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Prologue – Otharia, 5th
Century

 


With bloody sword in hand, Reaver looked over
the scene of the massacre. It did not sit well with him, what he
had done, but he was loyal to his commander. The orders had been
simple: kill them all, and so he had done his best. Now, with most
of the killing done, he had time to reflect.

May the gods have mercy on our souls.

***

The Telkur duty telekinetic looked up as the
portal started to form. He checked the coordinates and was
surprised to see that the portal was from the planet Earth. That
expedition was not due to check in for another month.

“What the....”

Before he could finish his sentence two
bloodied men staggered through.

“We’ve been attacked,” the first man said.
“All is lost.”

More men and women stumbled through with
varying degrees of battle wounds. The duty telekinetic was stunned
momentarily. Earth was a primitive planet, but from all previous
indications, its people were peaceful.

Snapping out of his shock, he opened a comm
link to the Duke of Telkur directly.

“Sire, we have trouble at the portal station.
Some of the expedition members are back and are badly wounded.
Please come immediately and bring the healers.”

***

The gavel banged and the Master Clerk read
the declaration.

“Let it be known that, from this day forward,
off-world travel to the planet Earth is prohibited.”

Duke Rael Telkur sat unmoving in the Grand
Council chamber room. The decree was final. There would be no more
travel to Earth. Rael had lost a fortune financing the ill-fated
expedition. It had required four 10K crystals to transport the
hundred-plus explorers and their supplies. Normally, a 10K crystal
would provide a duchy with more than three years of local planetary
travel. But more importantly than the crystal expense, he had lost
fifty loyal men and women to brutality. Only five of his expedition
team had made it back to Otharia, but they all subsequently died of
their wounds. The Vogdo team members had fared only slightly
better; a mere ten of their men returned.

Rael glanced down the table to where his
partner in this venture, Duke Jaks Vogdo, sat stone-faced. Jaks
looked over at Rael and nodded. There was nothing more to be
done.

You naive fool Rael. If you only knew the
truth, Jaks thought.

The Vogdo Duchy was rich in crystal mines
located within the Sharellian Mountains. Everyone believed the
crystal veins were bottomless, and the Vogdo family thought the
same until the veins started to dry up.

Fate and fortune had shone favorably upon
Jaks Vogdo when mineral-rich Earth was discovered. Jaks eagerly
agreed to form an alliance with the Duke of Telkur to explore this
strange new world. They would share expenses for the exorbitant
cost of off-world exploration and divide any potential riches
evenly.

But, greed has a way of eliminating
alliances. Blinded by unimaginable wealth, Jaks had no compunction
about turning on his partner and ordering the massacre of the
Telkur team members.

“The crystals must be shipped back here
without a trace,” Jaks told his man on Earth. “I’ll open the portal
from Earth directly into my mines and transfer the foreign crystals
unseen. No one will ever know the truth.”

***

“I told you this would work,” Merlinius
Telkur said.

His partner Vivienne shook her head at his
boasting. They had been running for days from the Vogdo hunting
party and she was at the end of her patience. Their traveling
crystal was gone and they had no way to return to Otharia or even
contact them. There were so few of the Telkur expedition that had
escaped the attack, and now they were stuck on this primitive
planet Earth.

“Save your breath, Merlinius,” Vivienne shot
back. “Just concentrate on holding your shield until those bastards
out there leave and we can get out of here.”

“I know that,” Merlinis replied, exasperated
at Vivienne’s curt command. “You make sure your own shield holds.
If they detect our life signs, this ruse will be for nothing and
we’ll be on the run again.”

Vivienne sighed heavily. At the moment, she
didn’t know which was worse: Merlinius’ bravado, or being stranded
on a primitive planet with the Vogdo killers outside the cave.
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The planet of Otharia has two major
landmasses and multiple island chains. The larger of the two
continents is referred to as the Kingdom of Otharia, though there
hasn’t been a reigning king in over a thousand years. The kingdom
is subdivided into a number of duchies, each ruled by a royal
family and a seated duke. The duchies vary in size, but their
wealth is dependant on the natural resources of the region and the
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multiple clans of gypsies, who broke from the Kingdom at the death
of the last King.

 



Chapter 1 – Nils

The small head poked out from a tiny hole and
sniffed the cool air. The alley was ripe with the stench of garbage
and it lured the small creature forth like an elixir. Finding a
piece of rancid meat, the mouse quickly began to drag it back to
its lair. Unfortunately, the greedy little creature failed to
notice a pair of gleaming eyes silently tracking its movement.

The alley it crept along was pitch black, cast in
deep shadows from the continuous rows of the warehouses through
which it passed. The twin moons had not yet risen and the denizens
of the dark ruled the murky gloom. Tendrils of fog crept off the
waterfront and cocooned the harbor district in a cold oily blanket,
ensuring no warmth would be found on its streets tonight.

As the mouse neared its sanctuary, a dark shadow
fell upon it. The predator struck with razor-sharp claws, piercing
the rodent’s small neck and killing it instantly. The cat shook its
prize to ensure it was dead and scanned the alley for any other
predators lurking about.

A sudden loud crash reverberated through the long
alleyway, startling the skulking creature. The cat froze in fear,
watching while the nearest warehouse wall bulged to near breaking.
As the tumult continued, the cat dropped the mouse and streaked off
into the darker regions of the alley, leaving its meal for the next
hungry hunter to find.

Nils slammed into the wall as the gypsy brute
backhanded him. The impact knocked the air out of him and he gasped
with pain, feeling his ribs crack from the impact. His
lightning-quick reflexes saved him from the next blow as he ducked
under the big man’s fist. The fist barely missed his face and
slammed a hole into the wall behind him. The gypsy pulled his hand
free and staggered back, the effects of the drugged wine finally
taking hold. Nils punched forward and caught the other man in the
sternum, knocking the wind out of him.

“Murdering scarecrow,” the gypsy cursed through
clenched teeth, staggering backwards.

Nils was tall and lean, but his years of training
made his muscles rock hard and gave him strength that belied his
rangy frame.

“Murder,” Nils said. “No, my dear Rafner, you have
it all wrong. This is an execution in grand design.”

Nils laughed at his cleverness while Rafner gasped
for breath.

Rafner was a big man, well over 300 pounds, with the
raw power of a raging bull. The drug was taking longer than
expected to overcome him, and Nils realized his error in judgment
when the big man launched himself at him again. As much as he was
enjoying this fight, Nils was running out of time. He slipped his
stiletto from its sheath and moved to meet the big brute head on.
Rafner wrapped Nils in a bone-crushing bear hug and proceeded to
tighten his grip. Nils grunted from the pressure of the big man’s
arms, but smiled through the pain.

Rafner sneered, squeezing Nils harder.

“Smile now, you cockroach, this will soon be
over.”

“Yes, unfortunately for you, it will,” Nils said,
feeling relief when the pressure on his chest began to ease.

Confusion spread across Rafner’s face. He felt a
stabbing pain in his left side and let go of Nils. Looking down, he
saw the knife sticking out from between his ribs.

“What?” Rafner asked through the haze that began to
cloud his senses.

“I did so enjoy playing with you Rafner, but I’m
afraid I have other tasks that I must attend to this evening.”

Nils pulled the knife out and the blood flowed
freely.

Rafner tried to stem the flow of blood, but he was
losing consciousness and his knees buckled. Nils grabbed the big
man by his collar and lowered him to the floor. Kneeling beside
him, he stared into the gypsy’s eyes, watching the light of life
drain away, mesmerized until the final shudder of death.

With the bloody knife hanging loosely in his grip,
Nils stood and surveyed the room. Taking a deep breath to calm
himself, he realized the pounding in his ears was the staccato beat
of his own heart.

He breathed in the miasma of blood and gore that
permeated the room, filling his nose with the sickeningly sweet
stench of death. The ecstasy of the kill coursed through his veins,
feeding and satisfying his perverse appetite for inflicting pain.
He loved this work, relishing the prospect of close-quarter
fighting and the inherent danger it held. He shivered as the
intensity of the moment momentarily overwhelmed him.

“What a rush,” Nils crooned.

He returned his attention to the remaining
unconscious gypsies, and began methodically dispatching the lot. He
had been interrupted in his gruesome task when Rafner had roared to
life and tried to kill him. That distraction had taken valuable
time away from his assignment, time he would have to make up
now.

He arranged the rest of the bodies in a variety of
positions to make sure the scene looked like a fight to the death.
He had much to accomplish in a short period of time. Everything
must be perfect when the authorities discovered the grisly scene
later tonight.

“There now, sit up like a good gypsy leader,” Nils
pantomimed to one of the dead leaders while arranging his body. “No
slouching on the job.”

The dead man’s head rolled forward and crashed onto
the table.

“What? Can’t hold your liquor?”

Nils moved over to the next body.

The Constable should find this an easy case to
solve; a gang of smugglers entwined in death with their local
contacts, clearly a falling out amongst thieves. Violent, heartless
men ruled this seedy part of the waterfront district and murder was
a nightly occurrence.

As the saying goes,
Nils thought, men who
live by the knife, all too often die by it.

Nils was the chief security officer for Baron Avikar
Kantos, and the Baron often called upon Nils’ special talents and
unique skills to handle these kinds of sensitive matters. Tonight’s
work had been quick and easy, not something that Nils usually
favored. The drugged wine had made his victims lethargic and easy
to dispatch, but he enjoyed the killings nonetheless. He had to
admit he liked it better when his victims struggled and pleaded for
their lives. It made the final stroke so much more gratifying.
Rafner’s struggle made tonight’s work satisfyingly delicious,
though Nils winced as he probed his damaged ribs.

Dispatching the last of the group, he briefly
wondered what the aftermath of this night would bring.

I have a suspicion all of you will still be a
problem, dead or not.

The smugglers were from the Isle of Gypsies, a
nation of vagabonds outside the laws of mainland Otharia, and were
extremely volatile in matters of honor and betrayal. These murders
tonight would not be taken lightly by the gypsy brotherhood.

Nils finished staging the last of the bodies.

“Really, you brought this on yourselves,” he said,
rebuking them.

The premise for meeting tonight was about increasing
the illegal smuggling trade in the Telkur Duchy. These gypsies
controlled the smuggling along the waterfront and were eager to
gather and talk. It was ironic that Baron Avikar had ordered their
murders; ironic indeed, because it was the Baron himself who had
initially set up the smuggling ring so long ago. Avarice had
brought the gypsies together tonight and the drugged wine had done
the rest, with a little help from Nils.

Nils glanced around the room.

“If only you had not been so greedy, this would have
never happened.”

With the staging finished, Nils looked down at his
cloak and swore. “Damn sloppy brute, getting your blood on me.”

He had not expected to get Rafner’s blood splattered
on his cloak, and he chastised himself for not removing it earlier.
He had been fastidious when he began, ensuring the other victims’
blood did not splatter on him. Now he would have to change his
cloak before the final events of the evening began. There must be
no association between the Baron and the murdered gypsy smugglers,
so he could ill afford to have anyone see him and his bloody cloak
leave the warehouse. Nils ran his thumb along the edge of his
razor-sharp blade, thinking about what would become of any
unfortunate person he might meet tonight in the dark alleys of the
waterfront.

If only all my duties were this enjoyable.

After inhaling one last whiff of death, Nils left
the back room, walked down a short hall and entered the main
storage area of the warehouse. He rechecked the incendiary charges
he’d placed around the interior perimeter earlier, making sure they
would burn as planned. The warehouse had to burn, but not
completely. The authorities needed to identify the dead bodies
along with evidence of smuggling. Everything had to be set
perfectly for Baron Avikar’s scheme to work and perfection was
Nils’ middle name.

He took a final look around the warehouse and
thought through the plan again.

Baron Avikar would announce the discovery of a
smuggling ring on the Telkur waterfront to Duke Levon. That would
put the old fool in a state of apoplexy. Avikar would further
inform the Duke that there was a smugglers’ meeting tonight. Duke
Levon would inevitably come charging to the warehouse to
investigate. The man was easy to read, a veritable open book. Then,
of course, there would be the final betrayal.

Nils pictured the shock and indignation on Levon’s
face and his maniacal humor got the best of him. He chuckled out
loud at the picture in his mind. The resulting scandal from this
night would be devastating and that scandal was one that Nils and
Avikar would profit from handsomely.

Yes, the Baron will be most
pleased.
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The position of the Grand Duke was created by the
Grand Council to be a deciding vote in any stalemate or deadlock
reached by the Council. Any duke may be nominated for the position,
but must be approved by a unanimous vote. The Grand Duke holds the
office for a period of 5 years after which time the Council votes
to extend his reign or elect a new Grand Duke. The true power of
the office is the Grand Duke’s right to veto any action voted on by
the Grand Council. The only way a veto may be overturned is by a
unanimous vote of the entire Council. The office of the Grand Duke
is the most powerful position on Otharia and is coveted by many,
but attained by few.

 



Chapter 2 – Grand Duke

Janus Vogdo was a revered elder statesman, a
patron of the arts and a generous benefactor of education. His tall
stature, angular features and regal bearing lent itself to that
image perfectly. He was also the presiding Grand Duke of Otharia
and considered the most powerful man in the kingdom. Royalty
respected him and commoners were in awe of him, but beneath his
cool veneer of benevolence beat the heart of a master puppeteer, an
expert manipulator who would stop at nothing to achieve his
ultimate goal. For years, Vogdo moved people strategically around
his personal chessboard to create the perfect mechanism for his
elaborate scheme for ultimate power, claiming the title of King of
Otharia. There had not been a king crowned in many centuries and
Vogdo was determined to be the next one no matter what the costs or
whom he had to crush to achieve it.

��Kar,” he yelled.

Hurried footsteps answered the call.

“Yes, my lord?”

“Has Duke Lucas arrived yet?”

“No, my lord.”

“Bring him to my study the moment he steps
foot in the castle.”

Kar nodded and quickly backed out of the
room.

Vogdo was waiting impatiently in his private
study in the castle’s turret tapping his fingers on the finely
wrought wood of the desk. Tonight would bring him one step closer
to realizing his dream. He waited on Duke Lucas, the reigning Duke
of Jortac, to arrive and confirm that the next phase of Vogdo’s
plan was in place, but his patience was wearing thin. His empty
wine glass was evidence of the time he’d spent waiting.

So many pieces to move, so much to
control.

Vogdo stood up and walked to the window that
afforded him a grand view of his lands. The castle sat high on a
hill and could be seen from miles away. From his vantage point, he
could look over his vast estate and admire the beauty of the land
surrounding it. It was early in the evening and the first moon had
risen, casting an iridescent glow over the formal gardens of
stylized shrubs and trees that bordered Castle Vogdo. Exotic smells
permeated the night air and added to the overall grandeur of the
manicured grounds. 

Looking beyond the gardens, his eyes traveled
along the leagues of rolling plains to the shadowed base of the
Sharellian Mountains. This was where the real power of the Vogdo
dynasty resided. The mountains held the Vogdo family’s crystal
mining operation and had been the basis for the family’s fortune
stretching back for centuries. Tonight, though, the vista reminded
him of the enormity of what he could lose if his plan failed.

“I shall be King; nothing will stop me,”
Vogdo murmured clenching his hands into fists.

Vogdo maintained his base of power by
employing spies to gather information throughout the duchies. The
recent reports concerning the Duchy of Telkur were disturbing and
had caused him to pause. The presiding Duke of Telkur, Duke Levon,
had been enacting policies and espousing ideas that ran counter to
the current system of rule. Vogdo was concerned that Levon’s
present course might start a trend that would crack the very
foundation of Otharian rule and ruin Vogdo’s quest to become
King.

“Levon, why do you task me so?”

Duke Levon believed that all men were created
equal and should be treated as such. He had begun to enact programs
that would lift up the lives of his subjects, and the programs were
being met with enthusiasm. Vogdo, however, saw these programs
leading to the downfall of the royal hierarchy. Levon’s ideas were
like a disease that threatened to spread throughout the entire
kingdom, and it lay upon Vogdo to eradicate this infestation.

Hearing voices, Vogdo turned toward the study
door. The door opened without a courtesy knock and Duke Lucas
Jortac walked in. Lucas was a tall, powerfully built man with a no
nonsense style. He had steel-gray eyes and brown hair peppered with
white streaks. Never one to mince words, he strode directly over to
Vogdo.

“All is set for tonight. The plan is in
motion.”

“Are there any loose ends?”

“None; Avikar will be controlled.”

“See to it that nothing goes wrong. The plan
must succeed tonight or we may lose everything. Levon must be
disgraced in the most public way.”

“I know, Janus. You don’t have to remind me.
I’m on my way to Levon’s celebration now. Will you be
attending?”

“No, I will not suffer the company of that
family. Levon has given me far more reason to grieve than
celebrate.”

“I understand.” 

“Send me your report as soon as the task is
done.”

Lucas nodded, turned on his heel, and walked
out of the study without another word.

Vogdo spent the next few moments thinking
through his elaborate schemes. Tonight’s events would set his plans
in motion at a far greater speed than he had originally planned.
His apprehension about employing a worm like Avikar did not sit
well with him, but he was the best opportunity to solve Vogdo’s
greatest obstacle.

“Kar,” Vogdo said.

The servant scurried into the room.

“Yes, my lord?”

“I will not be attending the Telkur party
tonight. Send my regrets, citing the burdens of office preventing
me from joining in their auspicious celebration.”

“As you wish, my lord.”

“And bring me more wine. I will be working
late this night.”

Vogdo turned back to the window and reflected
on the stunning vista below. This was how Vogdo saw himself: a
master gardener, planting and pruning the gardens of life,
eliminating the weeds that threatened to destroy the beauty of his
world. He would employ his vision across all of Otharia, and its
true magnificence would finally shine through.

Soon we shall see who truly is the
greatest ruler of all time.


Excerpt from The Chronicles of Otharia
during the reign of the First Vacancy:

Division I – The Rule of Otharia

Subsection III – The Duchies

 


Each duchy maintains its own system of local
government and finance. Duchies are sub-divided into plots of land
governed by a count or baron. The geographical characteristics of
each duchy dictate their type of trade. Duchies with open plains
were disposed towards agriculture and raising livestock while those
with coastal ports relied on the fishing industry. As a consequence
of these limitations, some duchies found themselves in financial
straits while others enjoyed prosperity. The few duchies that were
landlocked and held no tenable land developed into nations of
tradesman and artisans offering their services nationwide.

 



Chapter 3 – The Banquet

Baron Avikar Kantos paced like a caged animal
near the main entrance of the grand ballroom.

“Where is he?” Avikar fretted, wringing his
hands together. “He must come tonight. He simply has to be
here.”

The Telkur celebration had commenced in grand
style. The doors to the expansive courtyard were thrown wide open
to let the evening breeze waft inside, while bouquets of freshly
cut flowers scattered around the room scented the air. It was a
beautiful night to celebrate the 16th birthday of the
royal Telkur twins, Darius and Dyla.

None of the pageantry helped Avikar stop
worrying or sweating. He constantly wiped his face with his linen
handkerchief, although nothing could help his dark hair, which was
now plastered to his skull. He cursed himself for gaining those
extra pounds as he unsuccessfully tried to adjust his jacket. His
entire suit was so tight that he began to worry about sitting down
and splitting the seams. He pulled down on his jacket again.

“Damn, I don’t need this on top of everything
else,” he murmured.

Avikar scanned the crowd for the hundredth
time.

Every peasant and no-name noble of the
realm is here. Everyone, but the one person I need.

“Avikar, why are you scowling?” Lilliana
asked, approaching the little man. “Today is a festive occasion,
there is no scowling allowed.”

Caught unaware, Avikar immediately pasted on
his best smile and bowed to the Duchess of Telkur.

“My Lady, how delightful to see you. You look
beautiful tonight.”

“Thank you, Avikar.”

“My apologies, but I have grave matters on my
mind this evening. I’m afraid I must speak to the duke about
them.”

“Tonight? Oh Avikar, I‘m sure these are
matters of great importance, but surely it can wait until tomorrow.
Let Levon enjoy this evening without business.”

“I’m not sure that it can wait, my lady.”

“Well, make sure you don’t ruin the evening
for him,” the duchess admonished, before turning her back to greet
some late arrivals.

Avikar bristled at her rebuff, but brightened
visibly when he saw who the late arrivals were coming through the
door.

Finally.

“Lucas, how nice to see you,” Lilliana said.
“Thank you for coming.”

Duke Lucas Jortac took Lilliana’s extended
hand and raised it to his lips to plant a light kiss.

“Lilliana, always a pleasure. You look
stunning as usual.”

Lilliana smiled warmly. Lucas released her
hand and she looked at the young man standing beside him.

“You remember my son, Eclasius?” Lucas
said.

“Yes, Eclasius, I’m so glad you came tonight.
The twins will be happy to see you,” Lilliana said.

Eclasius Jortac bowed slightly. He was a
gangly, blond-haired youth with an air of nonchalance in his
stance.

“Thank you for the invitation, Duchess
Lilliana. Your home is magnificent ...”

Avikar scurried up next to Jortac,
practically stepping on Eclasius in the process, failing to notice
that he had rudely interrupted the young man.

“My Lord, a word please?” Avikar said,
wringing his hands.

“Ah, Baron Avikar, how nice to see you.”

Jortac leaned forward and whispered furiously
in Avikar’s ear.

“You fool! No business talk. Carry out your
orders as planned.”

Avikar nodded.

“Forgive me, my lord. You’re right, no
business tonight.”

Jortac turned away from Avikar and offered
his arm in escort to Lilliana.

“Shall we go inside, my lady?”

“It would be my pleasure.”

The duke and duchess walked away, talking
amicably. Avikar stood unmoving, a rictus smile frozen on his
face.

Eclasius, knowing his father’s nature, had no
doubt that he had dismissed the Baron out of hand. He was glad to
know that he wasn’t the only one who suffered from his father’s
rudeness.

Avikar felt Eclasius’ eyes on him.

“What are you looking at, boy?”

“Nothing much.”

“Then move along.”

