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Key to the Stars

Volume One of The Fourth Dimension


Prologue

 


A noble man is a dead man.

That was the philosophy of Kindel Thorus. It
was an ideology ingrained into every fiber of his being. Men who
followed the antiquated notions of chivalry and honor were relics
of history, legends long since faded from a universe that no longer
respected nor needed them. The rules had changed. Society had
changed. Men had changed.

Life had changed.

Lieutenant Petreit removed a glove and used
it to wipe the sweat from his brow. It wasn't often that members of
his team were required to participate in manual labor, but this
particular assignment wasn't a routine galaxy patrol or pirate
raid. It was an excavation, a rare opportunity for him to shine.
New discoveries were always exciting; the wealth of knowledge to be
obtained from the artifacts of distant worlds and ancient races was
unfathomable. It was a personal interest that Petreit shared with
Kindel. The admiral's personal collection of archeological finds
was said to be quite impressive.

But this mission came with a catch. The
kyrosen, an old adversary, had settled on the planet years earlier.
Kindel's men had driven them to the brink of extinction, and though
they'd suffered heavy losses, the kyrosen were known for their
resiliency. There was little doubt that they'd used their time on
the surface to recover and rebuild. It was unlikely they were in
any position to stand against the Armada in battle, but an
excavation team of unarmed researchers and scientists would be easy
prey.

The thick heat of the desert began to
dissipate as the crimson sun disappeared below the horizon.
Shuttles would arrive before long, signaling the end of the day. It
had been a number of weeks since the operation began. Only by the
grace of the Maker had the dig remained undiscovered. Studies of
the landscape in the days leading up to the assignment suggested
that the kyrosen had taken refuge in underground caves and dens.
Their precise location and the frequency in which they surfaced
would ultimately determine whether or not the Vezulian team would
be found.

Petreit shook his head as he pulled the
glove back onto his hand. It wasn't as though the Armada was
without a full compliment of combat soldiers. It would've been nice
to see a few of them patrolling the area. But inquiries to
Commander Andorel had been met with stiff reprimands. Petreit was
told in no uncertain terms to do his job and let the admiral decide
when and where to deploy his own troops. He wasn't about to argue.
If Thorus felt that soldiers could not be spared for an excavation
mission, the men had to trust that it was the right decision.

Kindel never failed to sacrifice for the
greater good. He came from a race of warriors known as zo'rhan,
some of the most powerful sorcerers in the known universe.
Maintaining order and civility across the stars was his sole focus
and the single most important directive of the Vezulian Armada.
Separating his organization from the other self-proclaimed
peacekeepers was the will to do whatever was necessary to secure
that order. It was sometimes seen as villainous and immoral, but it
was that very perspective that kept the Armada ahead of the pack.
Security could not be preserved with kind words; the wicked were
never quick to retreat. The enemy would spare no tactic in battle,
and neither would the Armada.

As a result, Kindel had developed more than
a few enemies over the years. Nations reviled him. Worlds condemned
him. There were more bounties on his head than there were strands
of hair, and he had no shortage of that. Conflict and bloodshed
seemed to greet the Armada in every galaxy, on every planet, and in
every nation. But in all cases, peace and order were left in its
wake. Whatever the risk, whatever the cost, whatever the sacrifice,
Kindel Thorus would see evil brought to its knees. And when it was
over, as those men begged for forgiveness, Kindel would show them
the same amount of mercy that they had shown to others.

With an exhausted sigh, Petreit drove his
shovel into the dirt. Despite his fondness for archeology and the
initial excitement of being placed on the dig team, his
frustrations had mounted with the passing weeks. Details regarding
the nature of their search were scarce. They were looking for an
unusual rock, he'd been told. Each man had been given a rolling
crate equipped with a depth scanner to collect as many unique
stones as could be found. In particular, they were to keep watch
for any that may have been hand-carved or otherwise unnaturally
altered. Odd colors were of interest as well. When the commander
had first given those instructions, Petreit envisioned rows of
crates lined up alongside one another, each overflowing with
colored rocks and stones and pebbles. But after four weeks of
digging themselves into an eighty-foot deep crater, they had barely
filled one crate.

"Come on, hurry up!" Commander Andorel's
voice barked to Petreit's left. He walked past with his hands
clasped behind his back, sparing the lieutenant a stern glare
before continuing. "Let's finish the day strong before the shuttles
get here!"

Petreit frowned and scooped another clump of
soil. Thus far, Andorel had not made a habit of patrolling the
grounds and calling out orders. The few times Petreit had seen him,
he was lounging with a cold drink along with the other senior
officers beneath a sturdy canopy along the far western edge of the
excavation. Why the sudden display of responsibility?

Moments after he was gone,
Petreit became aware of muffled whispers from the other men.
Peppered amongst the murmurs, the word "admiral" stood out. Was
that it? Had he come to inspect operations? Petreit turned his eyes to the
upper edge of the dig site to see an assemblage of men silhouetted
by the fading sunlight. The second figure from the left stood at
least a head taller than the others, his long cloak swaying in the
breeze. Petreit didn't have to see his glowing eyes to know that it
was Kindel Thorus, but there they were, two pinpricks of azure
shining from the darkness of his towering shadow. Even amongst his
own species, Kindel's eyes were unique, an unmistakable identifying
characteristic. There could be no doubt. It was him!

For a moment, the universe seemed to stand
still. It was a well-known fact that the grand admiral of the
Vezulian Armada was not a patient man, nor did he tolerate failure.
Those who were unable or unwilling to perform to his standards
received harsh and often painful punishment. Beads of sweat
returned to Petreit's forehead in an instant. Though he supported
the goals and purpose of the Vezulian Armada, the possibility of
being on the wrong end of Kindel's anger made him tremble with
anxiety. Had the excavation team's relative lack of findings driven
the admiral to take action? Had his patience run out?

A commotion to the east drew Petreit's
attention. A group of researchers had gathered together close to a
hundred paces away from where he stood, and more were flocking to
the scene. Commander Andorel pushed his way into the crowd and
disappeared. Several others rushed past Petreit, and for a moment,
he was tempted to join. But he could almost feel the admiral's eyes
on his back. They kept him paralyzed, frozen in place until Andorel
emerged from the crowd and cupped his hands to his mouth. "Everyone
pack up and move out!"

Cheers rose from the men as they scattered,
scooping up tools and rolling away crates. Petreit dropped his
shovel into his crate and sealed the lid. Though he tried to keep
his head down, something drew his eyes to the precipice.

Kindel Thorus was gone.


Chapter 1

 


Golden beams of sunshine streamed through
the trees, filling the forest with the warmth of summer. Throughout
the woods, wildlife stirred in the morning light. The warm breeze
carried the birds' gentle melody along, bringing with it the sweet
aroma of blooming flowers. Lush green bushes tipped with red and
yellow brought a variety of color to the thriving foliage and gave
the smaller creatures shelter from hunters. Above it all, Arus
Sheeth lounged against the trunk of a large apple tree under the
rising sunlight.

"All right, Vultrel," he murmured, picking a
shiny red apple from a branch above him. "Your move."

Below, a lone deer made its way toward a
nearby stream, its tiny hooves crunching the fallen acorns and
twigs. Arus ran his fingers through his brilliant red hair,
unconsciously tightening his grey bandana when they reached the
strips of cloth tied behind his head. He took a bite of the apple
and sat back to enjoy the morning, confident he was safely
concealed by the trees. His loose brown pants matched the bark of
the branches, and his red hair blended in with the countless apples
around him. The deep blue of the morning sky was a close match with
his tunic, and anyone who glanced in his direction would assume
they were simply seeing through the trees and into the dawn above.
His leather boots were a darker shade of brown, but they blended
well with the many knots peppering the thicker branches near the
trunk.

Beneath him, the deer came to an abrupt halt
and raised its head. It stood still as a statue, moving only its
ears to track the sound that had drawn its attention. A moment
later, it scampered off into the woods. Arus peered down, but his
ears perked at the rustling of leaves in the tree behind him. A
quick glance confirmed his suspicion.

"That didn't take long," he grunted,
dropping the apple and pulling himself higher into the tree. With
the agility of a cat, he scurried through the branches away from
the sound. When he neared a point where the thicker limbs of the
next tree reached into his path, he used them as a bridge. Without
looking back, he continued along, darting from tree to tree. His
pursuer followed him, gaining on him, pushing him, forcing him to
put every ounce of energy and concentration into his escape.

"You're going to have to do better than
this!" a familiar voice called from behind.

Arus wasn't listening. The nearest tree
stood a fair distance away, and he had no time to backtrack to the
cluster on the opposite side. With a deep breath, he launched
himself into the air, his hands outstretched as far as they would
reach. Flesh met wood as his fingers grasped the nearest tree limb,
and he swung his legs forward to a thick batch of branches below.
They fractured under his weight, sending him flailing through a
jumbled tangle of wood and leaves. He reached out blindly and found
another limb, halting his descent.

"That was graceful!"

Arus looked up. The taunting voice came from
directly above. The fastest escape would be on the dirt path
beneath the trees, but his opponent's speed would overtake him. It
always did.

And that left him with only one choice.

With a defiant grin, Arus released his grip
on the branch. He drew a shimmering sword from the sheath at his
hip as he fell, and his boots sank into the dirt path. Gravity
pulled him to his knees, but his attention was on the black-haired
young man falling toward him from the branches above his head. He
was half a head taller than Arus, clad in dark pants and a
sleeveless white tunic. The youth raised a long steel sword above
his head. Arus rolled away as he landed, then leapt forward to
cross blades with his best friend.

"You're doing better than yesterday,"
Vultrel said with a smirk. "I almost didn't make that jump."

Arus pushed his sword against Vultrel's.
"Maybe I'll finally put a blemish on your record!"

