at the festival. Ves, who was looking outside the window and watching the trees at the side of the road as they passed them, had little or no expectations of his own because he had never been to a festival … though it sounded to him like the amusement park he’d been to once with the other children back at the orphanage.
After about thirty minutes, the carriages turned down a road to the left. This road was quite busy, filled with many other carriages and vehicles going in the same direction. It was also filled with people and children making their way to the festival. They were dressed in colourful clothes and costumes and were carrying strange wooden statues in their hands.
“What are those?” Ves asked.
“Effigies,” Mandy told him.
“Effigies?”
The further down the road they went, the busier and more crowded it became. Soon their carriages came to a halt for they had arrived. The children hopped out excitedly, grouped together, and followed Jacobius, eight of his guards trailing just behind them.
“Well, feel free to wander around and enjoy yourselves,” Jacobius said to the children, “but don’t leave the Grounds and please stay away from the woods. We’ll meet back here after the fireworks display. Off you go then.”
The children split into smaller groups and went off in different directions. As a security measure, they had all been given name tags with the Trent family crest and coat of arms on them so they could easily be identified if they got lost. Jacobius had also instructed the guards to keep a watch on them from a distance.
The Grounds of Wendsil looked nothing like what the children had seen when they’d flown over during their hot-air balloon tour of Meden. There were three massive blue tents set up in a triangle formation around the Grounds. There were other smaller tents and stands where merchandise, souvenirs, food and drinks were being sold. The place was packed with over a thousand people. It was live with colour and excitement, music and shows.
Ves and Vikey made there way through the crowds toward the very centre of the Grounds where they saw a large circular stack of wood. Rising up in the centre of stack was the gigantic figure of a sinister looking man made of wire and mesh.
“What’s that?” Ves asked.
“It’s a wicker man, I think,” Vikey replied.
“A wicker man? What’s a wicker man?”
“Mmm … I can’t explain it properly but I bet there’s someone here who can, like a folklorist or something.”
“A what?”
They walked around for awhile; Vikey led the way for Ves didn’t know what they were looking for and apparently she did.
“Ah-ha, over there,” she said.
Ves saw that she was pointing at a very peculiar old man dressed in a medieval costume, seated on a red carpet surrounded in a circle by a group of small children and their parents.
“That’s it, boys and girls. Gather around, gather around,” the old man was saying, “and hear of the dark legend … the legend that inspired the very festival we celebrate today.”
“Who is that old man?” Ves asked Vikey.
“An elder of Meden obviously, and a folklorist by the look of him. There’s always one or two at these kinds of festivals,” Vikey told him.
“A … folklorist?”
“Yeah. They tell stuff like myths, legends and Marchen.”
Ves looked at Vikey with a blank expression on his face.
“Marchen?”he said.
“Fairytales, Ves!” Vikey laughed.
“Oh…”
“Come on! Let’s have a seat and listen to what the old man has to say, yeah?”
Ves and Vikey joined the children seated around the old man.
“Well then? What’s this legend?” said one child.
“Very well. I shall tell you of it, of the dark legend of Sam Hain,” the old man said in a hushed tone.
As he began to tell his story, Ves took out his scrapbook and pencil from his backpack and did a quick sketch of him.
“Samhain—from which Halloween is derived—was originally an ancient festival held by Celtic pagans. According to their religion, Druidism, the spirits of those who had died in the previous year roamed the earth on Samhain evening.
“The druids burned large, sacrificial, wooden effigies known as ‘Wicker men’ atop sacred hilltops. The wicker man would be filled with animals, prisoners of war, criminals, and other sacrifices to Druid deities. The Celts also built bonfires at these sacred hilltops and performed Wicca rituals.
“These Celtic festivals were held for hundreds of years until Charles Magnus, the emperor and conqueror of much of western and central Europa, came to their lands. Charles Magnus’ wars were chiefly against the pagan and barbarous people. He waged war against the Celts and after defeating them, putting an end to their evil practices and their Samhain sacrificial ceremonies.
“But four hundred years later, a man of Celtic descent came to Meden and started capturing women and children, taking them deep into Meyr Woods and killing them as sacrifices in his imitation rituals of the ancient Celts. Being a master sorcerer of dark Wicca, he could not be stopped, he could not be defeated … and though he was nameless, the people of Meden came to call him ‘Sam Hain’ after the same ceremonies he practiced…
“Meden’s people fell on hard and dark times. Parties of brave men that entered the woods to rescue the kidnapped never came back. Many messengers were sent to the royal city of the empire to seek help from the emperor’s army but their pleas were ignored. The Orem knights in France, though willing to aid, did not come to Meden for fear of upsetting the Empire, which was enemies with the church at the time. Meden’s people begun to leave it fearing for their children … the country was desolating…
“And then he came as if the heavens themselves had sent him, sailing in his fantastic ship … the Golden Knight of legend! He presented himself before those that remained and rallied a few of the men that were able to follow him in to vanquish Sam Hain. But they did not enter the woods then. First, the knight led them to the valley, over the hills to the caves at the foot of Mount Enim. And there the knight, to the astonishment of every man who was there, summoned the Canids!
“Armoured and ready, the knight led the men and wolves to these very Grounds and here they battled Sam Hain and his wicked followers. The desperate people of Meden won the battle and the Golden Knight slew Sam Hain himself.
“After the battle, just as sudden as he’d come, the knight sailed away and the wolves left too; never again in history would they ally themselves with the men of Meden.
“The people of Meden celebrated for many months. Those that had left returned and ever since then, every year on this day we celebrate the defeat of Sam Hain by burning his effigies and his wicker man.”
The old man finished his tale and the children and their parents applauded him. He stood up and bowed, thanking his audience.
“That was a very entertaining tale, don’t you think?” Vikey said, getting up.
Ves nodded, stood up and followed her, placing his scrapbook in his backpack. He took a long hard look at the wicker man as they passed it again.
“Do you think it really happened, the whole Sam Hain stuff?” he said to Vikey.
“I suppose it probably did happen, but I don’t think everything about the story is true. Anyway, that’s why it’s a legend, isn’t it?”
“You think the old man made up some parts?”
“Yeah, folklorists always do that to spice up their tales.”
“He couldn’t have made up the part where the Golden Knight summoned the wolves, could he?”
But Vikey wasn’t listening to him anymore. She was admiring some of the merchandise being sold at the stands. Ves sighed and followed after her.
Using some of the money that they and the other children had been given by Jacobius, Vikey bought a few things that she saw and liked: a silver bracelet with fake diamonds, a pair of earrings and a necklace to go with them. She also bought a small, blue purse and a red wallet for Ves. She was going to pay for the both of them to have a go on some of the rides (there was the ferris wheel, roller coaster, merry-go-round, go carts and many more) but Ves stubbornly protested against this; so they wandered about for awhile, Vikey taking pictures of this and that with her camera until they were hungry.
They went to the food stands and bought hotdogs, milkshakes, cotton candy, and chocolate and sat down to eat at an empty bench. Ves filled up faster than Vikey and just sat watching as she ate rather greedily.
“What?” she said. “I’m hungry!”
Ves laughed a little.
“Come on then,” she said when she was finished.“The circus will be starting soon.”
They got up from the bench and walked off. They soon met up with some of the other boys who’d just come out of one of the blue tents. Ves asked them about what had been going on in that tent and Marc told him that there was musical contest; live bands performed and the audience would vote on how good they were. Some of the girls—Laurie, Shayne, and Lin—had been in the second blue tent that had been set up like a theatre inside. Various plays and dramas were being staged there.
In the third blue tent was the circus, which was about to be begin. It seemed that this was the most eagerly awaited show because there was a long line of people outside the tent waiting to buy tickets. Vikey, Ves, and the rest of the children joined the queue. After twenty minutes or so, Ves and Vikey bought tickets and entered the tent.
It was circular inside with tiers of seats for the audience; in the centre was a round space that was the ring or stage of the performance. Ves and Vikey sat down at the very back of the audience; some of the other children came to join them. The tent filled up fast and soon, all the people had hurriedly and excitedly taken their seats.
The ringleader, a man dressed in a red uniform and brandishing a long whip, took to the stage, standing in the centre and looking up at the audience with a grin on his face.
“Ladies, gentlemen, and children of all ages,” he said in a booming voice, “greetings and welcome to the annual Circus at Wendsil. We’ve got a great show lined up for you. Marvellous talents from across the globe have gathered here today to entertain you, but before they take to the stage and if you would allow me, I’d like to sing you a welcome song.”
Loud music suddenly filled the tent. As the ring leader began to sing, 6 white horses rode into the ring and begun to circle around him. When the music changed tune, they stopped and begun to dance where they stood. Then they stood on their hind legs and begun to circle the ring again, they stopped again and danced where they stood. When the ringleader finished his song, the horses stood on all fours again and bowed to the audience. There was loud clapping and cheering as the ringleader led the horses out of the ring.
Just as the cheering died down, 5 wild looking lions took to the stage, roaring and snapping at the audience. A man dressed like the ringleader stepped in after them. The lions focused on him, growling and inching closer. The man was ignoring them, looking up in the air as a red ball came floating down toward him. He caught the ball and turned to face the lions, whose attention had also shifted to that ball.
“Well, how about it, old chaps?” the man said to the lions. To everyone’s surprise, the five lions nodded in unison.
The man threw the red ball at one of the lions; it caught the ball on the tip of its nose and it held it there with an unnatural balance. The lion then began to bounce the ball up and down on its face.
“Oooooh…” the audience marvelled, but the other lions roared angrily, silencing the audience.
“Come on. Tom, don’t be selfish. The others wanna play too,” the man said to the lion with the ball.
The lion named Tom growled and then flicked his nose and passed the ball to the next lion. This lion also caught and balanced the ball on its nose before passing it to the next, and so on and so on. Now the ball was being passed in a circle from lion to lion.
Then another ball fell from the air. The man caught it and threw at the lions as well, who caught it without dropping the other one still circling amongst them. Now they were passing two balls around. A third, fourth and fifth ball fell from the air and this time the lions and not the man caught them. The audience cheered and applauded.
“Easily impressed, aren’t they?” the man said to the lions.
The audience laughed.
“Well, I guess we should go then.”
The lions stopped passing the balls around. Each of the five came to rest and balance at the tips of the five lions’ noses. The man walked out of the ring and the lions marched after him, bouncing their balls on their noses once more.
Another man came into the room dressed completely in black from head to toe, his face covered to conceal his identity.
“A ninja,” Ves heard Ken say.
The ninja snapped his fingers and 10 monkeys—5 in black and 5 in white—came marching into the room dressed just like the man. The ninja suddenly began to yell out instructions. The monkeys formed a line and began to perform complex martial arts drills! They kicked, punched, and flipped in the air at the man’s commands. He yelled out again and the monkeys paired up, white with black, and began duelling each other. The ninja yelled again after a minute, and all 10 monkeys fell to the ground and lay there as if dead. He turned and began to walk out of the ring. He yelled once more and the monkeys were up, forming a line and marching out of the ring after their master to the sound of the applauding and cheering from the audience.
After the ninja and the monkeys came 4 panda bears that put on a rope dancing and juggling show; then there was a tap dancing elephant that made the whole tent quake as it performed; then came 3 lemurs on small bicycles that performed various tricks and stunts. Theirs was the final animal performance.
A noisy little car came into the ring and began to circle around it, puffing smoke from its exhaust pipe. Its engine was making a hell of a racket. It came to a halt and its tiny doors opened. Ves was surprised to see six people come out of it. They were strange and oddly colourful, wearing baggy pants, white face make up, and fake red noses.
“Ew … clowns,” Vikey said in a whiny voice. “I don’t like clowns.”
Everything about the clowns was stupid and Ves came to realise that that was the whole point. The clowns were simply practical comedians who played fools, performed practical jokes on themselves, and did tricks to make people laugh … But Ves didn’t laugh. He didn’t find them funny at all. What he did find funny was Vikey, who was seated next to him covering her face with her hands.
“Are you scared,” he asked her, “of clowns?”
She didn’t reply. They ended their performance and squeezed back into their little car, gave it a start, and zoomed out of the ring.
Next came flame dancers who played with fire as if it couldn’t scorch them. They ate balls of fire and spat them out ferociously at the audience.
After them came the gymnasts who demonstrated their athletic strength, rhythm, balance, flexibility, and agility using ropes, hoops, balls, clubs, and ribbons to perform choreographed movements set to the music. Four of the gymnasts brought a trampoline into the ring and held it as a female a gymnast leaped onto it and began to bounce up and down on it, performing somersaults, twists, and other airborne movements. She was so good that she could bounce up to 7 metres high and was able to stay in the air for up to 3 seconds.
The very last of the circus acts was that of the flying trapeze artists, who swung high from bars attached to the ends of two ropes hanging from the ceiling of the tents, performing acrobatics.
Then the ringleader reappeared in the ring with his 6 white horses. The man with the 5 lions, the ninja and the monkeys, the pandas, the lemurs, the elephants, the clowns, the flame dancers, and the gymnasts all followed. The audience stood up from their seats clapping, whistling, and cheering. The circus troupe beamed at their audience and bowed many times before leaving the ring …
“That was excellent, wasn’t it?” Vikey said, as they exited the circus tent with the children and hundreds of other audience members.
“Yes …” Ves said with a smirk, “the clowns were really funny,”
“Oh, shut up,” Vikey sighed.“Come on, it’s almost time for the burning of the wicker man.”
The masses of people all made their way toward the centre of the Grounds. It was dark now, the sun having set some time ago, and was only getting darker. Ves noticed that all the lights around the Grounds were being put out. People were producing flash lights or were otherwise carrying newly-lit lanterns.
“What’s going on? Why are the lights going out?” Ves asked Vikey.
She didn’t answer his question.
“Don’t worry, I brought flashlight too,” she said instead, producing a flashlight and handing it to Ves.
The people came to stand around the towering wicker man of Sam Hain in close to pitch-black darkness, their eager faces illuminated by their flashlights and lanterns.
Two important looking men stood in front of the wicker man. The taller and younger man was holding an ancient torch lit by bright orange flames. The older and more important looking man was holding an expensive wooden effigy of Sam Hain.
“That must be the mayor,” Vikey whispered to Ves.
The mayor stepped forward, cleared his throat, and begun to give a speech to the silent mass. He thanked the people of Meden and the visiting guests for attending the festival and hoped that they’d enjoyed themselves. He talked a little about how much Meden had developed and successfully prospered after the fall of Sam Hain and thanked the people of Meden again, for they were the reason the district still flourished. He hoped that Meden would continue to stand strong for a thousand more years to come …
When he finished his speech, the people of Meden cheered and clapped joyously. The mayor bowed to them, then carried his wooden effigy and placed it on top of the stacks of wood. There were many clicks and flashes as photos were taken.
Soon after, hundreds upon hundreds of people and children stepped forward to place their effigies onto the stacks of wood around the wicker man; this was a lengthy process that lasted about half an hour. When the last of the effigies were placed, the people of Meden, led by their mayor, began to sing. It was an ancient tune, a song that wasn’t in any language the children knew … a folk anthem that only the people of Meden knew.
They sang for 4 minutes as 30 or so strong looking men poured expensive and sweet scented oil over the wood and the effigies. When they finished and the song ended, the young man at the mayor’s side, who was a descendant of the oldest family in Meden, walked forward to the foot of the stacks of wood, bent down, and lit the wood with his torch. The orange flames shrieked and spiralled around the circular stacks before spiking swiftly up the giant wicker man and lighting it all up!
The masses cheered and clapped ecstatically. Suddenly, hundreds of fireworks shot off, rocketing high up into sky and exploding with shockingly loud and deafening bangs … The clear, starry sky became brightly coloured. It was brilliant, it was amazing, and it was breathtaking…
Ves felt Vikey edge closer to him and slowly wrap her hand around his. He looked away from the fireworks and turned to her. Her face was glowing.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she said breathlessly. “Just … romantic.”
Ves didn’t say anything. She blushed.
“Oh … you don’t understand, do you?” Vikey said, half ashamed and half annoyed.
She let go of his hand and went to join the other girls. Ves shrugged. She was right, he didn’t understand.
As the fireworks display carried on, the masses of people dispersed and made bonfires and barbeques where they roasted steaks, pork, and chicken. Others crowded in some of the other tents to socialize and listen to live music.
Vikey and the other girls stood around a fire gossiping and giggling, pointing out at good-looking young men as they passed. The other boys went to the stands and played gambling games with their money. Tammi wasn’t amongst the girls; Ves wondered where she was.
He left the centre and decided to explore the Grounds by himself, wandering around sketching this and that in his scrapbook. The lights had been turned back on so it was easy for him to make his way around, though he’d had to get passed the many crowds of people who were still transfixed on the skies above watching the fireworks display. A few times, he’d bumped into some of them; he’d tripped twice and they’d cursed at him angrily, and he’d apologized.
Just as he was passing by the merchandise stands and absentmindedly sketching in his book, he accidentally bumped into a boy younger than him and knocked the things that the boy was carrying out of his hands.
“I’m so sorry,” Ves said. “I wasn’t looking where I was going.”
“That’s alright,” the boy said. “Would you help me pick my things up though?”
“Sure.”
At the very moment Ves was picking up some of the boy’s things, from the corner of his eye he saw her walk by. A blank expression on her beautiful face as she looked up at the starry sky, muttering soundless words to herself … the dark teenage girl from the airport in Muleya City…
Ves stood up quickly, handed the boy his things, and looked around for the girl … but she’d disappeared into the crowds and finding her would be an impossible task. But she was there, in Meden. He smiled to himself and continued exploring the Grounds and maybe if he was lucky, he would see her again.
As he was turning around one of the massive blue tents, he spotted Tammi. She was seated by a fire with two other children Ves didn’t recognize. The older was a boy about 14 with a mess of red hair; the younger was a girl with long, golden locks, and she was about Ves’ age. Ves couldn’t see their faces clearly though because they had their backs turned to him.
“I just finished my third year. It was brilliant. I still have a long way to go though,” the boy was saying.
“Yeah, there’s loads to learn, isn’t there? I applied for a place at Eravard two months ago and I got accepted. I got the letter yesterday!” the girl said excitedly.
“Wow, congratulations,” Tammi said, grinning sincerely.
“Thanks! I start this fall.”
“What about you Tam?” the boy asked, “Did you apply for a place?”
Tammi didn’t hear the boy’s question. She was looking over his shoulder because a few feet from where he sat, stood—
“—Ves Asirin.”
The boy and girl suddenly turned around to face Ves and he was startled by them. … They had the same glowing blue eyes as Tammi … eyes that gave Ves the impression that they could see right through him.
“Is he a friend of yours?” the girl said.
“Um … yes,” Tammi said.
“Oh, okay. We should be going then,” the boy said, standing up.
The girl stood up too. She rummaged in her pocket, pulled out a tiny bottle filled with a strawberry-coloured liquid, and gave it to Tammi.
“What’s this?” Tammi asked.
“A little help from me,” the girl said, smirking and taking a quick glance at Ves.
“Oh … no, it’s not like that,” Tammi said, frowning but quickly pocketing the little bottle. The girl giggled and walked away with the boy.
“Later, Tam. Hope to see you at Eravard,” the boy called.
“Yeah … goodbye,” Tammi replied.
When they were gone, Tammi turned to face Ves. He felt rather stupid standing up and looking down at her, so he moved closer and sat down besides her. For an awkward minute neither spoke.
Just as Ves was about to talk, Tammi said, “Is there something you want to ask me?”
“Yes …” Ves said staring at the burning fire. “It’s about … wolves.”
“Wolves?” Tammi repeated.
Ves didn’t say anything for awhile because Tammi was frowning at him, but curiosity egged him to speak.
“Is it true?” Ves said slowly, “Can you talk to wolves? … Can you speak their language?”
Tammi hesitated … but she replied.
“Yes,” she said. Ves turned to face her in disbelief.
“And that day … in the green house, you spoke to the wolf? What did you say to it?”
Tammi looked uncomfortable now; Ves thought she wasn’t going to answer his question.
“I asked it if it was lost … if it needed help finding the way out,” Tammi said after awhile.
“Did it say anything?”
“No, but it was surprised – surprised to hear me speak its language. I think I made it angry … very angry. That’s when Miss Gren came and she was attacked … It was all my fault.”
There was another moment of awkward silence between the two of them and for a few minutes they just sat and watched the fire.
“That girl and that boy, the ones you were with earlier, they’re just like you, aren’t they?” Ves said. “High-spirited?” he added.
“Yes.”
“Do all High-spirited people have blue eyes like yours?” Ves asked her.
“No,” she replied, “Not all of them … only a certain kind of High-spirited people.”
“A certain kind?”
“Yes … Children of W—” Tammi broke off and Ves knew why.
The fireworks display had seized but they were bangs of a different kind in the distance … gunshots. Something was wrong. The ground begun to rumble violently as crowds of people came running from all directions, screaming and yelling frightfully.
“Wolves! It’s the Wolves! They’re here!” they screamed.
Ves and Tammi stood up abruptly. Ves felt Tammi grab his hand. He turned to look at her … she was shaking and breathing rapidly … she was scared. They heard five loud gunshots very near to where they stood and then saw four armed men appear from amongst the crowds: policemen. They were all looking up at the sky, their pistols aimed there.
“Get the people away from the Grounds, quickly!” one of the policemen yelled to the others.
“Ves … we should run too,” Tammi said.
Ves wasn’t listening; he too was looking up. He’d seen them: 6 dark and monstrous figures falling from the sky. Two fell directly on top of one of the blue tents, the others right into the crowds!
“AHHHHH! GOD SAVE US!” a man yelled.
The large, dark, furry beasts scurried and scattered, chasing after people this way and that, snapping and barking menacingly! More of them fell from the sky, one of them landing neatly on the ground a few feet from where Ves and Tammi stood. Because it was dark, Ves couldn’t see what the wolf really looked liked but it was about 10 feet tall with a figure that was a cross between a dog and a man. Ves took a step forward toward the wolf but Tammi’s grip on his hand tightened.
“What are you doing? We have to run!” she told him.
With that, they turned back and ran with the crowds. There were more roars and gunshots and every once in a while, they saw one the beasts leap over them.