Eclasius shrugged and wandered inside the
ballroom to a table filled with delicious cakes and miniature
pastries. He watched Avikar scurry into the ballroom toward a group
of guests surrounding Duke Levon.

Pompous ass, Eclasius thought.

Hurrying into the ballroom, Avikar furiously
tried to smooth his jacket again. His nerves were on edge, and Duke
Jortac’s rebuke had not helped. He was so focused on reaching Levon
that he didn’t notice the young woman directly in his path until he
bumped into her and nearly knocked her down.

Trinity Kantos felt strong arms steady her
from behind while she stared at her older brother.

“Avikar, didn’t you see me standing here?
What’s the big hurry?”

Avikar stopped. He looked at Trinity being
supported by their younger brother, Ronal.

“It’s none of your business where I’m going,”
he snapped.

“Avikar, no need to be unpleasant. You nearly
knocked Trinity over. Calm yourself; this is a celebration,” Ronal
chided.

Avikar glared at his siblings. He had no time
for them tonight. He had important business to attend to. He reeled
in his anger and gave Trinity a stiff bow before continuing to
cross the ballroom. He stopped a few steps short of Duke Levon to
collect himself and think about Lucas’ last words.

There can be no mistakes now.

The words pounded in his mind as he
remembered their first encounter. That was the day he had made
possibly the gravest mistake of his life. It didn’t seem that long
ago.

***

The message had been cryptic.

I have an interesting business proposal
for you. Come alone. Lucas Jortac.

Avikar was intrigued, but hesitant to
respond. He wondered about the secretive nature of the message.
Worry set in immediately. Had Lucas Jortac somehow found out about
his smuggling deals with the gypsies? Had he found out about his
stealing from the royal Telkur treasury? Who had informed on
him?

Avikar read volumes into the simple request
until he had no choice but to meet with Duke Jortac.

The meeting time was set. Avikar insisted
that it be held in a bar on the seedy waterfront district under his
control. When Jortac readily agreed, Avikar knew something wasn’t
right.

On the appointed day, Avikar walked into the
bar. It was dark and dirty inside. There were a few patrons already
there and Avikar found a disguised Jortac sitting at a corner
table. He hurried over to meet him.

Jortac spoke softly.

“Baron Avikar, thank you for meeting me.”

Avikar slipped into the other chair at the
table.

“My Lord, what’s this about?”

Jortac paused to take stock of the little
man.

“It is about you, of course. You and your
future standing among the royalty of Otharia.”

Avikar looked around the room. There were a
few sailors at the bar, but no one was close enough to hear their
conversation.

He leaned forward.

“What are you talking about?”

“Avikar, I represent a group of nobles who
call themselves the Red Alliance. We hold a different view of the
relationship with our subjects than your Duke Levon. His programs
of enlightenment and equality are counterproductive to our very
existence, and we believe that you stand with us.”

Avikar breathed in sharply.

“My Lord, you are misinformed. I’m an avid
supporter of Duke Levon and his programs.”

A sly smile curved up the corners of the
Jortac’s mouth.

“Please Avikar, drop the pretense. We know
you’re in league with the gypsies and have set up a smuggling ring
down here on the docks. We know that you despise Levon. We’ve been
watching you for some time now.”

Sweat started to bead on Avikar’s forehead.
The conversation was not going well. He wrung his hands under the
table.

“A smuggling ring doesn’t prove I’m disloyal
to my duke.”

“True, but you talk too much with your gypsy
friends. You see, you’re not the only one the gypsies trade
with.”

Avikar’s eyes widened.

“You trade with the gypsies? But, that’s
against the Grand Council’s decree. You could be stripped of your
title and your lands if your dealings were discovered.”

Jortac nodded.

“Exactly, now you have leverage over me. I
admit this only to prove how serious the situation has become. The
Red Alliance has a proposal for you. A proposal that has
far-reaching consequences. A proposal that will benefit you and all
of our fellow nobles.”

“A proposal? What proposal?”

“We want you to disgrace Levon and Lilliana
and make it look like they were the leaders of your smuggling
ring.”

Avikar jumped out of his seat.

“What!? Are you mad? Why would I consider
such a thing?”

Lucas tugged on Avikar’s sleeve.

“Sit down, you’re attracting attention.”

Avikar reluctantly took his seat.

“I’m sorry for my outburst, my lord; you
startled me with your proposal.”

“Understandable. Shall I continue?”

Avikar saw no other choice and nodded.

“The Red Alliance will guarantee that you’ll
be appointed the Regent of the Telkur Duchy when they are stripped
of their titles.”

“Regent? Really?”

“Yes, we have the votes on the Grand Council
to make that happen. You simply have to follow the plan we’ve
devised for you.”

“You have a plan?”

“Of course, Avikar. We have a
well-thought-out plan that cannot fail. But, we need your help to
pull it off.”

“Regent, huh?” Avikar said, more to himself
than to Jortac.

Jortac knew an intrigued man when he saw one,
and he pressed his advantage.

“Of course. In return for being named Regent,
we would require you to stop all the programs that Levon has
instituted for his subjects.”

Avikar paused, suddenly unsure of this
proposal.

“Why do these programs concern you so?”

Lucas continued his narration, drawing Avikar
in deeper.

“Think about the long-term consequences of
such programs for a moment. If every peasant has the opportunity to
become educated, what will become of the working masses that our
system depends on? What will become of us? The relationship with
our subjects is based on their need of us, their dependence on us.
We provide their means of survival, their means of protection,
their means of trade, and the very laws that keep the peace.”

“True; I understand you so far.”

“If they think they can care for and govern
themselves, they’ll begin to think that they no longer need the
royalty. Chaos will ensue and reign supreme. We cannot allow this
to happen.”

“You can guarantee that I shall become
Regent?”

“Yes, we can guarantee that.”

Avikar sat back in his chair trying to digest
everything that Jortac had told him.

“I agree with your reasoning, but I’m not
sure I can do it. You should find someone else. I want to be
Regent, but disgracing a reigning duke is beyond me.”

“Avikar, without you our plan will not
work.”

“I’m sorry; I can’t do this, not even for the
regency.”

Jortac watched Avikar squirm under his gaze.
After a few moments, he realized that Avikar would not budge.

“I’m sorry you feel that way, and it’s a
shame what will happen to you now.”

Avikar’s body snapped to attention and he
looked around the room for hidden assassins.

“What do you mean? What will happen to
me?”

“Nothing so droll as an assassin’s bullet. I
mean that I can only guess what will become of you once Levon finds
out you’ve been stealing from the royal treasury, bleeding it dry
from the reports I’ve received. I’m sure he’ll be most
unhappy.”

Avikar blanched.

Jortac pounced.

“Avikar, this can be turned into a favorable
situation.”

Avikar slumped in his chair, defeated.

“How?”

“You must start thinking about the long term.
If you continue to bleed the treasury, how will the duchy pay its
debts when you are Regent? You control the books; you can show how
costly Levon’s programs are. The books will show how he borrowed
and leveraged his realm to pay for them. Levon will be disgraced,
so no one will believe him. With no money to pay the debts, the
duchy will be bankrupt and Levon’s children will be forced to
forfeit everything to pay the creditors. As Regent, you can
petition the Grand Council and offer to pay off the debt in return
for being crowned duke. The Red Alliance will ensure you have the
proper number of votes in the Grand Council.”

Avikar was flabbergasted.

“Duke? You can crown me duke?”

“Of course, Avikar, I told you that we
believe in ...

***

Splat.

Avikar, startled from his musing, looked down
and saw a tart sliding down the front of his jacket leaving a trail
of whipped cream as it fell to the floor.

“What?”

Laughter erupted behind him.

Whirling around, he saw Darius Telkur
standing behind him, smirking. Beside him was his twin sister,
Dyla. She was trying hard to suppress her own smile.

Pulling the handkerchief from his pocket,
Avikar wiped the remnants of the whipped cream off his jacket.

“How dare you?”

Darius stood with his hands on his hips and
stared defiantly at Avikar.

“How dare I what? I didn’t do anything. I
walked in, saw the pastry flying through the air, and then smack,
it hit you.”

Darius, the Telkur heir apparent, was a tall,
broad-shouldered, handsome youth that looked every inch a royal.
His PSI skill was telepathic like his father, but he was already
showing signs that he would surpass his father’s telepathic level
soon. His sister, Dyla, was strikingly beautiful with raven hair
and blue-violet eyes a shade lighter than her brother’s. She was a
powerful empath in her own right.

Avikar hated both of them, for their stunning
good looks, for their power, and for the success they’d already
achieved in their young lives.

Dyla glanced to her left and saw Eclasius
Jortac standing nearby. She caught the gleam in his eye and
instantly knew from where the pastry had come.

Eclasius shifted his glance from Avikar to
Dyla. Before tonight, he had not seen her in anything but her
school attire. She was a vision, alluring in her pale blue satin
gown that clung to her womanly curves, and he stared open-mouthed
at her transformation. He raised his eyes up to her face and
instantly blushed when he saw her looking at him. She gave him a
half-smile before turning her attention back to Avikar.

“Avikar, my brother and I were in the
courtyard greeting guests and only now came into the hall. We had
nothing to do with that tart hitting you.”

Avikar stuffed the handkerchief into his
pocket and glared at the twins.

“Forgive me if I don’t believe that, Lady
Dyla.”

Darius took a step towards the little man. No
one challenged his sister when he was around.

“Are you calling my sister a liar?”

“Did I say she was a liar?” Avikar replied,
his voice rising with each exchange.

A few paces away, Duke Levon heard the loud
voices. He excused himself from his guests, and hurried toward the
three.

“What’s happening here?” Levon asked.

“Nothing Father,” Dyla replied innocently.
“Darius and I were on our way to find Ty.”

Dyla pulled on Darius’ sleeve steering him
away from their father.

Levon was a well-built man of medium height
with graying brown hair and a neatly trimmed mustache. He watched
his children depart, not exactly sure what had transpired between
them and Avikar. With two sixteen-year-olds full of spirit and
intricately bonded to each other, there was never a dull moment
around the mansion.

“Avikar, a word please.”

He motioned Avikar to the side of the room
for a private conversation.

“Sire, I’ve been waiting to talk to you. It’s
urgent.”

“Fine, but first I want to clear up some
disturbing news I heard.”

Avikar wrung his hands, afraid that Levon had
found him out.

“What news?”

“Did you order a thief be dosed with
feverwort?”

Avikar shifted his weight from one foot to
the other, relieved by the topic of conversation, but still
apprehensive that the duke had found out.

“You know full well that I frown upon that
practice. Too much of that drug can permanently extinguish a
person’s PSI powers.”

“My Lord, are you questioning my authority
over the waterfront district?”

“Not your authority, Avikar, only your
zealous nature.”

“I did order the punishment, but it was
necessary. It was the second time that thief had been caught
stealing by using his PSI powers. He needed to be stopped and a
clear message sent to those that abuse their powers.”

“Messages can be delivered in other ways,
Avikar. Don’t do it again. It’s not the way we handle things in
this duchy. I hope I’m making myself clear.”

Avikar nodded. “Of course, my lord, it won’t
happen again.”

“Thank you, Avikar. Now, what did you want to
talk to me about?”

From the far side of the room, Dyla looked up
from her own conversation and saw her father conversing with
Avikar. Avikar looked more agitated now than when Darius had
laughed at him. She saw her father frown, then after a few moments
his face turned stony and he nodded to Avikar in agreement.

What is that all about? she wondered,
suddenly feeling apprehensive.

Too many emotions had played across her
father’s face and Dyla could sense his unease from across the room.
Before she could make her way to him, however, the deep ring of the
dinner bell sounded, calling the guests into the banquet hall. The
guests began to move through the hall to the banquet room. Avikar
walked with the duke until Levon stopped to talk to Ronal, his
First Counselor.

Avikar continued to the table and took his
seat. Ronal soon joined Avikar at the table. The two men hardly
looked like brothers. Avikar’s eyes and hair were dark like their
mother’s, and Ronal was a blue-eyed blond like their father. Even
seated, Ronal towered over his older brother.

Ronal leaned toward Avikar, whispering in his
ear.

“Levon told me about your earlier
conversation. He wants a meeting after the banquet to discuss your
news. Are you sure of your information?”

“Of course I’m sure,” Avikar snapped. “Do you
think I would waste the duke’s time with speculation? I may not be
First Counselor, but I know what’s happening in my own district.
You would do well not question my judgment again.”

Avikar hated to be questioned about anything,
but having his younger brother grill him was more than he could
stand tonight.

Ronal straightened in his seat.

“Avikar, I’m not questioning your veracity,
merely your source.”

“Enough, Ronal, I don’t need your counseling
or your snide remarks. When the celebration is over, I’ll convey
everything I know to the duke himself.”

“Very well, Avikar, but rest assured; whether
you want my counsel or not, I shall be there to give it.”

***

It was late in the evening, when the last
goodbyes were said, before the group finally had a chance to meet.
Levon, Ronal, Avikar and, of course, Lilliana sat around the table
in Levon’s private office studying a map of the waterfront
district.

“It’s hard to believe that this is happening
in my duchy,” Levon said incensed.

Avikar nodded and pointed to the map. “My
Lord, it’s a shock to us all. This is the smuggler’s headquarters
here, and my source says the leaders are meeting tonight.”

“Avikar, this is most unusual,” Lilliana
said. “How can it be that this has escaped our detection until now?
I thought this whole area was under your control?”

“Yes, my lady, the area is under my control,
but these smugglers are devilishly keen and can melt away into the
night at the first sign of discovery. This particular ring has only
recently come to my attention.”

“Regardless of when it was discovered, I will
not tolerate this in my duchy,” Levon said. “This must be stopped
and that will happen tonight. We shall be unwelcome guests at this
gypsy meeting.”

“Sire, that is unwise,” Ronal advised. “Your
personal guards have been relieved of duty to enjoy the celebration
and you’ll put yourself at unnecessary risk if you go without them.
The docks are an unruly area with many thieves and cutthroats
lingering about. We should wait until morning when the guards are
back.”

Levon pounded the table.

“And let these smugglers slink away again?
No, that’s exactly what I won’t do.”

“But, my lord ...”

“Ronal, I don’t intend to go alone. Avikar
controls the waterfront district and has guards patrolling the
area. They can accompany us to this meeting.”

“I’m not convinced this is a good idea, my
lord.”

Avikar needed to act fast. He feared Ronal
would persuade Levon to not act tonight. It had to be tonight if
Jortac’s plan was to work.

“We can gather guards at my manor on the way
to the docks,” he offered.

“Good, it’s settled. We’ll mount a surprise
raid on these smugglers, strike hard and fast, and be done with it.
We’ll not give them the chance to slip away like rats in the
gutter.”

Avikar struggled to keep his emotions in
check, tightening his own mental shield to cover his thoughts. He
could not let even a scant thought about the plot escape that Levon
might pick up on. Levon had reacted exactly as the Red Alliance had
predicted. His reputation for rash acts and quick decisions would
be his undoing tonight. Everything was coming together as
planned.

“When do we leave?” Lilliana spoke up.

Levon looked at his wife.

“We? I would prefer you stayed at the manor
tonight. It might be dangerous, and I don’t want you in harm’s
way.”

“Levon, don’t patronize me. I’m going either
with you or by following you. One way or the other; your
choice.”

Lilliana steeled her gaze at her husband.

Levon sighed. This was an argument he
wouldn’t win. Lilliana was a willful, strong-minded woman who did
what she wanted whether he liked it or not. She could take care of
herself in a dangerous situation, but that did little to allay his
fears for her safety.

“Fine, but for all our sakes, please stay in
the back with the guards,” Levon said, staring intently at his
wife.

Lilliana nodded.

Avikar could hardly believe his ears.

How perfect! They’re taking charge of their
own demise. This is easier than I thought.
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Chapter 4 – Visions

The fire danced and crackled with life,
seeking to devour everything in its path. Three separate spurs
raced around the warehouse, burning all they touched. Boxes of all
shapes and sizes became ash as the flames joined to become one
intense, hungry blaze.

She watched the scorching scene, riveted to
the floor. She turned her head, seeking an escape, but saw only
shadows. The flames were almost upon her when the walls
disappeared. She felt the heat closing in and tried desperately to
free herself. When she turned back, the flames surrounded her,
engulfing her in an inferno of pain and torment. Screaming, she
felt the flesh melt from her limbs.

Dyla bolted upright in bed, awakened by an
ear-splitting scream. Drenched in sweat and trembling
uncontrollably, it took her a moment to realize that it was her own
scream she had heard, and she shuddered in fear.

She clambered off of the bed and fell to her
knees.

“Oh no, oh no,” she
whispered while rocking back and forth.

Within moments, Darius came rushing into the
room and found his sister sobbing on the floor. Enfolding her in
his arms, he made a telepathic connection and was immediately
assailed by images of pain and suffering. He had never felt such
intensity through his link before, and he nearly staggered back at
the blow.

“It’s OK, you’re safe,” he
said softly, clutching her tighter.

It took Dyla several minutes before she came
back to herself.

“Darius, I had a terrible
vision. There was a fire, it destroyed everything.”

Darius lifted her chin and met his sister’s
eyes.

“I felt it when I touched
you. You’re safe now. It was only a bad dream.”

“No, it wasn’t a bad dream,
it was more than that. I was there, inside it, feeling the heat of
the fire. It burned me. I’ve never felt anything so horrible
before.”

“Do you want me to summon
the healer for you?”

“No, I want to talk to
Mother. She’s never mentioned having visions before, but she may
understand what’s happening to me.”

Darius helped Dyla to her feet and slipped a
robe over her shoulders. A number of concerned servants were
standing in the doorway to the bedchamber watching the scene
unfold.

Darius reassured them.

“It’s all right. Go back to
bed. Everything here is fine.”

The servants nodded one by one and slipped
away.

The twins left Dyla’s room and walked down
the corridor to their parents' bedchamber. Dyla knocked lightly on
the door.

Silence greeted them.

“That’s strange. They’re
not answering. I’m surprised they didn’t come when you screamed,”
Darius said.

Dyla reached out, turned the door handle,
and walked into the room. It was empty.

“Where are
they?”

The room was pristine. The bed had not been
slept in and there was no sign of their parents.

Dyla looked around the room, worry written
on her face.

“I have a bad feeling about
this.”

“It’s awfully late for them
not to be in their chamber. Where could they be?” Darius
asked.

“Did you see them after the
banquet?”

“No, I was with Ty. What
about you?”

“No.”

“I think you’re right.
Something’s not right. Come on, let's get dressed," Darius
said.

"I'll only be a minute. I'll meet you by
your bedchamber."

"Sounds good."

Both Dyla and Darius ran to their
bedchambers and emerged within minutes fully dressed.

"Where do we start?" Dyla asked.

"Let's start with Father's study. If they're
not there, let's check in with Ronal. Maybe he knows what’s going
on."

"I hope so," Dyla said.
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Chapter 5 – Warehouse

Levon Telkur was an inherently kind man who
ruled with a calm and caring nature. That is, until someone broke
the law. Avikar’s news had cut him to the quick and he could think
of little else. His anger turned his blood white-hot as it coursed
through his veins. His anger was a living thing, burning with
desire and eager for release. Levon barely held it in check.

I will destroy this ring even if I
must do it with my bare hands, he
vowed.

From the moment Avikar spoke to him and throughout
the rest of the birthday celebration, Levon calculated and devised
a plan to rid his duchy of these vermin. When Avikar presented him
with the chance to end this infestation tonight, he jumped at it.
He would break the backs of these smugglers and discover who
conspired with them to set up a ring in Telkur.

This will end
tonight.

The group left through the manor’s side entrance and
headed down the hill for the warehouse district in Galon, the
capitol city of the Telkur Duchy. It was late in the evening and no
one saw them leave the estate. The staff had migrated to the darker
corners of the manor for their own private festivities.

Levon hurried the group forward, eager for the
coming confrontation.

***

Avikar’s eyes darted left and right as he followed
closely on Levon’s heels. His hurried steps did nothing to ease his
nervousness. He tripped over his own feet a number of times and
nearly fell into the duke. If Ronal hadn’t caught him at the last
moment, he would have knocked the duke down. Avikar gave Ronal a
heated stare and Ronal backed away, believing that his brother was
more scared of tonight’s adventure than he let on. Avikar shook
himself like a wet dog, trying to regain his composure.

On the outskirts of the city’s warehouse district,
the group stopped at Avikar’s manor for reinforcements. As
previously planned, Nils was ready with a contingent of men, guards
well paid to ensure their loyalty to Avikar. Avikar waited as Nils
approached and leaned over to whisper in his ear.

Avikar bristled as Nils bent over to him. His short
stature continuously plagued him, but he quickly forgot his own
inadequacies once he heard the news Nils imparted.

“We are ready.”

Avikar nodded, and turned to the duke.

“My Lord, everything is set,” Avikar
announced hastily. “My informant has left a message. The smugglers
are meeting tonight and are in the warehouse at this very moment.
Our timing is perfect, but we mustn’t delay.”

Avikar inwardly cringed, thinking he had
overplayed his hand, but the duke stood high on his haunches and
looked to the waterfront.

“Good work, Baron. Lead on.”

Avikar motioned to Nils, who took half the
men forward and assigned the rest to the rear. Avikar watched
everyone keenly, knowing the slightest mistake could spell the end
for him.

***

Lilliana’s apprehension grew the closer they
moved toward the waterfront, and she fought to keep her breathing
steady. As planned, they had stopped to gather Avikar’s guards,
although the guards did little to allay her fears. The group had
been forced to move more slowly as the thickening cloud cover
blocked the moonlight, making their steps dangerous and unsure.
Darkness engulfed them as they wove their way closer to the docks.
Tendrils of fog rolled off the water and grasped the district in
ghostly fingers, adding to the gloom of the deserted streets.

Questions gnawed at the edge of her reasoning. How
could this have happened? Why now when Levon’s programs were
becoming so successful? Who was behind this and what did they hope
to gain?

Something is not right, she thought.
I just know it.