Steel flashed in the sunlight as the
clashing of swords echoed across the forest. The morning duel had
become daily routine for the boys before they returned to the
village with fresh fruit for breakfast. Only fourteen years old,
Arus still had much to learn about wielding a sword, but under the
tutelage of Vultrel's father, Eaisan Lurei, he had developed a
solid foundation of skills upon which to build. Still, although he
and Vultrel had been training together since they were six, Vultrel
had always come out of their practice duels as the victor.

"You're anticipating my
movements," Vultrel warned, deflecting Arus' outstretched sword.
"Focus on what I do, not on what you think I'll do."

"It's hard not to anticipate," Arus
responded, meeting Vultrel's low slash with his blade. "I can't
keep up with you if I don't use my knowledge of your techniques
to—"

Vultrel pulled his blade away and dropped to
the ground, thrusting his right leg out in a wide kick. The blow
knocked Arus' feet from under him. Vultrel was upright again before
Arus' back had even hit the dirt. "A time will come when we will
face opponents who use different styles and techniques than we do,"
he said, pointing his sword at his friend's throat. "We won't be
able to anticipate anything then. We must discipline our minds to
concentrate only on the moment, nothing before or after."

Vultrel offered him a hand. As he pulled his
partner up, Arus grabbed his wrist and twisted it behind his back.
Before Vultrel could react, Arus' sword was at his neck. "There
will also be a day when we face opponents with no honor. Don't be
so eager to show compassion to a fallen enemy."

Vultrel couldn't help but smile. "Quite
right." He grabbed onto Arus' arm and pulled, flipping him head
over heels. Arus tumbled to the dirt with a dull thud, and Vultrel
again pointed his blade. "But don't forget that an enemy is not
defeated until he is bound in shackles and imprisoned."

Arus spun his sword up and knocked Vultrel's
away, then scrambled to his feet. His attacks continued to bounce
off of Vultrel's defenses, filling him with a mixture of
frustration and admiration. Vultrel responded with an assault of
his own; Arus was barely able to defend himself from the speed and
variety of his movements. He soon found himself backed against a
tree, Vultrel's blade pushing hard against his own.

"Soldier's sight, eh?"

Arus grimaced at his own lack of focus.
Master Lurei had scolded him for it on numerous occasions; it
referred to the negligence of a warrior concentrating so closely on
his opponent that his lost track of his surroundings. The mind
watched only the enemy, effectively blacking out the environment in
a dangerous lapse of awareness. The phrase was a comparison to a
soldier's blind devotion to his leader's cause, rushing to follow
orders without considering the dangers of the mission.

But Arus wasn't about to give up so easily.
Summoning all the strength he could muster, he planted his left
foot against the trunk of the tree and pushed himself forward,
forcing Vultrel away. He gave no time for recovery, lunging with
his sword raised. Vultrel dropped to the ground and threw his foot
out once more, and Arus quickly found himself face-down in the
dirt. Before he could get to his knees, Vultrel leapt onto his
back, his blade once again at Arus' neck.

"Checkmate."

Arus sighed in defeat. He was no stranger to
the phrase; Vultrel uttered it every time he claimed victory over
another in combat. It had been directed toward him more times than
he'd like to admit, but he always took his losses lightly, focusing
more on lessons and experience than victory and defeat. "I thought
an enemy wasn't defeated until he was disarmed and captured," he
grinned, still clinging to the hilt of his weapon.

"True," Vultrel agreed, "but if this were a
real battle, nothing would've stopped my blade from severing your
head from the rest of your body." He slipped his sword into the
sheath strapped to his back and extended his hand.

"At least I did better than yesterday," Arus
said as Vultrel helped him up. "No mud patches to worry about
today."

"You did very well." Vultrel gave him a
reassuring pat on the shoulder. "Don't be so hard on yourself.
Father says we've both exceeded his expectations. Most students are
still learning the basic forms at our age, but we had those lessons
aced before we were ten!"

Arus sheathed his weapon. While he knew that
his skills were above average, he refused to allow himself any
pride. Pride led to arrogance, and arrogance was a weakness that
enemies would be quick to exploit. No matter how much he trained,
there would always be room for improvement. With a gracious smile,
he bowed to his training partner. "An excellent training session as
always, Vultrel."

Vultrel returned the bow of respect.
"Likewise, Arus. A commendable effort on your part."

The warm breeze blew as Arus wiped his
forehead. The sweet aroma of the forest filled him with the
memories of a thousand summer mornings gone by when there was
nothing to consume his time but to play tag with Vultrel in the
village square or chase rabbits in the forest. His father's death
had forced maturity on him early, and he often missed the days when
he could run off and play for hours on end without having to
concern himself with housework and chores. But he was the man of
the house now, and he certainly wasn't going to leave all the work
to his mother.

"Now," Vultrel began, "where did we leave
our fruit?"

"This way."

While Vultrel had been put to work on his
family farm at ten years old, Arus had spent much of his time in
the forest, hunting deer and gathering firewood. His afternoons had
taken him through just about every inch of the woods, sometimes
even deep enough that he could see the golden sand of the Mayahol
Desert through the trees to the east. He never ventured into the
desert; the land had been forbidden territory since the end of the
Vermillion War.

They headed west to retrieve the fruit
they'd gathered earlier in the morning. The smoky aroma from the
village chimneys crept upon them as they neared the forest's edge.
Before long they came to the main road, an old dirt path just
outside the walls of Keroko Village. With sacks of fruit slung over
their shoulders, they approached the main gates. Two soldiers clad
in leather armor and armed with polearms stood guard at either side
of the archway. Not that armed guards were needed these days—there
had been little need for them since the end of the war—but they
served to keep wild animals out of the village and catch petty
thieves trying to escape.

The guard on the left, a short but burly
young man named Solaan, greeted the boys with a warm smile.
"G'morning, Arus! Morning, Vultrel! Looks like we're in for a fine
day today, don't you think?"

Arus returned the smile, bowing his head in
respect. "Beautiful," he agreed. "Not a cloud in the sky."

The guard on the right, thinner than Solaan
but no less muscular, spoke. "How did this morning's training go,
Vultrel?"

"Undefeated as always, Markus," Vultrel
responded with a sly grin. "But Arus put up a good fight. I don't
know how much longer the record will last."

Arus laughed as he tossed an apple to
Solaan. Vultrel handed an orange to Markus. The guards bowed in
appreciation as the boys passed under the stone archway and headed
into town.

Keroko was one of the larger villages in the
western region of the kingdom of Asteria. It was well-known for its
agriculture, with traders from all over traveling for weeks just to
taste a Keroko-grown orange or purchase an ear of corn. Just about
everyone in Keroko was a farmer in one form or another, whether
working on their own land or on their neighbor's field. Even the
smallest homes on the most crowded streets had small gardens where
tomatoes and carrots were grown. The center of town, known as
Trader's Square, was the hub of Keroko's economy. Peddlers and
farmers lined up their carts there and rented wooden stands to
showcase their goods. Buildings constructed of wood and brick
surrounded the Square, housing various shops.

Though the village flourished, it hadn't
been long ago that Keroko—and Asteria itself—had been brought to
the brink of collapse. A decade prior, a band of men calling
themselves the Vermillion Mages appeared in the Mayahol Desert.
They wielded unspeakable powers, calling the forces of the planet
to their aid. They handled fire like it was a toy, called lightning
from a cloudless sky, and even manipulated the power of raw energy,
unleashing spheres and beams of light that incinerated anything or
anyone foolish enough to stand in their way.

Arus unconsciously rested his hand on the
hilt of his sword, remembering those days. His father, Master Dayne
Sheeth, led the village militia alongside Master Eaisan Lurei. The
Mages attacked from the east after dark, leveling buildings and
killing countless. Though the battle was fierce, the villagers
later learned that it had merely been a diversion to keep them from
interfering with the battle taking place at Cathymel, the capital
of Asteria and home of the royal Castle Asteria to the north. Once
Keroko had been secured, Eaisan and Dayne mounted their horses and
rode to the capital. It was days later when they arrived, but the
fight yet raged. They finally returned to Keroko after two weeks,
wounded but victorious. The Mages leader, a man named Aratus Truce,
had been slain, and his few remaining disciples had vanished into
the Mayahol. Since then, the desert had been declared forbidden
territory, and none dared to set foot in its golden sands.

Vultrel's hand on his shoulder pulled Arus
from his thoughts. "You all right? You seem a bit preoccupied this
morning."

Arus nodded. "I'm fine. Just . . .
remembering things, that's all."

It was all he needed to say. "He's proud of
you, Arus," Vultrel assured. "You can count on that."

Arus hadn't ever spoken
much to Vultrel about his father's death; it wasn't an easy topic
to discuss. "I know," he nodded, "I just never . . . never got to
tell him how proud I was of him."

Vultrel patted his shoulder. "I'm sure he
knows, Arus."

The two reached the Boyer farm, a spot where
the road split to the north and west. The north led to Vultrel's
farm, while the west passed Arus' home. It was where the boys met
every morning before gathering breakfast, and where they separated
hours later. Vultrel bowed. "See you at the festival tonight?"

Arus had nearly forgotten.
The Festival of Souls would was to be held that night; a yearly
gathering of the villagers in Trader's Square to celebrate the
lives of loved ones lost over the years. There would be singing and
dancing, music and games. The adults would drink too much ale, and
the children would run about catching fireflies. The most
anticipated event was always Master Eaisan's rendition of
The Blade of Kaleo, a
story he told every year. "I'll be there," Arus finally said,
returning the bow. "After all, I have to know if The Blade of Kaleo
will be found this year!"

Vultrel let loose with laughter. "I'll tell
Father you're looking forward to it! Talk to you later!"