The centre of the Grounds was more chaotic than anywhere else. Confused and frightened, people ran for their lives with disregard for anyone but their own families and children. Scores of them had been injured and were helplessly crying and screaming for help.
“Don’t stop! Come on!” cried shrieked Tammi as she tugged at Ves, who’d begun to slow down.
He was looking at the front of the burning wicker man, where 3 of the wolves stood on their hind legs like men. Two of them were carrying large axes. Then Ves heard the wolf whispers in his mind again … He’d never heard them this clear before. He could even make out words … though he didn’t know what they meant. They sounded like orders …
Ves saw the unarmed wolf do something strange; it blew a great gust of wind at the fire that had engulfed the wicker man, extinguishing it all. The wolf barked and the other two with the axes jumped to the foot of the wicker man and begun to chop it down with great swings from their axes.
“What are they doing? Why are they doing that?” Ves asked.
“Ves! Look!” Tammi gasped.
She was pointing up at the sky. Ves looked up and his eyes widened in fear at what he saw … Three meteor-sized balls of blue flames were falling from the stars, lighting up the whole sky. Ves could feel the heat from them even though they were thousands of feet away … but they were speeding down to the ground. His mouth wide open, he watched the wolves trying desperately to bring down the red-hot wicker man. As he looked up at the sky again, he saw that one of the balls of fire was headed right for it! Was this the reason the wolves were trying to bring it down?
“Ves! Come on!” Tammi yelled.
The two were running again, as fast they could. The balls of fire were so close now. The three wolves almost had the wicker man down but they weren’t quick enough … and they paid for it with their lives.
The first blazing ball of flames struck the very centre of the Grounds and exploded violently, sending shocks of tremors across the surface of the Grounds! Ves and Tammi were thrown to ground by the impact. Ves got up to his knees and looked back. He saw the half-wrecked wicker man moving out of black clouds of smoke, engulfed in blue flames, falling right over where he and Tammi were!
“Move!” he yelled.
He helped Tammi up and they ran for it as the mass of burning wire and steel came crushing over them! They were almost too late … It fell just a few feet behind them. They were thrown to the ground yet again.
Ves crawled up and stood on his knees. Tammi rolled over, breathing hard and coughing. The second ball hit a blue tent and incinerated it completely. The third ball crashed in the space between two of the remaining blue tents.
The Grounds of Wendsil were burning now; blue and red flames burned down the other smaller tents and stands. The dark smoke and heat were almost unbearable.
Tammi held onto Ves as they stood up shaking and walked off. They were too weak … too scared to run anymore. There were only a few people left running around now and the wolves had disappeared. It was all over …
“There! There they are, thank God!” a man yelled.
Ves recognized this voice. Looking up, he saw a worried Jacobius Trent running toward him and Tammi with two of his guards at his side. In one swipe, he lifted Tammi off her feet and hugged her.
“Are you okay? Are you alright?” He asked Tammi. She nodded slowly. “And you, Mr. Asirin?”
Ves gave Jacobius a weak smile and nodded.
They left the Grounds of Wendsil minutes later in a black SUV. The other children had been safely transported back to the Tower the same way. Looking out of the window, Ves saw several police cars and vans arriving at the scene followed by fire trucks and ambulances.
Ves and Tammi sat together in the back of the SUV. Jacobius sat in the front with the driver. The two guards rode on horses following the vehicle close behind. No one spoke and the silence was welcome this time. It was definitely better than loud explosions, gunshots, monstrous roars, thunderous explosions, and screams.
Ves turned very slowly to look at Tammi. She was seated with her legs at the edge of the seat hugging her knees and rocking slightly, her expression blank … but she was shaking, still frightened. Ves was scared too but he could easily hide it; suppressing emotions and feelings was nothing new to him. But … he wanted to say something to her … anything … maybe to comfort her. They’d been through the whole thing together after all.
“I … can … I can hear them too,” he said slowly and quietly.
Tammi turned to face him, he wasn’t looking at her.
“Sorry?” I didn’t catch that,” she said.
“The wolves … I can hear them too,” he said again in a hushed voice.
Her eyes widened and glowed brighter in shock and astonishment.
As she looked away, Ves felt stupid, but he didn’t know why.
Then she slowly slid her hand across the seat and carefully wrapped it around his. Her grip tightened and a strange warmness flowed from her hand and spread throughout his whole body … It made him feel better.
They arrived at the Tower and the SUV parked right at the steps of the entrance court. Jacobius, Ves, and Tammi stepped out and went up the steps. Two people stood waiting on the entrance court: Vikey Trishire and Lercia Cromweld.
“Ves, dear!” Vikey called excitedly.
She ran toward him and hugged him tightly.
“Oh, I was so worried! How are you? Are you okay? Not hurt anywhere, are you?” she said.
“I’m fine,” Ves growled. “Let go of me! Don’t touch me there!”
Tammi smiled and gave them a little wave, and then she walked past and entered the Tower. Mr. Cromweld walked to his master’s side and begun to inquire about what had happened. Even as Vikey fussed over him, Ves listened carefully to Jacobius and Mr. Cromweld’s conversation.
“Catastrophic, the whole thing,” Jacobius told Mr. Cromweld.
“Wolves, sir?”
“Yes, black warrior wolves, many of them … attacked a few people but they didn’t kill.”
“And the balls of fire, sir?”
“I think it was Jinn fire!”
“Jinn fire?”
“I recognized it the moment I saw it, but I – I don’t think the wolves summoned it.”
“But sir, we all know that they have a Nheym.”
“I know that but … it was so strange, Mr. Cromweld. It looked as though the wolves were trying to trying to prevent the attack.”
That was exactly what it had looked like to Ves as well, but then who was the attacker and what were all the other things Jacobius and Mr. Cromweld talking about? What was Jinn fire and what was a Nheym?
“Things are becoming really dangerous in Meden. The wolves … the murders in the outskirts … and now a Jinn attack. It’s becoming unsafe for the children,” Jacobius said, eyeing Ves and Vikey who were standing close by.
“What should we do, sir?” Mr. Cromweld asked.
“… How are the preparations for the ‘event’ coming along?”
“Almost compete. We should be set to go in a day or two, sir. Maybe three.”
“Good … We’ll just have to hurry things along, take a few more safety measures, and start the event earlier than planned. When it’s over, we’ll send the children home before anything more happens.”
“Yes, sir.”
Jacobius walked toward Ves and Vikey and escorted them into the Tower. Mr. Cromweld waited until they were inside and then pulled his cell phone from his pocket, dialled a number, and waited for the person on the other end to answer…
“Yes, hello … He’s decided to go ahead with the event … That’s right … He’s awfully worried after everything that just happened at the festival but he’s not sending the children home. You know how obsessed he is with this event of his. It’s like another one of his precious inventions. Do you still want to go ahead with your plan? … Very well, then. Goodnight. I’ll see you soon.”
Chapter 7
The Sword Challenge
The clouds were dark and thundering as great winds blew all across the district. Fall was coming and it seemed that the sky itself reflected the gloomy mood that lay across Meden. Three days had passed since the disaster at the festival and the people talked about nothing else since then. The local papers were filled with wild theories of how the wolves had planned the attack at the Grounds of Wendsil and policemen had been positioned at key entrances into the woods, which were out of bounds now. A curfew had also been instated; no one was allowed out after 9 o’clock at night. The authorities were carrying out extensive investigations but nothing of their findings had been disclosed yet. And then there were the murders …
There had been two more strange killings somewhere not far from Meden Dale. A couple had been savagely stabbed to death … Their bodies had been found stuck with an assortment of knives … and laying on the ground a few feet from them was another one of the killer’s tarot cards of death. It was less publicised, with everyone’s attention turned to the festival disaster and the wolves, but top investigators had been put on the case, which was most certainly a serial killing...
Life at the Tower had become less and less enjoyable because the orphan’s time outside had been restricted even with the double in security. And just like the girls’ flowering lessons, the boys’ fencing lessons had been cancelled. The children spent most of their time in the eighth floor lounge, their bedrooms, wandering the hallways of the Tower or else loitering in the cloister. Only the Marcosky twins seemed to be having fun, racing down the halls on their aeroboards tossing water balloons at each other and making a mess of things.
But strangely, working activity at the Tower seemed to have become busier than usual. In fact, the staff had increased in number to include carpenters, electricians, engineers, and even several construction workers. Several floors had been closed off to be worked on. What work was being done there the children could only guess…
On Wednesday of that week, several large trucks drove through the Tower’s gates. The children watched from the windows as men in black jumpsuits offloaded several large crates and carried them inside.
Jacobius Trent had rarely been seen that week. Whenever someone did see him he was either giving instructions to Mr. Cromweld before going up into his private study or was leaving the Tower in a black SUV with an escort of guards on horses. The children knew he was a busy man, being the world’s most renowned inventor and all, but they still felt like he was neglecting them. Weren’t they his guests after all?
****
Vikey pulled out a large and dusty volume from the shelves of the Tower’s library and carried it back to the table where she sat down with Ves.
“You’re certain that we’ll find it in this book?” he asked her.
“Of course,” she told him. “Encyclopaedia Engaria is the most precise and reliable know-it-all book there is.” She opened it and browsed through it, quickly scanning the contents page before turning to the ‘J’ section. “Aha, here it is. The Jinn, right?”
“Yes …”
“I’ll read it aloud:
Jinn, a spiritual creature lower than an angel. The plural form of the name is Jinni; the feminine form of the name is jinniyah. Usually composed of the basic elements— fire, water, earth and air— jinn can assume both animal and human forms. They are neither good nor evil. Though mostly unseen, they exist all around us, residing in water, air, in flame, under the earth and in inanimate objects such as rocks, trees and ruins.
Types of Jinni:
-Poltergeists
Widely believed to be supernatural spirits or unexplained phenomenon that invisibly move objects or hurl them about, start fires or cause mischief; poltergeists are jinni that enjoy punishing humans for wrongs done to them unintentionally.
-Genies
These jinni are said to grant a set number of wishes to anyone who comes across them.
-Nheym summons
Perhaps the most dangerous and destructive form of all jinni. Extremely powerful, these colossally fell spirits were usually summoned for battle during the middle ages and their devastating power completely destroyed many nations and kingdoms ... many of whom history has forgotten.
These jinni require the summoner, known as the Madtis or ‘caller,’ to know their true names in order to call upon them.
After the Fourth Great War, the Orem Knights travelled the world over and gathered most of the Books of Names used to summon these jinn and destroyed them; of course, this didn't mean the jinn themselves were destroyed.
There is still evidence of their existence even in modern times. Some sorcerers of Wicca claim to know the names of some Nheym. The four races of sentient animals, the wolves, boars ,prime-apes and the reptiles, are believed to know the names of at least four of these jinn, one for each of the four elements of life, earth, water, fire and air. It is also rumoured that there is a dark island wholly populated by these Nheym jinn. Many men have sought this island; few have claimed to have found it; fewer still have returned alive with nary a name.
Vikey finished reading.
So, if Jacobius was right about the balls of fire from the sky being jinn fire, Ves pondered, then the jinn behind the attack at the festival was a Nheym summon … the wolves’ jinn. But hadn’t the wolves tried to stop the attack by attempting to bring down the wicker man? Had they perhaps lost control of their jinn?
“So why are you so interested in this jinn thing anyway?” Vikey asked Ves as she closed the book.
“It’s nothing …” Ves lied. “I was just curious about it, that’s all … Just something I remembered hearing about some time ago.”
“Remembered?” Vikey said, giving him a suspicious look.
“Sometimes, some memories come back to me … meaningless bits and pieces of stuff I forgot ages ago. The jinn’s just one of those things,”
“Oh.”
Suddenly the library door opened and Trudy walked in.
“There you two are. Cromweld sent me to fetch you both. He said everyone should meet him on the top floor immediately,” she said.
“What for?” Vikey asked.
“I dunno. Come on then.”
Ves and Vikey stood up and followed Trudy out of the library, down the hall, and into an elevator, which they took all the way up to the 25th floor. They found all the other children in the hallway, each wondering why they were there.
“Good, I see you’re all here,” Mr. Cromweld said, appearing behind them. “Please follow me.”
He led the children to the end of the hallway toward Beltry’s Way.
“We are going up. Mr. Trent is waiting for us at the top,” he told them.
He took a step up a staircase made of the clearest glass Ves had ever seen and then turned around to face Tammi, who stood behind Natalie and Shayne.
“Miss Eriks, I think you’ll be needing some assistance, no?” he said to her.
Tammi nodded and stepped forward. Mr. Cromweld gently lifted her and carried her up the stairs as the others followed.
“Why did he carry her?” Ves asked.
“High-spirited people are very sensitive to glass,” Jerod answered him.
“Sensitive?”
“Glass breaks the instant they touch it.”
“So if she touched any part of this staircase, the whole thing would collapse and we’d all go bye-bye,” Marc said with his eyes bulging out creepily. “It’s a long way down too.”
Ves looked down through the glass steps past all the other crisscrossing stairways and saw the distant bottom below … It really was a long way down.
He turned to say something to Vikey but found that she was not by his side. She was a few steps back and the last person going up the stair. She looked pale and was holding the side of the banister tightly as she slowly went up. Ves stood and waited until she’d reached him.
“Are you okay?” he asked her.
“No …” she said quietly.
“Do you need help?”
“No!”
“I’m not offering to carry you.”
He gave her a weak smile and held out his hand, Vikey took it and together they went up.
The staircase led up to the skylights and through a hatch to the very rooftops of the Tower. A strong wind blew against them and they realised just how high up they really were. Vikey panicked and flung her hands tightly around Ves.
“It’s too high up! Let’s go back down, Ves! It’s too high up!” she cried.
“Calm down, Miss Trishire. It’s going to be alright. You won’t fall,” Jacobius Trent said as he walked toward the two them. “And besides, Mr. Asirin won’t let go of you.”
Vikey looked at Ves, breathing heavily.
“You won’t?” she asked him. Ves shook his head. Vikey blushed but felt relieved.
“Come … the others are waiting,” Jacobius said.
“Okay,” Vikey said softly, clinging to Ves' side.
As they followed Jacobius, Ves saw that the rooftops of the Tower were a beautiful court, neatly decorated with expensive statues and exotic plants in priceless flowerpots. Looking beyond the rooftops, he could see an even more beautiful view of Meden District on one side and the vast blue sea on the other. Even the lightly clouded blue sky looked majestic from that view.
The children gathered in the centre of the court, standing around a circular dais made of black marble and marked with strange symbols, in the centre of which was a small pool filled with clear, blue water.
“Welcome to Beltry’s Sanctum,” Jacobius said to them. “I have something important to show and tell today.”
Jacobius stepped onto the dais, crouched by the pool, and washed his hands in the pool’s water.
“Rain water,” he told them, “from the last year. This special pool keeps it from evaporating.”
He stood up and flicked his wet hands.
“You may want to step back a bit,” he said.
The children looked at each other with puzzled expressions and then stepped back slowly. Jacobius raised his right hand in the air and closed his eyes.
“What you’re about to see is not magic … It is very real,” he said.
The children again looked at each other.
“Seif du Belsar!” Jacobius suddenly yelled.
The skies above quickly darkened with clouds that seemed to appear out of nowhere; they were followed by a great howling wind. Then there was a thunderclap and a violent bolt of lightning shot out of the clouds and struck Jacobius where he stood; simultaneously, all the children were knocked backward to the ground by the force of the strike.
Ves was one of the first to get up, his eyes wide open and his jaw hanging … for what he was seeing was absolutely amazing. Jacobius’ whole body was sparkling wildly with electricity … and he was still alive! In his right hand he held what looked like a blade of blue light.
“Whoa!” Marc gasped.
“Wicked!” the Marcosky twins exclaimed.
“What … what’s going on?” Vikey asked. No one answered her, all them gaping at Jacobius.
The electricity around him slowly faded and the blue blade of light turned out to be a magnificent dark short sword made of a sort of crystalline steel, its hilt encrusted with blue diamonds and sparkling quartz crystals. Jacobius stepped down from the dais and held the sword out to Ves, who reluctantly took it. He was surprised at how light it felt in his hand, how cool it felt …
“That is the sword of Belsaris, former crown and royal emblem of the fallen Persian Empire. A gift given to Morbilius Trent by Prince Ise’id more than 150 years ago,” Jacobius told them.
Ves handed it to Vikey; after she’d examined it she passed it on to Aine, who in turn passed to Trudy. On it went until every one of the children had held it; then it was given back to Jacobius.
“This, as you’ve seen, is a very special sword. It gives one the ability to control and manipulate electric energy, moreover, to summon lightening at will. It is a remnant of the last Great War. As such, it is a priceless antique,” Jacobius explained. “But I didn’t bring you up here just to show it to you. I have more to tell you…
“At the start of the New Year … I will be retiring and I will be leaving the Tower forever. That is one of the reasons I invited all of you here … to spend the last days here with me.
“The second reason is this,” he said holding up the sword. “The Sword Challenge.”
“The Sword Challenge?” Trudy repeated.
“I’m sure everyone has noticed that there has been a lot of working activity in the Tower lately. All of it has been done in preparation for the Sword Challenge.”
“And what exactly is this Sword Challenge?” Aine asked as well.
Jacobius smiled and with a wave of his right hand, the Sword of Belsaris sparkled and disappeared in thin air.
“I have just now banished The sword of Belsaris to a hidden location somewhere inside the Tower. The goal of the challenge will be to discover this location and retrieve the sword in order to win the grand prize.
“You will be split up into groups of five to compete in the challenge, which will involve solving puzzles, riddles, and other such clues to complete three major tasks per group. Completion of the tasks will bring you closer to the location of the sword,” Jacobius explained.
“Wait. Groups of five? Eew, that means someone could be in a group with the Marcoskys,” Aine said with a disgusted look on her face.
Almost all of the girls showed signs of displeasure at the idea of being grouped with the mischievous twins.
“Hey, it’s not like we wanna be in a group with any of you,” Anry said.
“Yeah,” Andy said.
“Please, sir, put them in a group of their own and then the rest of us can be in groups of three instead,” Shayne suggested.
The other girls backed her up with calls of ‘yeah’ and ‘yes.’
“Well …” Jacobius said scratching the back of his head, “that will change things a little, but if that’s what you want … Mr.Cromweld, you’ll have to make a few adjustments to the group list.”
Mr. Cromweld nodded and begun to alter the list on the clipboard that he held in his hands.
“Allow me to continue please,” Jacobius said. “The members of the group that completes all their tasks and finds the Sword of Belsaris will be awarded … 12 million dollars.”
The children gaped at Jacobius and then exchanged looks of disbelief.
“Twelve million dollars? You’re serious?” Marc asked.
Jacobius nodded.
“Wow! That’s a lot of money!” Laurie exclaimed.
“That’s pocket change,” Andy and Anry laughed, but everyone ignored them.
“Ah, yes. Mr. Cromweld has finished adjusting the list of groups. He will now announce them. Please join your group members when your names are called,” Jacobius said.
They were all listening intently. Mr. Cromweld stepped forward, cleared his throat, and began to read from the list.
“Group 1,” he said “Tobias McFarlane, Lin Xing, and Natalie Blakes.”
Lin and Natalie exchanged looks of glee and went to stand by Tobias’ side.
“Group 2: Muranda Patel, Shayne Jansen, and Trudy McFarlane.”
Muranda and Shayne walked toward each other and shook each other’s hands. Trudy walked toward them with a slightly disappointed look on her face.
“Rats. I got separated from Aine,” she said, looking back over her shoulder at her friend.
“Group 3: Laurie Merks, Mandy Hudges, and Edilynn Hudnall,” Mr. Cromweld continued.
The three girls rejoiced and hugged each other.
“Girl power!” they said.
“Group 4: Marc Fletchers, Ken Suzaku, and Lorenzo Estevez.”
The boys stood together grinning and exchanged high-fives.
“Group 5: Aine Jullies, Tammi Eriks, and Jayden Wilks.”
Aine and Tammi shook each other’s hands and stood by Jayden’s side, who nodded curtly at the both of them.
“Group 6: Ves Asirin, Jerod Smeth, and Vikey Trishire.”
“Wow, Ves! We’re in the same group,” Vikey said, happily.
“Lucky you,” Trudy sighed.
Jerod stood beside Ves and Vikey and shook both their hands.
“Marcoskys, you’re in group 7,” Mr. Cromweld finished.
“Thank you Mr. Cromweld,” Jacobius said. “Well then, I’ll give you your first clues.”
He picked up a black velvet sack that was laying on the ground next to him and walked over to the first group.
“Go on then, Mr. McFarlane. Take your pick,” Jacobius said holding the sack in front of Tobias.
Tobias put his hand in the sack and retrieved a small, black box. Everyone’s attention was on him as he opened it. Inside it was a single black feather that emitted little wisps of smoke. Natalie touched the feather then pulled her hand back fast.
“It's hot, really hot …” she said.
Inside the box next to the feather was a small paper note with writing in silver ink. Lin picked up the note and read it silently to herself.
“It’s a kind of riddle,” Lin said to the other two.
The three of them looked up at Jacobius expecting him to give them further instructions, but he did not say anything more. He walked on to the next group, leaving them with puzzled expressions.
Shayne put her hand in the sack and pulled out her group’s black box. She opened it and inside was a piece of an old scroll of parchment. Ves caught a glimpse of an illustration on it of a creature that looked like a toad or frog. Below it was a lengthy description of whatever the creature was written in a strange language like Chinese. Shayne also found a paper note with a riddle in the box.
Laurie, Mandy and Edilynn found a small crystal phial with a shimmering blue liquid in their box. Marc, Lorenzo and Ken found the hilt of a broken knife and Aine, Jayden and Tammi found a yellow stone medallion.
“I’m afraid that’s the last of the clues as we originally planned for only five groups of four,” Jacobius said to Ves, Vikey, Jerod and the Marcosky twins. “I’ll have Mr. Cromweld bring your clues when they are prepared in a few days or so. Please be patient till then.
“The Sword Challenge will last as long your stay here at the Tower,” Jacobius told everyone, “and on December 25th, which is Christmas day of course, the prize money will be presented to group that finds the Sword of Belsaris. Until then, good luck to you all.”