Her stomach churned and she could
not dispel her growing sense of dread, but was afraid to convey her feelings to Levon. She knew he would
send her back to the mansion for her own safety. She tried to move
closer to him, but the guards had moved between them. Her questions
would have to wait. She silently prayed that the coming
confrontation would be over quickly.

***

The group finally came to a halt in front of a row
of warehouses. Levon and Avikar conferred while the rest of the
group waited anxiously. Lilliana felt lost and looked around at the
men of the group, trying to find some comfort from their presence.
Her eyes met Nils’ and he smiled rapaciously at her. That smile
sent a shiver to her core and she felt marked by some ancient
reptilian beast.

Nils had led the group through the narrow
alleyways to a row of warehouses that sat directly opposite the
docks. It was well past midnight by the time they arrived. He
watched with a morbid sense of glee as the duke and duchess moved
closer to their deaths.

Nils nodded to the baron and Avikar pointed
out one of the run-down buildings to Levon.

“My Lord, there it is. That’s where the
smugglers are meeting.”

The warehouse was a nondescript building with a
front door that was barely visible through the low-lying fog. The
area was deserted and all was deadly quiet. A light gleamed weakly
through the solitary window. Nils left nothing to chance, and he
had left it purposely burning in the window to ensure Avikar would
point out the right building.

Nils saw Lilliana look his way and gave her a
perfidious, knowing smile.

Levon looked where Avikar had pointed, but he
could detect no movement through the murkiness. He turned to the
group.

“We need to press our advantage while we
still have the element of surprise.”

Avikar nodded and gave Nils the signal to
move the group forward. Nils reached the building first and ordered
half the guards to surround the perimeter. Levon nodded his
approval at the tactic, which ensured no one would escape. Levon
followed closely on Nils’ heels and entered the building. Nils
signaled for the rest of the guards to fan out and take positions
throughout the warehouse. Levon looked around the dimly lit
interior at a vast room stacked with boxes and containers that no
doubt held the contraband they were searching for. He looked right
and noticed a short hallway with a single door at the end. Nils
pointed toward the door and Levon nodded, leading the group, with
Avikar and Nils bringing up the rear.

Levon quietly approached the door and pressed
his ear to the door to listen for any sound or movement. Light
spilled from under the door, but all was quiet inside.

“Avikar, you said there was a meeting
tonight,” Levon whispered.

“Yes, my Lord, that’s what I was told.”

Levon frowned at the reply and looked at
Avikar questioningly.

Lilliana stood quiet as Levon listened at the
door. She extended her senses into the room, but felt nothing. She
turned to Avikar as Levon questioned him and felt a wave of fear,
anxiety, and anticipation erupt from the little man. Not
understanding what she felt but knowing something was amiss, she
moved to touch Levon’s arm and get his attention, but Levon moved
too quickly. In one swift motion, he grabbed the door handle, flung
the door open and burst into the room. Lilliana’s small cry of
alarm was lost in the next moments of confusion. She followed Levon
into the room with Ronal close on her heels. The grisly scene that
greeted them stopped them dead in their tracks.

In the center of the room was a stout wooden
table with gold coins spread over its surface and spilling onto the
floor. Two figures sat at the table, slumped forward, immersed in
pools of blood. Five more bodies, both men and women, were sprawled
across the floor. The smell of death was overpowering.

Lilliana gasped at the spectacle of horror
before her and gagged at the stench of death.

Avikar hurried into the room behind Ronal. He
stopped with Nils just inside the doorway and watched the three
look around the room in shocked disbelief. He was gloating when
Levon finally turned and faced him.

“What’s the meaning of this?”

Avikar pulled out his pistol and pointed it
directly at the duke’s chest. He quickly looked back to ensure Nils
was behind him. Nils had another gun aimed at Ronal, and two guards
stood in the hallway with their guns ready.

Avikar pointed to the dead bodies with a
flourish.

“My Lord, here are your smugglers.”

Avikar looked from Levon to Ronal and
Lilliana, clearly enjoying the confused and stricken looks on their
faces. He took a quick step backward and raised his gun
threateningly when Levon made a move towards him.

“What are you talking about?” Levon
demanded.

“Stop right there,” Avikar screamed. “Don’t
take another step.”

He grinned smugly as the duke obeyed his
churlish command.

“You’ll get your answers, my lord,” Avikar
mocked, “and a lot more before the night is over.”

“Avikar, what are you doing?” Ronal said,
baffled by the actions of his brother.

“Shut up, Ronal, and listen. You’ll hear what
the authorities will be told.”

“The authorities? What are you talking
about?”

Avikar shot a deprecating look at his younger
brother.

“You always were a little slow. How you ever
got appointed First Counselor is beyond me.”

“Is that was this is about?”

Avikar nearly spit his reply.

“You fool! This has nothing to do with your
pathetic appointment. Listen and learn. This villainous smuggling
ring you see here will be uncovered by me. Their nefarious
ringleader, the great Duke of Telkur himself, will be exposed and
found dead in this warehouse, along with the rest of the smugglers.
All will be properly staged as a deadly confrontation among
thieves, which is certainly not an uncommon occurrence among these
sorts.”

Avikar chuckled at his own inventiveness,
waving the gun at Levon’s shocked face.

Levon paled when he realized the extent of
Avikar’s betrayal. He could not believe his ears while listening to
Avikar’s tirade about the dead smugglers. Seeing the little man
bouncing from foot to foot and waving that ridiculous pistol in his
face was too much for him to handle. The anger he had been holding
back all day burst through with a vengeance.

“You weak-minded little fool. You dare
attempt to kill me? Then what? Steal my throne?”

“Yes, that’s the plan,” Avikar replied
nonchalantly.

“I made you what you are today,” Levon
growled. “By my decree alone, you became a Baron. In my kindness, I
appointed you to the Treasury. In my benevolence, I gave you the
waterfront to govern. This is how you repay me?”

Avikar felt an oily sheen of perspiration
break out on his forehead. This was not going as he had planned. He
was in charge, he would do the talking, and he would do the
yelling. He was losing control as his anger got the better of him.
Veins popped out in his neck.

“Your benevolence!? I’ve kept this Duchy
running all these years despite your pitiful programs for the
masses. It was me who prevented you from bankrupting the duchy with
your wasteful ideas. I deserved more and you never recognized my
true worth.”

Levon coolly collected himself. He stood
tall, glaring at Avikar, and took another step toward him.

“Deserve? What do you think you deserve?”
Levon asked with deadly calm.

Avikar raised his shaking hand and pointed
the pistol directly at Levon’s face.

“Don’t come any closer. I’m sick of how you
treat me. Your time is over, Levon. It’s my time to rule.”

Avikar felt Nils reached out and put a
steadying hand on his shoulder.

“My Lord, remember our mission tonight,” Nils
said reassuringly.

Levon needed to think of something quickly to
turn the situation around before it was too late. Avikar looked as
if he would totally lose control at any moment. The last thing
Levon needed was Avikar to start shooting wildly in such close
quarters. He needed to try another tack.

“Avikar, let’s talk this through. I’m sure we
can come to some kind of agreement.”

Avikar stamped his foot.

“No; the time for talk is over. You’ll be
discovered tonight as the ringmaster of the smugglers. You and your
family will be disgraced by your vile acts and your throne will be
forfeited. I shall take everything that you hold dear and make it
my own.”

Levon’s first instinct was to try to
overpower the little man. That wouldn’t be a problem, but Nils and
the other guards would be. If he could rush Avikar and throw him
into Nils, he could shove the two of them outside and slam the
door. That would keep them all temporarily safe. Just as he decided
to try it, he saw Lilliana turn to Avikar.

Oh my god, no. Don’t do anything rash.

***

Lilliana could not contain herself any
longer. She felt the anger growing in Levon and needed to do
something to help him. She turned to Avikar, hoping to distract him
long enough for Levon to act.

“Why are you doing this? What do you hope to gain, a
few pieces of gold?” she cried, pointing to the gold on the table.
“You’re too far removed from the throne to think you’ll ever sit on
it. So, you would kill your duke for gold?”

“No, my lady. I have much bigger plans than
just a few pieces of gold. You see, you too are part of this plan
tonight. For you too will die tonight. Then, as the closest adult
blood relative, I’ll be named Regent and have control of the entire
duchy.”

Lilliana stumbled back at Avikar’s
nonchalance at commanding her death. Her next thought chilled her
to the very soul of her being as Avikar made its realization come
to light.

“Of course, there’s still the matter of your
obnoxious children. What age are they now? Oh yes, 16 years old.
Hmm, that would give me two years to rule as Regent before they
come of age? That’s if they live long enough to inherit the
throne.”

“Avikar, you cannot be serious. How could you
think to harm my children? They’ve done nothing to you.”

“Ah, but my Lady, there are many tragic
accidents that befall wayward children.”

This insane tirade was the last straw for
Ronal.

“You’ll not do this,” Ronal yelled reaching
for his dagger. “Not while I’m still alive.”

Avikar was mad and Ronal had to stop him. He
reared back to throw his knife.

“Then die,” Avikar yelled, shooting him twice
at point-blank range.

Ronal looked down at the growing bloodstain
on his chest and felt his arms involuntarily drop to his side. The
last thing he saw was his brother’s maniacal grin as he began to
fall.

He was dead before he hit the floor.

Levon was momentarily stunned. He watched
Lilliana rush forward to grab Ronal as he fell, but she could do
nothing to save him. She cradled Ronal’s head and screamed at
Avikar. “You insipid little man. You’ve killed your own
brother!”

It was now or never.

Levon lunged at Avikar as fast as lightening,
closing the distance in a mere instance and knocking the gun from
his hands. He reached for Avikar’s throat and began to squeeze the
life out of him.

Lilliana, seeing her husband leap at Avikar,
grabbed Ronal’s dagger and threw it at Nils. Nils deftly
sidestepped the throw and quickly crossed the distance separating
them. A severe blow to the head rendered Lilliana unconscious and
she collapsed next to Ronal’s lifeless body.

Levon felt Avikar’s panic. Avikar attempted
to get away by wildly swinging his arms and trying to backpedal. It
did him little good as Levon lifted the little man up to throw him
into Nils. Levon looked into Avikar’s eyes and saw the utter shock
and disbelief as he raised him off of the floor.

Too late.

Levon felt the rounds enter his body. The
pain was excruciating and caused him to lose his grip on Avikar’s
neck. He dropped Avikar and saw the gun in Nils’ hand. Levon
slumped to the floor, falling backwards and covering his
unconscious wife with his lifeless bulk.

Avikar rubbed his throat and looked around
the room. He stood shaking, trying to catch his breath. He turned
to Nils.

“Nils, you could have killed me!”

“Yes, I could have.”

Avikar, not willing to think further about
Nils’ reply, turned back to the grisly scene. Every adult who stood
in his way to the throne was dead.

“Let’s go Nils, our work here is done.”

Nils nodded in agreement and they backed out
of the room, closing the door, and hurried down the hallway. Avikar
motioned for the two hallway guards to follow him outside.

“Gather the rest of the men and go back to
the manor. I won’t need you anymore tonight.”

“Yes, my lord,” the guards said in
unison.

They rounded up the rest of the guard
contingent and marched off towards the Baron’s manor. No words or
discussion were spoken about what had happened inside.

The cost of good help cannot be
underestimated, Avikar thought, watching the men depart.

Within moments Nils came out of the
warehouse, signaling that the detonators were set for five minutes.
He and Avikar raced across the street to the doorway of another
warehouse in order to both shield themselves and watch the
blast.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

The minutes counted down until the explosives
detonated throughout the warehouse. Avikar watched with rapt
attention as the building’s outer walls began to collapse,
realizing that his dream of becoming duke was one step closer.

“Nils, go back to the manor and await my
word. I’ll be along shortly.”

“Do you need me for anything else, my
lord?”

“No. I have a quick errand I need to take
care and then I’ll return. The Constable will be knocking on my
door soon, informing me about the explosion.”

Nils nodded and silently slipped away.

With one final look at the burning warehouse, Avikar
turned and headed down a narrow alleyway. Though this district was
under his control, the area made him uneasy. He was not used to
being out at night without Nils or his bodyguards.

He waited at the designated spot, but still jumped
at the sound of approaching footfalls. He recognized the
now-familiar silhouette coming through the fog and inwardly sighed.
At long last, the wait was over and he would get his reward.

“I heard the explosion,” the man said,
standing in the shadows.

“Yes, it’s done, but it
didn't quite go as planned.”

"What?"

"There was a fight. Levon, Lilliana and my
brother Ronal were killed."

The man cocked his head to the side.

Avikar waited nervously, not sure how this
news would go over. He was only supposed to implicate the duke, not
kill him.

“Collateral damage can't be
helped sometimes," the man said. "Go back to your manor and wait
for the Constable. Accompany him to the warehouse and identify the
bodies. Then tell him of your suspicions. The Constable will report
this to the Grand Council and they’ll order an official
investigation into the situation."

Avikar nodded.

“Once the investigation
begins, you’ll be ordered to present the duchy’s financial records
to the Council. Give them the doctored records that reveal the
smuggling. You’ll be exonerated, but the Telkur family will be
disgraced and left penniless. Do you understand?”

“Yes, but Lucas, I need to speak to you about
...”

“Silence! You have your instructions. Follow
them to the letter. And Avikar?”

“Yes, my lord?”

“Don’t disappoint us. We’ll be watching
you.”

Avikar watched the man completely disappear
into the fog before he turned and headed for his manor.
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The Gypsy Nation broke away from the
traditional rule of Otharia. It started off as a sea-faring duchy,
but when its citizens revolted against the reigning Duke, the clans
created a representative parliament to rule instead of a duke. They
meet to discuss trade, commerce, and to make decisions and laws
that concern all of the Gypsy Brotherhood. This type of government
was purposely formed to serve the people, not any royal family.
Upon its inception, the nation was immediately outlawed by the
Grand Council to discourage its radical ideas of government from
spreading across the mainland. The Grand Council made an attempt to
overthrow the new government, but was decisively defeated in the
first battle of that conflict.

 



Chapter 6 – Brotherhood

Standing on the forecastle of the sailing
ship, the two men saw the flash of light seconds before they heard
the deep rumble of the explosion.

“Damn, what was that?”

“Don’t know, but it was huge. Looks like it
came from the area where our meeting is being held.”

“Maybe we should go take a look?”

“Yeah, I’m thinking the same.”

Nothing good is gonna come of this,
the first man thought as he got into the small boat and rowed
ashore.

The two men moved furtively through the rows
of warehouses, keeping to the shadows and making their way to the
meeting location. Rounding the final corner, they came upon the
scene of destruction. The warehouse where their brethren were
meeting had suffered a devastating explosion and the building had
begun to burn. As one of the men rushed forward, his partner
grabbed his arm to slow him down.

“Not so fast,” the first man cautioned.
“Something ain’t right here; don’t look like an accident to
me.”

They moved closer to the destroyed building
searching for signs of survivors.

“This place has been bombed. Look at it, that
whole side is caved in and the rest looks like it will go any
minute. If our people are in there, they’ll be plenty hurt.”

The second man moved into the building and
began pushing his way through the debris.

“Well, let’s get to lookin’ then. Maybe
they’re still alive.”

Another section of the building collapsed
before he had gone too far. He froze in place, looking back at his
partner.

Multiple fires were burning throughout the
large warehouse and they threatened to converge at any moment.

“Be careful, we ain’t gonna do ‘em any good
if we bring the rest of this place down on top of their heads.”

The two men picked their way through the
debris of the main room, but found nothing there. They moved along
what remained of the corridor to the back office. The door to the
back office was wedged shut. They pushed it open, and heard a low
moan from inside.

“Hear that?” the first man said. “Someone’s
alive.”

One of the walls had collapsed inward and the
flames were starting to flare. The men beat out the fire
temporarily and entered the room. They began shifting through the
rubble, throwing debris away with no restraint, all thoughts of
care and safety gone. They had precious little time left before the
main fire found them with a vengeance, and neither wanted to become
trapped in the back room with no hope of escape.

The first body they uncovered was one of
their own, the big man named Rafner. He was closest to the door and
lying in a pool of his own blood.

“He’s been murdered,” the first man said,
probing the dead man’s wounds. “Gutted like a pig.”

“Same over here,” the second man replied,
finding two more bodies. “These two have their throats slit from
ear to ear.”

As they uncovered the rest of the bodies,
what they found shocked their hardened souls. Every one of their
comrades had been brutally and callously murdered. The scene looked
like something out of a slaughterhouse. They also found the bodies
of three strangers they did not immediately recognize. Everyone in
the small room was dead, all except one woman.

The first man checked her pulse and looked
for signs of obvious injury.

“She’s still alive,” he called out, “Come
over and take a look. Maybe you know who she is.”

The body of one of the other strangers had
fallen over the woman, covering and protecting her from much of the
destructive force of the explosion. It was probably the only reason
she was still alive. As the first man shoved the dead body off of
her, he cried out to his partner.

“Oh no, it’s the Duke of Telkur.”

The second man knelt down and quickly checked
the body.

“He’s been murdered like the rest,” he said,
standing and looking around the room. “All of ‘em killed and the
building burning to wipe away the evidence. This smells of betrayal
and treachery of the highest degree. We’ve got to get out of here.
If we’re caught, we’ll be the ones executed for the murder of the
duke.”

“What about the woman?”

“Leave her. We ain’t got time for the likes
of her.”

“Wait,” the first man said. “Take a closer
look at the ring on her finger; it’s the royal crest. This is the
duchess. If we help her, she may be able to tell us what happened
here. Let’s get her out of here before anyone else comes
around.”

“What about the rest?”

“Leave them. They’re dead. We’ll get our
revenge for this treachery later.”

The two men lifted the unconscious woman from the
floor and fled, barely escaping the blazing inferno. Once outside,
the big man threw the woman over his shoulder. Blending into the
misty fog, the men ran for the safety their ship. In the distance,
they could hear the sirens of the local city patrol
approaching.
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The PSI factor does not fully manifest
itself until puberty, and the full potential of an individual
cannot be measured until then. An individual’s full ability may
never be ascertained if the PSI category is not recognized and
properly trained. Though rare, a potentially powerful PSI factor
can occasionally be found in families that had no previous
instances of great strength. For this reason, all children are
tested. Any PSI has the ability to “sense” another PSI, but this
sensing is limited to the recognition of PSI and not the potential
power of the individual. The children with great potential are
singled out for special training at the Otharian Institute for
Paranormal Studies.

 



Chapter 7 – The Solution

The two figures were barely visible in the
darkness.

“Where is he?” Dyla asked.

“I don’t know,” Ty replied. “I haven’t seen him since
last night.”

Dyla shook her head in exasperation.

“Damn him. I’ll be right back.”

She turned and sprinted off towards the barracks.
Running in the stillness of predawn, Dyla’s thoughts wandered and,
as always, returned to the tragic death of her parents. Their
deaths were never far from her thoughts, and it was hard to believe
a full year had passed since that fateful night. The ache in her
heart had not lessened with time. She had many unresolved questions
about that night, questions that she was no closer to solving.
Sympathetic counselors had told her that the pain of losing her
parents would subside with time, but she wondered if that was true
for her. The ache she felt was deep in her bones, as if a vital
part of her had been ripped away. Her strong empathic powers made
her feel the loss more acutely and she wasn’t sure the pain would
ever fade.

Dyla shook her head. She had no time for this musing
today. They had a job to do and she was determined not to be
distracted. She reached the barracks, turned down the hall, and
stormed into her brother’s dorm room.

“Darius, wake up.”

Darius awakened with a start at the sound of the door
banging against the wall. His eyes fluttered open to see his twin
dressed in training gear standing over his bunk, her raven hair
pulled back in a braid and her piercing blue-violet eyes trained on
him. She did not look pleased.

Another day in paradise, he thought stretching
his long limbs.

“Morning Dy,” he said sheepishly.

Dyla planted her hands on her hips.

“You’re twenty minutes late. Ty and I have
been waiting for you on the training field. You know we have a
tight schedule, and if we miss this opportunity because you were
screwing around ...”

Darius sat up and the bed sheet slipped,
revealing his bed partner.

“Sorry, I didn’t get much sleep last night.
Is it dawn already?”

Dyla’s gaze fell on the young woman, whose
face had been buried in her brother’s chest. The girl rolled over
and looked up.

“Hi, Dyla. How are you doing?” Tyline
asked.

“I’m missing my training partner, that’s how
I’m doing.”

Darius didn’t want to push his luck any
further with his sister.

“OK, OK, don’t get upset. I’m up. Give me two
minutes to get dressed.”

Dyla tried hard to keep the scowl on her
face. Her brother was dedicated to their training regime, but this
wasn’t the first time she had dragged him out of bed and probably
wouldn’t be the last.

“Two minutes, Darius, or we’ll start without
you,” Dyla replied and stormed out of the room.

Darius stood to dress while Tyline lay
languidly in his bed.

He bent and gently stroked her face.

“Tyline, love, I do wish we had more time
together, but as you heard, I’m already late.”

“Darius, five more minutes won’t hurt anyone.
You know they won’t start without you,” Tyline purred. “Or maybe,
we should make that ten.”

“Oh, you’re bad.”

Darius kissed her and moved his hand lightly
down the length of her body, eliciting a soft moan from the young
woman.

“Now who’s being bad?” she said.

“Hold that thought for later. Right now I
have to go.”

Quickly donning his training gear, he gave
her a final wink and darted out of the room to join his sister and
cousin on the training field.

Dyla stood with Ty in the cool morning air.
Both watched Darius sprint across the field in record time.

“Morning, Prince Charming,” Ty said.

Darius scowled at his best friend, Tyrian
Persing. Ty was the twins’ cousin and the Heir Apparent to the
Persing throne. Ty’s mother, the current Duchess of Persing, was
the only sister of their late mother, but Ty resembled his father:
tall stature with green eyes and a shock of wavy red hair that
defied the leather strip trying to contain it. He was a
telekinetic, and the third member of their training group.