He turned and raced up the northern path,
and Arus headed home. It was little wonder he'd been thinking more
about his father lately. The festival always brought back old
feelings and memories. He remembered the day his father died as
though it had happened yesterday. Arus was six years old at the
time, and Master Dayne had just returned from the last battle of
the Vermillion War with Master Eaisan. Though Vultrel's father was
battered and bruised, Master Dayne was in far worse condition. He
barely had enough time to say goodbye to his wife and child before
he died.

"Arus!" a woman's voice called in the
distance. His mother, Elayna-Marin Sheeth, stood on the front steps
of their small brick house. She waved to him with a look of
impatience on her face. "You're late!"

He ran the rest of the way and skidded to a
halt just in front of the gate. "I'm sorry. Got a little . . . um .
. . tied up back there."

Arus' mother was a short woman, scarcely
forty years of age. Her scarlet hair was tied up in a neat bun, and
she folded her arms across her white kitchen apron. The impatience
on her face was already fading. "I know I put a lot of stress on
you," she sympathized, the sun causing her blue-green eyes to
sparkle, "more than most boys your age probably have to take from
their mothers. But please try to keep track of time for my sake. I
get worried when you're out so close to the Mayahol and don't
return when expected. It makes my hair turn grey faster than
necessary!"

Arus rolled his eyes as she plucked at her
bun. "Your hair isn't turning grey, Mother," he chuckled, following
her into the house. "Don't worry about me. I apologize for being
late, but I can handle myself out there."

The smell of fresh bread and butter filled
the tiny home. Elayna immediately took his bundle of fruit to the
counter to be cleaned and prepared for breakfast. The house was
decorated with a warmth that only a mother could give, with
hand-stitched curtains and flowerpots on the window sills. The
interior was mostly constructed from wood, save for the brick stove
in the kitchen. A wooden rocking chair sat next to it, draped with
Elayna's half-finished knitting projects. A round table sat beside
the staircase which led to the second floor. Empty plates rested in
front of two handcrafted chairs at the table.

"Breakfast will be ready in just a minute,"
Elayna said.

Arus unlatched the clasp on his scabbard and
climbed the stairs. His bedroom was simple, with only his bed on
the left and the wardrobe on the right. Between them stood a
polished wooden sword stand carved by Dayne Sheeth. Arus treasured
it almost as much as the weapon he placed in it. The base was flat,
with two forked pieces of wood extending upward on either end. His
sword was a single-edged blade, curved so slightly that it was
almost imperceptible to the naked eye. Still in its scabbard, the
handle of the weapon sat snugly in one fork, and the blade-end of
the red sheath fit into the other.

"Don't worry, Father," he murmured, bowing
in respect, "I'll make sure everyone remembers you tonight."

*******

High above the village,
beyond the treetops and the mountain peaks, beyond the birds and
the clouds, and beyond the blue skies of the atmosphere, Kindel
Thorus' starship, the Black
Eagle, loomed over the planet. The
Vezulian Armada's flagship drifted in a silent orbit, flanked by
countless smaller starcruisers and fighter craft, its polished
black steel reflecting the light of the sun. It had been
constructed in the likeness of an eagle with its wings stretched in
flight, a starship unlike any other in the universe. Assorted
lights speckled the hull of the craft, emanating from the hundreds
of windows across the ship's thirty-two decks. The four large
engines mounted to the rear of the ship emitted a white-red glow.
The forward section—the head of the eagle—housed the main bridge
and was lined with four large viewports. The Black Eagle was well-known and
greatly feared across the universe; Kindel kept it heavily-armed
and didn't hesitate to make use of its firepower if the situation
called for it.

Onboard, Lieutenant
Petreit walked in silent panic toward the admiral's quarters.
Despite the fact that he'd been summoned by Kindel Thorus himself,
he got the feeling he was intruding on the admiral's privacy.
Kindel had a presence that frightened people even when he was in
the best of moods—and that wasn't often. But Petreit had duties to
perform, and Kindel had called for him.

The barren corridor of the
starship somehow seemed bigger as he headed for Kindel's quarters.
Others around him almost appeared to fade into nothingness as his
eyes focused on the grey door. Fear bred doubt, and doubt led to
questions. Kindel had summoned him, right? It was his name he'd heard over
the intercom, right? Petreit thought his heart would leap out of
his chest if it could, but Kindel had called for him. Hadn't
he?

His dull Vezulian uniform was made of a
coarse grey fabric that held warmth all too well. Perspiration
lined his neatly trimmed hair, and his beady eyes twitched about
nervously above his crooked nose. He was not a ladies' man by any
stretch of the imagination, but then he'd always preferred solitude
over cavorting with women. Relationships required commitment and
dedication, and Petreit had far more important things to attend
to.

In youth, he'd wandered aimlessly from job
to job with little passion for anything, but he'd found purpose
with the Vezulian Armada. They'd traveled the universe for
countless years, seeking out and exterminating aggressive and
dangerous species. Though most of the races of the galaxy were
fairly peaceful and cooperative, there were others that could only
be described as savage animals. They invaded worlds and destroyed
societies, thirsting nothing but bloodshed. Some did so in order to
gain control of a planet's resources, others did it for food, and
still others conquered for sport. Kindel, however, traveled the
universe recruiting men like Petreit to stand beside him against
such dangerous species. And though he feared his leader, Petreit
supported everything Kindel Thorus stood for, and he would die for
the Armada's cause if necessary.

Lost in thought, Petreit found himself
pressing the visitor alert button beside the entrance to Kindel's
quarters. The door slid open moments later with a soft electronic
hum, and he took a cautious step into Kindel Thorus' personal
office. Even as he entered, he tried frantically to come up with
some sort of excuse for his visit in case he had been mistaken in
thinking he'd been summoned. But to his surprise, Kindel didn't
even look up when he arrived.

"S-Sir . . . You called for me?" he
stammered, standing straight as an arrow.

Kindel sat at his desk in the center of the
room. His pale-skinned fingers handled a small purple stone,
twisting and rolling it between his fingers. For a moment, he
ignored the lieutenant, squinting as he studied the thing. The rich
glow of his eyes illuminated it, producing a brilliant sparkle.

Petreit's eyes wandered as he waited for a
response—he knew better than to ask twice—and he glanced around the
admiral's quarters. The walls were decorated with scrolls and
tapestries that Kindel had collected from various planets over the
years, most trophies of the dangerous civilizations that the
Vezulian Armada had defeated. Elegant furniture varying in design
was scattered about. Most of it was carved from wood, and some had
been encrusted with precious stones and jewels. The cabinets
against the right wall were a deep brown and covered with various
statues and archeological artifacts that Petreit didn't recognize.
One object in the center of it all, long and relatively flat, was
neatly covered by a fine white cloth. The wall behind the admiral
was made entirely of glass, providing a spectacular view of the
planet below. The view took his breath away.

"Yes, Lieutenant," Kindel finally spoke. His
gaze remained upon the stone. "What is your background with the
Armada?"

It wasn't quite the sort of question Petreit
has expected. "My b-background?"

"That's right. What are your areas of
expertise? Your paperwork states that you studied Planetary
Ecosystems and Indigenous Species. Are you knowledgeable about
these subjects?"

"Yes, Sir," the lieutenant responded with a
nod. "I can tell you about the climates, environments, and wildlife
of most of the planets in this sector and many more across the
galaxy. I also know much about their native species."

The admiral placed the purple stone onto his
desk and stood. His dark cloak wavered with his movements,
revealing the elegant clothing he wore underneath. Kindel's attire
came from his native planet of Zo'rhan. Most of it was decorated
with golden thread and encrusted with jewels. The tunic he wore was
embroidered with the image of a fire-breathing dragon. Two
sapphires were encrusted into the beast's outstretched hands, and
its eyes were made from tiny rubies. His pants were tucked into his
heavy black boots and matched the deep blue of his tunic. As usual,
locks of white hair dangled over his eyes, but their vibrant blue
glow shone through unhindered. "Have you ever heard of an
organically grown gem or stone on any of the planets you're
familiar with?" he finally asked.

The question took Petreit off-guard.
"Organic gems?" he repeated, raising an eyebrow. "You mean grown
from living organisms?"

Kindel turned and moved toward the window
behind his desk. "Yes. I'm looking for a stone that can be
reproduced, much like the way a plant reproduces through its seeds.
There are theories that such jewels exist, but none of the leads
I've followed have produced results."

Petreit glanced at the purple stone on the
desk. Horrified, he heard himself speak. "I suppose we didn't find
what you were looking for after all?"

Kindel looked back at him, his lips forming
a thin smile. "On the contrary, we found exactly what we were
searching for. But it is just one piece of a puzzle. There are
others I'll need to gather—the foremost being a gem that
reproduces—before I'll be able to make good use of any of
them."

The lieutenant pursed his lips in thought,
trying to choose his words more carefully. The admiral didn't seem
upset by his prying, but he knew better than to push his luck.
"I've never heard of such a gem before, but I've got contacts on
multiple science stations and research outposts across the galaxy
that I can get in touch with. Perhaps one of them will be able to
help."

Kindel clenched his hands
into tight fists and closed his eyes. For a moment, Petreit thought
his heart would never beat again. But to his surprise—and great
relief—Kindel simply swore quietly and stepped back toward the
desk. "Very well. I want you to notify me immediately of
any possible leads
that come up. Is that understood?"

"Of course, Sir," Petreit saluted. For a
split second, he let his eyes shift to the purple stone again. A
knowing grin came to Kindel's face, and Petreit didn't know if he
should laugh or run.

"Curious, are we?"

The admiral didn't seem bothered by his
interest, but Petreit was careful in choosing his words. "Well,
it's not just me. Most of the men are."