And so they descended from the Tower’s rooftop in high spirits talking about the challenge and the prospect of the wealth that would follow its completion.
“It’s really okay that we didn’t get a clue … really it is. At least we’re in the same group,” Vikey said as they entered the noisy 8th floor lounge.
Ves nodded but he wasn’t listening, absentmindedly watching as the others showed off their clues to each other, reciting the riddles on the notes and asking their friends what they thought they meant.
No, Ves didn’t think it was okay that they hadn’t got a clue like the others. This Sword Challenge was just the sort of thing Ves had come to the Tower for. Something that would help him prove to everyone at the orphanage, especially Wender Mistry, that even with his memory disorder he was able to cope in any situation that any ordinary person could … He was determined to prove nothing else.
He grabbed a bar of chocolate from the snack basket on the table and went to stand by the window, looking out as he ate. Vikey came to stand by his side, looking out of the window as well.
“Who is that?” Ves said, pointing out of the window at a man limping across the grounds heading toward the gate that led to the beach.
“Hey … isn’t that Kerr Samson?” Vikey said.
“Who?”
“The cook.”
“The … the cook?”
Yes … Ves suddenly remembered who he was … the man that had followed Mr. Cromweld into the woods and had been bitten by a wolf.
“He’s already out of the hospital? … That’s odd. He was hurt worse than Miss Emally Gren and she’s not even out yet,” Vikey told Ves.
He wasn’t listening again. He turned around and walked off quickly.
“Where are you going?” Vikey asked him.
“I’m going to talk to him,” Ves said.
“What? Why?”
“I want to find out what really happened to him the night he was attacked by wolves,”
“Do you think he’s going to tell you something like that? Isn’t it kinda rude to even ask such a thing?”
But Ves was already leaving the lounge. Vikey followed him.
Soon they were striding across the entrance court, going down the steps past the driveway and toward the grounds. They reached the gate through which the cook had gone and found it wide open.
“There are no guards here …” Ves said.
“Maybe they’ve gone on a break or something,” Vikey said.
Ves went out through the gate and she followed. They went down steps that led them to the beach and soon they could see the cook limping across it. Vikey suddenly gasped.
“… Oh, Ves, look at his leg.”
The cook’s right leg had been amputated up to the knee … and the bandage wrapped around the wound was soaked with blood.
“It's horrible … Why’d they let him out of the hospital? He’s still sick,” Vikey said.
“Where is he going?” Ves asked.
“Looks like he’s heading to the lighthouse,” she said, pointing in the direction.
By the time they were walking across the beach, the cook had already entered it.
“What could he possibly want in there, anyway?” Vikey said as they reached the foot of the towering structure.
“Let’s find out,” Ves said.
But just as he took a step forward, Vikey suddenly grabbed his hand and stopped him.
“What?” he asked her.
Vikey’s eyes were wide, her mouth open slightly. The colour was fading from her face and she started to shake; she was terrified.
“What’s wrong?” Ves questioned.
“Look,” she said in a hushed tone.
She made a gesture toward the doorway of the lighthouse. A cat was seated on one side of it … a very peculiar-looking cat. It had silvery white fur, long sharp ears, and pitch-black eyes. Strangest of all its features were its tails. It had nine of them … and they did not look tangible. They were wispy and see-through, billowing behind the cat like smoke or fire …
“What … is that?” Ves asked.
“A – a Musken! A cat of death!” Vikey replied.
“What?” Ves said with a slight laugh.
Another cat, similar to first but with jet-black fur and white eyes, walked out of the lighthouse and sat on the other side of the door from the first cat … Vikey gasped. Her grip on Ves’ hand was so tight that her nails cut into his skin. She pulled him, tugging him back frantically.
“That black one’s killed someone, Ves – It’s killed someone!” she cried.
“What—?”
A drop of blood splashed across his cheek … a second on the tip of his nose … the third on his forehead. He looked up … they both looked up ... and saw Kerr Samson come falling down from the very top of the lighthouse and violently smack onto the ground in front of them.
Ves’ heart started to beat thunderously … Vikey screamed at a deafening pitch … the cats disappeared … and laying in a pool of his own blood, the cook was dead … In his broken outstretched hand was a card … a tarot card.
****
The children sat in the lounge huddled in front of one of the wide screen TVs and watching the evening news in silence … in shock.
“The serial killer, nicknamed the ‘The Shadow’ by Meden’s press, has struck again, this time on the beach of famous inventor Jacobius Trent’s residence, the Tower of Parlen Min.
“Kerr Samson, the head cook at the Tower, was murdered at the lighthouse on Parlen Min’s beach sometime after noon today. According to the authorities, two children staying at the Tower as guests of Mr. Trent’s saw Mr. Samson fall to his death from the very top of the lighthouse. His body was found with the killer’s signature tarot card of death.
“Mr. Samson, a recent victim of a wolf attack, had earlier this morning checked himself out of the hospital just three days after a surgery, according to hospital officials. They had advised Mr. Samson against it but they could not keep him against his will as their hospital policy dictates.
“He returned to the Tower and for unknown reasons went to the lighthouse where he was killed.
“If it were not for the card found with Mr. Samson’s body, the authorities would have written the case off as an act of suicide. Of course, the authorities don’t know how The Shadow got to Mr. Samson. Except for the card, they found no traces of the killer at the murder scene,” the news reporter said.
“We’re definitely dealing with someone very skilled,” said a police official, whom the broadcast cut to. “All the murders so far have been just as strange, mysterious and puzzling. Each of the murders is unique, stylish, somewhat – theatrical … as if it were done by a different killer each time. Maybe it’s not just one person behind this … maybe this ‘Shadow’ is a group, a murderous gang … It makes some sense if one looks at it from that angle; but we don’t know for sure … and until the killer makes a mistake, we won’t know.”
Jacobius, who’d walked into the room unnoticed, picked up the remote control from the table and turned the TV off. All the children turned around to face him. He wore a sombre expression on his face and when he spoke, his voice was quiet and dull.
“I imagine you all feel scared and anxious right now. It was … such a terrible thing what happened today, and I’m sorry ... that I can’t do anything right now to help you feel better about it. I could try … but I think the best thing I can do is send you all back home,” he said.
To Jacobius’ surprise, the children got to their feet and began to protest all at once.
“What? Just like that?” Marc said.
“I’m afraid it’s become too dangerous to keep you here in Meden. There’s a killer on the loose, the wolves are attacking people all over, and there’s a possibility of another disaster like the one at the festival occurring anywhere in Meden and at any time,” Jacobius told them.
“But sir, what about the Sword Challenge?” Shayne asked.
“Yeah, what about that?” Muranda seconded.
“I’m sorry to you all,” Jacobius said, “but this is simply not the time for such a thing—”
“—But we want to stay!” Mandy said.
“No. We’re going to stay,” Trudy said. “We’re not going to leave until we’ve finished the challenge.”
“Children, please listen to me,” Jacobius pleaded.
“Give us three weeks, sir—just three. we’ll be done with the challenge by then,” Tobias suggested.
The others nodded and supported in agreement.
Jacobius knew then, as the children stared at him with looks of determination, that nothing he would say to deter them would work.
“We’ll be careful,” Marc said, “and on our guard at all times.”
“We’ll be on our best behaviour. We’ll follow the rules and everything. We won’t step a toe out of line. We promise,” Edilynn added.
“Yes,” they all agreed in unison.
Jacobius sighed.
“If you promise to do all that … and we tighten security a bit more … then I guess you can stay,” he said. “For three more weeks,” he added.
“Thank you, sir!” they said.
Jacobius gave them a weak smile and a nod, then turned to leave.
“Sir … about the cook, we’re really sorry. He was a good man, a kind man,” Natalie said.
“He was all that and more … and I will miss him,” Jacobius said.
And with that, he left the lounge.
Ves was seated at the back edge of his bed looking down at his palms. It was funny, he thought, he couldn’t stop them from shaking… Vikey was laying on the same bed, curled up and hugging Ves’ pillow to her chest. She cried silently, quiet sobs escaping her lips every now and then.
“The police … do you think we should have told them … about those cats?” Ves asked her.
“No … they wouldn’t have believed us,” Vikey hiccoughed.
“Why not?”
“Ves, Muskens are not the sort of animals you see everyday. I didn’t think they existed ‘till I saw them today. Only the superstitious lot believe they exist.
“Soul Cat’chers, the Harbingers of Death … that’s what some call them. My cousin Maggie used to tell me scary stories about them. She used to say that a Musken usually came to you in your sleep just as a voice … and it called your name and told you it was time … time to go…
“And when you woke up, you’d just get up and go … go to where it waited … and when you got there you’d see it … a cute, white cat with nine tails … and you’d be happy … I dunno why, but you’d be happy you’d come. And then it would take you … take your soul … kill you. And the last thing you’d see is the white cat turn black … a dark, evil black … and that was it,” Vikey finished with a sob.
So that’s what had happened to the cook, Ves thought. The cats had called to him from his bed at the hospital and brought him to his death at the lighthouse. Then he remembered that card in the cook’s hand, the tarot card of death … The Shadow’s signature. If The Shadow really did control those Muskens, he was no ordinary killer…
****
It was Monday, the day after the cook’s burial. A light drizzle fell down from the dark, clouded sky over the Tower, which was silent as if it were in mourning as well. Ves sat under the oak tree in the garden. It hadn’t been easy getting away from Vikey but he wanted to be alone today.
He wasn’t thinking of much and he didn’t want to; he just sat there with his eyes closed and let his mind wander, something he did often back at the orphanage. It was during moments like this when lost memories usually returned to him …
Something was different this time, though. It didn’t feel the same as it usually did and he wasn’t enjoying it as much. He wondered why.
Was it because he was ‘changing?’ he sniggered. He entertained the thought though and reflected on it as far as his memory would allow. It was true—he wasn’t the same anymore … He felt differently than he’d ever felt in his life … and he wanted to feel more different things. He had demands now, demands of himself. He wanted to do things … things that would make him feel worthwhile and alive …
What had brought about this change in him? Was it coming to the Tower? That was most definitely it. A lot had happened there. He’d experienced more at the Tower in the 2 weeks he’d been there than he’d ever had in his whole life at the orphanage. He was a fencing natural, he could hear the wolf language, he’d seen massive balls of fire fall from the sky and incinerate the Grounds of Wendsil … and he’d seen a death. And … for the first time in his life he’d – he’d made a friend!
He was changing and had to admit it to himself: he liked it. It was exciting …
Suddenly, he heard a loud bang, a scream, and several yells of fright from somewhere behind him. He stood up abruptly and looked around. He heard another bang and another scream … The sounds were all coming from the greenhouse. Could it have been another wolf attack?
Before he knew it, he was running out of the gardens and toward the greenhouse where the sound of more bangs, loud thuds, yells, and crashes came from.
He reached it, opened the door, and went inside. It was a mess. There was dirt everywhere, mud all over the glass walls, and a power box on one of the walls was damaged and shooting off electric sparks. Many of the plants had been trampled on, lost most of their flowers and leaves, or had been uprooted completely … but he could see no one in there. The moment he’d walked in, everything had suddenly gone quiet. He felt uneasy.
Out of nowhere, a screaming girl came flying through the air and slammed into him, knocking him to the ground. The girl was Shayne Jansen, and she looked a mess herself.
“Ves!” she said as they got up. “What are you doing here? You have to get out now!”
“Why?” Ves asked. “What’s going on?”
Shayne was about to answer him but she was cut off by the sound of a monstrous croak that shook the very ground they stood on and shattered some of the glass on the walls of one side of the greenhouse. A great shadow fell over them, followed by a loud thud … and standing in front of the two of them was a gigantic green-skinned creature. It had a squat body and long, powerful hind legs adapted for jumping … It was a massive, 10 feet tall, green tree frog!
“Whoa!” Ves exclaimed.
“That’s the Hyla King! He’s our first task!” Shayne told him.
Looking at the frog’s white belly, Ves saw a large and red symbol that resembled a crown.
The frog’s red eyes frowned and it curled its right hand into a fist and slammed it on the ground, making Ves and Shayne fall again.
The two backed up on their hands, stood up quickly, and ran for it.
The frog croaked angrily, opened its mouth and a long, pink tongue rolled out of it and shot forward for the two of them. Shayne dived to avoid it but Ves did not. The tongue swiftly wrapped around him, swiped him off his feet, and tossed him high up into the air. He flew up to about 15 feet before he fell, slamming hard onto the ground.
He lay spread-eagle on his back, coughing and trying laboriously to get some air into his lungs. His whole body was stinging, throbbing, and aching all at once with extremely agonising pain.
“Ves! Get up!” Shayne called to him.
His sight was blurry and his eyes were watering but he managed to make out the gigantic shadow of the frog flying over him … no, falling over him! Shayne pulled him back by the hood of his sweatshirt just as the frog landed right where he’d been laying only seconds ago. The frog croaked monstrously in frustration.
“Get up, Ves! We have to move!” Shayne told him.
Ves held up a hand and Shayne grabbed it and pulled him up to one knee; then he stood up on his own. He was still dizzy from the pain of the fall. He stepped about aimlessly, swayed on the spot, and fell back to his knees.
“Ves!” Shayne yelled at him.
She grabbed him by the shoulders and forcibly stood him up.
“Now move!” she said.
The frog croaked and gave chase after them as they ran, springing its hind legs and leaping into the air over them.
“Muranda! When you’re done using us as bait …!” Shayne yelled.
Muranda suddenly jumped out of a bushy tree-like plant holding a long cord of rope with a sliding noose at one end—a lasso. He swung it three times in a circle over his head and threw it at one of the frog’s hind legs as it was mid-leap; the rope caught on and he pulled it back.
The frog looked back and noticed what Muranda was trying to do. It landed neatly on the ground and wrapped its left hand around the rope and pulled. Muranda, who was still holding onto the rope, was swept off his feet and went flying toward the frog. Just as he was inches from it, the frog curled its right hand and gave him a powerful blow that sent him spinning back, crushing into some empty flowerpots.
“Muranda!” Shayne cried.
The frog snapped the rope tied to its leg and threw it away, and then turned back to Ves and Shayne.
“Hey, big ugly! Over here!” a girl called out.
The frog turned away from Ves and Shayne to face Trudy, who was holding a large, black net in her hands. She spun twice on the spot and threw the net up into the air at the frog. The net spread out just wide enough to trap the frog. It slid back across the ground, reached both its hands out and caught the net. It ripped it apart, threw it away, and then leaped at Trudy. The frog landed with another one of its quacking thuds but Trudy jumped aside just in time. It attempted to grab Trudy; she ducked and jumped aside again.
Trudy picked up a garden rake lying on the ground and lunged at the frog; it leaned back and she missed. She thrust the rake repeatedly—up, down, left, and right—but the frog dodged all of her attacks, swerving this way and that just in time. The frog finally grabbed the rake and snapped it in two; it sprang forward and dived at Trudy. She barely got out of the way in time as the frog crushed onto the floor and grinded its way into the underground …
Trudy sighed with relief and ran to join Shayne and Ves, who were helping Muranda up from the broken flowerpots.
“Are you guys okay?” Trudy asked.
“I think I broke my back,” Muranda groaned.
“We should get out of here before that thing kills us,” Shayne suggested.
“…Where did it go?” Ves asked.
It became very quiet … and none of them felt like moving from where they were…
“We have to—”
Trudy couldn’t even finish her sentence for the tongue of the frog suddenly shot right out of the ground below them and whipped them all down in one full circle swing! As they were getting up, the tongue wrapped around Trudy’s ankle and started to drag her back, pulling her into the ground. The other three ran to her aid and struck the tongue, kicking and stepping on it until it let her go and slithered back underground.
Just as they were helping Trudy up, the frog suddenly burst out of the ground and soared high up into the air. When it was just over them it opened its mouth wide, making a loud gurgling noise as it did.
“What the—?” Ves gasped.
A spherical mass of water formed in its mouth and shot out at them like a massive cannonball. There was no escaping it … It exploded and its devastating impact shook the whole greenhouse and flooded it in an instant! The four of them were tossed back across the ground, all of them drenched and soaked.
They got up slowly and clumsily from the wet and muddy surface, all of them dizzy from the impact of the blast. The frog didn’t wait for them to recover. It leaped over them and landed just in front of them. It opened its mouth and yet again its tongue shot out of it.
“Aww, not again,” Trudy groaned.
“Duck!” Shayne yelled.
Three of them did duck in time, but Ves was too slow. The frog’s tongue wrapped around his waist and flung him into the air again. Just before he started to fall he grabbed onto the frogs tongue and held on tightly. The frog was absolutely enraged by this. It lashed its tongue like a whip in an effort to throw Ves off, but he didn’t let go. It raised its tongue and Ves so high up into the air that he almost hit the ceiling. It swung him about, left and right, round and round in circles, but he didn’t loosen his grip.
Below, Shayne, Muranda, and Trudy called to Ves, telling him to let go.
Ves was finally thrown off and slammed against the wall, sliding down to the ground. Just as he was getting up, the tongue smacked him hard across the chest and knocked him back to the wall. Standing up again, he noticed the broken power box on the wall next to him sparkling with electricity … and he had an idea. He slowly moved to the side until he was standing just in front of the box and waited for the frog to attack him again. Just as the frog shot its tongue out at Ves, he dived aside. The frog’s tongue hit the power box and it was electrocuted. It roared in pain and fell over on its side, laying motionless on the ground.
Muranda, Shayne, and Trudy ran to Ves’ side and helped him up. He was still dizzy and after taking a few steps, he stumbled, fell on all fours, and threw up.
“Serves you right. What you just did was crazy!” Shayne said.
“It was amazing!” Muranda laughed.
“Absolutely wicked!” Trudy added.
Ves gave them a weak smile and sat down on the floor to recuperate.
“What now?” Trudy said, looking at the unconscious frog that lay on its back.
“I dunno,” Muranda said. “The riddle didn’t say anything about what would happen after we beat it.”
“Great, just great,” Trudy sighed angrily.
Ves stood up and walked toward the frog. He couldn’t believe that he had defeated the monstrous thing. Suddenly the red crown-like symbol on the frog’s belly begun to glow and emit smoke.
“Hey, look at that,” Shayne said.
The whole frog suddenly dissolved into the same wispy smoke … and was gone.
“What the hell?” Trudy exclaimed.
Something else appeared on the spot where the frog had lain. It was a real crown … golden and glittery, encrusted with all kinds of jewels—diamonds, rubies, sapphires, emeralds, and other gems. Ves stepped forward and picked it up.
“Wow … it’s beautiful,” Shayne as she came to stand by Ves’ side.
“Yeah, and it looks like it’s our second clue. Let me hold it,” Trudy said.
Ves handed the crown to her.
“And look!” said Muranda, spotting and picking up a paper note on the spot where the crown had lain.
“Looks like we passed our first task!” Trudy said excitedly.
“All thanks to Ves … I don’t think we’d have beaten that frog without your help,” Shayne said.
“Yeah, thanks a lot, Ves. If you weren’t so wet and muddy I’d probably have kissed you,” Shayne added.
“We owe you one, man,” Muranda said, patting Ves in the back.
Ves grinned and nodded and the four of them left the wrecked greenhouse.
“What happened to you lot?” Vikey asked as Ves and the other three showed up on the eighth floor. “You’re an absolute mess!”
“It’s a long story but, uh, we just finished our first task,” Trudy said, showing off the crown.
“And you were with them? You were helping them?” Vikey asked Ves.
Ves nodded without saying a word.
“What? Why?” Vikey snapped.
Ves didn’t answer her. Instead he asked her:
“Is our clue ready yet? Did you get it?”
“No, it’s not ready yet. The Marcoskys got theirs though – but why were you with Trudy’s group? Why were you helping them, huh?” Vikey said angrily.
Ves knew she wouldn’t understand even if he did tell her. He knew the real reason she was angry was because he’d ditched her earlier.
“I … I have to take a bath,” he told her and walked past her.
She watched him go with a furious expression on her face. She folded her arms and angrily walked into the lounge.
****
The next day, Ves and Jerod made their way to the grounds fully clad in their fencing gear to duel each other just for the fun of it. It had been Jerod’s idea; Ves had agreed to join him, having nothing to do at the time. The two boys duelled each other for more than half an hour before succumbing to exhaustion.
“You’re really good, you know that?” Jerod said to Ves.
“Thanks,” he said.
“But I don’t get it. How can you remember all those fencing moves … with your memory condition, I mean?”
“Muscle memory … It’s completely different from short-term memory or my long-term memory, which are faulty ... that’s what The Good Doctor told me anyway.”
“Cool.”
They took off their fencing masks and sat down on the floor of the fencing strip to recuperate.
Most of the other children were outside of the Tower all across the grounds, seated with members of their own Sword Challenge groups trying to decipher their clues and riddles. The story of Shayne, Muranda, and Trudy’s task in the greenhouse had spread around the Tower and become somewhat legendary and now everyone was eager for a similar taste of the Sword Challenge action.
Ves saw Jayden, Aine, and Tammi seated in a distance passing their clue, a medallion, amongst themselves and examining it in turns. Suddenly Tammi turned back and saw Ves looking at her, their eyes met for a moment – and then they both looked away … but when he was sure she wasn’t looking, he cast another quick glance at her.
Ves and Tammi hadn’t spoken a word to each other since the disaster at the festival, but this sort of thing—the quick glances at each other, the short moments of eye contact and quick looks away—was happening a lot between the two of them.
“Jerod, what do you know about … High-spirited people?” Ves asked.
“High-spirited people?” Jerod repeated.
“Yeah.”
“Well … my grandmother was High-spirited so I know for fact that they are not as ordinary as you or me. They’re a lot more sensitive to paranormal stuff; supernatural forces.”
“Paranormal … supernatural forces?”
“Ghosts, spirits … stuff like that. You know.”
“Oh …. How can you tell if someone’s High-spirited?”
“There’s lots of ways, but I guess the easiest way of telling is by their eyes. All High-spirited people are born with strangely-coloured and glowing eyes.”
“Like Tammi’s blue eyes.”
“Yeah.”
“So why does Marc think that Tammi is a - a witch?”