They were training hard in the hopes of
taking home first prize in the upcoming, prestigious Grand
Competition. First prize in the competition was a hefty purse of
gold and was the best hope the twins had to save their duchy from
bankruptcy. It would easily cover all their debts and fend off the
hounds baying at the duchy’s coffers.

The Telkur Duchy was in serious financial
trouble. When Baron Avikar became Regent last year, he had
explained to the twins that their father’s social programs had
wiped out the treasury. Levon had been forced to secure loans to
continue funding the programs. They found it hard to believe that
their father had jeopardized the financial health of the duchy, and
never believed the duke had resorted to smuggling for money.
Neither cared that the Grand Council had found their father
posthumously guilty of smuggling without the chance of defending
his besmirched honor. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much they could
do about any of this until Darius came of age next year and
inherited the throne. Only then could he file a petition to reopen
his father’s case.

For now, Avikar was in charge and his regency
cut Darius to the quick. Darius was eager to assume control of the
duchy, but he swore he wouldn’t inherit a destitute and
impoverished house. They had to win the competition to keep the
duchy intact.

“Jeez, Ty, thanks for sending my sister to
fetch me. Her timing was perfect. Any later and we might have had
an embarrassing hello.”

Ty raised an eyebrow and stifled a laugh.

“Not a problem. I knew Dyla would get you out
of bed a lot faster than I ever could.”

Darius glanced at his sister. Her silhouette
stood out in sharp contrast against the rising sun. Dyla was an
athletic young woman. She was also a skilled fighter and had
recently reached the top tier of the Academy’s martial arts
program. It was a feat few students ever attained and Darius was
justifiably proud of her. Many men coveted her for her beauty, but
her empathic skills and fighting prowess kept most of them at bay.
Few at the Academy could hold their own in a test of fighting
skills against her, and many felt intimidated by the steel persona
she projected. It was her way of protecting herself from others’
emotions, but it only added to her imposing stature.

Except for me, of course, Darius
thought, smiling at his sister. I’ll still kick her ass.

As if sensing what he was thinking, Dyla
looked at her brother. Her stare alone was disquieting and had
backed down many would-be suitors. Darius winked at her. She
couldn’t help herself and rewarded him with a smile and a brief
laugh.

“Sometimes you’re such an ass,” she said.

Her smile always raised his spirits.

“I know, but that’s why you love me.”

Darius depended on his sister to balance him
and keep him from falling into one of his infamous gloomy moods.
The events of the past year had threatened to overwhelm him many
nights and she was the only one who could tease him out of his dark
brooding. She was his confidante, and he relied heavily on her
counsel. Her keen insight and sharp wits had pulled them through
many tight situations during their young lives and, no doubt, would
pull them out of many more.

“OK you two, time is wasting while you guys
make nice,” Ty said.

Dyla and Darius both looked at Ty and
chuckled.

The sun was cresting the horizon in
magnificent glory when the three figures sprinted off for another
grueling day of training. They had only a short time left to
perfect themselves into a team that could win the Grand
Competition. Time was against them, but they plunged forward in
good company and good spirits.
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Incidences of fratricide within the Royal
houses were uncommon occurrences, but they did happen. Younger
siblings were often destined to lesser titles of Count or Baron
under a numbered order of ascension. Their livelihoods largely
depended on the graciousness of the sitting Duke or Duchess and
they were often granted small tracts of land to rule in their own
right. Occasionally, this rule of ascent did not sit well with the
younger siblings and resulted in rash actions. Fighting among
family members usually resulted in a change to the order of
ascension. Any outright murder of a royal member was dealt with
swiftly and with devastating consequence, but mysterious accidents
did happen.

 



Chapter 8 – Rylee

Duke Rylee Persing studied his reflection in
the full-length mirror. He was not usually a self-conscious man,
but he wanted to look his best today. He was a large man with a
barrel chest that played havoc when being fitted with ceremonial
garb. The flawless fit of his royal attire today reflected the
painstaking hours that his tailors had labored. His head of flaming
red hair defied all attempts at control, so Rylee simply wore it
short. His wife thought he looked dashing when it was long, but
Rylee could not be bothered wasting effort trying to control his
unmanageable locks. He buckled on his ceremonial sword, smoothed
the front of his jacket, and looked once more at the cut of his
outfit.

Well enough, Rylee thought. Thank
God the sun is not scorching today.

It would be a good day no matter if it
rained, snowed or was devastatingly hot. Today was the graduation
ceremony for the School of Advanced Studies at the Otharian
Institute for Paranormal Studies. His only son, Tyrian, was
graduating from the School of Telekinesis in less than an hour and
he beamed with pride as he thought of his son graduating from the
prestigious program that produced the best of the best. Ty was an
exceptionally gifted telekinetic and had finished in the top ten
percent of his class.

Rylee had a detailed plan for Ty,
methodically grooming his son for the eventual role of presiding
over the Persing Duchy. Now that the school lessons were finished,
Rylee planned to continue his son’s education with lessons on
governorship and rule. Since his eighteenth birthday earlier in the
year, Rylee had been bringing Ty to the Governing Council meetings
to see first-hand the workings of government. Ty had matured well
in the last few years and Rylee was confident that his son would
make a fine duke.

“Katelle, dear, I do hope you’re almost
ready. We don’t want to be late for our son’s graduation.”

Duchess Katelle was sitting in front of the
mirror in her dressing chamber, fumbling with the clasp of her
favorite necklace. She called out to her husband in
frustration.

“Please Rylee, don’t hurry me. I’m almost
ready, but I’m having trouble fastening my necklace.”

“Yes, yes, I understand, dear. Take your
time, I’ll be waiting.”

Rylee paced around the outer chamber.

“Katelle, I was thinking how tragic it is
that Levon and Lilliana can’t be here to see Darius and Dyla
graduate today. They would have been so proud of them. I still
can’t believe that they’re gone. It’s utterly preposterous that the
accusation of them being involved with smugglers is still being
bantered about in the Grand Council after all this time. The
investigation that Avikar headed up was a travesty of justice.
These times we live in are enough to try a man’s sanity.”

“Rylee, please. Let’s not talk about that
today. You know my feelings on that subject.”

Rylee stopped in front of the mirror to
remove an imperceptible piece of lint off of his jacket. He began
to adjust his sword and scowled at the way it hung at his side.

“Yes, my dear, but I’ll never be convinced of
their guilt, and I have voiced my suspicions to some of our
friends.”

“Really? I’ve asked you before not to talk to
anyone besides the family about that whole sordid affair. Who knows
how people really feel or think about such a delicate issue?
Besides, at the moment, I need you. Can you come in here and help
me fasten this necklace?”

“Yes, I’ll be there in a moment,” Rylee
replied, still fussing with his sword.

Katelle sighed and continued struggling with
her necklace.

If this wasn’t so expensive, she
silently threatened, I’d throw it away.

A slight rustle of the balcony drapes behind
her briefly caught Katelle’s attention. If she had not been so
distracted with the intricate fastening, she might have seen the
black-draped figure slip through the window and hide behind the
drapes.

“Wonderful, there’ll be a breeze today,” she
mumbled.

The assassin peered around the drapes to
locate his targets. He saw the woman sitting at the bench. Luckily
for him, her head was down, her hands in her lap. He moved with
cat-like grace and within a few strides was directly behind
her.

“Thank goodness you’ve finally came to help
me,” she said without looking up. “Could you please ...”

He sliced the razor sharp stiletto under her
chin, cleanly severing her throat from ear to ear. She didn’t utter
a sound and her head slumped forward. The assassin quickly moved
away from the woman and stood behind the open bedchamber door.

Rylee strode into the bedchamber.

“Are you still fussing with that
necklace?”

Rylee stopped short, transfixed by the scene
in front of him. There was a large, red stain flowing down the
front of his wife’s gown.

“Katelle, what’s wrong?”

The grisly scene had its desired effect on
the duke. The assassin silently moved behind him, snaking his arm
around Rylee’s neck, choking off any sound. He slipped the stiletto
effortlessly between the duke’s ribs and into his racing heart. He
held Rylee close before slowly lowering him to the floor as his
legs gave out. The assassin shifted around to face the duke,
relishing his agony.

Rylee’s eyes widened when he saw the
assassin’s face hovering above him. A spark of recognition entered
his eyes.

“Nils,” he sputtered.

“My Lord Duke, I bring greetings to you from
the Red Alliance. The Alliance has taken your suspicions regarding
the Telkur scandal very seriously. You should have been more
careful about whom you shared your opinions with. Goodbye, Duke
Rylee.”

Rylee’s final thought was of his poor Katelle
and how right she had been.
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Telepathy was considered to be the hardest
of all the PSI powers to master. Reading another person’s thoughts
was extremely difficult due to the physical nature of the brain and
the abstract nature of thought. A telepath had to be in physical
contact with a person to “read” that person’s thoughts. Upon
contact, a telepath would merge his awareness with the other
person’s and begin to listen to the subject’s surface thoughts. The
fleeting nature of thought made it difficult for a telepath to
grasp all the thoughts, and many were lost in the struggle to
listen, comprehend and translate. No known telepath had ever had
the power to go beyond the conscious and into the subconscious.

 



Chapter 9 - Graduation

Darius stood in the formation with his fellow
telepathic students, waiting patiently for the signal to move out
onto the parade grounds. This was it, finally: graduation. As he
waited for the signal to move, he thought of the friends he had
made here. They had all vowed to stay in touch, but their
relationships would change through both distance and affairs of
state. Royalty did come at a price and each royal had a duty to
their own house. His time with Tyline was over, for as much as he
enjoyed her company, royal alliances were brokered on need, not
passion.

Darius scanned the crowd. He spotted Baron
Avikar and Trinity in the Telkur royal box, and a frown creased his
face. Avikar’s appointment as Regent was a constant thorn in his
side. He tried to ignore him as much as possible, because Avikar’s
reign would end soon; but that insufferable man continued to cause
grief at every turn. Even today, at this auspicious event, he
managed to turn a happy occasion sour by canceling the celebratory
dinner normally given when a Telkur graduated from the Institute.
He claimed the cost was too much for the treasury to bear.

“If our subjects want to celebrate your
graduation,” Avikar had said to the twins, “then they’ll have to
cook their own dinners.”

Darius raged against Avikar’s decree, but was
powerless to do anything about it. If he had not reviewed the
treasury data himself, he wouldn’t have believed Avikar.
Unfortunately, the accounts backed up his claim; the treasury was
in dire straits. To stop the outpouring of cash from the treasury,
Avikar had ended the enlightened social programs, which was causing
many problems throughout the realm.

Word had spread outside the borders of Telkur
that the great duchy was in trouble. This, above all else, caused
Darius untold stress. All the work his father had done to make the
duchy a showcase of magnificence and fairness to its citizens was
collapsing before his eyes.

The Grand Competition was his last and best
hope for the survival of the duchy. It was a great risk and the
odds were against them, but the winning purse from the competition
would solve all of the duchy’s financial problems. Thankfully, Ty’s
father had graciously paid the entrance fee for their team. Ty had
questioned his father about paying off the entire debt of the
Telkur House, but Rylee told the twins it was too great an amount
for the Persing treasury to handle.

“I wish I could do more,” Rylee said when he
handed them the entry fee, “but this is what I can manage. The rest
is up to you. It’s your best chance; make the most of it.”

Yes, all that’s left to do is
win, Darius thought.

The blaring of the horns interrupted his
thoughts and signaled the time to move forward. The graduation
ceremony was full of splendid pageantry, with the banners and flags
of the family crests lining the grounds inside the amphitheatre.
Three groups in colorful dress uniforms, representing the Schools
for the Advanced Studies of Telepathy, Empathy and Telekinesis,
marched through the archway and onto the parade grounds to a wild
round of applause from family and friends.

The horns sounded again, silencing the
crowd.

“Welcome Lords, Ladies, honored guests, and
family members to the Vogdo Duchy and Otharian Institute of
Paranormal Studies’ graduation ceremony,” the announcer said.

The events flew by in a whirlwind of
announcements and applause. The final pass and review culminated in
the declaration that the graduating class was dismissed. The cheers
were deafening and Darius stepped out of formation in search of
Dyla. He scanned the crowd of graduates trying to locate her.
Striding across the parade field, he headed for the Empath group,
and quickly found her. She turned at his approach and he scooped
her up in a bear hug, lifting her effortlessly and spinning her in
a circle.

“Dy, we did it!” Darius yelled gleefully.

“Darius put me down,” Dyla chastised him
playfully.

As Darius set her down, he looked over her
shoulder and saw Acaris and Aketis Dalcon, identical twins, heading
towards them. They were notorious bullies who garnered great
pleasure in terrorizing underclassmen. Tall, blond and muscular,
they were a force with which to reckon. The fact that the brothers
were his biggest competition with the girls at the Institute
rankled Darius every time he saw them.

“Hey, Dyla, you’re looking particularly well
today,” said Acaris, leering at her from head to toe.

Acaris, the bolder of the Dalcon brothers,
had asked Dyla for a date numerous times during their years at the
Institute, only to be rebuffed each time. It rankled him that the
one girl he wanted to bed would have nothing to do with him.

“Darius, I see you’re still hiding behind
your sister. You can’t hide forever. We’ll see how good you are
when the competition begins.”

The Dalcon brothers were also entered in the
Grand Competition, but they had a decided edge over the
Telkur-Persing team. Their uncle, Bacara Dalcon, was the third
member of their team and had years of competition experience under
his belt. His part in the team made the Dalcons a favorite to
win.

Darius stepped around his sister and closed
the distance between himself and Acaris. Acaris stood his ground
and stared at Darius, daring him to do something.

Dyla didn’t need to be an empath to know
where this was heading. Neither of the young men would back down
and lose face. She moved to step between them and head off the
coming disaster. Aketis grabbed her by the forearm to restrain
her.

“Hold on there, little lady,” Aketis mocked
her. “Let the men have their fun.”

Dyla glared at Aketis. With her free hand,
she grabbed the top of Aketis’ hand on her forearm. She twisted his
hand, breaking it free from her forearm and applying a wristlock.
His attempt to struggle free only succeeded in Dyla applying more
pressure to his trapped hand, causing him to drop to his knees.

“Hey, take it easy. You’re breaking my
wrist.”

Dyla snarled at the young man. “If you ever
lay a hand on me again, I’ll break more than your wrist.”

Darius and Acaris stopped their own
confrontation, and stared at Dyla and Aketis.

“Wow, she’s good,” Acaris said.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Darius
replied.

Dyla released Aketis, who stood rubbing his
wrist while looking at her sullenly. He was embarrassed that she
had bested him in front of so many students.

“We’ll finish this on the competition field,”
he growled.

“I’ll be looking forward to it.”

Dyla turned her back on the Dalcons and began
to walk away.

Darius couldn’t resist a final smirk at
Aketis, who was still rubbing his wrist.

“Well, well, put down by a girl. But then,
I’d bet you’re used to that.”

Aketis stared at Darius with murder in his
eyes.

Dyla stopped and looked back.

“Come on Darius. Let’s go find Ty. We’ve
wasted enough time on these boys.”

Darius chuckled and joined Dyla. They set off
through the crowd to find their cousin Ty. They accepted
congratulations from fellow students and teachers as they made
their way across the parade grounds toward the telekinetic
group.

Halfway across the parade field, they spotted
Eclasius Jortac standing with his parents. He had graduated as the
top telekinetic in his class, a notably distinctive honor, though
by the look he wore, he didn’t seem too pleased about it. His
expression did not change as the Telkur twins walked towards him.
He shifted nervously from one foot to the other.

“Hi Eclasius, Duke and Duchess Jortac,” Dyla
said, bowing slightly.

“Nice to see you, Dyla, Darius,” Duke Lucas
said. “Congratulations. I understand you’ve both graduated with
high honors.”

“Yes, thank you for the kind words,” Dyla
replied. “But your own son graduated number one, the top of his
class. A truly great achievement.”

“Yes, indeed,” Duke Lucas replied curtly.

Darius noticed the shortness of the Duke’s
reply and quickly intervened to change the subject.

“We’re thrilled that school is finally
finished. Now we can concentrate on training full time for the
Grand Competition.”

Duke Lucas looked intensely at Darius,
mentally sizing him up.

“I’d heard that you two had entered the
competition, along with the Persing boy. As I understand it, the
events of the competition involve some particularly grueling
obstacles this year. Good luck to you all.”

While Duke Lucas was talking with Darius,
Dyla glanced at Eclasius. She was surprised to feel tension
radiating from him. It was obvious that there had been something
going on before they arrived and she wondered what could possibly
overshadow such a joyous occasion. Duke Lucas showed no signs of
the pride a father should feel for a son who graduated top in his
class and Eclasius was radiating extreme anxiety.

Eclasius had a reputation at the Institute of
being a loner, and had become a favorite target of the Dalcon
brothers’ taunting. When Eclasius had first arrived at the
Institute, Acaris Dalcon had given him the nickname of Eclair, the
pastry boy, because of his fair skin and blonde hair and that name
had stuck with him. The teasing and ridicule he endured from the
other students throughout his years at the Institute had made him
even more reclusive.

She turned back to the duke.

“Thank you, my lord. The competition will be
tough and I think we’ll need all the luck we can get.”

“We’ll see you again at the reception,” Lucas
said, abruptly ending the conversation. He turned and walked away
with his wife, Janal, trailing behind him. There was no word or
backward glance for his son.

“Damn, Eclair. What’s that about?” Darius
teased. “Does your father always make a habit of ignoring you while
you’re standing in front of him?”

Eclasius glared at Darius.

Dyla took a step closer to Eclasius. The
waves of anger and hurt radiating from him seemed to be further
agitated by Darius. She felt sorry for him and was annoyed at her
brother’s insensitive remark.

“Eclasius, please forgive my brother. He
doesn’t always think before he opens his mouth.”

Eclasius looked gratefully at Dyla and opened
his mouth to speak, but before he could utter a word, Trinity
Kantos walked up to the group.

Trinity was a pretty young woman with
porcelain skin and long blonde hair that fell to her waist. She was
short of stature like her older brother, Avikar, but unlike him,
she had a pleasant countenance and was well liked by all. She was a
distant cousin of the twins on their mother’s side of the family,
but was too far removed from the royal bloodline to have a title.
Even so, she had grown up with the twins from childhood, and they
were all close friends.

She had graduated from the Institute the year
before and was already working as a professional telekinetic at the
main Telkur portal station. Ty had been courting Trinity for some
time now and it was rumored that the two had begun to make plans
for their combined future.

“There you are,” Trinity said excitedly.
“I’ve been looking all over for the two of you.”

“Sorry, we were looking for Ty and ran into
Eclasius.”

“Did you find Ty yet? I’ve been looking for
him too. I didn’t see his parents in the Persing Royal box at the
graduation ceremony.”

“Come to think of it, I didn’t notice them in
their seats either,” Darius replied. “That’s a bit odd. Let’s go
find them. Ty is probably with them by now.”

Eclasius, standing alone and feeling left out
again, cleared his throat.

“Please excuse me, I have to go.”

Dyla felt his pain at the exclusion but
didn’t know what she could do to lessen his hurt. The three of them
watched him walk away.

“Is he always so shy?” Trinity asked when he
was out of hearing range.

“Yes, but I think there’s something wrong
between him and his father,” Dyla said. “When we ran into them
earlier, I felt something strange between them both.”

Dyla watched Eclasius’ receding figure. There was
something about him that intrigued her, but she didn’t quite
understand him. She wasn’t convinced that the excitement of the day
explained the raw emotions she had felt earlier between him and his
father.

It’s too bad, Dyla thought; he’s a
likeable sort.

“I’m so proud of you both and I’m sure that
Ty’s parents feel the same about him,” Trinity said. “Let’s go to
the reception hall and find them.”

“I’m ready, let’s go,” Darius said.

Crossing the parade grounds, the twins
accepted more congratulations on their graduation and best wishes
in the upcoming competition. The news that the Telkur twins had
even entered the competition aroused much speculation. As a young
and untested team, there were many that thought they didn’t have a
chance at winning. The odds were high against them and the smart
money was on the teams with experience, like the Dalcons’. The
competition would be an event closely watched by all the royal
houses, including those that had no stake in the competition.

Halfway across the grounds, Dyla looked up
and noticed a lone, dark cloud on the horizon. A chill of
premonition coursed through her and she shivered.

Trinity noticed her shiver.

“Dyla, you OK?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Come on, let’s find your
beau.”

“Sounds good to me.”

As they neared the reception hall, they heard
shouting and a child sobbing uncontrollably. Darius rushed forward,
pushing his way through the small crowd that had gathered. He
stopped so suddenly that Dyla bumped into his back. She looked
around her brother’s shoulder and what greeted her was
horrifying.

In the middle of the crowd stood Ty, his
uniform covered in blood, trying to hold onto his younger sister,
Kiara. The young girl was crying hysterically and fighting to get
away from him. Ty’s face was drained of color and streaked with
tears.

Darius went to him and scooped Kiara’s small
frame into his arms. All of the fight went out of the little girl
when he cradled her against his chest. He looked at Ty, shocked at
the sight of him.

Ty collapsed to his knees.

“They’re dead. They’ve been murdered.”

“What? Who’s dead? Ty, what are you talking
about?”

Before Ty could answer, a contingent of
Persing Royal Guards pushed through the crowd and surrounded Ty and
Darius. Two guardsmen were quickly by Ty’s side, helping him to his
feet. Another guardsman took Kiara from Darius and started moving
away through the crowd.

“Wait! What’s going on?” Darius shouted.

Dyla quickly stepped up to block the
guardsman’s path.

“I’m Lady Dyla Telkur,” she said
commandingly. “Duchess Katelle Persing is my aunt. What’s happening
here? Why is Ty covered in blood, and who has been murdered?”

The Captain of the Royal Persing Guard faced
her, a grimace passing over his face.

“My Lady, my condolences. The Duke and
Duchess of Persing were found dead in their suite moments ago.”

Dyla faltered.

The guard’s announcement had silenced the
crowd.

“No, that’s not possible.”