Kindel returned to the window, his gaze
resting upon the planet below. "As you can probably tell, I am a
student of history. I collect artifacts that intrigue me, historic
relics, and ancient texts. There are a great many stories and
legends across the universe, most of which are myths that grew from
a much different truth. It is that truth that I seek, and what I
have learned has shed great light on several of the stories
floating across the galaxy. This planet, called Terranias, was once
a technological wonder. Thousands of years ago, your species built
skyscrapers that breached the clouds, crafted vessels that soared
through the air, and even manned a mission to their moon."

That was Terranias? Petreit wanted to step closer to the window to
get a better view, but he dared not to move unless instructed. He'd
always been curious about Terranias, knowing that the human race
had originated there. But its current civilization knew nothing of
space travel or of other worlds and cultures. "What happened?" he
eventually asked. "Why is it such a primitive world
now?"

"The same thing that happens to every world
when it becomes too powerful for its own good: war. Legends say
that an epic war ravaged the planet to such an extent that the
entire world was nearly destroyed. Nearly two thirds of the
population was wiped out, along with the humans' technological
infrastructure. Afterwards, they vowed to never again rely on
technology to further their society. And to this day, they've
upheld that vow. They may be primitive by our standards, but it's
exactly what they want. There is, however, one flaw in the
legend."

Petreit looked at his superior. None of this
had explained his interest in the mysterious gem, but it was
interesting nonetheless. "What flaw?"

Kindel turned to face him. "Where are you
from, Lieutenant? What planet do you call home?"

"Genear, Sir. Born on the northern continent
of Karsus."

"If human life originated on Terranias, and
they never traveled farther than their own moon, then how did your
ancestors get to Genear?"

He momentarily remained silent. "I . . . I
don't know, Sir."

"Precisely." There was an air of
satisfaction in the admiral's voice. "And therein lies the flaw of
the legend. I did some research, cross-referencing Terranias
legends with those of other planets with human populations. And
that's how I learned about this."

He lifted the purple
stone, his shimmering eyes radiating through it. "The humans were
not at war with each other at all. They were at war with an
invading force from another world, led by a man—a
human—who wielded
unspeakable power, able to command the elements of the land, sea,
and air to do his bidding."

"He could use magic?" Petreit's face could
not hide his surprise. There were several races across the galaxy
who could handle the power of magic, such as the zo'rhan and the
thanai, but it was a well-known fact that humans were not privy to
such magnificent gifts.

"That's correct," Kindel
nodded. "It was he who nearly destroyed Terranias, and his power came from
this stone."

Petreit involuntarily stepped backward,
nervously eying the sparkling gem in Kindel's grasp. The ability to
manipulate the elements of the universe and turn them into weapons
was a power he respected and feared more than anything. To think
that such powers could be granted from a seemingly ordinary stone
sent chills down his spine and made the hair on his neck stand.
"H-how?" he finally managed to gasp.

"I have named this jewel
lephadorite, from the zo'rhan word Lephad. Roughly translated to your
language, it means ‘power' or ‘strength.'" Kindel reached into the
top drawer of his desk and retrieved a small amulet. It was made
from shimmering gold, cut into the shape of a triangle and polished
to a brilliant shine. There were notches hollowed out of each
corner of the face, and one larger notch in the center. It dangled
from Kindel's fist on a glimmering golden chain. "You may
remember," he continued, "our visit to the planet Karlain. There I
obtained a set of small gems that sorcerers in that sector had
enchanted to enhance the effectiveness of their powers. When
combined with the lephadorite and set in this amulet, it will give
unspeakable powers to the wearer. In theory, anyway."

Petreit didn't want to keep prodding, but
his mouth was moving on its own now. "Have you tried it?"

Kindel shook his head and placed the amulet
back into the desk drawer. "Not yet. I still have a bit of research
to do. While the lephadorite is powerful, it is also quite
unpredictable. It requires further study before testing, or the
results could be disastrous. Some rumors suggest that the man who
used the lephadorite thousands of years ago was driven mad by the
stone. While I don't believe that's what truly happened, I wish to
take no chances."

Petreit looked back at Terranias through the
window. "How did you learn all of this? I mean, how did you know
the precise location in the desert to find it? How do you—"

"I have my ways," Thorus responded. "I have
been doing this for a number of years—I'm a bit older than you
might think—and have accumulated many contacts across the galaxy.
I've had to compare notes from a lot of sources to eliminate
fiction from possible facts, but I think that this," he held up the
lephadorite, "proves my methods to be reliable. There are times
when others are reluctant to provide me with the information I
need, of course, but I have my ways of dealing with them."

As if to allude to his meaning, the door
behind Petreit slid open and two soldiers entered. They were both
dressed in identical cloth uniforms, one in black and the other in
white. The clothing was the traditional uniform of human martial
artists, though Petreit had always doubted they were human. Their
heads were completely wrapped with the same fabric they wore, and
only their eyes showed through dark slits in the cloth. Two long
curved blades were sheathed at the hips of the one in black, and a
two-handed sword was lodged in a scabbard on the back of the white.
Bandanas matching the color of their uniforms were tied around
their heads, and their feet were covered by split-toe boots. They
were Kindel's personal assassins, though he called them assistants.
Wherever he went, they were usually at his side. And if they
weren't, it was a good indication that they were handling business
with someone who had rubbed the admiral the wrong way.

Kindel exchanged nods with the men as they
moved to either side of his desk. "Report."

The black one, known only as Scimitar,
spoke. "Truce is too wrapped up in his own work." His voice was
more of a hiss than anything else. "It doesn't appear as though he
knows anything about the stone."

Kalibur, the ninja in white, looked at
Petreit. "Is there something you require, Lieutenant?" His voice
was huskier than Scimitar's, but otherwise similar. It was obvious
that he didn't want to continue in Petreit's presence.

"I summoned him," Kindel told them. He
cleared his throat and continued. "Lieutenant Petreit, I have
shared this information with you in confidence. Tell no one what
I've told you about the lephadorite; there is still much I have to
do before I can share it with the rest of the Armada. But contact
your sources, Lieutenant. Find me a gemstone that reproduces
itself, and we shall be one step closer to eradicating evil from
this twisted universe."

Petreit wanted to ask how Kindel intended to
share the lephadorite with all of the members of the Armada, but
the presence of his bodyguards kept him from raising the question.
Still, he could probably assume that Kindel meant to somehow
duplicate the stone, presumably using the reproducing gem in the
process. There were several places Petreit could contact for
information, from Marzalia to the Genear sector, but it would
probably be best to start by—

"Is there something else, Lieutenant?" the
admiral's eyes bore through him.

Petreit's eyes refocused. "N-No, Sir. I'll
get right to work on that."

Kindel's voice was firm. "See to it,
soldier. Do not fail."


Chapter 2

 


The final rays of sunlight had barely begun
to dwindle over Trader's Square when the final merchant's cart was
rolled away. Huge torches were erected in the four corners of the
Square, each flame large enough to heat a blacksmith's furnace.
Strings of lanterns were draped between them, designed and colored
by different members of the community to remember their lost loved
ones. New carts rolled in, carrying popcorn and candy for the
children, bottles for catching fireflies, and fresh ale for the
adults. Sections of the Square were cornered off for different
activities, one for music and dancing, one dedicated to games for
the children, and still another for contests amongst the teens.
Workers rolled wheelbarrows full of wood from the forests, and by
the time the stars began to appear, a huge bonfire burned in the
center of the Square.

Music floated through the air as citizens
arrived, some wearing ceremonial tunics and cloaks, others bringing
mementoes of their loved ones to share during storytelling around
the fire. Dancers laughed as their shadows twirled in the
torchlight, and children chased each other through the crowds. The
rhythmic pulse of fireflies dotted the air above the celebration,
and the full moon shone brightly in the evening sky.

The Festival of Souls had begun.

Arus wore his usual attire save for his grey
bandana. In its place, he wore his father's, a white strip of silk
with his family crest on the front. The design was embroidered in
red, sewn into the image of two open hands cupped together in
offering. Dayne had told him that the image was a reminder to
always remain humble and selfless.

He separated from his mother as soon as they
arrived and headed for the contest area. Not surprisingly, Vultrel
was already in the dueling ring squaring off against another of
Master Eaisan's students, Anton Vermenas. At seventeen years old,
Anton stood more than a head taller than Vultrel with shaggy brown
curls that dangled just above his arrogant eyes. Arus knew better;
Anton's size was a disadvantage more often than not. Vultrel had
defeated him every time the two met in Master Eaisan's class.

Vultrel, wearing his usual black pants and
sleeveless tunic, wielded a wooden training sword. Their weapons
clacked against each other as they dueled across the ring, and
Vultrel scored two quick points for blows to Anton's thigh. The
muscular young man fought back, pushing Vultrel toward the edge of
the ring where crowds of teens had gathered to watch. But Vultrel
remained patient and alert, refusing to allow anxiousness or
frustration take over his actions. Anton finally lunged forward in
an attempt to overwhelm him, and Vultrel spun to the right with the
wooden sword extended, catching his opponent off-guard with a blow
to the back for a third and final point. Arus clapped and cheered
with the rest of the spectators as Vultrel extended his hand to
Anton.

"Good match," he said with a smile. Anton
said nothing. Instead, he stormed off into the crowd, leaving his
opponent's outstretched hand. Vultrel shook his head and placed the
wooden sword on the ground in the center of the ring, then greeted
Arus with a wave. "Big oaf," he muttered, nodding in Anton's
direction. "All size and no brains."

"Don't be too hard on him," Arus said. "Not
everyone picks things up as quickly as you do. I know that from
experience."

Vultrel burst into laughter. "Give me a
break, Arus. He doesn't practice his techniques. He's too wrapped
up in himself. Even Father says so. You may not be able to defeat
me yet, but you could take Anton one-handed."