“I guess it’s because High-spirited people with the red, blue, and green eye colours are about the most gifted with supernatural abilities. Some of them are really powerful and dangerous and can directly influence the supernatural forces. My grandmother had the violet eyes; she was a medium and she used to talk to dead people all the time. She was real scary and they were worse … especially the angry ones. They used to wreck the house when they got mad…”
“Like poltergeists?”
“Just like poltergeists.”
Just then, Jayden, Aine, and Tammi walked by on their way inside the Tower. Tammi momentarily looked back over her shoulder at the two boys as she passed and they saw her blue eyes glint in the sunlight … and again, Ves felt as though she could see right through him.
“A witch, huh? I dunno … maybe,” Jerod said. “Well, they do say that about 70 percent of High-spirited people born with the blue eyes become warlocks and witches.”
“70 percent?” Ves said.
“Yeah.” Ves stared after Tammi as she, Aine, and Jayden entered the Tower. “I wonder what those girls are up to,” Jerod said.
He was pointing in the direction of the swimming pool where Ves could see Laurie, Mandy, and Edilynn in their swimsuits. Mandy was holding the crystal phial with the mysterious blue liquid; the three girls’ first clue. The girls looked at each other and nodded and then Mandy pulled of the top off the phial and poured the liquid into the pool. A moment after the whole liquid was poured in, the girls exclaimed excitedly.
“There it is girls, just like the riddle said!” Mandy told the other two.
They were looking into the depths of the pool at something that Ves and Jerod couldn’t see from where they sat.
“Let's go have a look, yeah?” Jerod said.
Ves nodded.
The two came to stand on the other side of the pool from the girls and looking down into it at the very bottom, they saw what looked like a treasure chest.
“It wasn’t there before,” Edilynn told the two boys, “or at least no one could see it or would unless they used the Potion of Truth,” she added, referring to the blue liquid from the phial.
“Cool,” Jerod said.
“I’m going in to see what’s in that chest,” Mandy said.
“Hey wait, there’s a part of the riddle we haven’t figured out yet … Don’t forget the warning,” Laurie told her.
But Mandy ignored Laurie and swan-dived into the pool, swimming swiftly to the bottom toward the chest.
“Am I the only one who thinks this is too easy? I swear something bad is bound to happen,” Laurie groaned.
“Lighten up, will you?” Edilynn told her.
Mandy reached the chest and was in the process of opening it when the water in the pool began to simmer and then boil, fizzling and bubbling with a hissing and sizzling sound.
“Oh, oh…” Edilynn said.
“I told you!” Laurie cried.
Ves bent down at the edge of the pool and slowly touched the boiling water.
“Hey! Don’t do that!” Jerod warned him.
“It’s … still cold,” he said.
A large mass of the water suddenly splashed out and shot up, whirling and spiralling into the air, turning very quickly. A giant figure began to form out of this water … the figure of a woman’s upper torso floating on the surface.
“Whoa!” Ves and Jerod exclaimed simultaneously.
The figure bent down and with its watery arm, slapped the two boys back a few feet up before they painfully hit the ground.
The figure then plunged its hand into the pool and pulled Mandy out by her ankle. Its other hand swooped down to the poolside and grabbed Laurie. It raised the two screaming girls high in the air and then violently thrust them into the pool … It was going to drown them!
“Ves! Jerod! We have to do something!” Edilynn cried.
“Drain the pool! We have to drain the pool! The pool house over there has the controls!” Jerod yelled as he and Ves got up.
Under the water, Mandy and Laurie struggled to free themselves. The water figure lost its grip on Mandy and she floated freely for a moment before swimming up as fast as she could to get some air. Just as she was at the surface, she met with the figure’s fist and the powerful blow sent her plummeting to the bottom of the pool.
The figure, not loosening its hold on Laurie, pulled her out of the pool and threw her out to the poolside where she slammed the ground.
Jerod left Ves and Edilynn in the pool house as they were turning on the pipes that would drain the pool’s water and ran to Laurie’s side. He rolled her over and pulled her back away from the pool.
“Help Mandy, just help Mandy,” she said weakly.
Jerod nodded and left her, running toward the pool and jumping in. The water figure spun around once, decreased to size of an ordinary woman, and then dived into the pool after Jerod.
He swam hurriedly to the bottom where he saw Mandy floating unconscious. He wrapped his hands around her waist and began to pull her up, but the figure came at his side and gave him a blow to the face and he lost his grip on Mandy. It gave him another knock to the chest and yet another to the gut. He tried to retaliate with a punch of his own but he missed, the figure swerving out of the way just in time.
He tried to swim around it but he couldn’t; the figure was a lot faster under water.
It was bad … Someone had to get to Mandy or she’d die … and fortunately someone did. Swimming past Jerod and the water figure, Laurie grabbed Mandy and swam her up and out of the pool as fast as she could.
The water in the pool started to drain and the suction force pulled the water figure down to the bottom. Jerod started swimming up but just as he did, the water figure rushed at him and grabbed him, locking its hands tightly around his waist. It then began to spin him around fast, faster and faster still, making a whirlpool in the centre of the pool. Then it suddenly shot him and itself up into the air, splashing out all of the remaining water.
As Jerod hit the poolside’s ground, the water figure dissolved. Ves and Edilynn went to help Jerod up.
“Are you okay?” Edilynn asked.
“… I will be, I think,” Jerod said weakly.
Several Tower caretakers had come out of the Tower’s doors and Ves saw that one of them was giving Mandy CPR. She woke after a few moments, coughing and breathing erratically.
“Did we win? Did – did we beat that water thing?” she asked Laurie, who was by her side.
“Barely. You almost drowned you idiot,” Laurie sighed.
“I have to get the both of you to the infirmary for a check-up,” a caretaker said.
Edilynn slowly jumped into the empty pool and walked toward the treasure chest. She knelt down before it, slowly placed her hands on it, and opened it.
“What’s inside? What’s the second clue?” Mandy asked.
Edilynn lowered her hands into the chest and pulled out a transparent, pearl-like orb with strange symbols etched across its surface.
“What’s that?” Laurie asked.
“I … don’t know,” Edilynn said, shrugging.
She turned back to the chest, lowered her hand in and pulled out another one of the riddle notes.
As a caretaker helped Jerod into the Tower, Ves looked down at Edilynn and at the orb in her hands and felt another one of those new feelings … envy.
****
The Macorsky twins, clad in black Tycoon Insane jumpsuits and paintball gear, raced down the third floor hallway side by side on their inline roller-skates. They were fleeing their pursuer, a 6-foot robotic spider crawling speedily across the ceiling shooting synthetic webbing at them. Anry turned around, riding backward, and shot at the spider. The twins had replaced the paintballs in their guns with small metal balls around the size of marbles, whose shots where about a quarter as effective as real bullets.
The spider took enough hits and fell from the ceiling, crashing to the floor. It wasn’t down for too long, though. It got up and gave chase again just as the twins turned the corner.
“It’s gaining on us!” Andy yelled.
The twins simultaneously turned around and fired at the spider but it dodged their shots. It shot its webbing into Andy’s face and whipped him down with one of several black ropes that shot out of its back. Another of the black ropes wrapped around Anry’s leg and flung him into the air and swung him around twice before tossing him through the doors of the dining hall. The spider went in after him.
The table was being set at the time and the Tower caretakers in the hall were shocked to see the robot storming in trying to step on Anry, who was rolling around and crawling on the floor.
He slid under one end of the table; the spider stood on its hind legs and crushed down with its front legs, smashing that part of the table and making a mess of the food that had been placed there; but it had missed Anry, who had rolled out only a second before.
He got to his feet and skated for his gun that was laying on the floor a few feet away. He dived for it but four of the spider’s ropes tied around his arms and legs, pulling him back. The spider pinned him down with its front legs.
Andy came up from behind it with two sharp knives he had picked up from the table and jumped onto the spider’s back. Like a bull in a rodeo, the spider frantically tried to shake him off but he held onto it, making his way to its head. Anry got up from under it and ran for his gun. He picked it up and shot at the spider to distract it as his brother neared the head.
The distraction was not working and the spider rose again, standing on its hind legs as Andy began to slip off its back. Anry aimed his gun at the spider’s hind legs and shot furiously at them; the spider buckled and as it begun to fall. Andy leaped for its head and stabbed the knives into it.
The spider swayed and fell to the floor.
Andy got up and smashed the robotic spider’s head open with his foot, and then he bent down and picked something up from the mess of pieces and circuitry: a key card.
“‘Floor 13, Room B 5,” he read from the card. “That’s where our next clue is.”
“Well, let’s get going,” Anry said.
The two brothers gave each other high-fives and ran out of the dining hall, leaving the Tower caretakers at a loss of what to do about the mess they’d left behind…
****
“What? You did it again?” Vikey bellowed.
“Jerod and me did,” Ves said.
“What’s wrong with the both of you? It was their task, not yours!”
“They were going to drown if we didn’t help them. You should have seen that dangerous water thing.”
They were in the entrance court and Vikey was pacing up and down angrily whilst Ves sat on a stone bench absentmindedly sketching her in his scrapbook.
“I swear, I don’t know what to do with you.” she said.
Ves looked up at her and smiled, wondering what she’d meant by that statement.
Her attempt to punish him for ditching her and helping Shayne, Muranda, and Trudy with their task had failed. She had tried to ignore him that morning, giving him the silent treatment and the cold shoulder, but none of it had bothered him. Then she had tried to ditch him as well and hang out with Aine and Trudy only to find that she couldn’t be away from him for too long. And now she’d come back to him to give him a piece of her mind only to hear that he and Jerod had just helped Mandy, Laurie, and Edilynn complete their first task as well.
“And where’s Jerod?” she asked him.
“He’s sleeping … He’s really tired. He actually fought that water thing, it was really bad,” he said.
“Well – when he gets up I want a word with the both of you! Tell him that!”
Ves nodded.
“Now off with you! I’m so mad I don’t want to be around you right now!” she told him, which was a lie but she was extremely distraught.
“I said go!”
Ves shrugged indifferently, stood up, and headed for the Tower’s doors.
He was just about to place his hand on the handle of the doors when they burst open and knocked him down.A large black and white bird that looked like a cross between a swallow and a hawk and whose long peacock-like tail was engulfed in flames flew out carrying a screaming Natalie Blakes by her legs in its talons!
“Ves!” Vikey cried.
She ran to him and helped him up.
“Are you okay?” she asked him.
“Yeah,” he said. “What was that?”
“I – I think that was a Twi-Hawk!”
“A Twi-Hawk?”
“Oh my God, it has Natalie!”
Ves heard loud thuds from behind and when he looked back, he saw two large beasts leap out of the entrance doors and come charging down the courtyard.
“Vikey, look out!” he said, pulling her out of the way.
The first beast had the head of a bull but the body of a man, the second was only a man down to the waist, with the lower torso and legs of a horse. Both were clad in shining silver- and diamond-encrusted armour.
“A minotaur – and a centaur?” Vikey exclaimed. “Impossible!”
Ves was surprised to see Tobias standing on the shoulders of the minotaur with its reins in his hand and a hand axe in the other. Lin was riding on the back of the centaur carrying a bow, a quiver of arrows strapped to her back.
“Where are Natalie and the Twi-Hawk?” Tobias asked.
Ves pointed toward the grounds where they could see the bird and Natalie circling in the sky above.
The beasts and their riders stormed in that direction, leaping neatly over the court’s steps. Ves and Vikey ran after them.
“Get me down!” Natalie shrieked.
“We’re working on it!” Tobias replied as they chased after the bird.
Lin shot several arrows at the bird but it dodged them with ease. Tobias took aim and threw his hand axe and though it missed the bird, it almost hit Natalie.
“Are you trying to kill me?” she yelled out.
“Sorry,” Tobias said.
The minotaur handed Tobias another hand axe. Lin shot two more arrows at the bird but they missed as well. The bird stopped circling and floated in the air, beating it wings wildly.
“Perfect. Now there’s no way I’m going to miss,” Lin said.
The bird opened its mouth and shot several jets of fire at the beasts and their riders, who moved aside to avoid the attack only just in time. The bird furiously beat its wings and fiery feathers shot out of them like darts that exploded when they struck; the beasts managed to dodge them as well, raising their shields to protect their riders.
“That’s enough of that!” Lin bellowed.
Her centaur stood on its hind legs and she stood on its back, took aim and shot three arrows all at the same time. Two struck into both of the bird’s wings, the third going into its chest … It let out terrible shriek and exploded ferociously, lighting the sky up like a massive firework.
With nothing keeping her in the air, Natalie fell from the sky screaming for her life. Tobias pulled the reins of the minotaur; it sprung its legs and leaped up into the air, catching her just in time.
They landed and the minotaur let both Tobias and Natalie down to the ground. Lin jumped off her centaur just as Ves and Vikey caught up to them.
“Natalie, are you okay?” Vikey asked.
“Yeah, I’m – no, I’m not fine at all,” Natalie said, trying to catch her breath.
“So did you get it?” she asked Tobias and Lin.
Tobias reached into the backpack strapped to his back and pulled out an ancient lantern lit by a shimmering purple flame.
“Where was it?” Natalie asked.
“The bird’s nest of course,” Tobias said.
“All thanks to you, Nat. If you hadn’t, how do I put it, unintentionally used yourself as bait to lure the bird out of the nest, we’d never have gotten the lantern,” Lin laughed.
“Oh, shut up,” Natalie told her.
Tobias turned to the centaur and the minotaur.
“Thank you,” he told them. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”
The beasts bowed and suddenly disappeared, dissolving into the air as black dust and blowing into the wind.
“What? They – they weren’t real?” Ves asked.
“No. They were Capsule Summons,” Tobias told him.
“Capsule Summons? You mean like Moltav Capsules? Of course! It all makes sense,” Vikey said.
“I don’t understand …” Ves said.
Tobias reached into his backpack and pulled out an empty aluminium capsule with a strange electric device attached to its side.
“This is a moltav capsule. It’s usually filled with Moltavs, particles of dark matter obtained from moon rocks. They can be manipulated using electric energy to mimic or take the shape of any object of matter,” he explained.
Ves still looked puzzled.
“Basically moltavs can change into anything,” Vikey told him.
“Oh…” Ves said.
“Capsules, like this one are used in real-life fantasy role-playing games and are designed to recreate or summon mythical beasts for aid in battles. The minotaur and the centaur are from a game called Sages of Sorde. It’s very popular right now.” Tobias said.
“You know, for a handsome guy, you’re something of a nerd,” Natalie told him.
“I’m still handsome, though,” he said with a smile.
“Don’t get cocky.”
The five of them headed back across the grounds to the Tower.
“The tasks seem kind of dangerous though, don’t they?” Vikey said as they climbed the steps up to the entrance court.“I mean, I thought they’d be, you know, fun and colourful, insightful and educational.”
“I like them just fine,” Ves said.
“Yeah, but what if someone really gets hurt?”
“If you’re scared then—”
“—I’m not saying I’m scared, I’m just saying—”
“—The challenge is supposed to test us to see how far we can go to find that sword, to get the prize money.”
“Yeah but—”
“—I’m glad the tasks aren’t easy … I’m glad they’re hard – and even dangerous. And I can’t wait for our first clue.”
“Then you’ll be glad to hear that it is ready,” a voice said a little way ahead of them.
It was Mr. Cromweld standing by the Tower doors, and in his hand was a small, black box. He held the box out to Ves who slowly took it and just stared it for awhile…
“Well,” Vikey said, “open it.”
Ves grinned, nodded, and placed his hand on the lid of the box, slowly opening it.
Chapter 8
Task One: Evelynn
Inside the box was a small figurine of an armour-clad medieval knight. Ves picked it up and had a closer look.
“That’s it then, the clue?” Vikey said, asking Mr. Cromweld.
He nodded, turned around, and went inside the Tower.
Vikey reached into the box and picked up the riddle note that came with the clue and this is what it read:
OERIDN KOUSK RHCOL OSRIN WTHNEO WEOWY ONSVCS SOIHII
WOYTOE ETENE DLNYV FETAKB RTRTN OFOWNP NLOTEE RSFIES
SRPGE KTHTWH
“What’s all this?” she said with frown.
“What’s wrong?” Ves said.
Vikey showed him the paper note.
“… I can’t read,” Ves said.
“Oh – yes – well … this is just gibberish; it’s not in English.”
“What?”
“Yeah, it’s in some other language that I don’t recognise.”
“Well, we’ll have to figure it out, won’t we? Translate it.”
“We can’t translate it if we don’t know what language it is.”
“Maybe Jerod knows it. Let’s go ask him.”
“I don’t know it either,” said Jerod, who was lying in bed when Ves and Vikey went to see him. “I’ve never seen it before.”
“Great,” Vikey sighed.
“Maybe it’s like Welsh or something?” Jerod suggested.
“I know Welsh and that’s not it,”
“Old Welsh?” Vikey shook her head.
“We’ll have to check some books on languages from the library then,” Jerod told them.
“Of course,” Vikey said.
“But, uh, can we do that tomorrow morning? I’m still sore from the beating I got from that water thing.”
“Serves you right for helping Laurie, Mandy, and Edilynn. We ought to start without you just to punish you … but alright. Tomorrow it is.”
****
After having their breakfast the next morning, Ves, Jerod, and Vikey went to the library and pulled down from the shelves every book on western languages and searched for one that would match that of the note. They also used the library’s computers and searched the Internet for a match on various databases on world languages. They were at it for a few hours but came to find that no language, modern or archaic, matched the one on the note.
“It’s useless, absolutely useless,” Jerod said in a frustrated tone.
“I can’t believe both the library and the net don’t have any information on that language,” Vikey said.
“Well … what now?”
“The clue, the figurine …” Ves said. “Maybe it can help us figure out what the language is.”
“I don’t see how,” Vikey told him.
“I’ve got it,” Jerod said. “Let’s have a look through books on medieval armoury and stuff. If we can find an armour that matches the figurine’s then we can check for its origin and other such information, and maybe that’ll help us find out what that language is.”
“Well, it’s worth a shot. I’ll try checking the net,” Vikey said, so they went to work once again.
They must have seen over 1000 designs of medieval armour and though they saw some that looked slightly similar to the figurine’s, they found no exact matches.
“I give up,” Vikey said. “I don’t think we’ll ever figure this out.”
“I agree,” Jerod said.
“Wait,” Ves said, remembering something unexpectedly. “Isn’t there an armoury or something somewhere in the Tower?”
“Yes, there is! On the 18th floor!”
“But it’s forbidden, isn’t it?” Vikey said.
“Oh, yeah.”
“But this is important. What if the armour we’re looking for is in there, with a description and everything? … Can’t we – sneak in – just for a little while, just to have a look around?” Ves said.
“… I think we should,” Jerod said.
“We could get caught,” Vikey told them.
“Or we couldn’t … and even if we do, don’t you think it’ll be worth the risk?”
They arrived on the 18th floor and went down the hallway to the left wing where the armoury was. They had a look around the hallway, making sure no one was around before going into the armoury.
The armoury, vast and impressive, was filled with many suits of armour of designs from all across the world, both modern and ancient. There were weapons of all sorts in display cases and on shelves: swords, spears, battle-axes, maces, lances, bow guns daggers, knives, and a very large collection of firearms.
“We didn’t come here to sightsee. Let’s get on with the search, quickly,” Vikey told Ves, who’d walked off to admire some of the swords.
They saw many of the armours they’d seen in the books from the library and on the Internet and many others. but the figurine’s match wasn’t there either.
“Forget it, guys. Let’s get out of here before we get caught,” Vikey said.
Jerod nodded and followed her to the exit but just then, Ves spotted a painting on the wall.
“Look,” he said to Jerod and Vikey.
The painting depicted a knight on a black horse racing across a valley. Yes, he was clad in a black suite of armour that matched that of the figurine.
“That’s it!” Vikey exclaimed.
Her eyes panned down to the bottom of the painting to a caption that read Lost Kingdom Legends: Plains of Angilis.
“Excellent,” Jerod said.
“Hey!” a voice called.
The three looked behind them and saw a guard coming toward them.
“What are you doing in here?” he asked them.
“Um, just looking around,” Vikey said.
“This place is out of bounds. Don’t you know?”
“No, sorry. We didn’t know,” Vikey lied.
“Yeah, uh, we’ll be leaving then,” Jerod said.
And the three of them left.
They returned to the library in a hurry, went to the computer, and did a search on Lost Kingdom Legends. They found that it was a book written by a famous historian on lost, fallen, and forgotten kingdoms; Angilis was one of the kingdoms covered in the book.
“Well then, let’s find out what language they spoke in Angilis, shall we?” Vikey said.
And so they did a search on Angilis and this what they found:
Angilis:
Long ago, sometime during 900 A.D. in the land that is now mostly Machus Ina and Germany, there existed a valiant Anglo-Saxon kingdom called Angilis. It was ruled by the great King Aris and his four knights 'The Wunders', called thus because they were all exceptionally skilled swordsmen. Angilis commanded the largest and most powerful army at the time and within a few years, it controlled most of the nations in central and western Europa. Victorious in many wars and capturing lands with many minerals and resources, the kingdom collected great riches and was prosperous and peaceful for a time.
Angilis' fall is perhaps one of the most pondered-upon mysteries of all the lost kingdom legends.
One night when three of the four knights were away on a campaign west of the kingdom with most of the army, the armies of Peppin Magnus, father of Charles Magnus, invaded the Angilian lands and in the fierce battle that ensued, defeated the Angilians and felled their kingdom in a night.
Through much research and discerning, the author has found or suspects that Aris’ queen orchestrated the fall of the kingdom. The author believes that it was her that informed Peppin and his armies of Angilis' campaign to the west and of the Kingdom's vulnerability at the time.
Thereafter, the surviving Angilians spread throughout the Celtic islands to the west. These islands are now, of course, known as The United Kingdom of England.
- Excerpt from Lost Kingdom Legends
“So if the people of Angilis were Anglo-Saxons,” Vikey said sighing, “that means—
“— Their language was most likely English,” Jerod finished.
“But the riddle’s language isn’t English—not even like old English.”
“Then we’re right back where we started.”
After lunch, the three of them returned to the library even though they had no idea where to look or what to research in their quest to translate their note.
“It’s not fair,” Vikey groaned as Ves and Jerod sat down at the table. “Why couldn’t our note be just like the others—in plain and simple English?”