“I’m sorry, but it’s true. Their bodies were
discovered by the young lord and his sister moments ago. I must
escort them to the safety of the Persing Duchy immediately. It’s no
longer safe for them here,” the Captain said.

Darius tried to go to Ty, but the nearest
guardsman blocked his path.

“Ty, I’m so sorry. I’ll come with you.”

“There’ll be no visitors allowed until we can
be sure of the safety of the family,” the Captain said. “Lord
Tyrian is now the ruling Duke of Persing and we must see to his
safety. Everyone, move aside so we may pass.”

The astonished crowd parted and watched the
royal Persing guardsmen escort Ty and Kiara away from the reception
hall.

An anguished scream erupted from Trinity’s
throat. The shock of seeing Ty in such a state was more than she
could bear and she collapsed to the ground. In less than two years
she had lost her beloved brother Roland, her Uncle Levon and Aunt
Lilliana, and now her future in-laws.

“No, no, no. It cannot be true.”

Dyla tried to pull Trinity to her feet, but
the young woman’s hysteria was spiraling out of control.

“Darius,” Dyla said, heroically trying to
control her own emotions. “Get the guards. We need to get her back
to the manor and have the doctor calm her down.”

Darius pushed his way through the crowd and
found the Telkur Royal Guard on the outskirts of the gathering.
Never far from the twins, they waited for Darius’s
instructions.

“Come with me. Take my sister and Lady
Trinity back to the manor and alert the doctor he is needed.”

“Yes, my lord,” the royal guardsman
replied.

Returning to Dyla’s side, Darius helped her
get Trinity to her feet. The young woman was shaking uncontrollably
and looked like she would collapse again at any moment. One of the
burly guardsmen picked her up.

“Dyla, get Trinity settled. I’ll see what I
can find out here.”

“You’re not coming?”

“I’ll be there shortly. I want to see what I
can find out about what happened. Someone must know something. I’ll
be safe. I’ll keep my personal guard with me.”

Dyla nodded and rest of the guards escorted
the two women away from the crowd.

Darius struggled to grasp the full impact of
Ty’s words. Their glorious day of celebration had turned into a
nightmare. How could something like this happen on the grounds of
the Otharian Institute? Who would want to kill his aunt and uncle?
Ty is now the ruling duke? So many questions swirled around his
mind and his emotions were raw as he headed for the reception hall.
This couldn’t be happening again.

Once inside, Darius spotted Grand Duke Vogdo
talking with Duke Marek Dalcon. If anyone knew anything, it would
be the Grand Duke and he quickly walked over to them. Grand Duke
Vogdo, the highest-ranking member of the Grand Council, would
certainly have more information about this tragedy.

“My Lord,” Darius said, trying to control his
emotions. “I was hoping that you had some details concerning the
Persing murders.”

Grand Duke Vogdo turned and stared at Darius.
He was impressed with the young man’s courage to address him
directly.

“Lord Darius, I’m in a state of shock myself.
I must say this is a despicable and cowardly act of treachery. I am
appalled that it has happened within my duchy.”

Darius continued to press the Grand Duke.
Having witnessed his cousin covered in blood, he needed
answers.

“Lord Vogdo, please tell me. Do you know
anything more about this travesty? Are there any suspects?”

Vogdo raised his eyebrow at Darius’s
boldness, but directed his remark to Duke Marek.

“Ah, the impetuousness of youth. I remember
it well.”

Marek nodded his head, but said nothing.

“I’m sorry Darius, but I can tell you only
the barest of details,” Vogdo said. “Apparently, Duke Rylee and the
duchess never showed for the graduation ceremony. Tyrian went to
look for them, and found them in their rooms gruesomely murdered.
Unfortunately, his younger sister had followed him into the room
and before anyone could stop her, the little girl had thrown
herself at her mother’s dead body.”

Darius blanched at the thought of Kiara
seeing her parents like that. No wonder the child was sobbing
hysterically when he saw her.

“Who would have done such a thing?”

“I’m afraid you know as much as I do at the
moment. The Council investigators are looking into the matter as we
speak. We should have more information soon, but we’ll have to wait
for their report.”

There was nothing more for Darius to do, and
an air of defeat engulfed him. Obviously, if the Grand Duke knew
anything more, he wasn’t willing to share it with him at this
time.

“Thank you, my lord, for sharing what
information you had.”

Darius bowed to the Grand Duke, turned and
walked to the far side of the room. He sat down at an empty table
hoping to hear more information soon.

“A bold young man,” Duke Marek said. “One
worth watching.”

“Indeed,” Vogdo answered.

A gray pallor descended over the earlier
celebration. Darius slumped in a chair and was lost to his own
thoughts. His guards, never more than a few paces away from him,
stood behind his chair watching the crowd for any danger to their
future duke. Darius was rudely interrupted by the arrival of
Avikar, who took the liberty of sitting down at the table without
an invitation.

“I can’t believe this news,” Avikar said. “I
was talking with the other lords and everyone is stunned.”

“Have you learned anything more?”

“More than what? If I don’t know what you’ve
already heard, how could I possibly tell you anything more?”

Darius reached across the table, grabbed
Avikar by the front of his jacket, and pulled him out of his seat
until they were nose to nose.

“Avikar, do you know anything besides the
fact that my aunt and uncle were murdered this morning?”

“No need to use that tone of voice with me,
Darius. I didn’t kill them. Now release me.”

Darius released the little man and sank
heavily back into his chair.

Avikar adjusted his jacket before sitting
back down. He was annoyed that Darius had grabbed him and took the
opportunity to taunt him further.

“You may be interested to know that there is
talk that Tyrian won’t be able to compete in the Grand
Competition.”

“What?”

“Oh, come now, Darius. Clearly, you
understand that he’s now the ruling duke. There’ll be no time for
him to compete in any silly competition.”

Darius pounded his fist on the table.

“Silly competition? What are you talking
about? This competition is critical to the welfare of our
duchy.”

“I know that, but that doesn’t really matter
now, does it? Tyrian won’t be able to compete, which means you and
Dyla won’t be able to compete either.”

Darius glared at Avikar. In a matter of hours
his whole world had been ripped apart again. Worrying about Ty and
the murder of his parents had completely obscured the fact that
they were now one team member short for the competition. Without a
telekinetic, they could not compete. His quest was ended before it
had begun. Instead of today being the crowning achievement of his
young life, it was a catastrophe and he could endure no more.

Without a word to Avikar, he got up and left
the reception hall, heading back to the Telkur manor to check on
Dyla and Trinity, his guards one step behind him.

Avikar watched Darius leave the hall. A smug
smile creased his face. The plan was working better than he could
have ever expected. Although he hadn’t known about the Persing
murders before hand, it was the perfect way to keep the twins from
competing. With this setback, there would be no way that Darius
could raise the money to pay off the duchy’s debts before he turned
eighteen and inherited the throne.

Avikar stood up. The hall was buzzing with
conversations about the murders. He walked to the nearest group
eagerly awaiting further news.


Excerpt from The Chronicles of Otharia
during the reign of the First Vacancy:

Division II – The PSI Potential

Subsection III – Empathy

 


Most common of the PSI manifestations is
empathy. The empath’s power centers on their ability to concentrate
and expand their awareness, through a crystal, to “touch” every
other living thing’s awareness within a given radius. This power
gives the empath a unique insight into the “feelings” of others and
allows them to read what others are feeling. The ability also
transcends itself into the awareness of all the life that exists
within a frame of reference as well, giving the empath a sense that
someone or something co-exists with them in a particular area. A
strong empath with advanced training could easily see through most
subterfuge, which the average layman tries to perpetrate by reading
through the surface feeling being forced, and to the true feelings
that are being hidden.

 



Chapter 10 - Dyla

Dyla stared across the lake as the water shuttle
skimmed along the surface. A gentle breeze lifted the wisps of
raven hair that had broken free from her braid. This would be her
last journey to the Otharian Institute. With the tragedy of the
Persing murders, the celebration that followed graduation had been
cancelled and all the students dismissed. The school would remain
open for another week in order to allow students the opportunity to
collect their belongings.

In the distance, she could see the grand stone
building dominating the hillside. Its recent expansion, modeled
after the Grand Duke’s own castle, was a subtle reminder that the
best of the best were trained within his domain.

It was hard for Dyla to comprehend that she would
never see her Aunt Katelle and Uncle Rylee again, and she felt
especially vulnerable. Losing both her mother and her aunt so
closely together left her alone, without a female mentor in the
family to provide guidance with her empathic powers. The aching
hurt within her never eased and she could only learn to manage it
as best she could.

Dyla glanced at her brother standing stoically at
the front of the shuttle. When Darius had returned to the manor
last night, he told her of Avikar’s news that they would be
disqualified from the competition. Without Ty, they were a man
short and would not be allowed to complete. Darius had ranted and
raved all night about the unfairness of it all. This morning, he
was brooding and sullen. She had to shake him out of his despair
before it took root. There was nothing they could do to help Ty at
the moment. No one was allowed to get near him, not even his
cousins. The only thing they could do was focus on the competition.
It was their only hope of saving their own duchy from ruin.

She had a plan.

The water shuttle glided into the dock, and Dyla
moved to her brother’s side as they prepared to disembark.

“Darius, one final sprint to the top?”

Darius shrugged his shoulders as they walked down
the gangplank.

Dyla took off running up the hill and called over
her shoulder. “Suit yourself. You know you can’t beat me in a
sprint.”

The challenge had its desired effect and shook
Darius from his doldrums.

“Hey, that’s not fair.”

The twins ran swiftly up the hill, around the main
Institute building, past the parade grounds and to the dormitories.
Darius had nearly overtaken his sister, but her lithe build and
lightning speed had kept her firmly in first place.

When they reached Darius’ room, he plopped down on
his bunk while Dyla slowly paced to quiet her racing heartbeat.

“Good to see you can still run,” she said.

“It’s easy to win when you have a head start.”

“I had to wake you up somehow and I know you can’t
resist a challenge.”

Darius gave his sister a weak smile, the recent
devastating news clearly written on his face.

“Dyla, I know life isn’t always fair, but this
latest twist feels as if fate itself is conspiring against us.”

“I know.”

“Who would do something like this? Poor Ty. I wish
there was something we could do to help him through all this. We
know what it’s like to lose our parents, but his guards won’t let
us through to comfort him.”

“Darius, I would give anything to help him, but I
think the only way to help any of us get past this grief is to
concentrate on what we can control, and not dwell on things we
cannot. There are days when it still overwhelms me, but we can’t
give in to our despair. The competition has been our sole focus for
the last year and we can’t abandon it now.”

“What can we do? I’ve been racking my brain all
night to think of something, but the fact is, we’re down one team
member, and we can’t compete.”

In such close proximity to her brother, Dyla
felt his pain twofold. It was a living thing, a constrictor wrapped
around her chest, squeezing and suffocating the life from her. She
watched him, lying dejected on his bunk, and knew she must stir him
out of his mood before she could tell him of her plan.

She turned and stared out the window, looking across
to the parade grounds. They had drilled on that field every day for
years.

“We’re not going to quit,” Dyla said, trying
to sound positive.

“I don’t want to, but I don’t know how we can
overcome this.”

“Certainly nothing is going to happen by
wishing for it. We can complain all we want about how unfair life
has become, but in the end, it won’t make a bit of difference. We
need to make something happen.”

Darius jumped off his bunk.

“What do you think I’ve been doing? I spent
all night going over the competition rules, looking for a loophole
or another precedent for an injured teammate. There isn’t one. I
also thought maybe Ty could just show up at the start and we could
take it from there. That’s not allowed either. We have about two
weeks to figure this out and I don’t have a clue of where else to
look.”

“That’s a start: at least you’re
standing.”

“Very funny.”

“We need to think of something. Everything
and everyone depends on us.”

Darius started pacing the tiny confines of
his room.

“You don’t need to remind me. Without that
winning purse, the duchy goes bankrupt and we lose everything. I’m
trying to figure this all out, but I feel like something is
conspiring against us.”

Dyla could feel the anxiety rolling off
Darius in waves.

“It doesn’t matter if anything is against us
or not. We have to keep going; we have to succeed.”

She looked out the window again.

“Darius, you keep saying we can’t compete?
Why can’t we?”

Darius stopped pacing and stared at his
sister.

“Why can’t we what? Compete? I just told you,
the rules require each team to have three participating members in
all events. There are only two of us and we need a third, and a
telekinetic to boot. I’ve studied the rules so much I know them by
heart. ‘Each team will consist of three members, one from each
power. All team members are required to actively participate in all
events. All events will be monitored by selected competition
officials to ensure compliance. Additionally, each member of a team
will be required to register their crystals at the beginning and
end of each competition event.’ Simple, three team members with
three powers, all participating.”

Dyla stood still while her brother recited
the rules she already knew by heart.

“That’s exactly what I am talking about. I
mean, why can’t we find someone else? Ty is gone, so we have to get
someone to replace him. It’s that or give up.”

“Listen, I thought of that first, but the
fact is, we can’t replace him. We simply don’t have enough time to
find and train someone to be part of our team. Teams train for
years to get ready for the competition and Ty has been training
with us for more than a year. We have about two weeks. Besides, Ty
devoted himself to the training like it was his own family in
jeopardy instead of ours. This competition would have been hard
enough to win with him, but without him I’m not sure we have a
chance. So how do you replace that kind of dedication and
commitment?”

Dyla turned from the window with a
mischievous smile.

“Not exactly replace him. That’s not what I
mean. I’ve been thinking about this all morning.”

“I’m listening.”

Dyla moved off the wall.

“I know we can’t replace Ty, but why can’t we
find a telekinetic to fill in? We pick a nobody, someone that is a
good-enough athlete, but who won’t interfere with us running the
events the way we want to run them; someone who has decent
telekinetic power, and can take orders from us. We’ll plan the
strategy and he’ll be along for the ride to fill the requirement.
If we win, we can work out a fair division of the prize money.”

Darius, thoughtful for a moment, smiled for
the first time in two days.

“That’s not bad, not bad at all. It might
work. Who do you have in mind?”

“What makes you think I have anyone in
mind?”

“Because I know you. Who is he? Stop the
suspense and tell me!”

Dyla walked back to the window and
pointed.

“Him.”

Darius walked over to the window. The parade
grounds were empty, except for a few stragglers. In the middle
stood the lone figure of a gangly, blonde-haired youth. An air of
defeat permeated his stance.

Darius turned and stared, slack-jawed, at his
sister.

“You’re kidding, right? Eclair! Come on Dyla,
have we sunk that low? Are we truly that desperate?”

“Desperate? No, not desperate at all, but
smart. Think about it. Look at him. He looks pathetic standing
there alone, yet he’s the top telekinetic in the school. He’s a
loner and an introvert. He’s perfect. Someone with more then
sufficient skills who’ll follow our lead.”

“I don’t know. He seems worse than useless. I
think he’ll do more harm than good. Let’s think of someone
else.”

“Don’t worry. Between the two of us, we’ll
handle him. Now, we have to get him to agree to join our team.”

“That may be difficult. Eclair and I don’t
exactly see eye-to-eye. Maybe you can charm him with that dazzling
smile of yours.”

“No, I’m not even going to try. I’m going to
try something else; I’ll tell him the truth.”

“Great. I hope that works real well for
you.”

“Wait, you’ll see.”

Dyla walked out of the dorm room and headed
towards the parade grounds.

“Wait a minute. You mean now? You’re going to
ask him now?”

Dyla didn’t stop walking. Darius ran to catch
up with his sister.

“Yes, Darius now, and I’m going to invite him
back to the house for the next two weeks. We’ll need every minute
for training. I don’t want to waste any more time.”

Dyla knew that even if Eclair agreed to join
the team, it would be a near-impossible task to teach him
everything he needed to know in such a short time. Somehow, the
three of them would have to learn to work together if they had any
hope of finishing the competition. It was a tall order, but she
wasn’t willing to give up on competing, at least not yet.
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The physical act of moving an object
requires a force of energy to be exerted on it for the object to
have a reaction. The telekinetic has the ability to concentrate his
awareness through a crystal and affect the static fields
surrounding the object. The object continues to be excited and
moved for the duration of the concentration or until it travels
beyond the telekinetic influence. Portals were discovered by the
act of manipulating the actual space between and surrounding two
locations. In essence, the telekinetic merges two distinct and
separate locations as if pinching two sides of a balloon together.
The pinch actually occurs in sub-space and has no “relative” effect
on normal space except to open a portal. The portal collapses once
the telekinetic ceases to apply his concentration on it.

 



Chapter 11 - Eclasius

Eclasius Jortac stood on the parade grounds
replaying the events of yesterday’s graduation in his mind. He had
fervently hoped that graduating with top honors from the
prestigious Otharian Institute would be the catalyst to rebuild his
damaged relationship with his father. He had naively thought his
father would be proud of him.

No such luck.

His only pleasant memory of the day was
seeing his mother’s smile after the ceremony. She was proud of him,
although she’d never speak her mind openly, especially not in front
of his father. Just as well, Eclasius thought; he didn’t want his
mother to bear the brunt of his father’s brutal temper because of
something he did.

Eclasius fought hard to convince himself that
his father’s words didn’t matter, but the sunken feeling in the pit
of his stomach told a different story.

Throughout his young life, he’d tried hard to
live up to his father’s expectations. Unfortunately, nothing he did
was ever good enough. Yesterday, when his father said he was
disappointed because Eclasius had not made the ‘right
connections’ while in school, he bore the criticism silently.
It was merely the latest in a string of criticisms and insults that
the elder Jortac barraged his son with.

Eclasius kicked the dirt in
frustration.

“The ‘right connections’? What does that
mean? He can’t expect me to be friends with those Dalcon
idiots.”

In his mind’s eye, he saw the scene unfold.
His father’s tirade, watching him stride off the field without a
backward glance for his son, storming through life with his mother
following close behind like a small bird caught in the wake of a
fierce wind. He thought of answers after his father had left him,
but it did little good now. He secretly feared his father was right
and he would never measure up to the expectations of a Jortac
heir.

Eclasius looked up and spied the Telkur twins
approaching from the dormitories. He was puzzled why these two
would be here today. Like everyone at graduation yesterday, he’d
heard the tragic news of the Persing murders and thought they’d be
in mourning. Eclasius looked at the twins suspiciously. What could
they possibly want from him?

Damn, I don’t need this today.

The perfect Telkur twins, the duo that
excelled at everything. He wanted to walk away, but seeing Dyla
coming toward him held him in check. She was a devastating beauty
and he didn’t want to give up an opportunity to talk to her one
last time. He doubted that he would see her again anytime soon.

He liked her and had tried numerous times to
talk to her during their school years, but the right time never
seemed to present itself. She seemed to have an impenetrable wall
surrounding her. Her biting wit and icy veneer made even casual
conversation difficult. Of course, her brother didn’t help matters,
always hovering nearby whenever Eclasius found himself lucky enough
to be alone with her.

Eclasius had met the twins through Ty. Ty’s
acknowledgement of his telekinetic power had brought about a
certain level of trust in Eclasius and that trust blossomed into a
friendship between the two young men. It was during one of those
telekinetic practice sessions that Eclasius had met the twins.

From that first moment, all Eclasius could
concentrate on was Dyla in her form-fitting training attire. Even
though Dyla tried hard to downplay her beauty, it only served to
make her more attractive. He was still looking at Dyla when Ty
introduced him to Darius. As Darius shook his hand, the handshake
turned into a vice grip and Darius’s expression changed. Eclasius
quickly backed away from him, not realizing what had happened.

It wasn’t until later that Eclasius learned Darius
was a telepath. He guessed that Darius had read his thoughts during
their brief handshake and, with Eclasius engrossed in his sister’s
figure, it was no wonder that Darius had turned sour toward him. He
often wondered how much of his thoughts Darius had read while he
was admiring Dyla. Neither Ty nor Dyla had seen the exchange; both
were occupied in their own conversation.

From that inauspicious beginning, Darius had
a knack of interrupting Dyla and him at the worst possible moment,
usually when he had finally built up enough confidence to carry the
conversation beyond talk of schoolwork.

Looking at Dyla walking toward him, Eclasius
again felt the pull of her allure, but quickly dispelled the
feeling as her brother also approached. He worked hard at
concealing his feelings toward Dyla whenever Darius was around.

Eclasius took a deep breath, clearing his
mind of Dyla and pushing away the lingering thoughts of his father.
He would come to grips with those feeling later, when he was alone,
as he always did.

The twins were nearly upon him. Dyla’s
dazzling smile captivated his attention and it was only because of
her that he didn’t simply walk away from the pair.

“Hi Eclasius,” Dyla said. “Do you have a
minute to talk?”

The sound of her voice thrilled him and his
heart started to race.

“Hmmm, sure. What can I do for you?”

“We have a problem, and I think you can help
us.”

Darius stepped between the two.

“Yeah, Eclair, maybe you can help us.”

Darius’s arrogance was too much for him to
bear today and he turned towards Darius, refusing to step back.
Eclasius felt his power flair and the air around them suddenly
crackled with his simmering power.

“Back off, Darius, we’re not in school
anymore. Do you really want to antagonize the top graduated
telekinetic? You’d be truly surprised at what I can do.”

Darius raised his hands in mock surrender and
stepped back beside his sister.

“Calm down, calm down. I’m not here to argue
with you today.”

As quickly as Eclasius’ ire surfaced, it
dissipated. He looked over to Dyla and winked.

“What kind of problem do you have?” Eclasius
asked Dyla, purposely ignoring Darius.

“We need a third for our team, a telekinetic,
and we’re thinking of you.”

Eclasius opened his mouth to speak, but
nothing came out. He stared incredulously at Dyla and then at
Darius. It took him a few moments before he could gather his wits
and answer the question.

“Your team? You mean for the Grand
Competition? I heard about Ty’s family tragedy, but I figured you
two would drop out.”

“Yes, we thought the same thing until a few
hours ago,” Dyla said.

“What do you say? Yes or no,” Darius asked
impatiently.

Eclasius’ head swiveled back and forth
between the twins. Their question was so unexpected, his mind was
reeling.