"Nice fight, Vultrel," a female voice came
from behind. Without looking, Arus knew who had arrived. It was an
effort not to cringe.

"Thanks, Melia," Vultrel's reply was smooth.
"It was nothing."

Arus struggled to keep his cheeks from
heating as he turned. Melia Sheai stood just behind him, a young
girl with glitter on her cheeks and elegant brown curls tied back
in a pink ribbon. She pawed at her pink dress, obviously trying to
look her best for Vultrel. Not surprisingly, the blond-haired
Katlyn Ambris stood beside her, dressed in black pants and a golden
silk shirt. She brushed her flowing hair back with her fingers as
she eyed Arus.

"Hi," she said with a giggle. "Are you and
Vultrel going to duel tonight?"

Arus opened his mouth to reply, but Vultrel
as already speaking. "Nah, we don't want to make anyone else feel
bad, right Arus?"

Raising an eyebrow, Arus murmured
"Confidence, not arrogance."

"Gotta be cool, man," Vultrel whispered.
"Got nothing to do with arrogance."

Arus turned his attention back to Melia and
Katlyn. The four had known each other for years, but it wasn't
until recently that the young ladies had shown a deeper interest in
himself and Vultrel. He didn't quite understand why, but they both
made him nervous. "Maybe later," he finally answered Katlyn's
question.

"Can't wait!" She clapped her hands.

"We were just going to get some popcorn,"
Melia said, brown eyes shifting between the two. "Want to come with
us?"

Vultrel hopped over the rope surrounding the
battle ring. "Sounds great!"

Arus nodded reluctantly.
It wasn't that he didn't want to go, he just didn't know
how to talk to girls the way Vultrel did. "Sounds tasty."
Immediately he regretted the sentence. Tasty? Who says ‘tasty?'

Katlyn and Melia didn't seem to notice. With
a beaming smile, Melia nodded. "Great! Maybe we can catch some
fireflies, too!"

"I'll race you there!" Vultrel burst into a
run, laughing as Melia chased after him.

"No fair!" she called, holding the front of
her dress to keep from stumbling. "You got a head start!"

As they disappeared into the crowd, Katlyn
turned her eyes back to Arus. "Race you to the popcorn stand?"

Arus could feel himself
blushing. Inside, he argued with himself over what to do.
What do I do? What do I say? If Vultrel hadn't
run off without me, I could've let him do the talking. Do I go?
What if I lose? She'll probably laugh at me, and so would Melia and
Vultrel. Decide, you dolt! She's staring at you!

"Well?" a slight uneasiness had come to
Katlyn's face. "Do you want to go?"

"Um . . . Sure, but let's walk," he managed.
"It's crowded, and I wouldn't want to bump into anyone."

"Oh, come on!" Katlyn insisted, tugging at
his arm. "You afraid I'll beat you?"

"N-no, it's not that," he stammered, "I just
don't want to knock anyone over or hurt anyone, that's all."

Her smile vanished,
replaced by dejection. "You know, Melia was right about you," she
sighed, releasing his hand. "You do
need to lighten up."

She vanished into the crowds before Arus
could respond, leaving him standing alone beside the battle ring.
It wasn't the first time he'd driven a girl off with his
nervousness, but he wasn't going to let it get to him tonight. He
hadn't come to court girls, he'd come to pay respect to his
father.

The sky continued to darken as the night
wore on, surrounding the moon and stars in a sea of black. Hours
passed, and Arus found himself sitting on a log at the bonfire
beside his mother, listening to Mayor Randolf share stories about
his deceased wife. Many familiar faces surrounded the fire. Farmer
Boyer sat to the left beside his wife and his daughter, Clarissa,
and Ben Mantes, the burly village blacksmith, sat beside them. On
the other side of the bonfire, Vultrel's mother, Veran Lurei,
listened alongside Danton and Ellie Vermenas, Anton's parents. Her
thick black hair was braided neatly and draped over her shoulder.
She kept smoothing her purple dress and picking at her nails as
though she was nervous. Not too far behind her, Vultrel could be
seen leaping into the air with an open bottle, trying to snatch
fireflies. Katlyn and Melia cheered him on, clapping their hands
and laughing. Arus rolled his eyes and gazed back at the fire.

"The crest looks good on you, Son," Master
Eaisan's noble voice cut through the ambient noise of the Festival.
Arus looked up to see a proud smile on his face. "Reminds me of
your father."

Arus was on his feet in an instant. "It was
his, Sir," he said, bowing in respect.

To say that Eaisan was a large man would be
a dramatic understatement. He stood nearly twice Arus' height, with
a sturdy frame and muscular physique. He wore his white wraparound
jacket, embroidered with the Lurei family crest on the left. Purple
silk pants covered his legs, flaring as they extended toward his
sandals. The black sheath that held his curved sword was tied to
the back of his belt. The thing was half a length longer than Arus'
weapon. Eaisan's black hair was tied back in a short ponytail, and
his smile warmed the night nearly as much as the bonfire.

"Hello, Eaisan," Arus' mother spoke, rising
from her seat. "I trust this evening finds you well?"

"Good to see you again, Elayna," Eaisan gave
her a warm hug. "How's everything?"

"As well as can be expected," she responded.
"Times are rough, but Arus—bless his heart—he helps me through
it."

Eaisan turned his attention back to Arus.
"I'm surprised you're not off entertaining the young ladies with
Vultrel." He motioned down the path.

Arus' heart sank. The last thing he needed
was for his mother to learn that girls had been interested in them.
As he'd feared, her eyes lit up as she gazed at Katlyn and
Melia.

"Oh, Arus, they're cute!" she giggled. "What
are their names? Do they like you? Why don't you go talk to
them?"

"Not now, Mother," he said, rolling his eyes
and sitting back down. "I'm not in the mood."

"Ah, that's all right, Son." Eaisan gave him
a reassuring pat on the shoulder. "Everyone grows in their own
time. Don't let anyone rush you. When you're ready, you'll
know."

"Well, your son certainly seems ready,"
Elayna noted, pointing at Vultrel.

Eaisan shook his head as he stared at Melia
and Katlyn. "Too soon, if you ask me." He let out a long sigh.
"Time goes by so quickly these days, doesn't it?"

Hours passed as the
villagers continued talking about their lost ones around the fire.
When the children had exhausted all of their energy and settled in
with their parents, the storytelling began. Farmer Mandon told the
story of The Tiger's
Claw, and Mayor Randolf regaled them
with The Tale of the Golden Key.
When Master Eaisan took a seat behind the mayor,
Arus knew that The Blade of Kaleo
would be next.

"Did I miss anything good?" Vultrel's
whisper came from behind.

"Nah," Arus shook his head, rising to his
feet. "Just the usual stories. But it looks like your father is up
next."

Arus moved behind the log where his mother
sat and stood beside Vultrel. They spoke quietly to avoid
disturbing the storytelling. "Have fun with Melia and Katlyn?"

Vultrel grinned and motioned to the next log
on the right. The girls were both there, waving sheepishly at them.
"You missed out, pal. Why didn't you come with us?"

"I'm not good with girls, Vultrel. You know
that."

"Never gonna learn if you don't try. You
don't—"

He was cut off by a round of applause from
the circle of villagers. Mayor Randolf had finished his story, and
Master Eaisan was rising to his feet. Before he'd even taken his
place before the fire, requests came from the crowd. Clarissa, a
little girl of only five years, called, "I wanna hear about Kaleo!
Please tell us ‘bout Kaleo, Master Lurei!"

Eaisan smiled back at her, bowing slightly
in her direction. "You say you want to hear about The Blade of
Kaleo? Forged by the angels of the heavens, used by the Maker to
carve the stars in the sky and the mountains of the land?"

Clarissa jumped up and down. "Yes! Yes!!
Please!!"

"It would be an honor,
milady," Eaisan bowed deeply this time, the way a knight would bow
to his queen. "The Blade of
Kaleo."

Despite the fact that Arus knew the story by
heart, he always enjoyed Master Eaisan's rendition of the tale. He
told it with such emotion and dramatic prowess, adding grand
flourishes of his hands and raising or lowering his voice to match
the mood of each scene. He made it seem as though the story was
being played out in front of them, and no matter how many times he
told it, Arus never tired of it.

"Journey with me," Eaisan began, walking
around the fire, "to a world far from this one. A galaxy far from
ours, and a time long before tonight. Come to the ends of the
universe, to the beginning of time, when nothing existed but the
Maker and His Kingdom. For this is where my story begins, long
before the first rising of the sun or the first waxing of the moon.
Before the first laugh of the first child and before the first
twinkle of the first star. Heaven shook right down to its
foundation, and darkness crept over the holy Kingdom. Kuldaan, an
angel fallen from the grace of the Maker and cast into the
emptiness of the Abyss, led the Fallen Ones into the outer circle
of Heaven's courtyards. Greed drowned him, and lust for power
consumed him. Heaven's throne would be soon be his own."

Eaisan spread his hands above his head,
looking to the sky as he spoke. "The forces of the Maker were
strong, firing arrows of golden light into the darkness of the
Fallen Ones' hearts. Angels fought one another across the paradise,
darkness and light meeting each other in the ultimate battle of
good versus evil. And for a time, the Maker's armies prevailed. But
on the eve of the conflict's first anniversary, Kuldaan's armies
burst through the gates of the White Palace, the Evil One himself
leading the charge. And so the Maker called forth his most trusted
servant, an angel named Azriel. The Holy One entrusted Azriel with
the task of slaying Kuldaan and bestowed upon him the holy blade of
evil's bane: The Blade of Kaleo."