“It must be like that for a reason. Maybe it’s supposed to teach us something or tell us something … about the clue, about the task itself,” Ves said.
“Ha! What could we possibly learn from absolute gibberish?” Vikey said, slumping down into her chair.
“Gibberish,” Jerod sighed, “… you’re right about that. It’s probably just some made-up language.”
“Or it could be a code,” Ves added absentmindedly.
Vikey sat up abruptly, staring at the other two.
“What did you say?” she asked.
“Huh?”
“A code? You said a code, right?”
“Yeah?”
Vikey grabbed the note from the table and read the words silently to herself.
“A cryptogram …” she gasped.
“A what?” Ves asked.
“A cryptogram - it’s a cryptogram!” Vikey repeated.
“Are you sure?” Jerod asked.
“Yeah, I think so,” Vikey said. “But if I’m right, then we need a code word in order to decipher the message.”
“Maybe it’s Angilis. Let’s try that.”
Vikey thought for a second … then she counted all the words on the note.
“No, it’s not Angilis,” she said.
“Look,” Ves said, pointing at the figurine. “There’s a word on the back of the figurine. Maybe that’s it.”
“Here, let me see,” Jerod said.
Ves handed the figurine to him and he read the word on its back.
“‘Lkl’?” he said. “That doesn’t sound like any word I know.”
“Yeah, me either,” Vikey said, taking the figurine from Jerod and examining the word on its back as well.
“Besides, the code word has to be about eighteen letters long.”
Vikey gasped again.
“What is it?” Ves asked her.
“‘Lkl’ isn’t a word!”
“I think we’ve already established that,” Jerod said.
“No. What I’m trying to say is that its not ‘Lkl’ but L – K – L… not a word, but an acronym?”
“An acronym? For what?”
“Lost – Kingdom – Legends!”
Jerod grinned and clapped his hands.
“Of course! The letters in ‘Lost Kingdom Legends’ amount to eighteen. It has to be it, the code word – or code words.” he said.
“Let’s find out for sure,” Vikey said. “Ves, give me your scrapbook and your pencil.”
Ves did as he was told.
“We did cryptograms last term at my school so this should be a piece of cake,” Vikey said. “Right, here’s what you do. You write down the words ‘Lost Kingdom Legends’ like so:

“Then we number the letters in alphabetical order – but since there’s no A in the words, we’ll label the letter closest to A as 1, and that letter is D. Now there are two Ds, so the first one in the word will be 1 and the second 2, like so:

“So the complete numbering should look like this:

“Next we number each of the words of the coded message:
1. OERIDN 2. KOUSK 3. RHCOL 4. OSRIN 5. WTHNEO 6. WEOWY 7. ONSVCS 8. SOIHII 9. WOYTOE 10. ETENE 11. DLNYV 12. FETAKB 13. RTRTN 14. OFOWNP 15. NLOTEE 16. RSFIES 17 . SRPGE 18. KTHTWH
“Then, we arrange each of the words of the coded message in columns coinciding with the numbers of the code word like so:

“So if you look carefully at what we’ve got now, reading horizontally from the top, the message reads out:
Works of wonder, works of stone,
Tell the story of his throne,
Corrupt with vanity, now it’s gone,
Wicked Evelynn keeps his bone.
****
“So your note was some kind of code?” Aine asked.
Ves nodded.
“Figures,” she said. “Ours was actually some sort of map, a treasure map that led us to a cave right under the Tower.”
It was sometime after dinner. The two of them were in the lounge, seated on the floor in the front of one of the TVs, watching cartoons and eating honey-coated popcorn from a bowl.
“There was this door on the basement floor in the left wing hidden behind a large painting. When we went through, we found a stairway that went way down to a tunnel. The tunnel took us somewhere deep underground to a cave and it had this lake, right? … By the banks was this massive, ancient ship,” Aine told Ves.
“A ship?” Ves said.
“Yeah, a pirate ship … and we learned later on that it was more than just that; it was a haunted ship. There was this cabin below deck, right? It was the captain’s cabin, I think. It was all dingy and mouldy, covered all over with spider webs. When we went in, we saw this ghost.”
“A ghost?”
“Yeah, a young pirate who’d been shot in the chest with a cannon or something. I wanted to run away but Tam stopped me and told me not to be afraid. Then the ghost began reciting this riddle in a cold and eerie voice. It was something about ‘a test of desire’ and ‘taking what we needed and not what we wanted.’ What we needed was something called the Pizos’ Key.”
“After it finished saying the riddle, the ghost pointed toward a wooden statue of this mermaid or whatever leaned against the wall at the back and then it disappeared. We went to the statue and found this slot on its belly where our medallion clue fit. When we put it in, the statue slid aside and revealed a secret door behind the wall. We opened the door and went inside this room that was filled with all kinds of treasure—golden coins, silver goblets and cups, diamonds, sapphires, rubies, and lots of other expensive stuff. We found this key on a pedestal in the centre of the room. It wasn’t anything special … just a nasty piece of metal, really. We took it and tried not to touch anything else just like the ghost had said … but then Tammi spotted it … the Sword of Belsaris!”
“What? Really?” Ves exclaimed.
“Yeah! And it was the real thing too, I swear,” Aine told him, “Sparkling with electricity and stuff, laying on top of a pile of gold …
“I was just about to take it but Tammi stopped me and reminded me about the ghost’s riddle telling us to take what we needed and not what we wanted. But this was too easy … it was right there … We couldn’t just leave the 12 million dollars. So Jayden grabbed it … but he hadn’t even held it for a second before it just disappeared …
“Our flashlights went out and everything went black. We got scared and ran to the top of the deck but we couldn’t make our way off the ship in all the darkness.
“Then it got cold all of sudden, really cold … and we heard voices, eerie and shrill voices, sniggering. And then our flashlights slowly went on again…
“And out of nowhere we were surrounded by about a hundred ghosts … dead pirates, ragged and rotten … and they were angry, really scary, with their rusty blades and all. They were going to kill us…”
“But they didn’t,” Jayden cut in as he entered the lounge carrying several large books he’d borrowed from the library, “and they couldn’t because they weren’t real.”
“They weren’t?” Ves asked.
“‘Course not. They were just illusions or our hallucinations. Maybe they were holograms … No, that can’t be it—the place was dark. Maybe there was something in the air … an airborne hallucinogen … something that made the alpha-electro-magnetic waves inside our brains go nuts,” Jayden said as he sat down in an armchair.
“You just had to ruin it with your scientific BS, didn’t you?” Aine sighed. “You didn’t seem to think they were fake when you saw them though, did you? You were squealing like girl … Almost wet yourself.”
“I did not!”
“Anyway,” Aine continued, “the ghost captain … he was by far the scariest of them all. He stepped forward and said, ‘Ye were in the treasure room and ye took the Pizos’ key, did ye not?’ Jayden and I backed up … but Tammi didn’t, she glared at them with those all-knowing eyes of hers. ‘Givie back!’ the captain bellowed, but Tammi shook her head and held up the medallion. Suddenly this great yellow light flooded out of it and the ghosts in the light’s way just dissolved into thin air. We took that opportunity to run for it … off the ship, through the tunnel until we came to the ground floor … and that was it.”
“… The light from the medallion … was it real?” Ves asked.
“Or did Tammi maybe—”
Ves broke off.
“You think maybe it was like magic or something … Wicca?” Aine said in hushed voice. The lounge door suddenly opened and Tammi came through it with Natalie.
Ves glanced at her quickly and then looked back at Aine, who had suddenly become very interested in the show on TV.
“Oh, hi there, Tam,” Jayden said with a smirk on his face. “Ves and Aine were just talking about you.”
Aine frowned and squinted her eyes at Jayden.
“Yeah, I was just telling Ves about our first task, right Ves?” Aine said.
Ves nodded.
Tammi smiled and nodded.
Then she and Natalie went to sit on a sofa at the back of the lounge.
“Well, I have to go, Ves,” Aine said. “I promised Vikey I’d brush her hair before we went to bed.”
“Um … right, but wait. That map to the cave … can I have it?”
Aine frowned.
“You’re not planning on going there, are you?”
“… I dunno, maybe ... just to have a look.” Aine shrugged and then reached into her pocket, pulling out the small map and handing it to Ves.
“I guess it’s no problem since we’ve finished that task.”
“Thanks.”
“Sure,” said Aine as she got up and left the room.
Ves left the lounge as well a little while later and went to the boys’ second bedroom. He examined the map for awhile before slipping it into his scrapbook. He placed the book under his pillow and changed into his pyjamas before slumping down onto his bed and lying on his back and staring up at the ceiling … Only moments from then his memory would fail him. His head had already started to sting. He reached for the figurine of the Angilian knight on his bedside table, grabbed it, held it up in the air, and stared at it.
“Works of wonder … works of stone,” he said, closing his eyes and holding the image of the knight in his mind for a minute or so.
This was an exercise The Good Doctor had taught Ves for storing important memories to get him to kick the habit of cutting himself. It never worked. He could remember the exercise but never the thing he’d tried to memorise. Still, he liked to attempt it from time to time amongst several others.
As he recited the words ‘works of wonder, works of stone’ again and held the image of the knight figurine in his mind, another image floated into his mind … a work of stone similar to the figurine.
“What?” he said sitting up. He reached under his pillow and pulled out the scrapbook, opened it and browsed through it, stopping to look at a particular sketch he’d done sometime ago … Then another similar sketch and two more others …
“Yes!” he exclaimed, jumping out of bed and running toward the window. He opened it and looked out. He held the scrapbook up to his face to look at the sketches and then looked out of the window again, down at the grounds.
“Yes!” he exclaimed again.
The bedroom’s door opened and Muranda, Marc, and Jerod, came into the room.
“Jerod!” Ves called excitedly. “I’ve figured it out! I know what the works of stone are!”
“Really?” Jerod said, walking toward Ves.
Ves showed him the sketches in his book and then pointed out of the window at the grounds below.
“Of course! The Wunder Knights—the four statues around the Tower. They’re the works of stone!”
“Well done, Ves!” Jerod laughed. “Seriously, I dunno how I could have missed it. Their armour is almost exactly like the figurine’s.”
The smile on Ves’ face slowly faded and his eyes widened as a sharp sting surged through his head. His knees buckled and he fell to the floor.
“Ves? Hey, are you okay?” Jerod said as he helped him up.
Ves looked up at him, dazed and confused. His memory had just failed again.
****
The next morning, Ves, Vikey, and Jerod stood on the grounds before the statue of Dashian, the first Knight of Wunder, without a clue of what to do next.
“Hadn’t Mr. Trent said that the statues sometimes came to life?” Vikey said.
“They certainly look mechanical enough to move,” Jerod said, walking around the statue and examining it.
Ves stepped forward and slowly touched the statue.
“The first day we came here when we were being given that tour around the Tower … I could have sworn this statue was looking at me,” he said.
“Let’s try another one,” Jerod said, walking off.
“Yeah,” Vikey agreed and followed him.
“Wait!” Ves said, jumping back from the statue. “It was staring at me again!”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah … Look! There it goes again!”
The statue was indeed staring directly at Ves and following his movements.
“I don’t think it likes you,” Vikey giggled.
Ves didn’t think it was funny.
“Stop staring at me!” Ves barked at the statue.
“I do not like men who cannot look me in the eye,” the statue finally spoke with a deep and proud voice. “Men such as you, sir, are not to be trusted. They may appear small and short as you are but they are spineless and cunning plotters nonetheless.”
Vikey burst into laughter.
“Small and short … spineless and cunning,” she said. “That doesn’t sound like you at all Ves, does it?”
“Shut up,” Ves told her.
“Greetings in the name of Aris, King of Angilis,” Dashian said. “What can I do for you, kind sirs and lady?”
“Hello,” Jerod said stepping forward. “I’m Jerod and this is Ves and Vikey. Um, we’re working on a task that involves the history of the Kingdom of Angilis but we haven’t been able to find much information on it in any history book we’ve been through.”
“Why, of course there won’t be any accurate information on Angilis in any history or legend. Peppin and the Saxons saw to that.”
“But you can help us, right? Tell us a few things, I mean?” Vikey asked.
“It would be my honour and my duty. What would you like to know?”
“Tell us about King Aris.”
“Aris was … more than just a king to me. he was my closest friend.
“We first met when we were both young lads. I was an orphan and a thief at the time and he rescued me from a mob of angry villagers. We became friends soon after.
“Later on when we were older, we joined Andus’ army when The Great Saxon War broke out and served under General Sadis’ command. Aris was valiant and proud unlike myself, and he quickly rose up the ranks. When the Lord of Andus died, he was made his successor.
“When the Alliance of the Four—Andus, Memri, Felten, and Belagrad—came together to form a new kingdom they called ‘Angilis,’ Aris was made King. Aris chose four knights, The Wunders, to govern the four lands while he ruled in the capital in the centre of the lands.
“For a few years, the kingdom was prosperous and wealthy … but we grew too proud perhaps, too bold … We made too many enemies. Our fall was inevitable.”
“What can you tell us about a woman named Evelynn?” Vikey asked.
“Evelynn?” Dashian bellowed. “The traitorous whore who bedded Peppin and felled the kingdom?”
The statue started shaking with rage and Ves, Vikey, and Jerod stepped back a fair distance, fearing that it would attack them.
“I … I have said too much,” Dashian said. “I have said enough.”
The statue became still and silent.
“I think that’s all that it’s going to tell us,” Jerod said.
“On to the next one, then,” Ves said.
The next statue they spoke to was that of Sadis, the second Knight of Wunder, which stood outside the warehouse. Sadis did not sound as proud as Dashian. He spoke in a reserved, quiet, and almost sorrowful tone.
“I first met King Aris and Lord Dashian when they served under my squadron in Andus’ army during The Great Saxon War.
“When he became King of Angilis, Aris called upon me to advise him on the organization of the government of the new kingdom. I suggested the establishment of the Wunder Knights, who would govern the four lands of the alliance. He chose Dashian, Ezol, Ledrin—who was later replaced by Maritsa after his death—and I to carry out that duty.”
“Who was Evelynn?” asked Ves, who was getting bored of Sadis’ drawl.
“… She was the king’s wife,” Sadis replied.
“Oh … of course!” exclaimed Vikey.
“Can you tell us anything more about her?” Jerod asked.
“No, nothing,” Sadis said flatly.
He said nothing more.
“So that’s why Dashian was so furious when we asked him about Evelynn. Evelynn was the Queen of Angilis and she’s the one that betrayed the kingdom and caused its destruction. It said so too in that excerpt from Lost Kingdom Legends, remember?” Vikey said as they made there way to the next statue.
“I guess we have to be careful how we ask the other two statues about Evelynn,” Jerod said.
“I don’t think we can avoid asking about her, though. Remember the last part of the message, ‘wicked Evelynn keeps his bone?’ I’ll bet you anything that’s the goal of this task—the bone.”
“She’s right,” Ves said.
Ves stepped up to the statue of Ezol, the third Knight of Wunder, and wasted no time questioning it.
“I first met King Aris in Belagrad when my good friend Ledrin introduced me to him during Andus and Belgrad’s war against the Saxons. I met him again a few years later when he’d become King of Angilis. To my great surprise, he would come to appoint me as a Wunder Knight and Governor of Memri just as he had appointed Dashian in Andus, Sadis in Felten, and Ledrin in Belagrad. I was glad of it and was willing to serve the king with my life,” Ezol told them.
“Did you know Queen Evelynn?” Ves, who was getting impatient yet again, asked.
“Yes, I did. She, for reasons unknown to me till this day, sold the whole Angilian kingdom to the Saxons.”
“Can you tell us anything more about her and what happened on the day Angilis was attacked?” Vikey asked.
“As I’ve already told you, I do not know much on that matter. At the time of the attack, I was on the king’s campaign against the Celts in the west, with Dashian and Sadis and their troops. Perhaps Maritsa can be of more help to you. She was the only one of us four knights that remained in the kingdom with the king at the time of the kingdom’s fall.”
When they got to Maritsa, the fourth knight of Wunder, which was in the centre of the gardens, they didn’t ask her anything about Aris and went straight to asking her about what she knew of Evelynn.
“Lady Evelynn?” the statue said, “Hers is a sad story. She was a lovely woman … delightful. Such a pity what happened … No one saw it coming. No one really knows why she did it.
“I suppose she lost her mind because the king neglected her at a time when she needed him most … and maybe because he fell out of love with her. He was too proud, Aris … If he had wronged her in a way, he would never admit it or apologize. Maybe he pushed her too far … pushed her far until he broke her.
“It was her that killed the king … then she took her own life. I think … I think I have said enough. I hope I’ve been of help to you,” the statue said.
“I think Maritsa’s the only one that said anything nice about Evelynn,” Vikey said as they made their way back inside the Tower.
“She wasn’t very helpful. I didn’t get a thing she said,” Ves said.
“Maybe we should have asked them to help us figure out the meaning of the note’s riddle instead,” Jerod said shrugging.
“I doubt they’d help us with that. It would be too easy. I don’t think Mr. Trent made them that way,” Vikey said.
“Well at least we know some things. We’ve practically figured out three quarters of the note. We know ‘the works of wonder, works of stone’ are the four statues; we know the ‘story of his throne’ or parts of it, we know why ‘now it’s gone’; and we know who ‘wicked Evelynn’ was.”
“You don’t think there’s a statue of Evelynn somewhere around here, do you?” Ves said.
“I suppose if there is, the ‘king’s bone’ is probably buried underneath it,” Jerod said excitedly.
“We’ll have to dig it up then … I suppose Evelynn’s statue will come to life right then and try to stop us,” Ves added, just as excited.
“I dunno, guys. Don’t you think you’re letting your imaginations run wild just a little? I mean, you don’t think the bone is … a real human bone, do you?” Vikey said.
“So what if it is?” Ves replied.
Vikey looked uncomfortable. She personally didn’t like the idea of digging up a long dead man’s bones.
“Well, let’s have a look around the Tower and see if we can find Evelynn’s statue, then,” Jerod said.
****
There were many statues in the Tower, over two hundred of them in all shapes and sizes and a myriad designs. Ves, Vikey, and Jerod must have seen them all. It was the second day their search for Evelynn’s statue and it did not look at all like it existed. Of all the female ones they’d seen, none of them resembled a queen nor an Angilian knight … nor looked like they could suddenly spring to life, except for the glass sculpture of an angel in the centre of the cloister and the statues of the Greek gods that stood in their chariots outside the entrance to the observatory.
“There aren’t anymore statues left to see,” Jerod sighed as they sat down by Dashian’s statue in the grounds.
“Yeah … I guess we’re stuck again,” Ves said, dully.
“Don’t worry,” said Vikey, “we’ll figure it out.”
“Yeah, but … five of the other groups have already completed their first tasks. We’re really behind,” Jerod added.
It was almost dusk and the clouds above were thick and dark.
“We should go inside. Looks like its going to rain,” Vikey told the boys.
“Yeah, I’m exhausted anyways,” Jerod said.
The two of them got up and started off toward the Tower just as it started to drizzle. Ves stayed behind looking up at Dashian’s statue.
“May I ask you a question?” he said to the statue.
“You may,” the statue replied.
“Is there a statue of Evelynn here at the Tower, hidden somewhere perhaps?”
“There isn’t. Who would want to remember that traitorous whore?”
“Ves, come on!” Vikey called just as she was entering the Tower.
Ves shrugged and began to walk away from the statue. Then he stopped and turned back to the statue and asked:
“What do you think is the reason Evelynn betrayed the king?” Dashian glared at Ves.
“Why would I know such a thing?
“You were the king’s closest friend, weren’t you? I just thought it would be something you’d know.”
Dashian’s glare was so loathsome it didn’t look as though he was going to answer Ves’ question; he knew this so he begun to walk away again.
“She betrayed the king because she thought him unfaithful to her,” Dashian said suddenly.
“Unfaithful?” Ves said. “I don’t understand.”
“She thought the king had a secret lover.”
Ves thought about it for awhile and then he finally understood.
“Oh … you mean like another woman. So he betrayed her and she betrayed him,” Ves said.“This other woman … did you know her?”
“I did not.”
Ves thought that Dashian had to be lying. If he knew as much as he’d just told Ves, then he must have known the woman.
“… Was it Maritsa?”
A fork of lightning shot across the sky and illuminated the grounds for a moment. There was a deafening crack of thunder and it was officially raining.
“How … did you know?” Dashian asked.
“I didn’t,” Ves said excitedly. “I just guessed. It all makes sense now. Yesterday when we spoke to Ezol, he said that Maritsa never went to the war against the Celts with you and Sadis; she stayed behind with the king. She was there when the Saxons attacked Angilis. She said she even saw Evelynn kill Aris and then herself …”
Ves turned away from Dashian’s statue and ran off not toward the Tower but to the gardens. He had to speak to Maritsa about Evelynn one more time. She had to know something more … and may be she knew where the king’s bone was.
When Ves finally got to the gardens he found that Maritsa’s statue was gone. He ran around the gardens searching all over but the statue was nowhere to be seen. A guard spotted him and came toward him.
“Sir,” the guard said, “you need to get inside. It’s raining and you could catch a cold.”
“The statue of Maritsa … the one that’s always here in the garden … where is it? Was it moved?” Ves asked him.
“I don’t know, sir,” the guard replied. “Please, sir. You have to go inside now … Sir, are you listening?”
He wasn’t. He’d just spotted several muddy footprints on the cobblestone path leading from the gardens. He followed the tracks with his eyes and saw that they were headed in the direction of the greenhouse. Were they Maritsa’s? They had to be …
“Sir!” the guard shouted angrily.
“Yes, I know,” Ves said. “I’ll go through the greenhouse and then use the cloister or whatever to get into the Tower.”
“That’s good of you, sir.”
Ves ran down the path and entered the newly restored greenhouse, keeping his eyes to the ground; the muddy footprints were not hard to spot. They led him out of the greenhouse to the cloister but then disappeared a little way down one of the cloister’s corridors. He went down the corridor trying to see if he could find the footprints again, but there was nothing.
Then he heard a loud sliding sound coming from the centre of the cloister’s garden. When he looked in that direction he saw the glass statue of the angel moving … It slid to one side, then back to its original position.