“I don’t know what to say. The Grand
Competition is pretty heady stuff. People have gotten killed
competing.”

“People get killed if they are careless. We
are not careless and we need a telekinetic if we want to compete.
You’re the best telekinetic in the school. We can’t have Ty, so we
want you.”

Eclasius saw Dyla cringe at her brother’s
bluntness.

“Eclasius, what my brother said is true. Of
course, we want Ty. We’ve trained hard together, and we make a good
team. But, with this tragedy, he won’t be able to compete and we
don’t want to quit. We need a telekinetic, and we both think that
you could help us win the competition.”

Eclasius stood mesmerized by Dyla. This was
the longest conversation he’d ever had with her in all these years
of advanced training.

“Why stay in the competition now? Why not
wait until the next one when Ty can rejoin the team?” he asked.

“Because we have to do it now,” Darius
growled.

Eclasius was stumped by Darius’ answer, but
thought better about further probing on the subject.

“You’ll have to come to our estates to train
and learn to move with us as a team. It’ll definitely not be a walk
in the park,” Dyla explained.

“I want to think about it,” Eclasius said
flatly.

“What’s there to think about? You’re either
in or out,” Darius shouted. “We don’t have time to waste. We need
someone now. We have two weeks to train and every minute we stand
talking about it is wasted. Come on, Dyla, I told you this wouldn’t
work.”

Dyla didn’t move.

“How long do you need?”

“I need a day. I’ll give you my answer
tomorrow.”

Dyla smiled.

“Fine. By the way, Eclasius, you realize that
your name is a mouthful. If you decide to join the team, what
should we call you?”

“Uh, I guess Eclair will do,” he said with a
shy smile.

“Eclair it is. See you soon,” Dyla said,
grabbing her brother’s arm and pulling him away.

Darius let Dyla pull him away. Dyla’s contact
with Darius elicited a stream of chaotic thoughts between them.
Dyla’s thoughts were too fast and fleeting for Darius to make much
sense of, but he did get an underlying sense of confidence from
her. They were halfway across the parade grounds when Darius
finally looked back at Eclasius. He was still standing there
watching them leave and Darius turned back to confront his
sister.

“What’s that all about? If he doesn’t show,
we’re screwed! It’ll be another day lost and we’ll still have to
find another damn spoon bender.”

“Don’t worry Darius, he’ll show. He wants to
do this. I felt it in him.”

“I hope you’re right. I wonder why he needs a
day, though. Don’t you find that odd?”

“I don’t know, but I’m sure he has a good
reason.”

“Then let the waiting begin,” Darius
said.
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The overall power of any person with PSI
ability is directly related to his ability to concentrate and
focus, as well as the quality of the crystal he is using. The
quality and size of a crystal controls the degree to which PSI
power can be multiplied. The fractal properties of a crystal - the
number and symmetry with which it is copied within itself to then
reflect, refract, magnify and multiply a PSI focus - is what
determines the relative worth of a crystal. Crystals carry ratings
from 1K to 10K. The 10K crystals, or traveling crystals, are the
most powerful crystals and are used to open long-distance portals
between duchies. Personal crystals are used to open short-distance
portals of usually not more than ten leagues at a jump.

 



Chapter 12 – The Experiment

Eclair stood dumbfounded, watching the Telkur twins
walk away. His mind was a whirlwind of confusing thoughts that he
couldn’t quite get a grip on. Working closely with Dyla was a dream
come true, but Darius could easily turn that dream into a
nightmare. Entering the Grand Competition was another chance to
make his father proud, but he wasn’t sure if anything he did would
really matter, and he wasn’t sure he was ready to swallow such a
bittersweet pill.

At least he had enough wits to tell them he needed
time to think about it. Deep inside, he had no doubt he would join
them, but there were a few things he wanted to do before leaving
the Institute. He shook himself from his thoughts and moved off
toward the telekinetic lab.

Let’s get to it.

Walking through the deserted hallways of the
building, a wave of melancholy swept over him. These halls had been
his home and sanctuary for years. It was where he went to escape
life’s miseries and where he discovered some unique aspects about
his own telekinetic powers. He was loath to give it up.

It was ironic that this was an institute of
teaching and learning, especially since the main lesson he learned
was not to share any of his new findings. Early on, he realized
that his instructors didn’t appreciate being surprised in class
when he demonstrated something new that they had not taught. When
his first few revelations were met with disdain, he decided to keep
future discoveries to himself and hone his newfound powers alone,
through trial and error.

Nearing the Tech Lab, Eclair grew
excited.

This is it. I know I’ll do it
today.

Eclair pushed open the double doors to the
Tech Lab and headed in to conduct his experiment. He went straight
to the portal room, where an exquisite three-inch crystal hung
suspended from the ceiling on a long, silver chain. This was a
powerful crystal used to teach new students the process of opening
distant portals. This particular crystal was a gift from the Grand
Duke himself, another subtle reminder of the Grand Duke’s influence
and power.

Opening distant portals was a unique skill
that many students failed to grasp, but those who did master the
technique found themselves very highly sought after when they
graduated. Duchies depended on trade to thrive, and required both
powerful crystals and skilled telekinetics to keep them profitable.
For those who had the skills, portal station careers were very
lucrative.

Eclair had worked diligently in this lab
mastering the skill of opening distant portals. Throughout his
school years, he continued to experiment with both the large
crystal and his own personal crystal in order to discover their
limits. In fact, it was during these experiments that he came to
believe there might be something truly amazing about his powers. A
particularly unpleasant memory of his youth had led him to this
realization. It had been one of the worst days of his young
life.

“Father, no,” a young Eclasius pleaded,
trying to pull away from his father’s grip. “I’m scared. Please let
me go.”

He was eight years old and had been thrilled
when his father told him they were going on an adventure. He didn’t
know that the Duke had plans to rid him of his ridiculous fear of
heights. Fear was a sign of weakness, and that was something Lucas
would not tolerate, especially in his own son. His father wanted
him to confront his fears, so he was brought to the edge of a steep
cliff overlooking a deep chasm.

“Eclasius, step up to the edge. There is
nothing to fear. Look down over the edge and you’ll see there’s
nothing to be afraid of.”

“I can’t,” the young boy whimpered, terrified
to be so close to the edge.

He imagined himself falling, falling forever
into a sea of nothingness. He faltered as his imagination got the
better of him and he fell to his knees.

Lucas grabbed his collar and jerked him to
his feet.

“Get hold of yourself, boy.”

It was too much. Lucas had no patience for
such childishness and he pushed Eclair closer to the edge. Eclair’s
fear was paralyzing and it unleashed a torrent of emotions, gushing
forth from within him. As he began drowning in his own fear, he
fervently wished for the sanctuary of his room and rescue from this
nightmare. In the next moment, to the shock of both of them, a
portal materialized at the edge of the cliff straight into his
bedroom.

“What’s this?” his father exclaimed.

Eclair didn’t need any prompting, and he
instinctively jumped through the portal to the safety of his
bedchamber. As soon as he jumped through, the portal snapped shut.
When he stopped trembling, he sought out his mother to thank her
for helping him. His mother was a strong telekinetic, but denied
that she had opened the portal for him.

The aftermath of that day was nearly as
horrific as standing on the edge of the cliff. When his father
returned to their manor house, he raged relentlessly against his
mother, believing that she had opened the portal, no matter how
much she denied it.

Lucas never believed Janal’s story and the
incident led to a devastating change in their relationship. From
that day forward, they slept in separate rooms. At the time, Eclair
didn’t understand what was happening, but as he grew older, he came
to understand why he was an only child.

Growing up, he continued to reflect back on the
incident. His mother had always denied opening the portal, and
Eclair couldn’t help but wonder how it had appeared. Though he had
been tested as a telekinetic, he’d been too young at the time to
have a crystal of his own. It was only after hours of training and
honing his telekinetic skills that he began to believe he might
have actually opened that portal himself all those years ago.

On many different occasions, he had tried to
recreate that moment and the powerful feelings of need and urgency,
but his only success without a crystal thus far was to open a vague
"shadowing" of a portal.

Today would be his final attempt within the
sanctuary of the Tech Lab. Eclair unhooked the silver chain around
his neck and took off his personal crystal. He did not want his
crystal to interfere with this attempt.

He had been surprised when his Father had
given him the new crystal for graduation. But he soon realized that
it was more about keeping up with appearances, and had nothing to
do with him personally. It would be expected of his father to
present him with an exquisite crystal for graduation, and Duke
Lucas was insistent about making the right impression within the
ranks of royalty.

Eclair laid the crystal on the table, and
walked to the farthest corner of the room so that neither the
suspended crystal within the room, nor his own personal one, would
interfere with his experiment. Determined to succeed this time, he
closed his eyes, took a deep breath and began to concentrate. He
took himself back to that terrified eight-year-old boy crying at
the edge of a cliff. He allowed the fear and anxiety to envelop him
and concentrated his energy on opening a portal to safety.

His entire body soon became drenched with
sweat, his blond hair plastered to his skull. He held on tightly to
that little boy’s fear and slowly felt it give way to something
different. A feeling of power from the core of his being, slowly
and reluctantly came to life within him. It was his inherent power,
pulsating and building.

He began to focus the energy, channeling it,
directing it to open a portal. He opened his eyes as a pinpoint of
light appeared in front of him. It soon expanded into a portal to
his bedchamber. The portal would not stabilize enough for travel,
but it was strong enough for viewing the remote site. He released
his power and the portal winked out of sight.

“Not bad, not bad,” he whispered.

Eclair was pleased with himself, and wiped
the sweat from his brow before walking back across the room to
retrieve his personal crystal. Any good telekinetic could open a
stable portal with the help of a crystal, but he wanted to be able
to open one without any crystal support. After today’s success, he
believed it would be just a matter of time before he accomplished
that goal.

It had been quite an eventful day. The fact
that he was going to compete in the Grand Competition was
exhilarating. He’d never thought it possible. His father would be
shocked at the news, and Eclair rather enjoyed that image.

Training with Darius, however, was another
challenge altogether. His relationship with Darius was tenuous at
best, and only the image of Dyla training with them kept him from
changing his mind.
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Any team that entered the competition had to
have a member from each of the three-PSI disciplines. Additionally,
each member was required to complete the entire competition. These
rules induced the teams to work as one and instinctively learn the
capabilities and limitations of each team member. A team was only
as good as its slowest member. Events covered a multitude of
obstacles ranging from mountain climbing to navigating vast
stretches of desert. The event objectives were usually placed in
the most obscure places, and were protected by groups of sentinels.
The challenges were designed to be extremely dangerous and deaths
were not uncommon. The teams that sweated the most in training bled
the least during the competition.

 



Chapter 13 – Training Day

The sun was barely visible over the horizon
when Eclair, standing outside the Telkur main portal station,
opened another portal just outside the Telkur manor. He had visited
the estate before and was familiar with the grounds. Ready for
their first day of training, Darius and Dyla were standing there
waiting for him as he stepped through the portal. Eclair was
prepared as well, outfitted in his own training gear, his unruly
blond curls pulled back tightly and held with a leather strip.

“I knew you’d come,” Dyla said. “Thank
you.”

Eclair chuckled.

“Don’t thank me yet. You may not want me
after today.”

Darius extended his hand to Eclair.

“Don’t worry, I’ll teach you everything you
need to know, and what you can’t learn, I’ll do for you. We are a
team now and we will not fail in this.”

Eclair grasped the extended hand and shook it
firmly. The intensity of Darius’s statement made Eclair believe
that they could successfully compete against the other, more
seasoned teams, and maybe even win the competition. Darius read
Eclair’s surface thoughts from the contact and immediately felt
better. If Eclair could imagine them winning the competition then
they had a fighting chance of doing it. He let go of Eclair’s hand
and actually smiled at him.

“Let the torture begin,” Eclair said, raising
his hands in mock surrender.

Dyla laughed at his antics. Eclair was amazed
at the difference in their grins. While Dyla’s seemed warm and
inviting, her brother’s was raptorial and inviting for a whole
different reason. He shuddered at the thought.

“Let’s go. A short run and we’ll be in the
training valley,” Darius said as he turned and sprinted away.

Dyla quickly followed and Eclair brought up
the rear. He moved effortlessly, his frame ideal for running, and
soon he was matching Darius stride for stride.

When they reached the training grounds Darius
took the lead, familiarizing Eclair with the staging and equipment
they would use for training over the next two weeks.

The unique course the twins had built was
both physically and mentally challenging. The obstacles inspired
teamwork and developed self-confidence. There were many ways to
overcome any of the obstacles and the goal was to practice them
all.

The next two weeks went by in a blur of
activity and pain. Eclair was both exhilarated and exhausted. He
had never trained so hard before, especially not physical
training.

On their final day together, Darius woke as
usual at the break of dawn and headed down for morning breakfast.
He was more confident today than he had been in recent weeks.
Yesterday’s training session had gone almost without flaw. The
minor mishap with Eclair was something that could have happened any
time. Eclair’s slip on a wet log while he was crossing, and plunge
into the icy waters below, could happen to anyone not paying strict
attention to each step.

The image of Eclair rising out of the water,
sputtering, cold and shaking made Darius laugh. The fact that it
happened to Eclair made him chuckle even more.

His initial feelings of anger toward Eclair
when their training sessions began were really directed at the
powers that be, for it should have been Ty who slipped and fell off
that log, not Eclair. The truly amazing part, however, was that
Eclair did not give up; he got back on the log and tried the
crossing again. It made Darius think they might actually stand a
chance in this competition.

Today was their last training day; there was
no more time left. The Grand Competition would begin tomorrow and
they were as ready as they could be. Their greatest hopes lie with
each other. If they gelled together as a team, they had a good
chance of finishing the obstacles and making a run for the win.

Dyla and Eclair joined Darius in the Telkur
kitchen.

“Morning,” Dyla said.

“Yeah, morning,” Eclair added, while fumbling
with the leather strip and trying to tame his unruly head of
hair.

Darius stared at Eclair. Even after two weeks
of training together, he was as much a mystery as ever. He worked
hard and Darius appreciated his efforts, but there was much about
Eclair that he didn’t understand. Most intriguing was how he seemed
to use his telekinetic powers so effortlessly. Even Ty, as good as
he was, could not match Eclair’s skills.

Darius wondered if it would be enough. He
shook his head, finding it hard to believe that the fate of his
family’s future was in the hands of Eclasius Jortac, the recluse of
the Otharian Institute.

“Let’s go people; grab something and head
out,” Darius ordered, heading out the door.

Eclair stopped trying to secure his hair,
grabbed a piece of fruit and sprinted out the door after Darius,
his blond curls flopping.

Dyla moved to the door of the kitchen and
watched Eclair quickly overtake Darius as they raced each other to
the training grounds.

“Yes, maybe we do have a chance,” she said,
sprinting after the two men who would help decide her future.
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Studying the events, planning on courses of
action, and deciding on the order of events was all part of a
team’s strategy. Historically, less than half the teams ever
finished the competition. Competition events were located in each
Duchy and were set up to take advantage of the unique terrain each
offered. Duchies with mountainous regions chose the highest and
most obscure mountains while the desert regions simply put their
objective in the middle of their inhospitable wasteland. It was not
unusual for a house’s sponsored team to go sailing through their
own house’s objective, though outright cheating was grounds for
elimination.

 



Chapter 14 – Movement

Darius walked up to the box and reached inside.

Please, any number but 6,
he pleaded silently.

He swirled around the tiles inside and finally
grabbed one. He cupped the tile in his hand, pulled it out and
silently wished again.

Anything but 6.

Team captains were required to pull a tile to
determine at which objective their teams would start in the Grand
Competition. This year there were a total of 12 events or obstacles
hosted by different duchies. Each event had its own unique
objective, designed by the submitting duchy. The overall events
were built around rugged and inhospitable terrain to test a team’s
endurance, while the traps surrounding each objective were designed
to test their ingenuity. Teams had to negotiate the terrain and
deal with whatever surprises awaited them at the objective.
Everyone wanted an easy objective to start with in order to work
out the kinks and jitters every team felt at the beginning.

Darius opened his hand and looked at the tile. A
large 6 lay in his hand. He inwardly groaned before turning to the
other captains and displaying the number for all to see.

Aketis Dalcon smirked when he saw the number.

Objective 6 was Grand Duke Vogdo’s
entry. His objective was located in the most inhospitable region of
the jagged Sharellian Mountains. As if that weren’t enough, Vogdo also employed a
large number of sentries to guard his objective. Though every
objective had a solution, they were never easy to unravel and
solve. Vogdo had a reputation of creating objectives that had
tripped up the majority of the teams in the past.

“Good luck with that one,” Aketis said
sarcastically. “I hear Vogdo has added some real nasty surprises
this year. Soften up the defenses for the rest of us, will
you?”

Darius was undeterred.

“Enjoy your luck while you can, Dalcon.”

“Don’t need it. We have something better. It’s
called skill.”

“What an ass,” Darius mumbled.

Darius moved aside to let the rest of the team
captains draw their tiles. Aketis drew tile number 3, the forest
event in the Jortac Duchy. Duke Jortac hid his objective in the
camouflage of his trees and many teams never found it. Not the
easiest to start with, but by no means as hard as Vogdo’s
mountains. Aketis returned to his teammates, not caring what lot
the other captains drew.

When all nine team captains finished drawing tiles,
the teams revised their last-minute strategy based on their
starting point and prepared to leave. Teams would be transported to
the main portal stations of the duchy sponsoring the objective. The
event began and ended at that portal station. How the teams
completed the event was up to them. Scoreboards were set up at each
portal station to show the progress of all the teams.

Dyla was helping Eclair with his equipment,
making sure nothing was loose or rattled. Every objective had to be
approached with stealth to prevent the team from being compromised.
If a team were caught, they would fail the objective. No team
wanted to be discovered by unnecessary noise.

Eclair was red-faced as Dyla looked him over,
pulling and tugging at his equipment. It was obvious that their
weeks of training had brought them closer, but Eclair still blushed
at Dyla’s close and personal attention.

“Are we set?” Darius asked his team.

“All set here,” Dyla said. “What number did
you draw?”

Darius’s slight hesitancy caused Dyla to
glance over at him. The look on his face said it all.

“You’re kidding, right?” she asked. “You
pulled 6?”

“Yep.”

“Great.”

Eclair looked at the twins, perplexed.

“What’s wrong with 6?”

“Oh, nothing. It’s just the hardest event in
the competition.”

“Well, I’m ready for anything.”

Darius chuckled at Eclair’s enthusiasm.
Though he had a few rough edges, Darius was sure it wouldn’t affect
the team’s overall performance.

The competition rules were simple; the first
team to complete all the objectives won the competition. The
competition began and ended at the Otharian Institute. There was a
two-week time limit and if no team finished all the objectives
within that period, the team that finished the most would be
declared the winner. In the event of a tie, the team that made it
back to the Institute first was declared the winner.

Teams could choose whichever objectives they
wanted to complete, in any order, after their first one. An
objective was complete when every team member had inserted their
personal crystal into the objective’s recorder at the portal
station. The recorder would register each crystal’s unique
signature and relay the information back to the scoreboard. Using
the scoreboards, teams could evaluate other teams’ standings,
evaluate their own progress, and revise their strategy as they
moved through events.

Darius pulled on his pack.

“If you two are ready, let’s get moving.”

Eclair bent to pick up his pack and stumbled
as he threw it over his back. Dyla reached out a hand to steady
him.

Eclair righted himself.

“Slipped,” he said sheepishly. “Must be
something on the floor.”

Darius shook his head.

“Yep, ready for anything, huh?”

Eclair smiled ruefully and followed the twins
to the portal.

Darius surveyed the other teams waiting, mentally
sizing them up. He considered the Dalcon team the biggest threat.
There were a number of other teams, comprising a wide variety of
competitors, but none with the experience of Bacara Dalcon. He gave
the Dalcons a decided edge in the competition.

Darius turned to Dyla and Eclair for last-minute
instructions.

“Once we get through the portal, we set out
immediately and no more talking. We move quickly and quietly. I’ll
be on point, Eclair next, and Dyla bringing up the rear.”

“Got it,” Dyla said.

“Yeah, I got the middle,” Eclair chimed in,
eager to say something.

Darius nodded. He moved them forward and gave
his tile to the official. Once the coordinates were set, they
stepped through the Vogdo portal. They wasted no time in moving out
of the station and toward the mountains. They had a long way to go
and time was of the essence. Half a mile out from the station,
Darius signaled a stop and motioned for Eclair to come forward.

Darius pointed to the mountain range that
filled the evening sky.

“Let’s not waste time traveling by foot. Can
you open a portal?”

“Yes; but it’s getting dark and I have to be
able see where I’m going to open a portal safely.”

“OK, get us to the bottom of the range. I
don’t want to get any closer and risk discovery from any PSI guard
sensing a portal opening.”

Eclair looked ahead and focused. In front of
him a pinpoint of light materialized, gradually growing to the
dulled shimmer of an open portal.

“OK, it’s set. It leads to the base of the
mountains, partway up the foothills.”

Darius stepped through the portal to the base
of the mountains. He crouched behind a rock, immediately scanning
the area for any of Vogdo’s guards. At this time of twilight, and
in the lee of the mountains, the stars would only afford a scant
measure of light, but it was enough to detect signs of
movement.

Dyla came through the portal next, with
Eclair following closely on her heels. After Eclair stepped through
the portal, it quickly winked out. As they had drilled countless
times, Dyla shifted left and found cover. Eclair was supposed to
step through the portal and immediately find any cover available to
prevent exposing the team.

This task proved too simple.

Eclair, in his need to find the perfect
cover, moved from one spot to another, making enough noise to alert
any passing patrols.

Darius groaned at the racket.

Dyla jumped up and grabbed Eclair, shoving
him to the ground. She muffled his protest with a hand over his
mouth.

“Stay down and don’t move,” she whispered in
his ear.

Eclair didn’t know if it was the words or the
closeness of Dyla’s lips that made him lay still.