A few cheers rose from the circle of
villagers. Arus couldn't help but smile. It wasn't the heroism or
the glory or the honor that enthralled him, it was the hope. The
Blade of Kaleo symbolized hope for anyone who ever struggled. It
taught people to never give up in the face of adversity; there was
always hope for a better future.

Eaisan's story continued long into the
night, detailing the many battles between Azriel and Kuldaan. After
seeing his followers fall at Azriel's hands, Kuldaan fled from the
White Palace. Azriel pursued, and the two fought across the
heavens. Each time it seemed as though Azriel was about to destroy
The Evil One, Kuldaan would manage to scamper away like the rat
that he was. And then, during an epic battle on the cliffs of Mount
Arcadia, The Blade of Kaleo was knocked from Azriel's hands and
sailed over the edge of the precipice. Azriel barely managed to
escape with his life, but the holy sword was lost in the Abyss,
leaving Kuldaan free to rebuild his forces and strike again.

"When the Maker learned of the loss of the
Blade, he summoned an army of his angels to enter the Abyss and
recover the weapon," Eaisan continued, motioning with his arms as
though he were commanding a brigade of soldiers. "The hunt began
shortly after . . ."

Eaisan's voice trailed off
into the background as a shift in the shadows behind the bonfire
caught Arus' attention. It was only momentary, and it blended into
the surrounding darkness as quickly as it had shown itself. By this
time, most of the other villagers had either joined the audience or
returned to their homes. If there was someone—or
something—back
there, it was unlikely anyone else had seen.

"Hey," Arus nudged Vultrel with his elbow.
He nodded discreetly toward the alley between the blacksmith's shop
and the cobbler's store. "Did you see anything back there?"

"No, why? Did you?"

For a moment, Arus wondered if he'd imagined
it. "I thought so," he whispered so as to not disturb Master
Eaisan's story. "It's probably nothing, but what if . . ."

"Wolves?"

"I doubt it. Not inside the village
walls."

Vultrel squinted in the direction Arus had
pointed. "Then what?"

"Don't know," Arus shrugged. "Thief, maybe?
Perhaps trying to sneak into one of the shops while we're all
paying attention to the story?"

"Let's check it out," Vultrel said, glancing
at the rest of the villagers. "If it's nothing, then there's no
harm done. But if it's a thief . . ."

Arus nodded in agreement. "Right. You go
right, I'll go left. Try not to attract anyone else's attention.
Let them enjoy the story."

With his arms folded across his chest, Arus
casually wandered around the left side of the circle, occasionally
glancing toward the alleyway. Vultrel did the same on the opposite
side. No one paid them any mind. The villagers' shadows danced
against the shops in the light of the fire, casting doubt on Arus'
suspicion that something had moved between them. Still, whatever
he'd seen had been enough to pull his attention from Eaisan's
story, and that made it worth investigating.

Vultrel disappeared around the right side of
the blacksmith's shop while Arus headed into the alley. With only
the moonlight to guide him, his eyes struggled to adjust to the
darkness. There were a few sacks of garbage on the ground, but
nothing out of the ordinary. Behind the shops, he found Vultrel
looking toward the second floor of the blacksmith's store.

"Look," he whispered, pointing up. Arus
followed his finger, and blinked in the dim light.

The second floor window was open.

"Maybe Sir Mantes left it that way," he
suggested. "You know how warm these summer nights get."

"Perhaps," Vultrel shrugged. "Only one way
to—"

The rest of his sentence was drowned by a
deafening explosion in the Square. Horrified screams pierced the
air, followed by the trampling of countless footsteps in every
direction. Arus and Vultrel darted around the building. People
scattered in every direction, screaming in terror and shielding
their heads with their arms. A new fire raged on the far side of
the circle, the evening breeze pushing its flames toward the
bonfire in the center. Scorched stone and dirt surrounded it. Arus
stared with wide eyes, frozen with a mixture of shock and
panic.

"What in blazes—"

A streaming ball of flames shot up from
somewhere on the far side of the crowd. It flew in a tight arc,
speeding back toward the Square even faster than it had risen. The
ground shook with its impact, and the resulting explosion sent
bodies and debris flying. Arus hadn't seen such a wicked display of
force in years, but he remembered it well.

"The Vermillion Mages," he growled, baring
his sword. His thoughts turned to his mother. The explosions had
been opposite of where she sat, but Arus didn't see any sign of
her. "Mother! Mother, are you all right?"

If she'd replied, the noise of the villagers
had swallowed her voice. Arus was about to set out to look for her
when a break in the chaos gave him a clear view of Master Eaisan.
He stood no more than twenty feet away, sword in hand. Vultrel had
already drawn his weapon, and he rushed to his father's side. With
one more searching glance around the Square, Arus followed.

"Everyone get to the shelter!" Eaisan was
shouting. "Protect the women and children! Go, get moving!"

"Father!" Vultrel called as he reached
Eaisan's side. "What happened?"

His father gave him a quick glance. "The
Mages, it seems. I'll handle them. Go! See that everyone gets to
the shelter right away."

Vultrel's eyes widened with surprise. "No! I
want to defend my village alongside—"

"Your mother is injured, Vultrel!" Eaisan
cut him off, eyes searching the crowd for any sign of the
intruders. "She's on her way to the shelter, but she's been hurt.
See that she gets there safely! That's an order, Son!"

Determination replaced Vultrel's shocked
expression as he turned and rushed down the road leading to the
shelter. Arus stood beside Eaisan in his battle-stance, with the
hilt of his weapon raised to his chest and the blade parallel with
his shoulders. "Ready to assist, Sir."

Eaisan looked down at him, his lips pursed
beneath his narrow eyes. "You too, Arus! Go! Get these people to
the shelter!"

"But Master, I—"

Another ball of fire sailed over their heads
and exploded through the cobbler's door, sending wooden planks and
splinters flying. Eaisan pushed Arus away. "Go! They're
coming!!"

"I won't run away!" Arus yelled back,
tightening the grip on his weapon. "I'll not sit by and watch
them—"

"There is nothing cowardly in what I've
asked you to do, Arus!" he shot back. "These people are frightened
and helpless. They need you to get them to the shelter safely!
They're counting on you, Arus, and so am I! NOW, GO!"

With a cry that pierced the air, Eaisan gave
Arus one final push on the back, then rushed into the crowd with
his sword raised. It wasn't until the blade pierced the chest of
his target that Arus saw them. The Vermillion Mages burst into the
Square in force, brandishing short swords and unleashing fiery
blasts on their victims. They wore no armor, instead dressed in
black pants and vests over dirty shirts of various colors. For a
moment, Arus contemplated following Eaisan, but he had a job to do,
and he wasn't going to let his master down.

"Everyone, come this way!" he finally
called. "We must get to the shelter immediately!"

He led the people west, running as fast as
his legs would carry him. He could still hear the explosions in the
distance, but he resisted the urge to turn back. Some villagers
passed him as they ran while others stopped to catch their breath
before continuing. "Come on!" he called, trying to give the people
hope. "We can make it! It's not too much further!" Ahead, an
elderly woman stumbled to her knees. Arus skidded to a halt beside
her and knelt. "Are you all right?"

"Yes," she wheezed. "The Maker have mercy on
us! What is happening?"

"We're going to be fine," Arus reassured as
he helped her up. "Get to the shelter as soon as you can, all
right?"

"Bless you, child!" She bowed before
continuing on her way.

Arus turned and looked back toward the
Square. The crowd was beginning to thin, and he could see new
flames rising from the shops in the distance. "Mother . . . Please
be alive."

A terrified scream from behind grabbed his
attention. One of the Mages had scooped up seven-year-old Max
Nadealai and was attempting to flee with the boy in his arms. Arus
bared his teeth and raced after them. With a shout, he leapt into
the air and thrust his foot forward. The strike caught the
kidnapper along the side of his head, knocking him to the ground.
Max tumbled free of his grip and scrambled to his feet.

"GO!" Arus shouted, leaping on top of the
Mage. With his blade against the soldier's neck, Arus looked up at
Max. "Go, Max! Get to the shelter right away!"

The little blond-haired
boy stared for a moment at the Vermillion Mage, then nodded and ran
away. As one of the villagers grabbed onto his hand and led him
after the others, Arus returned his attention to his
prisoner. An enemy isn't defeated until
he's disarmed and shackled. But how do you disarm a
sorcerer? He knew the answer, but as much
as he'd trained to use his sword, he had never hurt anyone with it,
and hadn't expected to be faced with the decision of ending the
life of another for quite some time. "What are you doing here?" he
finally demanded.

The little man simply
grinned and wrapped his hands around Arus' wrists. A sudden warmth
filled his arms, spreading and growing rapidly until his muscles
burned like fire. He yanked himself away from the soldier's grasp,
but the shifting of his weight gave the Mage the opportunity to
struggle free. As they both scrambled to their feet, the Mage drew
a short sword from a scabbard on his back. Arus readied his weapon,
and the two crossed blades. As they dueled, Arus tried to convince
himself of what he knew he had to do. This
isn't training class anymore, and he's not Vultrel. This guy wants
to kill me. The only way to stop him is if I kill him first. He's
invaded my home, attacked my people, and attempted to kidnap a
child. I have to do what must be done.

It quickly became apparent
that the soldier was not well-trained in swordplay. Arus blocked
every attack with ease and responded with such quick strikes that
the Mage struggled to keep up. Why doesn't
he use magic against me? Why does he rely on a blade when he's got
such power at his disposal?

Abruptly, the Mage leapt away, brushing
short brown strands of hair away from his narrow eyes. He stared at
Arus intently for a brief moment before smiling. "Impressive," he
finally said. "You'll do nicely."

Without another word, he
turned and sprinted toward the Square. Arus stepped to follow
before remembering Eaisan's orders. The
people have to be secure first. Once they're safe, I can go back to
help Master Eaisan.