He hurriedly crossed the cloister garden and came to stand before the glass sculpture. Yes, he saw muddy foot prints at the foot of the statue. The sculpture must have stood over a secret way into the underground. If it did, how was he going to get there?
“Um … open,” he said to the sculpture, hoping it would move.
Nothing happened. He stepped forward, placed his hands on the statue, and tried to push it aside but it would not budge.
“Move!” he yelled but the statue remained still.
He examined the angel sculpture for awhile, walking around it, touching it, trying to find some sort of switch. He found nothing. Perhaps, he thought, he needed some sort of password. If that was the case, the most obvious guess would be—
“—Angilis!”
He heard the sound of gears shifting below the ground and a moment later, the statue moved aside, revealing a stone stairway that led down into an underground passageway. Ves grinned, his heart beating with excitement. He looked over his shoulder at the door that led into the Tower and thought about going to tell Vikey and Jerod of his discovery. But then he looked down the stairway … he wanted to know what was down there and he wanted to know there and then …
He descended the stairway and went down a dark and narrow passageway. Behind him the sculpture slid back over the opening and he was in total darkness. This did not bother him … at least not yet. Down a little further there was a bit of light, a shimmering blue glow right at the end of the passageway.
When he came out of the passageway, he saw that the blue light came from torches on the walls that illuminated some sort of underground chamber, which was where he was. It was almost empty but for an ancient-looking tomb in the centre. On each end of the tomb stood two statues sculpted in Angilian armour.
Ves approached the tomb very slowly, half expecting them to spring to life and attack him, but they did not. He stood before the tomb looking down at it. The top of it was engraved with the same angelic symbol as the one found on the armours of the Wunder Knights’ statues. But whose tomb was it … Aris or Evelynn? There was only one way to find out.
He placed his hands on the top of the tomb and began to slide it open.
“You there! Stop!” a voice from the darkness said. “What do you think you’re doing?”
Ves looked up and saw Maritsa step into the light, taking a few steps toward the tomb.
“How did you find this place?” she asked him.
“I followed you here.” he replied.
“Did you really?”
“Yeah.”
Maritsa glared at Ves.
“And what is it you want here?” she asked Ves.
“I’m looking for the king’s bones,” Ves told her.
“You mean the King’s Bone.”
“Yes … whatever. Is it here? Is it in this tomb? Who’s tomb is this?”
“It is not the king’s if that’s what you think.”
“Then it’s Evelynn’s?”
“It is not.”
“Then whose it?”
“It is my sister’s.”
“Your sister?”
Ves placed his hands on top of the tomb again and slowly slid it open. Inside the tomb was another statue of a woman, exactly identical to Maritsa.
“Who is this…?” Ves asked.
“Maritsa.”
“But ... I thought you’re Maritsa.”
“Oh no … I am Evelynn.”
“... I don’t understand.”
“Then allow me to explain … everything.
Maritsa and I were identical twins … but we were nothing alike. The only thing we ever had in common, unfortunately, was that we both fell in love with Aris.
She met him first at a market in Belagrad a few miles from the farm where we lived; he was on his way to visit his friend Dashian. He was just as much struck by her as she was by him; but unlike him, she never let it show. When he pursued her she pushed him away, showing false disinterest in him.
But at home, she did nothing but declare her love for him, dancing around the house and singing his name. It was the way she described him—his looks, his character, his qualities … handsome, charming, and valiant. I knew I could love a man like that ... and I secretly decided that I wanted to meet him … and I did.
I met him on my way up to Hatl’s Hill to see my grandmother. He of course thought I was Maritsa. I tried to tell him that I was not her but he would not listen, and I gave up. He begged me to spend the afternoon with him; I could not refuse. The whole time I was with him, he did nothing but try to woo me. Like my sister, I tried to resist ... but I wasn’t my sister. I gave in to him eventually and I had no regrets … because that first kiss, in its moment, was heaven.
I did not tell Maritsa of my meeting with Aris and for several nights more, Aris and I met in secret again … and one night he asked me to marry him. Without hesitation I accepted his proposal, but I told him that I would only marry him if he took me away from Belagrad. The following night we eloped.
We went to Andus. For awhile we lived on Aris’ uncle’s manor and it was there that we were to wed. But then The Great Saxon War broke out. Aris, whose father had been a general in Andus' army, was called to arms. He was gone for 2 and a half years, the war’s duration … and I thought that I would never see him again.
He wrote me many letters detailing his experiences on the battlefield … of how he and Dashian rose quickly up the ranks, of how the Lord of Andus had made him his personal guard, and how he treated him like the son he never had. But for the most part of his letters, Aris wrote of how much he missed me and affirmed his undying love for me … how the distance between us was killing him … I felt the same. I prayed everyday for his safe return.
The war ended and the Alliance of the Four—Andus, Felten, Belagrad, and Memri—were victorious. In the few years that followed, many wonderful things happened in quick succession. The Lord of Andus passed away and in what came as a surprise to all the people of Andus, Aris was named his successor. Two years later, the Alliance of the Four decided to unite under one kingdom, Angilis … After many meetings, the Alliance’s council choose Aris to be the king of the new kingdom! And I found myself married not to a nobleman’s son nor the Lord of Andus, but the King of Angilis … Those were the happiest years of my life.
Then the Saxons attacked Belagrad. Though they were defeated, they took the life of Lord Ledrin, one of the four Wunder Knights. After his death, the council communed to decide on his successor. According to the constitution, his successor was to be his son or second in command. Ledrin and his wife never had a son so his second in command, a woman called Melone, was made his successor. As dictated by the constitution, we, the king and queen, were to anoint and knight Melone in Belagrad. I did not want to go but I was the queen and it was my duty.
Belagrad had changed a lot since the time we had left it; its land had prospered and become wealthy like all of Angilis. We received a grand welcome; colourful thousands lined up in the streets to catch a glimpse of us. The anointing ceremony took place at the city’s grand cathedral. Melone presented herself before us fully clad in silver Angilian armour, hardly recognisable in it as a woman … or as who she really was. She bowed before us and slowly took off her helmet. I almost leaped out of my seat when I saw her face. Aris was almost just as shocked … for this woman who stood before us was none other than my own sister, Maritsa.
There I was awkwardly explaining to Aris that I had had a twin sister in Belagrad. After the knighting ceremony, she told me that shortly after I had left Belagrad she had joined the army and changed her name to Melone, but she did not want to use that name any longer … She wanted to be known as Maritsa, the fourth Knight of Wunder … and the queen’s sister. She had changed … but had her feelings for Aris, I wondered?
She never talked about him … but I watched her the whole time she was in his presence for any sign of the feelings she had once felt for him. I saw nothing; neither her emotions, her expressions nor her words betrayed her. It was always talk of politics, business, and war between them. They communicated just as normally as the other knights … and I was glad of it.
War broke out west of Andus. The Celts were trying to stage a takeover and they had come in many numbers. The king, the knights, and their armies marched to Andus to stop the attack. After three days and nights of hard battle, the Celts were driven back.
When they returned, I could tell that something had changed between Aris and Maritsa … something that had brought them closer to each other. They looked at each other differently, treated each other differently … and I feared it was more than just friendship. I wished it were not because I too was becoming closer with my sister.
Then I begun to hear the rumours that were spreading amongst the castle’s caretakers … that Maritsa was with child … My heart just dropped. I did not believe it at first but as the months went by, Maritsa’s pregnancy began to show. When I could no longer withstand it, I confronted her about whose child it was she was carrying … She would not tell me. I tried to force the truth out of her and in the argument that ensued, all the anger and hatred that Maritsa had harboured against me for cheating Aris out of her life all those years ago came out. We would have murdered each other that night had the guards not torn us apart.
The following night I left Angilis’ capital without a word to Aris. I felt as though the pain in my heart was going to kill me … all the hate … all the rage. I could not take it … and I gave in to the darkness within me. Aris and Maritsa had betrayed me and I would repay them in kind.
I rode to the Saxon lands with a few of those that were loyal to me. A few days later I stood before the Saxon king and his court and told them of Angilis’ plans to invade the Celtic islands with the majority of their army within a month, a move that would leave the Angilian kingdom very vulnerable … the right time, if any, for the Saxons to fell it.
Just as the Angilians marched for the Celtic lands, so too did the Saxons march for Angilis, determined to crush the ambitious young kingdom whose fast economic growth had outmatched their own.
As the city of the Angilian capital burned to the ground, I rode for the royal castle where I knew Aris and his brave few would be making their last stand. I showed the Saxons every secret passageway I knew into the castle’s walls and then I made my way to Maritsa’s quarters, to her bed chambers … sword in hand, to murder her myself.
When I entered the room I found Aris standing before Maritsa, who was laying in bed, now very pregnant. I asked him to step aside but he would not. I told him that I would kill him if he did not step aside, but he would not move nor would he take up arms against me. With all the rage flowing in my veins, I drove my sword right through his heart and watched him fall dead to the floor.
Maritsa crawled out her bed screaming Aris’ name. She lay by his side crying … I raised my sword ready kill her too. I’d killed Aris over nothing, she said, and that I’d betrayed no one but myself. I put my sword to her throat and dared her then to tell me that the child she was carrying was not his. Ledrin, she cried … the child was Ledrin’s. Lying … she had to be. But the look in her eyes … she was telling the truth.
I fled from the castle, from the burning city, from Angilis. I had plunged into darkness for nothing. I went into exile in a faraway land in the wilderness. Many times over the years I tried to kill myself … but I could not do it … I was weak and a coward. Living with what I had done was to be my curse.
One day I met a Saxon historian and entertained his company in order to learn of what had happened after Angilis had fallen. He told me that the few of the Angilians that had survived had gone west to the Celtic islands to join Lords Dashian, Sadis, Ezol, and the remainder of the Angilian Army. What of Lady Maritsa? He told me that she had not made it out when the castle burned down.
Many days after I’d heard from the historian, I made a resolve to redeem myself of my sins. I decided to journey to the Celtic islands to join the remaining Angilians. I presented myself before Dashian, Sadis, and Ezol … but not as Evelynn … as Maritsa … long lost and thought dead but now alive and well. They welcomed me with open arms and together we went about building a new kingdom with the Celts … the kingdom whose current incarnation is the United Kingdom of England.
“That’s an Interesting story … but I don’t care about any of it,” Ves said. “I just want the King’s Bone. is it here somewhere?”
“The King’s Bone is the last Angilian royal heirloom … it took me many years to find it again. I’m not about to hand it over to a mere child like you,” Evelynn told him.
“Then I guess I’ll just have to break you to get it.”
“Really?”
Suddenly the statues at the sides of Maritsa’s tomb came to life and unsheathed their stone swords.
Ves stepped back from the tomb.
“Get rid of him,” Evelynn said.
The statues raised their swords and marched toward Ves. The statue nearest to him raised its sword high over its head and thrust it down at him; he jumped aside to avoid it. The second statue lunged its sword forward; Ves barely dodged it, stumbling back against the wall to his left. The second statue lunged forward again; he ducked just one second early and the statue’s sword struck into the wall. The first statue struck down at Ves, who had to roll aside to dodge the attack; he crawled in between its legs to get passed it. As it was turning around toward him, he put his foot out and tripped it. It fell over and smashed to the ground, breaking into many pieces of marble, gears, bolts, and circuitry.
Ves quickly jumped to his feet and grabbed the fallen statue’s stone sword. He held it up clumsily, pointing it at the remaining statue whilst backing up. The sword was heavy and he could not hold it steady. The statue thrust forward and Ves raised his sword to block it, but the statue’s powerful attack knocked it out of his hands. Ves slid back to avoid a second strike and then dived to the ground to pick up the sword. The statue raised its sword over its head again and struck down; Ves crawled backward on his back and parted his legs sideways to escape the hit. The statue’s sword stabbed into the ground where he had been only a second earlier.
Ves got to his feet and swung his sword at the statue, who pulled its sword out of the ground and blocked Ves’ attack before counterattacking. Ves had to fall back to dodge it. He got up and stumbled toward Maritsa’s tomb. As the statue marched toward him, he jumped up on top of the tomb. The statue raised its sword over its head yet again and struck down at Ves; he moved to the left and the statue’s sword struck the tomb and shattered to pieces. Ves took this opportunity to lunge his sword forward, driving it right into the statue’s chest, then leaped forward and knocked it to the ground where it shattered like the first statue.
He got up from the mess of the statues’ remains, picked up his sword, and dragged it toward Evelynn.
“Where is the King’s Bone? Give it to me,” Ves said, holding up his sword at her.
“I will not,” Evelynn said.
Ves swung his sword at her, she leaned back an inch and dodged it. She then moved forward swiftly and knocked the sword out Ves’ hands; it fell to the ground and broke apart. She gave Ves a hard blow to the stomach, then grabbed him by the face and tossed him to the ground.
“You should have come with your friends … You’re no match for me alone,” Evelynn said.
Ves got up slowly, holding his stomach.
Evelynn unsheathed two swords from her side, one long and one short. She tossed the short sword at Ves’ feet and held the long sword pointed at him.
“However, if you do defeat me … I will give you the King’s Bone.”
Ves picked up the short sword, approached Evelynn, and took up the on-guard position. She swung her sword at him; he stepped back and held his firmly in front of him and their swords crossed. They disengaged and each took a few steps back. Evelynn dashed forward and lunged; Ves ducked and attempted to knock Evelynn’s sword aside but failed. Evelynn leaped up and came thrashing down at Ves, who swiftly stepped aside and managed to cut into one side of her torso. She recoiled.
“Impressive, but not effective,” she said.
Ves attacked, perhaps with too much strength because Evelynn’s block and counterattack almost knocked him down. The two reached for each other again; they crossed blades and then exchanged a series of wild swings, parries and blocks. Ves’ fencing lessons were really paying off but Evelynn was a lot more skilled than he was. He knew that if didn’t get a hit soon, his luck would run out.
“My, my,” Evelynn commented, “you’re quite the skilled swordsman for your age.”
“Give me the King’s Bone and I’ll – what’s the word –‘spare’ you,” Ves said.
“Don’t get so pompous, I am merely entertaining you.”
Evelynn swiftly swung her sword upward and knocked Ves’ out his hand, into the air and over his head. Ves, his heart thundering in his chest, quickly stretched his hand out behind him and caught the sword just as Evelynn thrust hers at his head … He ducked, lunged forward and stabbed his sword into Evelynn’s knee. He drove the sword right through her leg and then pulled it out. As Evelynn fell to the ground, he swiftly disarmed her of her weapon and held the tip of his blade at her throat.
“I … I yield,” Evelynn said.
Ves smirked.
He heard the sound of shifting of gears in Evelynn’s chest and it suddenly opened up. In the centre of the intricate design of mechanics inside her was a diamond- and ruby-encrusted golden sceptre. She reached inside her chest, pulled it out, and held it out to him.
“This is the King’s Bone,” she said.
Ves dropped his sword and eagerly took the sceptre, staring at it in awe.
“Tell me … if you had been me, would you have lived your life any differently… Would you have made different choices?” Evelynn asked him.
Ves looked up and smiled.
“Why do you care? You’re not even the real Evelynn … You’re just a statue or whatever,” he said.
“… Indeed,” Evelynn laughed.
Ves climbed up the steps and came out to the cloister’s garden. It was still raining but that didn’t matter as he was soaking wet anyway. He looked down at the sceptre in his hands and grinned. Victory … achievement … success … It was a wonderful feeling and nothing else mattered but this …
Ves entered the Tower and met Jacobius and Mr. Cromweld on his way down the hallway.
“Mr. Asirin, have you been out in the rain this whole time?” Mr. Cromweld asked him.
“Um, not really,” Ves said.
“Is that the King’s Bone in your hands?” Jacobius asked with raised eyes.
“Yes, sir. I just completed my group’s first task,” Ves told him.
“Congratulations,” said Mr. Cromweld, clapping. “Though I don’t think Miss Trishire and Mr. Smeth will be as happy to hear that you did it without them.”
“Indeed,” said Jacobius, scratching the back his head.“But you know finding the King’s Bone and Maritsa’s tomb is more than just a Sword Challenge task. It has been a test here at the Tower for a male Trent heir to prove that he is worthy of the Trent name and fortune. I myself took it when I was 14 years old. I wish the Wunder statues could’ve sprung to life back then as they do now and given me some hints. That task was very difficult.”
“The statues haven’t always been able to move around?” Ves asked.
“Oh no,” Mr. Cromweld said with a slight frown. “Master Jacobius turned them into robotic machines when he was 18. I was strongly against it, of course. Those statues were priceless antiques.”
“I’m still very impressed that you managed to complete the task on your own and you’re just 11. If you had been a Trent heir, you’d have been the youngest to finish it,” Jacobius said grinning.
“I agree,” said Mr. Cromweld. “But then of course, Master Jacobius, you and I both know that the youngest person to complete that task was nine-year-old Trent girl.”
The grin on Jacobius’ face suddenly disappeared and he turned to face Mr. Cromweld with a frown.
“Ah, yes ... I do recall,” he said.
“Really?” Ves said. “Who was this girl?”
“Oh, never mind that,” Jacobius said, turning back to Ves and faking a smile. “Please, you must change out of those wet clothes before you catch a cold. Vikey and Jerod will want to know of your success with the task.
Ves nodded, walked passed Jacobius and Mr. Cromweld and headed for the elevators.
Chapter 9
Lonely Cottage
Ves, who was becoming addicted to the feeling of a good thrill, looked over his shoulder as he ran and saw the many ghost pirates chasing after him, their sharp, rusty blades raised over their heads, their faces bearing menacing and murderous expressions. He knew they weren’t real, at least he’d been told that they weren’t, but they still looked scary enough.
“Don lettim get away!” one ghost pirates roared.
“Arr!” the others agreed.
Looking ahead with his flashlight, Ves didn’t think that the tunnel was coming to an end. Had he perhaps turned down the wrong one? He couldn’t check the map now; the pirates were gaining.
He hadn’t taken the wrong tunnel and up ahead, he could see stone steps leading up to a door that led back into the Tower’s basement. Yes, he thought he was going to make it. But then he tripped on a rock and fell; the ghosts swirled around him in an instant. Ves rolled over, sat up and found himself face to face with the nastiest and most frightful of the dead pirates. The pirate’s tattered face contorted with rage and he let out a roar. Ves slowly and very calmly reached over his shoulder and pulled Vikey’s Polaroid camera out of his backpack.
“Tell us quick, ‘fore we kill ya!” the ghost pirate bellowed. “Where’s the Pizos’ Key?”
Ves slowly took aim with the camera and snapped a shot. The bright flash from the camera lit up the cave tunnel for a moment and the ghosts dissolved into whirls of smoke, shrieking and cursing.
He got up quickly, ran up the steps to the basement floor and opened the door just as the ghosts reformed from the smoke and resumed chasing after him. He ran through the door and slammed it behind him.
He leaned his back against it and slid down to the floor, breathing heavily.
“Arr …” he sniggered.
Ves entered the boy’s second bedroom, dropped his backpack on the floor, and collapsed onto his bed. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the Polaroid photos he’d taken of the pirate ship that floated on the underground lake beneath the Tower and examined them.
He was supposed to have met Jerod and Vikey in the library to begin working on their second task but he’d gone to explore the cave instead, using the map that Aine had given him. He supposed the two of them would be cross with him but he didn’t really care. They hadn’t been particularly happy about him completing the first task alone. They hadn’t voiced this of course, but Ves could tell. When he’d told them how he’d beaten Evelynn and retrieved the King’s Bone, they hadn’t been too impressed.
Well, he didn’t think they’d miss him if he didn’t show up. He didn’t feel like working on the task anyway, at least not today. Today he wanted to explore the Tower. One place he’d wanted to visit again was Beltry’s Sanctum. The only problem was that it was forbidden because going up to it meant using Beltry’s Way.
Mr. Cromweld had caught him going up that way before, but what were the chances of that being the case today? He could sneak up there … he could be quiet … he could be careful, and even if he were caught, the worst thing he’d get was a scolding and a warning, and that wouldn’t really bother him.
Soon he was stepping out of the elevator on the 25th floor, creeping down the hallway in the right wing and taking the first step up the glass staircase on Beltry’s Way that led up to the skylights, through which was the hatch to the sanctum.
He quietly pushed up the glass door and came out onto the rooftops.
He ran around excitedly, taking in all the scenery—the expensive marble and glass statues, the exotic plants in their priceless vases, the beautiful blue and lightly-clouded sky overhead. He stood by a balcony and admired the view of Meden.
After awhile, he moved away from the balcony and went to see the rest of the sanctum. As he was walking toward the other end, he saw someone there. For a second he thought it was a guard and he turned to run before he was spotted.
But this person wasn’t a guard … or even a man … but a boy: Jayden Wilks.
Jayden was seated on the ground surrounded by a mess of tools, bolts, screws and oilcans. He had a ratchet his in hand and was fixing a gear into a slim, metal box on the back of a long, red board.
Ves approached him slowly.
“You’re not supposed to be here.”
“Neither are you,” Jayden responded absentmindedly.
“… What are you doing?” Ves asked him.
Jayden put the ratchet down, picked up a screwdriver, and closed the metal box.
“I stole Andy and Anry’s aeroboards. I’ve been tweaking them all morning. I finished Anry’s awhile ago. Look over there.”
He pointed to his left where laying on the ground a few feet away was a black board similar to the one he was working on.
“I’m just about done with Andy’s,” he continued. “Before, the boards could only go as fast as 50 miles an hour and go up about 20 feet, as is the standard. I decided to add a few more anti-graviton plates that I took from Jacobius’ lab, a few chips, and circuitry of my own … and if I’m correct, these new ‘astroboards’ should be able to go as fast as a 180 miles an hour and go up as high as 3000 feet! Imagine that!”
Ves had no idea what Jayden was talking about but it sounded interesting.
“Ah - ha, done!” he exclaimed.
He stood up and handed the board to Ves.
“Ever been on an aeroboard, Ves?”
Ves shook his head. Jayden smirked.
“Come this way, then.”
Ves followed Jayden toward a balcony. Jayden picked up the black board, flipped it over and pointed at the metal box.
“Press the button on the side,” he told Ves.