Darius rechecked their map. They still had
about 20 leagues to cover, through rugged mountains, to reach their
objective. He surmised that their distance from the objective
should be far enough away to prevent casual discovery, but he had
not factored Eclair into his strategy.

He glanced over and saw that Eclair had kept
his head in the dirt where Dyla had pushed it. His breathing had
caused the dust and dirt to irritate his nose and he gave off a
viciously loud sneeze. The sound echoed endlessly through the
night.

“Damn,” Darius swore under his breath and
motioned for them to move out immediately.

On his signal, Dyla grabbed Eclair, pulled
him to his feet, and guided him along the path. Eclair stumbled
along, trying his best to walk quietly on the hard packed earth.
This was not how he remembered practicing movement. The path that
Darius had chosen to follow was extremely narrow, overgrown with
brush, and went straight up. The oncoming night and the undergrowth
were compounding the climb and made traveling difficult. Stealth
was not one of Eclair’s strong points.

They traveled the first few leagues without
incident, until Eclair tripped over an exposed tree root, falling
hard on his face. Dyla quickly came to his side.

He looked up at Dyla.

“How much farther?”

Dyla hand-signaled him to be quiet.

Eclair climbed to his feet.

Darius heard Eclair’s question and decided to
pause for a short rest. He steered the team toward a thicket of
bushes just off the right side of the path.

Once in the protection of the bushes, Eclair
dropped to the ground like a sack of meal. The tension and
emotional excitement of the last few days were taking its toll on
him.

Darius walked over to him.

“We’ve only a short way to go,” Darius
whispered. “Maybe a league or two, then we can stop for the night.
Can you handle that?”

“Yeah, I can make it. Another couple leagues
won’t kill me.”

Moving at night hid them from the casual eye,
but required intense concentration to minimize noise. The landscape
around them was mostly scrub brush and low-growing trees, bent at
strange angles from the unrelenting winds that swept through the
mountains. The objective was in an area high in the mountains, and
Eclair had not realized how difficult it would be to climb the
trail quietly. They had practiced movement at night, but the
training didn’t quite match the current situation.

I can do this; I know I can.

He climbed to his feet and gave Darius the
thumbs-up.

“Remember, there will be patrols the closer
we get,” Darius whispered to Eclair. “We need to pay attention and
keep the noise to an absolute minimum.”

Eclair nodded, appreciating the fact that
Darius said the team needed to keep quiet and not just him. Darius
signaled to move out, and they continued up the narrow path toward
the range of mountains in the distance.

After traveling a few more leagues, Darius
spotted a stand of trees where they could stop for the rest of the
night. He took first watch and signaled to the others to get some
sleep. Eclair quickly curled into a ball, covered himself with his
cloak, and fell into an exhausted sleep.

Dyla moved closer to her brother to talk
quietly.

“What do you think?”

“I am surprised we haven’t run into any
patrols yet. Vogdo must be getting soft.”

“Either that or he’s concentrating all his
efforts on the objective. Maybe he’s not worrying about the
surrounding area.”

“I wouldn’t count on that. We’ll run into
patrols tomorrow.”

Grand Duke Vogdo’s defenses were legendary.
He employed PSI guards to defend his objective so that any team
trying to penetrate the encampment via a portal would be quickly
discovered and captured. His use of PSI guards was a costly
addition, but it was a sure fire why to make certain most teams
failed to reach the objective. However, the PSI guards were limited
to the objective site and not the surrounding area. Even Vogdo
wouldn’t spend that much money protecting his objective.

“We should be far enough out to miss any
patrols tonight,” Darius said, “but the chance we‘ll be discovered
increases the longer we stay in one spot. We’ll have to get close
enough to the objective to see the defenses and develop a plan to
get past them.”

“Eclair’s exhausted and won’t be much help to
us in his current condition. He needs some rest. He didn’t get any
sleep last night, worrying about this competition. He really wants
to do well.”

“OK, we’ll stay here for a few hours, but
we’ll move out while it’s still dark. I want to be in a position to
see the defenses before sunrise.”

“Right.”

“You’re key to our success. I’m counting on
you to sense anyone in front of us before they detect us. You must
put your full attention on where we’re going and not on
Eclair.”

“Don’t worry, I can handle it.”

Dyla moved further back into the stand of
trees, her face taut with worry. If today was any indication of
Eclair’s stamina, they had a tough road ahead of them.

She lay down and closed her eyes, intending
to rest only for a short time. It seemed only a few moments before
she jerked up with a start and looked at the stars to gauge the
time. It was still hours until sunrise, and Darius had not awakened
her for her watch. She spotted him in the shadows, still scanning
the trail looking for patrols.

Darius saw her move and hurried to her
side.

“A patrol went by half an hour ago. They
couldn’t have been the PSI guards out here because they didn’t have
a clue we were here. They made such a racket that I’m surprised it
didn’t wake you.”

“No, I didn’t hear a thing. I must have been
more tired than I thought. Why didn’t you wake me? You need to rest
too.”

“You needed to sleep more than I did. This
next part will be taxing for you. Get ready and wake up sleeping
beauty.”

Dyla glanced over at Eclair’s prone body and
moved to wake him. She put her hand over his mouth, preventing him
from making any noise, and shook him awake. His eyes fluttered open
and looked around for a moment.

“We move in five,” she whispered.

Eclair nodded and climbed to his feet. He
felt rested and ready to travel. He shouldered his pack and
signaled his readiness to move out.

Dyla moved to the lead for this leg of their
trek extending her empathic senses forward, trying to detect any
life signs ahead of them. Eclair followed her and Darius covered
the rear.

A few hours into their movement, Dyla stopped
suddenly and crouched down along the trail. Eclair nearly fell over
her. Darius quickly grabbed him, pushed him to the back, and moved
up to his sister’s side.

“There are people up ahead. I feel them,
their nervousness and eagerness. Someone is real anxious over the
rise, high and to the right,” she whispered in his ear.

Darius motioned Eclair to stay put, and
disappeared to the front. After a few moments, he was back.

“Move back, they’ve set up an ambush.”

Quickly, the three retraced their steps to a
safe distance. They quietly put their heads together to strategize
a new approach to their objective. Darius looked at Dyla and told
her what he had discovered along the trail.

“There’s a small force lying in ambush about
50 meters along the right side of the trail. They were moving
around and making noise, so they weren’t that hard to see. I also
caught some slight movement on the rise behind them. There must be
a spotter up there to alert them when someone gets close. If you
hadn’t sensed them, that spotter would have seen us and warned the
ambush we were coming. We probably would have walked right into it.
They’re covering that entire section of the trail. What do you
think?”

“We’ll have to backtrack and find another way
around,” Dyla replied.

“Why can’t we go right through them?” Eclair
asked.

Exasperated, Darius shook his head.

“How do you think we’ll manage that?”

“I’ll make us invisible and we’ll walk right
past them.”

Dyla frowned at Eclair.

“That’s not funny. This is serious.”

“I am serious. Watch.”

Eclair promptly disappeared.

The twins were transfixed, staring at the
spot where Eclair had stood. A moment later, he reappeared.

“Damn. How’d you do that?” Darius asked.

“It’s easy. I bend the light around me and it
makes me invisible. I can do it for all of us. The range is
limited, so we’ll have to walk closely together, but I can hold it
long enough to walk through the ambush.”

“Why didn’t you say so before?”

“You didn’t ask me.”

Dyla smiled broadly.

“Eclair, you never cease to amaze me. How
long can you hold it?”

“I don’t know. I’ve only tested it on myself
and held it for about 20 minutes.”

“That’s more than enough time. If you can get
us through this, you’ll be well worth all the headaches you’ve
caused me,” Darius said.

As he readied himself, Eclair’s bravado
quickly disappeared. He momentarily blanched at the thought of
bending light around all three of them for 20 minutes. Dyla felt
his anxiety level rise and moved to his side to ease his
nervousness.

“Don’t worry; I know you can do this. I can
feel your power.”

Eclair was special. Whenever she focused on
him, she could feel an unfathomable well of power beneath his
surface. That unknown depth of power gave her pause and made her
wonder exactly how strong he was.

“Good, it’s settled. Let’s move,” Darius
said.

The trio stood close together, and Eclair
extended his power to encompass them. At first it was easy, but he
soon realized that the constant forward shift of focus, while
maintaining enough rearward concentration to cover them all, was
taking its toll.

Within a few moments he was in trouble, but
they were already committed. They had crested the hill and, even at
night, they would be in full view of the ambush force if his
concentration slipped even a fraction.

Dyla felt Eclair’s tension growing and his
hand on her shoulder began to tighten. They had agreed to move
slowly through the ambush site to minimize the noise, but something
was terribly wrong. She decided to move faster and risk discovery
by noise, rather than from exposure should Eclair’s concentration
fail.

Darius also realized something was wrong when
their speed increased, but dared not probe Eclair’s thoughts for
fear of interrupting his concentration.

Halfway through the ambush site, Eclair was
drenched in sweat from the effort. He was vaguely aware of Dyla’s
shoulder beneath his hand and the waves of reassurance he felt
emanating from her. By a supreme effort of will, he continued to
move forward, concentrating on his circle, putting one foot in
front of the other. He didn’t know until later that Darius had
physically helped him along from behind. Holding the power was
agony, and the tension extreme. His skull was nearly splitting when
they finally stopped moving.

“You can let go now,” Dyla whispered.

Eclair looked up, released his concentration,
and fell back into Darius’s arms, unconscious.
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Every event objective had recorders that
were used to capture an individual crystal’s unique signature.
Every team member was required to insert their personal crystal
into the device to record their presence. These devices were
located at the portal stations and the objective sites to ensure
the teams completed the events together. Some teams opted to simply
not try certain events because they were so dangerous and time
consuming. The thought behind this strategy was that no team would
be able to complete all the events in the given time. The overall
standing of any team in the competition was based on the number of
events they completed, and the time in which they completed them.
At the end of the two-week time period, each team’s accomplishments
would be evaluated and a winner announced. Any team that completed
all the event objectives and then made it back to the finish line
first, would automatically be crowned the champion.

 



Chapter 15 - Ingress

When Eclair opened his eyes, he was greeted
with sunshine. He didn’t remember what had happened, but as he
looked around, he realized they had made it through the ambush
site. He was amazed that he had held the circle of invisibility for
so long and his confidence soared.

Dyla was first to notice that he was awake.
She moved to his side, putting a cool, damp cloth on his
forehead.

“You were burning up by the time we got
through, and your clothes were soaked with sweat.”

Eclair felt his shirt, found it dry, and
wondered how long he had been unconscious. This side effect had
never happened in any of his previous attempts to bend light, but
then again he’d never tried to bend it around three people
before.

“You’ve been out for hours. You passed out in
Darius’s arms and he carried you to this spot. He’s been pacing,
anxiously waiting for you to wake up.”

“Darius carried me?”

“Yes.”

“It must have been the effect of bending the
light for so long. Halfway through the ambush I was in trouble, but
I couldn’t let go and expose us. All I remember is the pain, and
then you telling me it was safe to let go. I don’t remember
anything after that.”

“How are you feeling now?”

Eclair rose to his feet. “I’m fine; ready to
go.”

“Good, ‘cause we need to move now,” Darius
said, moving over to them. “We’ve been sitting in the same spot for
too long, and we’re lucky we haven’t been discovered yet.”

“I understand. I’m set.”

“By the way, that was some feat back there,”
Darius added.

Eclair beamed at the compliment. “You’d be
surprised at what I can do.”

Darius nodded at Eclair. “I’m sure I’ll find
out soon enough. Let’s get moving.”

The team shouldered their packs and headed
toward the objective. They were moving steadily along a row of
hills when Dyla signaled to them to stop. Darius moved forward to
get the update.

“I sense something big up ahead, a lot of
different feelings. Must be quite a big force, but I can’t be sure
how many.”

“This is what I’ve been waiting for; it must
be the main encampment. I’ll go ahead and scout it out. Stay put
until I get back,” Darius said.

He crawled forward up the hill.

Before too long, Darius was back, signaling
for both of them to come forward. Dyla came crawling up first,
followed by Eclair doing his best to imitate a snake in the grass.
Darius shook his head at the sight of Eclair trying to low-crawl
with his backside in the air. The three situated themselves on the
crest of a small rise overlooking a wide shelf where the Vogdo
encampment was spread.

“Don’t be deceived by the seeming lack of
defense,” Darius cautioned. “Look closely and you’ll see some
devastating traps down there. I saw a security patrol leave, and
there are sensor rings being turned on and off. The objective is at
the back of the encampment, and with those sensors in place,
there’s no way to penetrate the camp from the front. We might be
able to follow a returning patrol back in if Eclair could cover us
for that distance.”

“I can try,” Eclair offered.

“No way,” Dyla said. “You would have to hold
your shield longer than 20 minutes to penetrate through that maze
down there. Besides there are PSI guards down there that would
detect us if you were using your power.”

“I’m not sure they would be able to detect
it,” Eclair replied. “It’s a very different use of the power.”

“It doesn’t matter, the distance is too long.
We can’t risk it. It’s too dangerous.”

“Forget the cloak for now,” Darius said.
“There’s something else I thought of. We could try to get into the
compound from the rear.”

Dyla looked at her brother, clearly puzzled.
“How? The encampment butts up to a cliff. It’s a sheer drop, no way
to get up.”

“I can climb it, and we have no other
choice.”

“You can’t climb it, it’s too dangerous.”

Darius was stubborn and, once he got
something in his head, nothing would stop him. This, however, was
something different. It was a sheer cliff - nearly impossible to
climb - which was exactly why the Grand Duke had positioned his
encampment against it.

“Wait a minute. There’s another problem with
that plan,” Eclair mumbled.

“What?” Darius asked, turning towards him. It
was bad enough that he was arguing with Dyla; he didn’t need Eclair
giving him any more headaches.

“There’s no way I can climb that cliff. I
freeze whenever I’m near high places.”

“Don’t worry; I’ll do all the hard climbing.
I’ll drop a rope to help you up after I get to the top.”

Eclair reluctantly explained his dilemma, his
anxiety level clearly rising. “No, that won’t work. It’s not the
hard climbing I’m worried about. I told you, I freeze in high
spots; I can’t move.”

“Then I’ll tie a rope around you and pull you
up if I have to. We have no choice, Eclair. There’s no other way to
penetrate that encampment.”

“No way to disarm the sensors?” Dyla
asked.

“Maybe, given enough time; which we don’t
have. We would still have to deal with the PSI guards in the front.
We’d be caught immediately trying to get in that way. I’m all ears
if either of you two can come up with a better plan.”

Eclair looked at Dyla and shook his head; he
didn’t have anything else in his bag of tricks to cover this
situation. There was no way he could hold the invisibility circle
for that long or open a portal without alerting the sentries.

“OK, let’s go have a look,” Dyla said.

The team left the rise and traveled in a wide loop
around the encampment to the base of the cliff. They encountered no
sentries as they approached the bottom and, as Eclair looked up at
the face, he understood why. There was no way he could imagine
anyone climbing that wall of rock. He stared up, hoping this was
all a bad dream as his knees turned to water.

He plopped down in the dirt.

Darius and Dyla spent the next few minutes studying
the rock face, trying to determine the best way up. Darius was
confident that they could accomplish this feat.

“Let’s do this.”

“You’re joking, right?” Eclair asked.

“No, it’s the only way; but it’s not the climb I’m
worried about. I don’t know whether you have the strength to lift
Dyla.”

“What?”

Darius pointed directly overhead. “Look up there. We
have to put an anchor point in that crevice right above us.”

Eclair craned his neck and spotted a crack in the
rock about twenty feet above their heads. “You mean that tiny crack
way up there?”

“Yes. I need you to lift Dyla up so she can insert
an anchor point and tie off the rope.”

“I can lift Dyla, but we still wouldn’t reach that.
It’s too high.”

“It won’t be if you’re standing on my
shoulders.”

Eclair stared, slack-jawed, at Darius.

“Trust me, it’s the only way to scale the cliff,”
Darius said. “We need to reach that crack and set the first anchor
point.”

“If you say so,” Eclair replied, shaking his
head.

Darius planted his back against the rock wall with
knees bent, and motioned for Eclair to climb up on his shoulders.
Awkwardly, Eclair stepped on Darius’s knees, holding his shoulders,
and stepped up. He tried to lift his foot onto Darius’s shoulder,
but lost his balance and fell backwards. Dyla was behind him and
caught him as he tumbled.

“Try again,” Darius said. “This time step up on my
shoulder and lean into the cliff, holding yourself against it.”

“Don’t worry,” Dyla assured him. “I’ll catch you if
you fall.”

Falling once was embarrassment enough for Eclair and
he was determined not to fail again, especially in front of Dyla.
He stepped up onto Darius’s knee and kept his momentum going right
up onto his shoulders. He pressed himself against the cliff, and
then lost his balance for a moment of sheer terror before finally
steadying himself. He was standing on Darius’s shoulders, facing
the cliff, while trying to use his fingernails as anchors in the
rock.

“Now turn around and face front,” Dyla said.

Eclair wobbled.
You must be kidding. “Right, give me a moment,” he shouted.

“You don’t have to shout. I’m right here by your
foot.”

Eclair was not about to look down at Dyla. He was
wobbly while standing on Darius’s shoulders. Ever so slowly, he
started to shift his feet, trying to put one over Darius‘s head so
he could turn himself around. In the process, he kicked Darius in
the temple, nearly lost his balance, and then finally, through some
miracle, got turned around.

“I’m coming up,” Dyla said.

With feline skill, Dyla quickly climbed up the two
men, smiling at Eclair as she climbed onto his shoulders. Eclair
flushed red to the ears and hardly noticed her weight. Once on
Eclair’s shoulders, Dyla unhooked the anchor from her belt and
tried to reach up and secure it in the crevice.

“Damn, I’m still short by an arm’s length. There’s
no way I can reach it.”

“Hang on,” Darius called up. “Eclair, this is what I
was talking about earlier. Lift Dyla over your head.”

Eclair would have laughed, if he wasn’t so scared.
He feared he didn’t have the strength to lift Dyla while balancing
on Darius. He took a deep breath, positioned his hands under Dyla’s
feet and tried to push upward. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t
lift her.

“I’m sorry, I can’t do it,” he moaned.

“Eclair, try again. I know you can do it,” Dyla
said, projecting her confidence to him.

Eclair focused on his inner strength, touched his
core of power and projected it upwards. Slowly he began to extend
his arms. As soon as she was close enough to the crack, Dyla locked
the anchor in place and clipped the rope into it.

She quickly grabbed the rope and slid down until she
was eye-to-eye with Eclair. The look of deep concentration on his
face made her hesitate a moment; he seemed a world away. She was
afraid to touch him for fear of startling him, but he needed to
release his concentration before he became exhausted. With her legs
locked around the rope, she reached with one hand and gently
touched his face.

“Eclair, can you hear me?”

Eclair opened his eyes to Dyla’s smiling face mere
inches away from his own.

“What?”

“I got it, you can relax now,” she said, kissing his
nose before climbing down the rope.

Darius called up to Eclair. “Anytime you want to
come down ...”

It took a few jerky moments, and one last kick to
Darius’s head, before Eclair was able to get his legs around the
rope and slide down, burning his hands the whole way.

“Not the best way to slide down a rope,” Dyla
said.

He blew on his burning hands. “Yeah, I got
that.”

Now the first test of Darius’s physical strength and
prowess came. He attached the rope to his harness belt and readied
himself for the climb.

“I’m set,” Darius said, looking to Dyla. “You
ready?”

“I got you,” she replied, setting the rope behind
her back.

As Darius climbed the cliff, Dyla watched and acted
as his safety net. In addition to the scale of the climb, Darius
had to maintain silence for fear that any sentry above would hear
him and sound an alarm.

The support line that Dyla was holding would soon
run out, so Darius had to search for a suitable spot to set up a
transfer point. He spotted a ledge that might support all three of
them, and started to work his way toward it.

As Darius reached the outcrop, he locked his hand
into a crack in the rock face, and used it as an anchor to pull
himself up. Sitting on the ledge and looking down, he gave Dyla and
Eclair a wave of assurance.

Well that should be the worst of
it, he thought

Darius stood up on the narrow shelf to test his
weight, and suddenly felt it begin to give way. He quickly pressed
himself flat against the cliff face and shoved his hand back into
the crack he had used as an anchoring point. He began to inch his
way off the ledge to a better anchoring position, but as he moved
the ledge gave way completely.

“Oh damn,” Darius muttered.

He shoved his feet against the cliff to secure his
position, but the anchoring crack proved to be too weak to hold the
shock of his full weight without the ledge as leverage. As the
crack began to disintegrate, he frantically reached for another,
grabbing onto it with his fingertips. His first hand slipped and he
found himself dangling precariously for a moment before his second
hand slipped as well. With nothing else to hold, Darius fell
backwards and watched the cliff face speed by as he plummeted to
certain death.

Dyla and Eclair were watching Darius intently when
the ledge gave away.

“Oh crap,” Eclair cried, “he’s falling.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got him.”

Dyla had watched Darius scramble for a hold before
losing his grip. She quickly moved backward, with the safety rope
locked behind her back, taking up the slack in the rope. Darius was
jerked to a painful stop in midair. She leaned back into the rope,
making sure Darius didn’t slip any farther. The sudden stop knocked
the wind out of him and he hung on the rope like a broken doll
suspended from the cliff.

“Wow, that’s gotta hurt,” Eclair said, watching
Darius dangle.

“Better a little pain then a big splat,” Dyla
replied, watching her brother recover.

After a few tense minutes, Darius caught his breath,
regained his center, and gave a thumbs-up to his team below. He
used the rope to climb back to the last anchor point, where he
could rest and start to look for a better path up.

“Why don’t you give me the rope?” Eclair said. “That
way you can step back and watch him better. You can let me know if
he gets near any more danger areas.”

“OK, thanks.”

Dyla stood back to get a better look at her
brother’s climbing. Eclair stood with the rope behind his back,
craning his head to watch. Before too long, Darius reached a
suitable ledge and tied off the rope. He signaled down for them to
start climbing. Eclair’s mind was now set on the image of Dyla
looking at his backside while he climbed up the cliff face. He
hesitated before moving to the rope.