"Arus!"

Vultrel appeared on the road a fair distance
away. "Are you all right? Where's Father?" he called.

Arus returned his weapon to its sheath as
Vultrel came to a stop before him. "I'm fine. I don't know about
Master Eaisan. He ordered us to help the villagers then . . ." He
hesitated, unsure if the image of Vultrel's father attacking an
army of Vermillion Mages alone was something he wanted to share.
"Then he ran off," he finally said.

"I'm going back to help him." Vultrel was
already drawing his sword. "I'm not—"

Arus grabbed his arm as he tried to pass.
"No, Vultrel. We have our orders. The people need to be brought to
safety, and Master Eaisan trusted the job to us. We can't let him
down."

Vultrel looked longingly toward Trader's
Square, but he eventually nodded in agreement. "Right. First things
first. But after everyone is in the shelter, we help Father.
Agreed?"

Arus paused, another worry weighing on his
mind. "Have you seen my mother? I haven't seen any sign of
her."

"She's fine. She's at the shelter."

It was as though the weight of a thousand
sacks of vegetables had been lifted from his shoulders. "All right,
then. As soon as the people are safe, we return to Master Eaisan's
side."

Vultrel nodded and started down the road;
the majority of the villagers were already further down the street.
With one final look around, Arus lifted his foot to follow.

And another shift in the shadows stopped him
in his tracks.

The moonlight had dimmed significantly, as
though someone had moved between it and the street. Arus looked to
the sky and blinked. A girl no taller than he stood atop one of the
houses, her slim form standing in front of the moon. Shadows
concealed most of her features, but her thick black hair blew to
the side in the evening breeze. A dark cloth covered her face from
the bridge of her nose down, and another ran across her forehead
and disappeared into her hair. Her attire was hard to see in the
shadows, but a long leather whip dangled from her right hand. Arus
couldn't see her eyes, but he could feel the chill of her
stare.

"Vultrel!" he called, looking back.
"Vultrel, come here! Look!"

But when his eyes returned to the sky, she
was gone. Arus blinked again, wondering if the darkness was playing
tricks on him. Vultrel returned to his side. "What? What is
it?"

"Uh . . ." Arus rubbed his forehead.
"Nothing. Come on, let's get moving."

The shelter was nothing more than a large
storage basement beneath the Keroko Inn. It had once been used to
house the wounded during the war, and though they had to squeeze
together to in order to fit as many as possible, it was large
enough to hold most of the villagers. The boys led the last few
people to the solid steel doors behind the building and guided them
down the stone steps. Lanterns had already been lit, and the
injured were being tended to the far left. Two soldiers of the
Keroko Militia guarded the doors. Once everyone was inside, the
heavy iron cross bar was lowered and locked into place.

Vultrel pushed through the crowd to where
his mother was resting and kneeled beside the makeshift cot.

"How is she?" Arus asked. She looked up at
him and smiled.

"I'm all right," she told him, pain evident
in her voice. "Just a little shaken up."

Burns covered the lower half of her left
leg. Scattered blisters had formed from her knee to her ankle, and
the surrounding skin was a deep maroon color. "We'll get you help
as soon as we can," Vultrel told her. "Just hang in there."

"Arus!" a frantic shout came from the crowd.
Elayna Sheeth burst through the crowd and threw her arms around
him. "Thank goodness you're safe! I feared you'd joined Eaisan in
the fight!"

"I'm fine, Mother," he assured her. For a
moment, he thought about telling her of his encounter with the
Vermillion soldier, but he saw no reason to panic her even more.
"Why is this happening?" he asked instead. "Why are they attacking
us again?"

"Old wounds that never healed, I'm sure,"
Veran Lurei said. She fiddled with her braid, obviously trying to
keep her mind off of the pain. "I do hope Eaisan takes care of
himself."

"No worries, Mother." Vultrel rose to his
feet with a great smile. "Arus and I are going to go help him. Just
rest here and I'm sure the medical team will tend to you in no
time."

Elayna grabbed Arus'
shoulders. "You're not going anywhere!" she insisted. "I can't
have you—"

A loud knock came from the steel doors. The
murmuring crowd quickly silenced out of a collective-yet-unspoken
fear of being discovered. One of the guards, clad in steel armor
and a bell-shaped helmet, slid the viewport open. "Who goes
there?"

"I don't suppose you have room for a few
more in there?" a familiar voice called.

"Father!" Vultrel shouted, rushing to the
stairs. The soldiers opened the doors and Master Eaisan descended
the staircase, followed by several members of the Keroko Militia.
The village cheered for Keroko's victory, bringing flashbacks of
the Vermillion War to the surface of Arus' mind. He stood beside
Vultrel as Eaisan reached the end of the stairs, and they bowed in
respect to their teacher.

"A job well done," Eaisan said, returning
the bow. His voice was solemn. "Unfortunately, the battle was not
without casualties. Is Anton here?"

The towering young man pushed to the front
of the crowd. "Where are my parents?" he demanded, his face twisted
with anger. "What did those wretched Mages do to them?"

Eaisan put his hand on Anton's shoulder.
"I'm sorry, Son. I'm afraid your parents were killed in the initial
explosion."

The anger in Anton's face shattered,
replaced by shock and disbelief. "No . . . that can't be! I'm sure
they got out before the attack."

"They were sitting close to me, Anton,"
Veran put in, unable to look at him. "I'm sorry, but the blast came
down right on top of them."

"I don't believe it!" he shouted, pushing
past Eaisan and the soldiers. "I won't! Not until I see for
myself!"

He threw the doors open and ran into the
night. After a long silence, Veran spoke again. "Were any others
lost, Eaisan?"

"So far, those are the only two confirmed
deaths. There are several other injuries—old Than Morson lost his
leg, and Markus and Solaan are pretty beat up—but no more deaths
have been reported. The militia is seeing to the injured in the
Square."

"We failed," Vultrel murmured, hanging his
head. "We were supposed to protect the villagers, and I—"

"There'll be none of that, Vultrel," Eaisan
voice was sharp. "You boys did a fine job. Look around you. Look at
all the people that survived thanks to you two. I'm very proud of
both of you. You handled yourselves well."

"He saved my boy," a voice came from the
crowd. Madeline Nadealai, a frail blond-haired woman, emerged with
her son Max in tow. She was young for a mother, having given birth
to Max when she was only nineteen. And she was younger for a widow;
her husband had died in the Vermillion War. "The Mages tried to
kidnap Max, but he stopped them." She pointed at Arus.

Little Max rushed forward and wrapped his
arms around Arus' waist. "Thank you, Arus! Thank you!"

Arus patted the boy on the back, but
somewhere in the back of his mind, a nagging feeling of unfinished
business began to surface. Everyone looked at him as though they
expected some inspiring words or a heroic recount of the incident,
but Arus couldn't let go of the fact that he let the would-be
kidnapper escape. "I'm just glad I could help," was all he managed
to say.

Eaisan put a heavy hand on his shoulder. "A
village child safe in the arms of his hero," he nodded toward Max.
"You've never looked more like your father."

To know that he'd helped
someone else made him feel good, but to be compared to Dayne Sheeth
in any way was
nothing short of an honor. Still, there was that nagging—a piece of
Arus that wished he had finished off the Mage. Had the roles been reversed, he'd have shown no such mercy to
me.

Again, the people looked at him expectantly,
but Vultrel came to his rescue. "Should we head back out and make
sure there are no stragglers left? We shouldn't be too quick to let
our guard down."

"We took down every one we saw," Eaisan
reassured him. "Between myself, the Keroko Militia, and that girl .
. ." his words faded as his expression turned to thought.

Arus' ears perked. "Girl?"

Eaisan shrugged. "I don't know who she was,
but she defeated more of the Mages than any of us. Young, too.
Probably about your age. She didn't say a word; I didn't even see
her join the battle. I just turned around and there she was,
snapping her whip across the faces of the Vermillion soldiers.
Then, just as quickly as she'd appeared, she vanished. Certainly
wasn't from around here, not with those clothes. Regardless, her
help made a huge difference."

The girl. Her stare had
felt so cold . . . but she helped. How did she know the Mages would
attack? Arus' mind raced with questions.
The Vermillion Mages had disappeared years ago when Aratus Truce
was defeated. There were rumors that they had become nothing more
than desert nomads residing in the Mayahol, but the number of
soldiers he'd seen flooding the Square suggested otherwise. The
thought of a new war sent chills down his spine.

"The militia is going to triple its patrols
tonight," Eaisan was saying. "Tomorrow I'll head to the Mayahol
myself to see if I can learn anything about this attack."

Veran let out an exasperated sigh. A
white-clothed medic had begun to rub ointment on her burns, but her
stern eyes were fixed squarely on her husband. "Eaisan, I don't
want you going out there. Lord Sarathon condemned the deserts for a
reason, you know."

"I'm not going to enter the desert itself,
my dear," Eaisan assured her. "I'll walk the border with my eyes on
the sands and see whatever I may see. I'm sure King Sarathon will
send his own brigade of lances into the Mayahol as soon as word of
this attack reaches Castle Asteria."

"May I join you tomorrow, Father?" Vultrel
asked, his face bright with excitement.

"Me too," Arus put in.

"No!" Elayna shook her head. "You're not
getting involved in this, Arus. I'll not let those sand-eating
Mages take the rest of my family from me."

"But Mother, I—"

"She's right, boys," Eaisan agreed. "You
were a great help to Keroko tonight, but there's no reason to drag
you two into this. My orders to protect the village are a standing
order; that mission is never complete. Be always on your guard, and
watch out for your fellow man. That is what I ask of you."

Arus bowed respectfully to his teacher.
"Yes, Master. As you wish."