Ves nodded and did as he was told, pressing a small, blue button on his board. Something like a motor started inside.
“Right, now place the board on the ground and see what happens,” Jayden said.
Ves placed the board down but a second later, it rose up and floated a few inches above the ground.
“… Wow,” Ves said.
He’d never seen anything like it.
“Good, it’s working. Now pick it up and come over here,” Jayden said.
Ves did as he was told.
Jayden fearlessly climbed over the balcony railing and sat at the edge of the rooftops. Ves hesitated for a second but did the same and sat down next to him; he didn’t dare look down though.
“Now, riding an aeroboard is really easy,” Jayden explained. “Unlike a snowboard, you only strap on one foot for safety. You need your back foot free to manoeuvre the board, okay?”
Ves nodded.
“So strap your left foot to the board; that’ll be your front. You’ll use your right foot as your back to manoeuvre.” Jayden told him.
Ves placed his left foot on the board and strapped it tightly.
“Now, here’s how you ride it. To move forward, all you have to do is lean in toward the nose, which is the front edge of the board. To slow down or stop just lean back, okay?” Jayden said.
“Okay,” Ves replied.
“To go up, press down on the tail, which is the back edge of the board. To come down, raise your back foot up away from the tail. To turn left, slide your back foot toward the right edge of the tail. To turn right, slide your back foot to the left edge of the tail. Got it?”
Ves nodded.
“Really simple, right?” Jayden said.
“Yeah.”
“Well, good luck!”
Jayden suddenly patted Ves on the back with such a force that he fell forward from the edge of the roof!
“WHOOOOAAAA!” he yelled.
Suddenly the ground below didn’t seem so distant, and if he didn’t do anything to stop his fall he’d be hitting it really soon … and he wasn’t going to be hurt badly. He was going to die. He fell past five floors before the fear really began to grasp him …
“Press down on the tail, moron!” Jayden yelled down at him.
Right, the aeroboard. It was still strapped to his left foot. All he had to do was place his right foot on the back edge of the board and press down on it and it would stop him from falling. He tried to place his foot down on the tail but it was a difficult thing to do whilst he was spinning, flipping and falling through the air!
“Oh, come on man! Get a grip!” Jayden yelled.
He went past ten more floors trying helplessly to plant his right foot on the board, but it kept on slipping and sliding off!
The people below stared up and saw him falling, gasping and pointing in horror. Others were staring out of windows with shocked expressions; the girls were screaming.
Past five more floors he fell. His eyes were watering now and the vertigo was making him sick. He only had five more floors – he tried to grab the board with his hands – four floors – he caught it – three floors – but as he did another flip he lost grip – two floors – he cursed then he – one floor – raised his front knee to his chest and placed the ball of his back foot in the middle of the tail. Just as he was about to hit the ground, he came to an abrupt stop!
“Hoo …” he breathed in relief.
The board was floating just a few inches above the ground beneath it. Ves bent down and touched it. He looked up at the Tower and saw shocked, angry, and worried faces looking out of the windows down at him.
“Ves!” yelled Natalie, who came running toward him. “What the hell? Have you lost it?”
“What are you doing with my board?” said Andy, who came after Natalie.
Ves was in a lot of trouble and he knew it. He saw two guards marching toward him when he looked over his shoulder; he supposed they were here to get him.
“Oh, brother,” sighed Jayden who was watching from the rooftops.
He got up from the edge and climbed back over the railing of the balcony. He bent down and strapped his left foot to the black board. He then kicked off, gently pressing down on the tail and soaring up over the Tower and into the sky above.
“Please get off the board and come with us,” one of the guards said to Ves.
Another guard was just about to grab him by the hand when they all heard a whistle from above. Looking up, they saw Jayden heading up into the clouds on his board.
“… I didn’t know the aeroboards could go up that high,” Andy said in amazement.
While everyone was looking up at Jayden, Ves simultaneously pulled up his front leg and pressed down on the tail of his board, shooting up into the air.
“Hey!” the first guard yelled.
“Get back here, mister!” shouted the second guard.
Ves streaked up into the sky without looking back and soon he was past cloud cover and level with Jayden. The two of them slowed down to a stop and stood facing each other with silly grins on their faces.
“Scared, Ves?” Jayden asked.
“A little …” Ves replied.
“But the rush feels good, doesn’t it?”
“Yeah.” Jayden looked down at the fairly distant Tower and smirked. “You do realise that the two of us are in a crapload of trouble, right?”
“Yes,” Ves said.
Jayden reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of goggles similar to the ones he now wore, giving them to Ves.
“How about a race?” Jayden asked.
“Okay,”Ves replied as he put on the goggles.
“Around Mount Enim’s peak and back.”
Ves nodded.
“Well,” Jayden said, “Get ready – set – go!”
The two of them shot off, streaking speedily through the clouds.
For the first part they were flying at the same speed, pelting through the air like hawks, the wind rushing through their hair.
“Very good, Ves! Let’s see how well you can keep up!” Jayden said.
He bent his front knee and leaned in toward it; this stance gave him a burst of speed that sent him zooming past Ves by a distance.
“Whoa!” Ves exclaimed.
He tried to imitate Jayden but leaned so far forward that he flipped over completely. He quickly placed his back foot down on the tail to prevent himself from flipping over again. By the time he’d regained balance, Jayden had gone far ahead of him. Ves bent his front knee just a bit this time and sped after him.
Jayden looked over his shoulder and saw Ves a little distance away but gaining on him nonetheless. He grinned and suddenly dived down out of the clouds. Ves saw this and did the same. As they came out of the clouds, Ves saw that they were now flying over the sea far from the Tower. Jayden went way down, hovering just above the water, but unlike him Ves kept his distance from the sea, not going too low for fear of falling into it.
Looking to the east, they saw that they were approaching Meden Dale’s docks and past that the town of Meden Dale itself. Jayden went in that direction, turning sharply toward the docks. Ves followed close behind.
Before long, the two boys were racing down the streets of Meden Dale over cars and alarmed passers-by who saw them as nothing more than blurs of colour. They zigzagged down this road and that, shooting up over low-slung buildings and spiralling up the town hall building before heading out over the fields and toward the valley.
Ves was quickly becoming good at manoeuvring the board, using his hands and waist to control his balance and using his back foot to turn smoothly or sharply. He also found that holding his hands stretched out behind him gave him a great boost in speed.
“There it is! Mount Enim!” Jayden shouted in excitement.
Mount Enim looked just as foreboding as the last time they’d seen it this close, more so during the dark and clouded season of the fall. Tall, dark and rugged, its snow-covered top cut into the sky. It was awesome … and Ves was determined to reach it first. Over the hills they went.
As they neared the foot of the mountain, Ves pulled his back leg toward his chest and went down. Jayden looked back over his shoulder at him, wondering what he was doing. He saw Ves level with him, flying directly below him just as they were a few yards from the mountain. Then Ves lowered his back foot, raised his front knee and leaned toward it, holding the tip of the board’s nose with his left hand. Pressing down hard on the tail and straightening out his back leg, he suddenly shot out from under Jayden and jetted up the mountain at a menacing speed!
“Aww – no way!” Jayden exclaimed in amazement and anger.
Ves, nearly at a vertical angle on his board, flew around Mount Enim’s peak, Laughing and punching the air with his right hand.
“Hey, the race isn’t over yet,” Jayden said, flying behind Ves as they left the mountain and began to head back to the Tower.
He suddenly soared right over him, leaned forward and flipped over, flying completely upsidedown on his board.
“Don’t forget,” he said looking down at Ves, “you’re still just a rookie!”
Jayden sniggered, flipped back around and sped off, taking the lead again. Ves gritted his teeth and shot after him. Jayden tried to lose him by swooping down unexpectedly and spiralling but Ves persisted and soon they were level and trying to bump each other off.
“Almost there!” Jayden laughed, pointing through a gap in the clouds.
Ves looked down through the gap and saw that they were flying directly over the dark Meyr Woods.
The sky became dark and after a flash of lightning and several rolls of thunder, it started raining heavily. Within seconds, the boys were soaked to their skins and numb from the icy cold wind.
Ves leaned forward a bit more on his bent knee till he was almost flat against his board and slowly began to take the lead. Jayden, who would not let Ves win, flew right behind him as he was passing, raised the nose of his board slightly and then slammed it down on Ves’ tail. Ves flipped back through the air and fell several feet before forcefully regaining control, more to save his life than to continue the race.
“You cheat!” Ves said through gritted teeth.
He saw Jayden speeding away with raised hands declaring victory, for there was no way Ves could catch up now and he could see the Tower below in another gap in the clouds.
Then something horrifying happened. A lightening bolt reached out of the clouds above like a giant clawed hand and struck Jayden. It tore him from his board and Ves watched in shock as his motionless body fell out of the sky…
“Did you see that?” Aine said.
“Yeah … that was one nasty lightning bolt,” Trudy replied.
All the children stood soaking in grounds, watching the sky for Ves and Jayden.
“That’s enough,” said Mr. Cromweld as he approached them. “Please get inside the Tower before you all catch colds.”
“I suppose we should,” said Mandy.
“Those two are so stupid,” Vikey said. “Honestly, I dunno what possessed them to do what they did.”
“You don’t suppose they’re still flying up there in this storm?” Aine asked.
“If I know Ves and Jayden, they probably are.”
“What’s that up there?” Natalie said pointing up at a dark figure falling out of the sky.
“Oh my god! It’s a body!” Edilynn cried.
Jayden fell to the grounds below at an alarming speed and with only a hundred feet left to go, it seemed like he was really done for. Then down came Ves, flat against his board once more. With his hands stretched out in front of him and only a few seconds to spare, he caught Jayden and the two of them went crushing through the windows on the fourth floor of the Tower.
****
When Ves woke up, the first thing he felt was pain … throbbing, pulsating and agonizing pain, all throughout his body. His head hurt the most and it had been bandaged. He opened his eyes and found himself lying in a bed in an unfamiliar room. He wasn’t alone. A girl was seated at the side of his bed. Her face wore a worried expression and it looked as though she’d been crying only moments ago.
“Um … hello,” Ves said in a very raspy and throaty voice.
Vikey turned to face him and grinned. Then she suddenly burst into tears and dived on top of him, hugging him and kissing his cheek.
“Ugh! Stop that! Get off me!” Ves protested.
“Oh, you’re awake! You’re okay! Oh, Ves, dear. I was worried sick!” Vikey said, half laughing, half crying.
“Get off me! I said get off me!”
“That’s enough, Miss Trishire,” said the nurse, who’d just walked into the room.
Vikey reluctantly let go of Ves and sat up wiping the tears from her eyes.
“Where … am I?” Ves asked.
“You’re in the Tower’s infirmary,” Vikey told him.
“What? Why—?”
Then he remembered – as painful flashes and glimpses of memories seared through his mind like a hot knife. He sat up clutching his forehead with both hands.
“Ves! What’s wrong?” Vikey asked him worriedly.
“Jayden! Where is he …? Is he —?”
“— Alive,”Mr. Cromweld said walking into the infirmary. “He was taken to the hospital to receive treatment for a sprained ankle and minor burns he sustained from that lightening strike. You were the lucky one I suppose.”
Ves looked down. not wanting to meet Mr. Cromweld’s glare.
“What the two of you did was absolutely foolish and reckless. You could have been permanently wounded or worse … killed,” Mr. Cromweld said. “It is most unfortunate that I do not own this Tower. If that had been the case, I would have had both you and Mr. Wilks packing and on a plane back home!
“However, Master Trent, who owns this Tower and is soft when it comes to such matters, has instructed me to see to it that you and Mr. Wilks are only punished.
“Also, the two of you will not be taking part in your group’s second tasks nor will you be having breakfast or lunch for an entire week.”
Mr. Cromweld turned around to leave.
“Come with me, Miss Trishire,” he said. “Let Mr. Asirin have some sleep … He has a very busy day tomorrow.”
Vikey nodded and stood up.
“I’ll be here first thing in the morning. I’ll bring you your scrapbook and everything,” she told Ves.
He nodded and watched her leave.
“Oh and by the way,” said Mr. Cromweld, “a certain Miss Twisty would like to have a word with you on the phone in the morning.”
****
After a half hour-long call with a very furious Miss Twisty, Ves began his punishment. Under instruction from one of the sterner Tower caretakers, he mopped the floors of the second and third floor hallways. He cleaned the windows and removed the cobwebs from the high ceilings. Then he helped set the table in the dining hall for lunch, which he did not sit for, and he was starving.
He was then moved on to one of the gardeners, who instructed him to mow a portion of the ground’s loan with an old-fashioned mower; then he weeded the flowerbeds in the gardens and watered the plants in the greenhouse. There were, of course, automatic machines for all of those jobs, inventions of Jacobius Trent himself, but Ves wasn’t allowed to use any of them.
He worked alone for the first two days. Jayden joined him on the third day but did only half the work Ves did because of his injuries. Vikey checked on Ves from time to time during his working period but she was soon forbidden from doing so when she was found helping him.
It was a very boring, uneventful and laborious week. The best part of it was dinner and the sleep.
****
It was raining on Friday afternoon and Ves was excused from work with the gardener. He was instead instructed to clean up all the rooms in the left wing of the fourteenth floor—a very tedious task, for the rooms there were some of the oldest in the Tower and had not been renovated like some on the other floors.
When Vikey found him, he was dusting the shelves in an old study where the walls were decorated with lots of maps and expedition charts.
“Cartographers Guide to Everlon,” she said, reading the title of the book on top of the desk behind which she sat down.
“You’re not supposed to be here,” Ves told her.
“I know that. I’m not going to help you this time; I just came to check up on you. Besides, no one saw me come up here so no one can tell me off.”
“Except me.”
Vikey smirked.
“Oh? Then I take it you don’t want the secret lunch that I packed for you,” she said.
Ves didn’t say anything to this.
Vikey grinned.She opened her bag, pulled out a lunch box and handed it to Ves, who snatched it quickly.
“How rude,” Vikey said. “Not even a word of thanks.”
“Thanks,” Ves said as he quickly opened the lunch box.
He began to savagely eat the French fries and greedily gnaw on the pieces of chicken and pork inside.
Vikey paced around the study as Ves ate. She pulled down a book from one of the shelves and browsed through it.
“‘Property of Jerar Trent.’ Wasn’t that Jacobius Trent’s father’s name? He must have been an explorer or something. This whole study is filled with maps and atlases,” Vikey said. “You should steal some of these maps for your scrapbook. They could be useful someday.”
“Yeah,” Ves agreed.
He finished eating and gave the lunch box back to Vikey.
“Well, I’m off to meet Jerod in the library. We’re not really getting anywhere with the King’s Bone thing but I guess we’ll have to keep trying,” she said. “Jerod really wants to match your success with the first task, though.”
She reached into her bag, pulled out a red apple, and tossed it to Ves. He caught it with one hand.
“I’ll see you at dinner, right?” Vikey asked him.
He nodded.
She gave him a little wave and left.
Ves returned to cleaning the study. He climbed up to the top step of the ladder, which he was using to reach high places, to dust the top of the shelves on the left side of the room. With one swipe of the cloth, a cloud of dust fell from the top. Ves wasn’t quick enough to block his eyes and nose; he breathed in a considerable amount of the dust and sneezed. He lost balance, slipped off the ladder and fell to the floor.
Several volumes fell off the shelves and toppled onto him. The contents of an old folder with charts, maps, and old blue prints littered the whole floor.
After sneezing a few more times, Ves got up and replaced the volumes on the shelf and then attended to the mess of papers. He picked up the folder and placed it on the desk, then scooped up some of the papers and arranged them as best as he could before placing them in the folder.
He was collecting the rest of the papers when he spotted a curious, old, and worn-out piece of parchment amongst them. He picked it up and examined it.
It had a hand-drawn map of the Tower yard on one side and a partially illustrated map of Meyr Woods on the other. On one part of parchment was a detailed sketch of an old-fashioned two-storey cottage and below it was a mess of scrawny scribblings. Ves couldn’t make any sense of it but something about it intrigued him. He folded it gently and pocketed it.
****
At about 6:30 in the evening, Ves finished his cleaning duties and went down to the 3rd floor dinning hall to join the other children for dinner. He served himself a bit of everything on the table and began to wolf it all down. After his third helping, he had a lot of ice cream for dessert, after which he felt like he’d explode.
He remembered the parchment paper in his pocket and pulled it out to ask someone about it.
“What do you think of this?” he asked Muranda, who was seated next to him.
“Looks like a map or something,” Muranda said.
“Yeah … Can you read me what’s written behind it though? … Um, I can’t.”
“I can see why. This handwriting is terrible. Let me try.
18th Oktober 1943
For whomever fancies a good adventure,
I’ve finally found it: the secret tunnel leading out of the Tower and into the heart of Meyr Woods!
Who could have thought that the way into the tunnel would be hidden in that silly caretaker’s dinning room opposite the kitchens in the left wing of the ground floor? If ever I thought there was such a tunnel, I would have suspected it to be in the right wing instead … but I guess that would be obvious.
Anyway, if you wish to use this tunnel, go to the room mentioned above. Once there, stand before the portrait of Dunis, the Old Cordon Bleu and use your fist to pound the face of the portrait three times. This’ll trigger the switch behind the portrait and the way down into the tunnel will show itself!
Follow the tunnel all the way to the end and you’ll come to stand under a trapdoor. When you come out you’ll find yourself about a kilometre deep into the woods. Can you believe it?
If you wish to adventure further, take the path I’ve shown in my crudely illustrated map of Meyr Woods. It should lead you to Lonely Cottage.
Good luck and have fun!
Your friend,
Jerar Trent
“A map out of the Tower and into the woods … to Lonely Cottage? Ves, where did you get this?” Muranda asked with a stunned look on his face.
Ves didn’t answer, taking the paper back from Muranda and pocketing it.
“Lonely Cottage. I’ve heard of that before … somewhere,” Ves said.
To his own surprise, he remembered. Lonely Cottage … that’s where the cook had followed Mr. Cromweld the night he was attacked by the wolves. That’s where Mr. Cromweld went to meet the person the cook thought had died five years ago...
“Ves … you’re not going to use that map to go into the woods, are you? I mean, never mind the wolves … or The Shadow killer … but you know Lonely Cottage is haunted, right?” Muranda said in a hushed voice.
“Haunted?” Ves asked.
“Yeah. Wicked stuff’s been happening there for years. There have been many disappearances there. I heard that not even the wolves go near there. So you’d have to be either really brave or really stupid to go.”
Ves smiled.
“Yeah,” Ves said. “going there would be really stupid and I don’t plan to. Besides, I think I’ve gotten myself into enough trouble here … I mean with all the aeroboard stuff.”
Ves got up from the table and left the dinning hall. He went down the hallway, up the elevator to the eighth floor and then to the boy’s second bedroom carrying the parchment in his hands like a sacred treasure now that he knew what it was.
He had lied to Muranda. He didn’t care one bit what he’d said about Lonely Cottage. He was going there that night.
****
Ves sat in an armchair in the lounge, sketching a detailed comic strip of instructions for himself to follow after his memory would fail; he needed to remember what to do for his trip to Lonely Cottage. When he was done illustrating everything that he would need he placed Jerar Trent’s parchment map next to the page; and then for the first time, he waited impatiently for his memory to fail.
An hour and a half went by before it did and by then, all of the other children had left the lounge and gone to bed. When Ves had shaken off the dizzying feeling that came with his memory loss, he quickly went through his scrapbook and refreshed his memory; then he left the lounge and went to the boys’ second bedroom. When he was certain that everyone was asleep, he opened his scrapbook again and followed the instructions on the comic strip. He pulled the duffel bag that contained his clothes from under his bed. He unzipped it, pulled out a black hooded sweatshirt, a pair of blue jeans and a dark grey coat, and changed into them.
He then pulled his backpack out from underneath the bed and filled it with his flashlight, Vikey’s Polaroid camera and his scrapbook. He strapped the bag over his shoulder and silently left the bedroom, went down the hallway and got into the elevator. He felt anxious and tense and many thoughts crossed his mind as he went down … many questions. What would happen if a guard caught him on his way to the tunnel? And if he did make it through the tunnel and into the woods, what if he was attacked by wolves? And if he did make it to the cottage, what if it really was haunted?
Frightening as these thoughts were, they weren’t enough to deter him. As the elevator came to a stop on the ground floor, he walked out of it and hurried down the hallway to the left wing. Curiosity was what was egging him on … He just had to know who or what was at Lonely Cottage. Something about the mystery there drew him in and he didn’t know or understand why. Plus, now that he had that map. How could he not use it?
“The room opposite the kitchens,” he said to himself as he reached the end of the hallway.
He found the room and went inside it, closing the door behind him. He began looking around for the portrait Jerar Trent had mentioned on the parchment. There was only one problem with this: there were three large portraits in the room, all the same size and likeness. Even the persons depicted in the portraits were the same: fat, greedy-looking chefs. Ves knew he was supposed to be looking for the portrait of someone called Dunis but he didn’t know which one of the portraits belonged to him because he couldn’t read the captions below the portraits.
He decided to follow Jerar’s next instruction which was to use his ‘fist to pound the face of the portrait three times’ on all the three of portraits; this was the only way he could think of discovering which portrait was to Dunis. He started with the portrait on the left wall of the room. He pounded its surface three times … nothing happened. He quickly dashed to the portrait on the right, pounded the surface three times, and got the same result: nothing. This meant the portrait of Dunis had to be the last one left.
This one hung over the mantle piece above the fireplace. Ves had to pull a chair from the table and stand on it in order to reach it. He pounded the surface of the portrait three times and heard something click behind it.
He jumped off the chair, stepped back and watched as the floor beneath the fireplace shifted and moved to reveal a set of stairs leading down into darkness … He felt nostalgic of the first Sword Challenge task.
Not wasting any time, he pulled the flashlight out of his backpack, turned it on and descended the stairs.
Soon he was making his way down the old, low, narrow and mouldy tunnel that turned and twisted like a snake burrow; he hoped they weren’t any snakes down here, though. He hurried along it quickly without looking back.
After 20 or so minutes, the passage began to rise up and before long, he came to the foot of some worn out steps. He went up them and laboriously threw open the trapdoor at the top, coming out into the open.
As he’d thought, the woods were a lot scarier in the dark of the night. A chilling breeze in the air made him shudder and he felt a little bit of fear grip him.
He reached into his pocket and pulled the parchment paper out to have a look at the map. It showed a path to the right a little distance from where he stood. He found it and started his journey.
He was really in the heart of the woods. The trees were dense and thick. The eerie silence really made him uneasy; all he could hear was his own breathing, the rustling of leaves and the breaking of twigs beneath his feet. He tripped and staggered over tree roots and stumps as he went, stopping occasionally to check the map, which he hoped he was reading right, or to look over his shoulder for any movement in the trees behind him. He kept his ears sharp … He wanted to catch any sound of wolf whispers as quickly as possible so that he could take cover behind the nearest tree. It wasn’t an easy walk.
He went down a bend in the path, brushing aside the low-hanging branches of the trees, which seemed to be becoming thicker. Waving his flashlight ahead, he thought he was coming to a clearing but to his dismay, he found it to be a fork in the path. He checked the map; it told him to go right, and so he did.
After about fifteen minutes down the new path, it started to fade. This was bad because Ves hadn’t come to a clearing yet, just more trees. He suddenly slipped, fell down, and rolled off what felt like a cliff. He went down 10 feet or so and landed on a pile of dead leaves. He got up slowly and felt around the darkness. There were no trees; he was definitely in a clearing. He knelt down to the ground and felt around for the flashlight. After finding it, he stood up and dusted himself, turned around, and used the light to see where he was.
And there it was about 16 feet from where he stood: Lonely Cottage—a dark, creepy, shoddy, and crooked structure. It was really old and looked as though it had survived countless hurricanes and tornadoes. Perhaps the creepiest thing about the cottage was the towering oak tree that grew right in the middle of it from the ground, up the two floors and right through the roof.
“Spooky …” Ves whispered.
With a bit of hesitation, he approached it cautiously and entered it through a large hole on one side of the wall.
He came to find that it was a lot spookier inside. He started his exploration of it in what used to be the living room. It was a mess. Dusty and disordered, broken pieces of furniture were strewn all over the floor. Plants and weeds were growing through the broken floorboards, large spider webs were hanging in corners of what was left of the ceiling, and the plaster and paper were peeling from the walls.
The other rooms were no different. The kitchen looked by far the worst; it had turned into a breeding ground for massive insects and various types of mould.
It was difficult for him to make his way into some of the other rooms because they were nearly destroyed and the giant stem of the oak tree blocked the way to the hallway left of the living room.
He decided to check what was on the second floor. He climbed up what was left of the staircase, carefully skipping the missing steps, up to a shadowy hallway. As on the ground floor, the tree cut right through the way to the left side of the hallway, so he could only go right. He entered the first room, which he found to be a bathroom. It was almost completely broken down. Shining the flashlight down on the floor, he saw his reflection looking back at him from the pieces of an old mirror.
He stepped out of this room and entered the next. This one had been a bedroom. The remains of a four-poster bed stood in one corner. Pieces of a broken wardrobe lay all over the floor. As he was turning around to leave, he tripped and fell to the dusty ground. He got up and shone the flashlight on the spot he’d fallen. He saw that he’d tripped on something that was stuck in a broken floorboard. He bent down to see what it was.
It was a small book. He broke off the rest of the floorboard and pulled it out. It was a very old thing; Ves guessed that it must have been as old as the cottage. He was surprised, however, at the good condition it was in. He popped it open and browsed through it. It was some kind of diary or journal and judging by the handwriting, Ves thought it must have belonged to a girl. He stood up, blew the dust off of it, put it in his back pocket, and left that room.
The last room at the end of the hallway was the only one with a door. As Ves inched toward it, he saw a dull light through the keyhole and the gap at the bottom of the door …
His heart began beating fast … Was this it? Was this where the person Mr. Cromweld met in secret lived? Was he finally going to meet him or her?
He slowly extended his hand, placed it on the surface of the door, and kept it there for a second. Then he leaned forward, rested his head against the door, and listened hard. Yes, he could hear something … the crackling of a fire … but nothing else. He moved back from the door, took in a deep breath, exhaled … then extended his hand once again toward the door and knocked.
There was no reply.
He knocked again but there was no answer. He knocked a third time; still there was nothing.
“… Hello?” he called quietly. “Hello … is anyone in there?”
No answer.
He slowly placed his hand on the doorknob and turned it. The door did not open. He turned it again and pushed but it didn’t open. It was locked.
Just when he was trying to open the door again … he felt a chilly breeze fill the air around him. The dull light through the keyhole and the gap beneath the door disappeared … The fire in the room had been put out. Something … something felt wrong.
“… Peek – a – boo,” came a whisper from the darkness.
Ves jumped and dropped the flashlight; it went off the moment it hit the floor. He looked around frantically … his eyes searching the darkness … but he couldn’t see anything.
“Peek – a – boo …”
There it was again … a voice from the shadows.
“Peek – a – boo!” the voice whispered a little louder.
Ves remained rooted to the spot, too scared to move.
“Peek – a – boo …” said the voice again.
“Yeah … what’s the deal? I can see you,” said another voice.
Ves flinched.
“Peek – a – boo! I said Peek – a – boo!”
“Quit that, alright?!”
The voices belonged to two girls … and they seemed to be coming from the old bedroom Ves had been in earlier.
“Mocto, peek – a – boo!” said the first voice.
“Iku, I told you to stop that, for God’s sake. Why don’t you listen?”
“But you promised we’d play Hide and Seek.”
“We’ll play later. Can’t you see I’m busy?”
Ves very slowly bent down to the floor, picked up the flashlight, turned it back on and shone it toward the door of the bedroom. He couldn’t see anything from where he stood … so he took a step forward … another … and another … and before he knew it, he was standing in the doorway of the room looking in … and there was no one in there.
“I wanna play now!” the voice of the younger girl echoed throughout the room.
Ves frantically shone the flashlight on every part of the room … but there was no one there. He was sure of it.
“Shush, Iku. We’ll play later, I said. Can’t you see I’m writing in my diary?” the voice of the older girl said.
“Father should never have bought you that thing. All you ever do is write lies in it!” the younger girl bellowed.
“Hey! That’s rude!”
“Well it’s the truth!”
“How can you possibly know that when you’ve never seen it before? You can’t even read!”
Ves, his eyes wide open, stepped into the room and felt around the air for the invisible girls. He felt nothing.
“Look … I’ll play with you, okay?” the older girl said.
“Yay! Hide and Seek! Hide and Seek!” the younger girl cheered.
“No, not that. Let’s do something a bit more adventurous.”
“Like what?”
“I’ve got it. How about a trip to the basement? It’s the only place I haven’t seen in this cottage.”
“Mrs. Cromweld said we ain’t allowed there!”
“The liar!”
“She wasn’t lying. She said mother told her so!”
“So? When have l ever listened to that batty old witch?”
“Mrs. Cromweld is not a witch!”
“Whatever. I’m going.”
Ves heard the sound of footsteps and felt something brush past him. He turned around, looking this way and that.
“Well, are you coming?” said the older girl, whose voice was now coming from outside the room in the hallway.
“‘Course I’m coming,” said the younger girl.
Again Ves heard the sound of footsteps, this time leaving the room and going down the hallway.
“What’s happening? What’s going on here?” he muttered to himself.
He slowly walked out the room and went down the hallway. When he came to stand on the top step of the staircase, he heard the older girl’s voice coming from below.
“Hurry up, will you? This way.”
Ves heard footsteps going down the stairs to the right of the living room. He found himself going down that way as well.
“Don’t make any sound whilst passing the kitchen. Cromweld’s washing plates in there,” said the older girl.
“That’s Mrs. Cromweld, Mocto! Have some respect!” said the younger girl.
“Whatever.”
Ves was surprised to hear the sound of running water and even the smell of something being cooked as he passed the kitchen, where he could see nothing but bugs and mould.
“Come on,” said the older girl. “Quit slowing down!”
Ves followed the voices down to the very end of the hallway until he came to stand at a door he hadn’t noticed the first time he’d been in that area. He held out his hand, pushed the old door open, and saw another staircase leading down into the dark.
He heard the footsteps descend the staircase … but he hesitated to follow. What was he doing? Following voices of people he couldn’t see … Had he gone mad? What if he was being lured into a trap?
“Are you coming down or not? What, are you scared or something?” the older girl called from below the stairs.
“No, I ain’t,” responded the younger girl, really close to where Ves stood.
“Then come on.”
Ves went down the steps, his curiosity egging him on again … No, it was something more than just mere curiosity, something else ... something that was drawing him there, just like it had drawn him to Lonely Cottage ... and he could not resist it.
The basement was mostly empty except for the roots and base of the giant oak. The air was damp and musty, making it difficult to breathe.
“Mocto, there’s nothing here … Let’s go back up,” the younger girl said in a shaky voice.
“No … there has to be something here or else it wouldn’t be forbidden,” the older girl told her.
“Oh, Mocto …” whined the younger girl.
“Shush!”
Ves shone his flashlight around; he could not see anything but rocks and roots popping out of the ground. That was it.
“What’s that over there?” said the older girl. “Look, against the wall on the left.”
Ves shone his light there and saw a concrete slab placed against that wall.
“… What’s that on top of that slab?” asked the younger girl.
Just as the girl said those words, something suddenly appeared on top of it. As Ves got closer to the slab, he saw what looked like a long object wrapped in black cloth lying on top of it.
“What is it?” said the younger girl.
“… I wonder,” the older girl said.
Ves stood before the slab and looked down at the wrapped object apprehensively.
“Well … let’s unwrap it and find out what it is!” the older girl said.
As if under the spell of the girl’s voice, Ves placed the flashlight down at the side of it and placed his hands on the object.
“Right … on three,” the older girl said. “One … two … three.”
Ves slowly unwrapped the object and pulled off the black cloth to reveal a long, curving, silver blade that glowed faintly in the darkness.
“What … what is it?” asked the younger girl.
“I dunno,” the older girl replied. “It’s like … a sickle or something.”
There were markings etched onto the surface of the blade and though Ves couldn’t read, he knew it wasn’t in English nor in any language men spoke; it was something else, something symbolic and ancient.
As he looked down at the blade’s surface, he saw his reflection … but not just his own. He saw the reflections of two other people he knew were not standing next to him or in the basement with him … the girls.
The older girl stood to his left, the younger to his right. They looked almost identical … and familiar. They had beautiful faces with long, dark hair that cascaded over their shoulders and down their backs.
“Well … go ahead. Touch it,” the older girl said.
“What? No!” the younger girl said.
“What? Are you scared?”
“No, I ain’t! Why don’t you touch it?”
“Look, we’ll touch it at the same time, okay?”
“Fine …”
The girls … and Ves … reached their hands out and slowly, very slowly touched the blade. It was as cold as ice and seemed to draw all the heat out of Ves’ body. He shuddered as goose bumps spread all over his skin.
“It’s cool, isn’t it?” the older girl said.
“… Yeah, very cool.”
Ves traced the markings and symbols on it with his finger … what was it really? And was it what had drawn him to the cottage ...?
“Hey Mocto … I – I can’t get my fingers off it. They’re struck to it!”
“What? Wait a minute … My hand is stuck too!”
Ves’ hand also seemed to be stuck to the blade. He pulled but it did not come off.
Suddenly the blade started to glow brighter … the markings on it lighting up.
“What’s happening?” said the younger girl, panicking.
“I don’t know!” the older girl said.
A strange wind from out of nowhere started blowing through the basement and the ground began to quake. Ves frantically tried to pull his hand away from the blade but it wasn’t coming off.
“Let – me – go!” Ves yelled.
There was a flash and a loud bang from the blade and Ves was thrown back through the air and hit the wall at the other end. Half blinded by the light that was now shining from the blade, Ves got up, staggered backward to the steps and ran out of the basement.
He made his way down the hallway in a hurry to the living room, where he nearly fell down a massive hole in the floor that hadn’t been there before. No … it wasn’t that the hole hadn’t been there before … It was that the oak tree that had grown there was gone! He looked up and saw a similar hole in the ceiling and through it a hole on the second floor’s ceiling as well.
Because of all the quaking and the wind, the whole cottage was falling apart. Ves ran out of it through the hole in the wall he’d entered from … but he came to find that what was happening outside was a lot worse than inside.
It was as if he had stepped into a nightmare. It was raining heavily … but not normally. It was raining from the ground up. Rocks, rubble and dead leaves were slowly floating up into the sky. Everything felt surreal and slow … as if time was going backward; even the sound of everything seemed to be playing backward. Reality seemed to be warping, blurring and folding … Everything was all skewed and crooked.
Ves held out his hands and saw that the lines on his palms were moving and vibrating. His hair stood up on end and was waving around like he was under water. Bits and pieces of his clothes were ripping off him and floating into the air. His coat suddenly tore off him completely and flew off into the sky … He had to jump up to catch his backpack. He didn’t land back on the ground right away; for a few minutes his feet hovered a foot or so from the ground.
He looked back at the cottage which was creaking and howling loudly … and that was when he caught sight of the oak tree. It was floating several feet above the cottage and was on fire. It wasn’t an ordinary fire but a pale, silvery fire … a ghastly fire. Its branches billowed wickedly in the wind as it was constantly struck by lightening. It was one of the most horrific things he had ever seen.
He begun to descend and as soon as his feet touched the ground, and it was awhile before they did, he was running … running like he’d never run before … running towards the wood. He tripped at the foot of the opening and it was a long and slow fall. He lost his grip on his backpack and it blew off into the wind, into the darkness of the sky.
He finally hit the ground, got up and quickly ran into the undergrowth.
The woods weren’t any better. The same phenomenon was happening there too. The trees were writhing, snapping and breaking off their roots and floating off into the sky.
The clothes on Ves were still tearing off him; even his hair was ripping off him. His sweatshirt tore off completely; his jeans were next … then his boxer shorts, his shoes, his socks … and he was running naked in the dark of the woods as his skin began ripping off him as well. But he didn’t care. He didn’t even know where he was going; he just had to get away from there…
He couldn’t see anything … he couldn’t hear anything … he couldn’t even feel anything … He lost sense of everything. And so he didn’t feel himself descending the stone steps through the trapdoor, running down the tunnel and coming out from under the fireplace into the caretakers’ dinning room … running down the hallway and into the arms of a tall, old man.
“Let go!” Ves yelled, struggling frantically. “I said let go!”
“Calm down,” said the old man.
“Let me go! Let me go!”
“Calm down, boy!”
“No! No! Let me go!”
“Open your eyes!”
Ves opened his eyes.
He was in the Tower … in Lercia Cromweld’s hands. He pulled himself away from Mr. Cromweld and examined himself. His clothes, his coat, his sweatshirt, his jeans, his shoes … they were all back on him and in tact. He touched his head, felt his hair … it was all there. He reached over his shoulder and felt for his backpack … It was there as well.
Mr. Cromweld stepped forward and grabbed him by the shoulders.
“Where have you been?”
Ves didn’t reply.
“I said where have you been?” Mr. Cromweld asked him again.
Ves still didn’t reply.
“You’ve been out of the Tower, haven’t you?”
Ves tried to speak but nothing came out of his open mouth.
“You’ve been in the woods … You’ve been to the cottage, haven’t you?”
Ves slowly nodded.
Mr. Cromweld glared at him with gritted teeth.
“How? How did you get out? How did you find your way to the cottage?”
Ves remained silent.
Mr. Cromweld forcefully pulled the backpack from Ves and opened it, pulling out his scrapbook and Vikey’s Polaroid camera. He checked the bag for anything more but there was nothing else in there.
He then made Ves take off his coat and checked the pockets; there was nothing.
“Empty your jeans pockets,” he ordered Ves. “I said empty your pockets!”
Ves slowly did as he was told. He pulled out the pockets and the old piece of parchment felt out.
“What’s that?” Mr. Cromweld said. “Give it to me.”
Ves bent down, picked up the parchment paper, and handed it to Mr. Cromweld, who unfolded and read it. His eyes widened in shock and his lips trembled. He looked at Ves then back to the parchment.
“Where did you find this?” Mr. Cromweld asked.
Ves didn’t say.
Mr. Cromweld’s face contorted with rage and he ripped the parchment to pieces. He slowly marched toward Ves and grabbed him by the shoulders again.
“You’re developing a very dangerous risk addiction, Mr. Asirin,” he said. “If you do not keep it in check, you will find yourself dead before you are past the age of innocence.”
Mr. Cromweld slowly let go of Ves and turned away from him.
“Pick up your things and go straight to bed … and not a word to anyone of what happened tonight. Am I understood?”
Ves nodded.
“Then goodnight,” Mr. Cromweld said as he walked away.
Ves stepped out of the elevator and went down the hallway into the boys’ second bedroom. He threw his backpack and coat on the floor and collapsed into bed without taking off the rest of his clothes.
Lonely Cottage … He’d been there, he knew he had. And even though he and all his things were whole again, he knew that everything that had happened there had been real …. People were right about that place—it really was haunted. He didn’t want to go back there again.
Chapter 10
Diary of Mocto
Ves woke abruptly as if from a nightmare ... It must have been. The bright sunlight flooding into the room from the windows was making his eyes hurt. He sat up in bed and reached under his pillow for his scrapbook. He went through it, refreshing his memory as was his morning ritual. On the last page he saw that comic strip with instructions for his trip to Lonely Cottage ... It was enough make him recall everything that had happened there ... and he wished he hadn’t seen it. He ripped that one page from the scrapbook, crushed it, and threw it to the floor.
He slowly slid the scrapbook back under his pillow, got up from bed, and left for the bathroom.
He stared at his reflection in the mirror for awhile. He looked terrible, like he hadn’t slept in days. His hair was an absolute mess, looking even dirtier than it usually did.
He bent down to the sink and opened the tap to wash his face and noticed that all the taps on the other sinks were running. He wondered why. He moved to the next sink, placed his hand on the tap’s handle, and started turning it off – and almost immediately, all the other taps went off.
Ves furrowed his brows.
He slowly turned the tap on again and almost immediately, all the other taps, started running as well.
“What the …?” he muttered.
He thought for a moment that it was some sort of plumbing problem when suddenly the water from the taps began to run faster and faster, filling the sinks and spilling out onto the floor, flooding the whole room. The water started to rise up from the floor in drops like rain, floating up to the ceiling … all too familiarly.
“No! No! No!” Ves yelled, trying to shut the taps.
The door opened and Jerod walked in. Everything instantly went back to normal; the taps closed, the sinks drained and the water that had flooded the floor disappeared … Everything was normal except for Ves, who was soaking wet and dripping everywhere.
“Ves, are you alright?” Jerod asked him.
“Um … yes,” Ves said shivering.
“Why are you all wet?”
“Um ... I ... just forget about it. It’s nothing.”
Jerod shrugged and turned to leave.
Ves quickly followed after him, walking closely behind and looking around frantically.
“Are you sure you’re alright?” Jerod asked him. “You seem a little ... shaken.”
“I’m ... fine. Really.”
Ves changed out of his wet clothes and went down to the 3rd floor dinning hall for breakfast.
“Good morning, Ves,” Vikey greeted him.
“Morning,” he mumbled.
He grabbed himself a plate and served himself some toast, bacon and eggs. He was just about to make a grab for a cupcake when two of them swiftly jumped from the large plate where they were and onto his plate.
Ves gasped and raised his eyebrows in shock. He slowly looked around at the other children to see if any of them had noticed what had just happened … but it seemed they hadn’t for they were all preoccupied with either eating or chatting noisily with each other about their Sword Challenge tasks. Ves looked down at his plate in fear, wondering what strange things would happen next. After several minutes, he reached for his fork – and it floated into his hand. Ves let go of it immediately, breathing fast and heavily.
“Ves?” called Vikey from across the table.
“…Yeah?” Ves replied.
“Could you pass me the jar of orange juice please?” Ves looked at the jar then slowly shook his head.
“Ves?” Vikey called again.
“I’m sorry … but I can’t pass you the juice,” Ves told her.
“What? Why?”
“I – I just can’t.”
“Ves stop being a jerk and pass Vikey the juice,” said Trudy, who was seated next to Vikey.
Ves turned to Jerod who sat to his right.
“Um, Jerod,” he said, “could you pass Vikey the juice?”
“Sure,” said Jerod, shrugging.
But just as Jerod was reaching for the jar, it slowly started moving towards Ves. Ves quickly got up from his chair and grabbed the jar to stop it from moving.
“Ves! This isn’t funny!” Vikey snapped.
“… Sorry. Um, here you go,” Ves said, handing the jar to her.
Before she could touch it, the jar started to vibrate in Ves’ hand and suddenly shattered, spraying the juice and tiny glass fragments all over the table.
“Oh, thanks a lot, Ves,” Andy Marcosky groaned. “There goes our breakfast.”
The other children angrily shouted at Ves, all except Vikey, Jerod and Tammi, who looked just as shocked as Ves was at what had happened.
Ves returned to the boys’ second bedroom and was changing into new clothes once more when Vikey walked into the room.
“Hey! You should learn to knock! I was changing just a second ago!” Ves yelled at her.
“Oh – sorry,” Vikey giggled. “Ves are you … alright?”
“No,” Ves said, truthfully this time.
“Listen, what happened in the dinning hall—”
“— Was nothing! Just an accident, that’s all!”
“… Okay. I should go then. I’ll see you later.”
Vikey was turning around to leave when Ves suddenly ran toward her and placed his hand on her shoulder to stop her.
“Wait,” he said breathlessly. “Um ... stay a little.”
Vikey raised her eyebrows.
“Ves,” she laughed, “you’re acting a bit ... stranger today. Is something wrong?”
“Um ... I dunno. I guess I’m just not ... feeling okay today,” Ves replied anxiously.
“Then maybe you should lie down for awhile until you’re feeling better,” she advised. “I’ll leave you alone to—“
“No! Please ... stay!” Ves snapped frantically.
“... Alright,” Vikey said, looking alarmed.
A minute of awkward silence lapsed in which the two just stared at each other.
“I’m sorry ... if I’m scaring you,” Ves said awkwardly. “I ... I just can’t be alone right now. It ... doesn’t feel right. So please ... stay with me.”
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