Vultrel shook his head. "I
want to do more, Father. I am happy to assist the villagers, but I
want to take the fight to the enemy rather than wait for them to
come to us. I want to stop them from hurting anyone else
before they do
it!"

Eaisan turned to leave the shelter. He
stopped at the door, turning only halfway to his son. "If this
turns into another full-blown war, you will have more action than
you can handle, Son. Enjoy peace while you can get it, because once
it's gone, you'll wish you'd appreciated it more before it slipped
away."

It was hours before Eaisan and a few of the
high-ranking militiamen returned and declared it safe for everyone
to return to their homes. In bed that night, Arus lay awake,
staring at the sword in its stand beside his bed. The night had
seemed like a dream come true; a dream reborn as a nightmare. The
vengeful desires had always been there, dormant amongst his sense
of honor and responsibility. And even in battle with the Vermillion
Mage, those feelings had remained submerged, controlled by the code
of ethics and morality that both his father and Master Eaisan had
instilled in him.

But now, lying awake in
the dark, those bitter feelings began to stir. I had the chance to avenge you, Father. I could've made the
Vermillion Mages pay for what they did to you. Why didn't
I?

Because it wasn't the
right thing to do. Arus knew that. The last thing he wanted to do
was kill another man. But the Mages aren't
men. They're animals. He cursed himself
inwardly. You let that soldier live
tonight, and he'll likely come back with more of his comrades next
time. Then how many will die? What if war ravages the kingdom
again? Will you still be so compassionate? Will you let them run
past you and strike down your neighbors? Your friends? Your mother?
Vultrel? Master Eaisan?

With a dejected sigh, Arus
rolled over and closed his eyes. "I hope you're proud of me,
Father, because I'm not sure if I am."

*******

A humid wind blew across the Mayahol,
pounding harsh sands against the rocks and caverns scattered
throughout the desert. Clouds of dust swept along, blocking out the
stars and transforming the moon to a dull blue sphere amidst a sea
of brown. Red stone boulders, some forming caves, emerged from the
sands in multiple areas, providing shelter for the rabbits and
assorted lizards living in the desert. Some of these caverns led
deep beneath the surface to an underground network of tunnels and
subterranean dens. These passages, formerly home to giant sand
snakes, sheltered the remnants of a dying people, an endangered
society with talents greater than anything the natives of Terranias
could comprehend. To humans, magic was just a fairy tale. But to
the Vermillion Mages, it was a way of life.

There was a time not long ago when the Mages
were one of the most dominant forces of the universe. They were a
space-faring race called the kyrosen with no planet to call home.
They moved from world to world, taking what they needed to survive
by whatever means necessary. Violence was inevitable; most species
didn't part with their belongings so easily. But it was a way of
life for the kyrosen. It was their culture, they knew nothing else.
However, one too many encounters with Kindel Thorus' Vezulian
Armada had left the kyrosen crippled, struggling to survive. It was
thought that Terranias would make a perfect location to rebuild;
the humans were a primitive race. The plan was to make Terranias
the unofficial homeworld of the Vermillion Mages, a name they
adopted to mask their true identity from the Armada. But they
underestimated the resilience of the human race.

Specifically, Dayne Sheeth and Eaisan
Lurei.

The kyrosen Grand Master, Aratus Truce, was
murdered by the two humans, leaving the already dwindling numbers
of the Mages fragmented and aimless. Led by Aratus' only son, the
survivors sought refuge in the caverns below the desert. And though
they still suffered from lack of numbers and limited supplies, a
new plan brought hope for survival. The attack on Keroko may not
have gone as expected, but the news from the battlefield was more
than encouraging.

Olock readjusted his short brown cap and
wiped the sweat from his brow. The heat of the torches quickly
gathered in the caverns, keeping things a bit warmer than he liked.
The Underworld, as they had come to call it, had housed the remains
of the kyrosen for many years; it was their only refuge from those
who would prefer to see them destroyed.

Scuff marks marred Olock's sun-colored
shirt, but his black vest covered most of them. He brushed the
excess dirt from his dark pants as he rounded the tunnel's narrow
corner. Olock had been one of the few survivors to return from
Keroko, but his limited involvement in the attack had yielded some
interesting tidbits of information.

"You're back." A voice came from an opening
in the wall. "We weren't sure if you made it."

Olock stopped. "No thanks to you."

"Hey, Boss said that we were to pull back if
things got too hairy," F'Ledro retorted. He was a wiry man, one
that couldn't quite be classified as a warrior. While he possessed
the same powers of the Mages, he often relied too heavily on his
laser pistol and other weapons. His large nose seemed to overshadow
the rest of his face. Shaggy and unkempt black hair drooped above
his lazy eyes, and a small laser pistol was strapped over his red
shirt. He crossed his arms and shook his head at Olock. "We were
just supposed to distract the swordsman and his allies, not launch
an all-out assault on the—"

"You don't have the experience with Eaisan
Lurei that I have," Olock cut him off. He removed his hat and wiped
fresh sweat from his forehead. "Sometimes surprise is the best
tactic available."

"Do you have any idea how many of our people
died tonight?" F'Ledro shot back. "Many could've been saved if we
had just—"

"If we what?" Olock
stepped toward him, clenching his fists. "If we hid behind your
laser barrel? We are not cowards, F'Ledro. Those who die give their
lives to save ours. Each of us is aware of the risks we take in any
battle, and most of us are happy to accept them."

"Hey, I'm no coward," F'Ledro retorted,
though he stepped away from his comrade. "Might I remind you of a
little planet called Lavinia?"

Olock rolled his eyes. It was F'Ledro's one
claim to fame; he brought it up whenever someone questioned his
strength or dedication. A year or so before they had arrived on
Terranias, a small team of Mages was sent to one of the neighboring
galaxies to collect supplies. F'Ledro had led that team. They
landed on Lavinia, a peaceful planet of Morphers rich with food and
other resources. They wasted no time in attacking the nearest
kingdom—a city on the eastern border of a country called Aerianna.
They took the palace by surprise, swiftly eliminating the guards
before reinforcements could even be summoned. F'Ledro killed both
the King and Queen with two quick laser blasts, and then he and his
men raided the storage cellar before escaping to their starships.
Of the many missions F'Ledro had led, it was one of only a handful
that were successful, and he milked the victory for all it was
worth.

"As I understand it, F'Ledro," a strong,
husky voice came from further down the tunnel, "the heir to
Aerianna's throne has hunted you ever since." The leader of the
Vermillion Mages, Sartan Truce, emerged from the shadows and
stepped into the torchlight. "And—correct me if I'm wrong—I
understand there was an unidentified young lady assisting the
Keroko Militia tonight. That wouldn't have anything to do with your
decision to withdraw your troops, would it?"

F'Ledro shifted uncomfortably as Sartan
approached the officers with folded arms. After Aratus Truce died,
Sartan took the reins of the Vermillion Mages. He wanted to pick up
and leave Terranias, but their starships had been destroyed near
the end of the war. Their departure was long overdue, and Sartan
had a plan that he believed would yield results.

He was a solid man, built for combat and
wise with experience. His uniform was only slightly different than
Olock's, having no sleeves on his yellow shirt and a white tiger
insignia on the right side of his black vest. The light of the
torches illuminated his golden hair, and he scratched his blond
beard with a single finger. "We're waiting for an answer,
F'Ledro."

"Uh, Sir," F'Ledro shook his head, "I didn't
see . . . I mean, she didn't show . . ." he stammered to complete a
sentence. "Was she there?" he finally got out.

Olock rolled his eyes and looked back at
Sartan. "You see what I have to work with out there?" He pointed at
F'Ledro.

"Perhaps not for much longer," Sartan's eyes
never left the wiry man. "I don't know that I can continue to work
with a man who is terrified of a teenage girl."

"This is no ordinary girl," F'Ledro
insisted. "She's a Morpher. You know what they are capable of!"

Sartan lunged forward and
grabbed a fist full of F'Ledro's shirt. "I know what
we are capable of,
you miserable wretch of a man!" Truce snarled, yanking F'Ledro to
his knees. "The girl doesn't even know how to harness her power
yet, and even if she did, Morphers are nothing compared to us! We
will return to our
rightful position in the universe one day, F'Ledro, and I'll not
let a cowardly little weasel like you stand in our way! Olock was
the commanding officer in tonight's operation, and the decision
of if and when to order a retreat was up to
him! But you took your
squad and ran when things got a little too warm for you. This is
your last warning, boy. The next time you disobey an order from
either myself or your commanding officer, you'll be cast out of the
kyrosen and left to your own defenses. And I seriously doubt you'd
get far considering the number of people who would love to see you
dead!"

He threw F'Ledro to the floor and turned his
back, almost daring a retaliation. F'Ledro knew better. He
scrambled to his feet and bowed to Sartan. "Yes, Sir! Understood,
Sir!"

Truce didn't look back. "Now, go see Rhuda
on Level Three. I'm sure she has some chores that need doing."

"Right away, Sir!" F'Ledro raced off,
obviously glad to be freed from his leader's wrath.

"Think he'll learn, Boss?" Olock asked once
he was out of sight.

Sartan let out a long breath. "I don't know,
Olock. But as much as I'd love to cast him out, I don't think we
can afford it right now. We need every man we have, weasel or not.
How many did we lose tonight?"

Olock's eyes turned down. "Nearly thirty,
Sir."

"And no suitable subject for the
experiment?"

"Actually, I almost had
the perfect subject captured, but a young man—a swordsman—interfered. I think he may
have been the son of Eaisan Lurei. Or at least a student of
his."

Sartan finally turned to face him. "Are you
certain? Why do you think this?"

"We've faced Lurei countless times, and this
boy's techniques were nearly identical in every way. I could've
defeated him, but I eased off once I recognized his combat
style."
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