Mistaking his embarrassment for nerves, Dyla patted
Eclair on the back. “Don’t worry about climbing; I’ll be right
behind you.”

“Great.” Eclair grabbed the rope and started to
climb. He focused his total concentration on climbing the rope inch
by inch, and not on the fact that he was getting higher with each
pull. He calmed his breathing and reached deep inside himself to
keep the fear at bay. In far less time than he had imagined, Darius
was helping him onto the ledge.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“No, I guess not.”

They both watched as Dyla climbed up the first
section with ease. The rest of the climb was uneventful, and the
trio soon found themselves only a few feet below the top of the
cliff. Darius lifted his head over the edge far enough to see what
awaited them. He spotted a sentry walking away from the edge, and
another in a stationary position further back.

Darius sighed. “Unbelievable. Why would anyone post
two sentries to guard nothing?”

Eclair popped his head over the edge to take a
look.

Darius glanced at him, but turned to Dyla to
strategize.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got this one,” Eclair said.

“Wait, what are you going to do? You can’t make any
noise or they’ll hear you, and we’ll be captured.”

“Trust me.”

He waited a moment until the sentries were together,
and then concentrated while they talked to one another. From behind
each of them, a hand-sized stone rose into the air, sped forward
and smashed into their heads, knocking them both out cold.

“Damn, you killed them,” Dyla exclaimed.

Eclair smirked. “I didn’t kill them. Don’t worry;
I’ve had years of practice throwing objects at people’s heads.”

Darius stared at Eclair, the realization slowly
coming to him.

“You? It was you bouncing those pebbles off my head,
harassing me all those years at the Institute.”

Dyla tried hard to contain her laughter. Darius had
often complained to her that someone kept throwing small rocks at
his head, but he could never figure out who it was.

“Boys, this is not the time to argue. We have a job
to do here.”

“This isn’t over,” Darius grumbled.

Eclair shrugged his shoulders, trying hard not to
smile. All those years of practice had finally come in handy.

With the sentries down, they climbed up and Dyla led
them towards the objective. When the team approached the tent that
held the recorder, Dyla signaled them to stop.

“There are two sentries guarding the front,” she
said quietly.

“They’re only looking at the front of the camp,”
Darius whispered. “Let’s move to the back of the tent and try to
get in that way.”

It proved relatively simple. They slipped around to
the back of the tent and Darius slit an opening with his knife. The
trio slipped through into the interior with no fanfare. The
recording device was positioned on a table directly in front of
them. They moved silently to the device, and inserted their
personal crystals to record the completion of this obstacle. One
down, eleven to go.

Darius immediately signaled Eclair to open a portal
back to the waypoint. When the portal opened, an alarm sounded
within the camp. The sentries rushed into the tent, weapons
readied, only to see the portal wink out of sight.
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The Grand Duke has the most powerful
position in Otharia, but it is an elected position and is of
limited duration. Any Grand Duke may hold the office for multiple
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members. There have been several recorded instances of a Grand Duke
petitioning the Grand Council to become King, but all have failed.
The power of a King transcends all and the position is life-long
and hereditary. Every member of the Council has to vote for this,
and no Grand Duke has ever been that popular. Alliances among the
duchies have been formed to sway the events and directions of rule,
but none have ever been strong enough to support a bid for
Kingship.

 



Chapter 16 – Vogdo

Sitting in his private study, Grand Duke
Vogdo smiled while he scanned the message tallying the latest
results of the Grand Competition. His sponsored Dalcon team had
completed ten of the twelve events, and begun the eleventh. This
put them into a solid lead, with the rest of the pack at least one
event or more behind them. They should be able to maintain their
advantage and easily secure a first place win.

They should be winning, Vogdo thought.
With all the time and money I spent on their training, no one
should be near them. Besides, I know they wouldn’t want to
disappoint their future King.

Vogdo nearly turned giddy at his last
thought. He leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes and imagined
himself on his kingly throne handing out bequeathals, and passing
judgment on those who would defy his will. All eyes would be upon
him and ...

“Excuse me, my lord.”

Vogdo’s eyes snapped open, annoyed at the
interruption.

“What is it now?” Vogdo asked, spying his
servant standing attentively a few feet away.

“Another update, my Lord.”

Vogdo sat up and leaned forward, extending
his hand. He was momentarily surprised at receiving another update
so soon. It must contain some extraordinary news.

“Very well, give it to me.”

Kar moved forward to hand Vogdo the message.
He was Vogdo’s head servant and one of the few who were allowed
into Vogdo’s private study. He handed Vogdo the updated score sheet
then quickly stepped back. He had seen what the update said, and
feared what Vogdo might do when he read it. Vogdo’s annoyance
quickly turned to anger.

“Damn those twins!” Vogdo cursed.

The Telkur/Jortac team had recorded another
completed event. It was their tenth and they were now tied with the
Dalcon team for the lead. Kar inwardly cringed at Vogdo’s initial
outburst and waited for his inevitable volcanic temper to erupt.
When Vogdo’s demeanor turned to an icy calm, it scared Kar even
more.

Shaking his head slowly, Vogdo tried to
decide what he would do about this latest update. The Telkur/Jortac
team could not be allowed to win, and these latest results had
finally forced his hand.

They’ve left me no choice now. Why
couldn’t they just leave well enough alone? I’m not a bad man, but
they continue to force me to do bad things.

Vogdo hastily scribbled a note. He looked up
and motioned for Kar.

“Send this message immediately to this
address in the Telkur Duchy,” he said handing the note to Kar.

“Yes, my lord.”

Kar took the note, and quickly left the study
to do his lord’s bidding.

Vogdo sat back to wait, impatiently tapping
his fingers on his desk. The message was sent to a specific address
that had been set up solely as a drop point for important
communications. The message would be forwarded immediately upon
receipt and Vogdo should get an answer soon. He stood up and paced
his study waiting for his answer. He tried to lose himself in the
view out his window, but even the magnificence of the castle
grounds failed to quell his agitation today.

Within the hour, a portal opened inside his
study and a shadowy figure stepped through. Vogdo looked up and saw
the familiar face of his trusted subordinate.

“Ah, my old friend,” Vogdo said. “It’s good
to see you again.”

“My Lord, I take it this summons is due to
some unexpected turn of events?”

“Always able to read the situation so well,”
Vogdo replied nodding his head. “As a matter of fact, it is. Those
pesky Telkurs have almost caught up with my Dalcon team. The
situation has reached a point where it is time we implement a new
stratagem to our plan.”

“You mean a final solution, my lord?”

“No, no, things have not deteriorated to that
point quite yet.”

“Then what shall it be, my lord?”

“Implement the plan we devised to slow the
Telkurs down. Do it at their next event. That should allow the
Dalcons all the advantage they need to win.”

“As you wish, my lord.”

“I want you to take special care in
administering this plan. They must not be allowed to win, but with
all eyes on this competition, we can ill afford any grave
mistakes.”

“It shall be done exactly as you planned,
Sire.”

“Thank you, Nils; that will be all.”

Nils bowed slightly, opened a portal and
stepped through.

Vogdo walked back to the window. Nils was his
most trusted servant and Vogdo was confidant that he would take
care of the twins. Vogdo breathed deeply, inhaling the scent of the
garden below. He visibly relaxed and his heartbeat steadied knowing
everything was under his control again.
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The major draw of the Grand Competition was
the purse. The winners of the competition received a purse that was
enough to make them rich beyond their dreams. Unfortunately, the
entry fees were exorbitant as well, and most teams had to be
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were so difficult that a team usually were not sponsored until they
had years of practice together. The chance of a young team losing
was too great a risk to justify losing the large entry fee. The
Dukes were known to bet on their sponsored teams and some of the
bets were greater than the overall winnings from the
competition.

 



Chapter 17 – Sabotage

The heat beat down unmercifully on the trio.
The unending haze that filled Darius’s vision only added to the
misery of the heat. The desert was featureless, a sea of sand,
burning any unwary traveler into the ultimate defeat.

Will this never end, he thought.

The heat was taking its toll on his team. Darius
kept prodding Eclair along the final stretch. Their original plan
had not included walking through the desert of the Grenchy Duchy
and it was a serious detriment to their competition time.

From the first portal hop, the trio realized
something was wrong. There was no problem opening portals in the
barren wasteland, but once through the portal, the sands looked the
same in all directions and they could not keep their bearing.
Eclair had never traveled to the Grenchy Duchy before, so he had no
sense of the terrain and nothing familiar to latch on to. After
each jump, they spent valuable time trying to re-orient their
position. It soon became obvious to Darius that they could not
continue jumping without some landmark to guide them. One misjudged
portal could send them leagues off track from the objective. In the
end, they kept walking forward, persevering through the desert
landscape.

“There’s something ahead,” Dyla cried.

“Are you sure it isn’t another mirage?” Darius
asked.

“No, I feel people this time.”

Over the next rise, they found a dozen
tribesmen occupying an oasis. They weren’t there to prevent any
team from reaching the objective, for the surrounding terrain was
guard enough. This event was so difficult that any team that found
its way to the objective was allowed to record its crystals,
replenish its water, and be on its way without any interference
from the tribesmen.

They rested briefly before pushing on. Darius
noticed Eclair slowing again; the brief respite at the oasis had
failed to energize him. Though they neared the end of this
objective, Darius worried that he might have to carry Eclair the
last few leagues. He would do whatever it took to finish. Eclair
had surprised him a great deal in the past weeks and he held a
newfound respect for the Jortac heir.

“Keep your focus Eclair. You’re doing
great.”

Eclair kept plodding along without
acknowledging Darius.

They walked on for hours. The endless desert
extracted every bit of life it could from the bone-weary trio.
Cresting the next dune, Dyla pointed ahead, crying out in
excitement.

“There in the distance, it’s Sandwell. Can
you see it?”

Darius squinted at the low line of darkness
on the horizon.

“I see something, but I can’t make out what
it is.”

“Not only do I see it, but I can feel it as
well. That’s what we’ve been looking for.”

Darius nodded.

“Good. Eclair, can you open a portal close to
the line in the distance?”

A shimmer of air coalesced into a solid
portal.

“No sooner said than done.”

“Let’s get moving. We’ve wasted enough
time.”

The team stepped through the portal to a sea
of whitewashed buildings bustling with activity. They were grateful
to be out of the grueling sun and stayed in the shadows of the
buildings.

It wasn’t long before they found their way to
the competition portal station. Each member inserted their crystals
recording their completion of the objective. Scanning the
scoreboard, they noted they were in second place. The Dalcon team
had solved as many events as they had, but had been faster. They
had to move quickly to make up for that lost time.

“We’re still in second,” Darius said. “We
must resupply quickly and move out again.”

Dyla looked at Eclair and noticed how
exhausted he looked, but there was a hardened gleam in his eyes.
She hoped this determination would hold him through to the end.
There would be no more rest until they finished the
competition.

“Eclair, go to the supply tent and restock.
Dyla and I will study the map for our next objective,” Darius
commanded.

“Right away.”

Eclair grabbed their packs and had started
towards the supply tent when Darius called out.

“Get the bare minimum; we only have one more
event and I don’t want to waste energy carrying extra
supplies.”

Eclair nodded.

Inside the supply tent, Eclair was met by one
of the competition officials.

“What do you need?” he asked.

“I need three rations packs and six liters of
water. Actually, make that seven liters; we’ll drink one prior to
leaving the city.”

“Good idea,” the official responded.

He quickly moved to the back room and
returned with the requested supplies.

“Here, I’ll help you pack them,” the official
offered.

Eclair was puzzled.

“I thought officials were supposed to be
neutral and not help the competitors?”

The official handed the rations to him.

“You’re right, but I’m always a sucker for
the underdog.”

Eclair chuckled at the remark. They quickly
finished packing and the official handed Eclair the last liter of
water.

“For you and your team, may this water see
you to your justified end,” the official said.

“Thank you.”

Eclair didn’t understand the official’s last
remark, but he had no time to talk further. He hoisted the packs,
grabbed the bottle and headed back to the twins. He opened the
liter of water and drank his share. He was nearly to the twins when
he was mobbed by a group of well-wishing kids who were jostling
each other for a chance to touch him and cheer him on. The twins
looked up at the racket and noticed Eclair at the center of the
tiny mob.

“What now?” Darius asked.

“I don’t know, but let’s get him out of there
before something bad happens,” Dyla replied.

The twins walked towards mob. The kids got
louder in their chants for victory, their circle got smaller and
Eclair disappeared under a sea of waving hands.

“Quick, get him before he’s hurt,” Dyla
cried, rushing forward.

Darius bullied his way through the crowd to
find Eclair sitting on his butt, unhurt, in the circle of kids.

Eclair looked up sheepishly at Darius.
“Sorry, must have slipped. The excitement of the kids overwhelmed
me.”

“Are you injured?” Dyla asked.

“Nothing hurt but my pride; but I spilled the
water. Sorry.”

The twins looked at the liter of water he’d
been drinking, watching as the last bit of it drained into the
sand, quickly disappearing into the parched desert soil.

Darius helped Eclair to his feet.

“Don’t worry; the rest of the water will be
enough to see us through. Give us our packs and let’s move
out.”

Eclair stumbled and dropped the packs.

“You sure you’re OK?” Darius asked retrieving
his pack.

“Yeah, must be feeling the effects of our
desert walk, that’s all.”

Dyla frowned as she stared at Eclair, not
quite understanding why she felt something more than mere fatigue.
She picked up her pack and slid it over her shoulders.

Eclair brushed himself off, turned and waved
to the kids before heading off with his team. He could still hear
the shouts of the kids as the team left the supply area.

The team traveled by portal from Sandwell to
the coastal city of Highland in the Seleas Duchy for their last
event. This objective would take place within the city’s
limits.

Outside the Highland portal station, Darius
studied the layout of the city.

“Eclair, open a portal to that hill on the
other side of the city. It will give us a better view of the
city.”

The portal shimmered twice before it settled
solid. Darius looked questioningly at Eclair until he signaled it
was set to go through. Darius stepped through the portal. He moved
right, Dyla followed on his heels, and moved to the left.

Tense moments passed.

“Where’s Eclair? He should be right behind
you,” Darius said.

“I don’t know; I thought he was.”

Both twins felt their anxiety levels rise as
the seconds ticked by, bringing no sign of their teammate. Finally,
Eclair stepped through the portal. As he came through, he
stumbled.

Darius caught him before he fell to his
knees.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“I don’t know. It must be the effects of the
desert. I lost my balance.”

“What are you feeling,” Dyla asked.

“It’s nothing. I stumbled coming through,
that’s all. What’s next?”

Dyla gave Darius a concerned look, but said
nothing more.

Darius looked down on the bustle of the
Highland seaport with fond memories. “We won’t have any trouble
getting inside the city. This is an open port. I’ve been here many
times with Father before.”

“What’s the best way in?” Eclair asked,
looking down at the teeming port.

Darius pointed towards the multitude of
piers. “I think we’ll be less conspicuous if we head in from the
waterfront. We should be able to hide ourselves well enough in all
that chaos down there.”

Dyla looked at the map’s detailed layout of
the city streets. “If we move into the city from that point, we’ll
have to cross a large portion of the city to get to the
objective.”

“I know, but it’s the safest way to enter.
Besides, if we’re spotted, it’ll be easy to blend into the
crowd.”

Eclair looked down at the mass of piers and
boats, amazed at the number of people moving through the streets.
Even in the early hours of the morning, the side shops were open
and the hawkers were out, crying the value of their wares to all
who would hear.

“Open a portal behind those crates stacked
near the last empty dock,” Darius said. “No one will see us
stepping out of the portal and we can move quickly into the
crowd.”

Eclair nodded and focused on the area at the
end of the dock. He tried to touch his power, but nothing happened.
Cold emptiness followed by intense nausea doubled him over and he
started retching.

Dyla rushed to help him. It was obvious
something was wrong.

“What’s happening to you?”

Eclair wheezed. “I don’t know. Something’s
wrong with my power. I reached for it, but there’s nothing
there.”

Both twins looked at Eclair’s hunched
form.

“Damn. What now?” Darius asked.

Dyla stood up and faced her brother.

“I can’t feel any power emanating from him.
But more importantly, he can’t feel his own power. Think about it;
this is more than just nausea and heat stroke.”

Comprehension dawned on Darius’s face.
“Feverwort. It must be. He’s been poisoned.”

Dyla didn’t understand. “But how?”

Darius paused, thinking through the events of
the past few hours. The answer was there; he knew it.

Eclair continued to retch in the
background.

“I noticed him slowing down in the desert,”
Dyla said.

“No, that was normal exhaustion. We all
slowed down out there. Wait: the Sandwell portal station. He was
drinking water before the kids tripped him.”

“Maybe they didn’t trip him after all,” Dyla
said.

Darius nodded.

“I think we were all supposed to drink from
that bottle. That has to be it. It’s the only thing he drank that
we didn’t.”

“You’re right, that has to be it.”

Eclair clutched his stomach and groaned with
pain. “What’s happening to me? I’ve never felt this bad
before.”

Dyla leaned over Eclair. “We think you’ve
been poisoned with feverwort.”

“How?”

“In that liter of water you dropped. Don’t
try to use your powers or you’ll feel worse than you do now. It’s
one of the side effects of the drug; trying to reach your power
will put you down hard and fast.”

“I don’t think I could feel any worse than I
do now. How long does this last?”

“It depends on how much you ingested. Did the
water taste bitter at all?”

Eclair tried to stand on his wobbly legs. “It
had a slight tang, but I thought it was due to the desert
heat.”

“How much did you drink?” Darius asked.

“I only had a chance for a few swallows
before the kids started dancing around and tripped me.”

“I don’t think you’ve had enough to do
permanent damage, but the effects of even a small amount will last
for days. If you try to touch your power, you’ll wish you were
never born.”

“I feel like that now,” Eclair said, bending
over for another round of dry heaves.

“We need to file a protest with the
competition committee. Somebody is trying to sabotage us,” Dyla
complained.

“Yeah, but we need to finish this event
first,” Darius said. “We can still follow our plan and head down
for the docks. We can get into the city that way and I’ll help
Eclair along the way. No one will pay attention to us. Everyone
will assume he’s had too much to drink. Eclair, can you walk a
bit?”

“I’ll give it my best shot. The worst of the
nausea seems to be wearing off.”

Darius helped support Eclair and the trio
headed down the hillside toward the port. They made their way
through the waterfront district and, as expected, no one gave them
a second glance. Most assumed they were headed home after spending
the night at one of the local taverns.

As they approached the main street, Dyla
noticed a pair of sentries standing on the corner. She slowed her
stride until she was walking directly beside Darius and Eclair.

“This can’t be good,” she said. “Why would
guards be posted on the street corners of the docks?”

“They’re probably the local constabulary
posted here to keep the peace,” Darius replied.

Dyla was not convinced. The sentries were
being too watchful of all the citizenry passing by.

“Let me do the talking if we’re stopped. You
two act drunk. From the looks of Eclair, that shouldn’t be too hard
to do. Darius, take my pack, it will help me blend in better.”

As the group approached, one of the sentries
turned and held up a hand to stop them.

“What going on here? Any problems?” the guard
asked, scrutinizing the three.

“No, no problem,” Dyla replied sweetly
twisting her fingers in her long braid. “I just found my drunken
husband and brother and I’m bringing them home where they
belong.”

Husband? Eclair thought, stumbling at
the idea.

Darius strained to hold Eclair upright.

“Whoa there, fellow, careful you don’t fall
on your face. Wouldn’t want your missus to have to bandage you up
before she puts you to bed,” the sentry said, leering at Dyla’s
lithe form.

“I’ll make it,” Eclair slurred, thinking what
a pleasant experience it would be to lie in bed next to Dyla.

“I got him, no problem,” Darius said,
squeezing Eclair tightly.

In that instant, Eclair realized that Darius
was in contact with his skin, and he quickly squelched any intimate
thoughts he was having of Dyla.

The sentry nodded and the group moved on.

Rounding the corner out of the view of the
sentries, Dyla sighed in relief. Darius gave Eclair a rough shove
as Dyla stared at the two of them. She felt tension when Darius
handed her pack back to her, but didn’t understand what had
transpired and there was no time to ask.

“Let’s keep moving. Are you two OK?”

“Yeah, no problem,” Eclair mumbled.

“Yeah, we’re good,” Darius said through
gritted teeth.

“Remember, we’re a team,” she said
scrutinizing the two young men.

Dyla took her pack from Darius and they moved
out. They made good progress through the city, blending in with the
local citizenry whenever possible, and soon found themselves at the
corner of the warehouse that housed their final objective. Peering
around the corner, Dyla spotted a sentry at the building’s only
entrance.

“Damn. There’s a sentry outside the entrance. Are
you ready?”

“Ready,” Darius and Eclair said in
unison.

“Good, ‘cause I got this one. Here, take my pack
again. Wait for my signal.”

Dyla shook her hair out of the tightly woven braid.
Eclair marveled as waves of black lustrous hair fell down her back.
She pinched her cheeks, bringing out a rosy glow, and opened the
first two buttons of her shirt.

Winking at her teammates, Dyla sashayed around the
corner and headed straight toward the sentry.
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Chapter 18 - Race to the Finish

Sergeant Rikervic was an ambitious man
destined for great things. He was a sergeant in the Seleas Duchy’s
city guard, and had just received his newest assignment. He was
taking over the guard detail that protected the duchy’s objective
in the Grand Competition. Rikervic stood tall as he surveyed the
area. No would get past him. He was here to stop the rest of the
teams once and for all.

Being situated on the coast, the city of Highland
had an extensive and elaborate sewer system that minimized flooding
during the area’s violent stormy season. It was through this maze
of tunnels and conduits that the last successful team had found
their way into the objective site. Rikervic had laughed when the
duke rewarded the previous sergeant’s failure with permanent sewer
duty. No team would be afforded that route again. Rikervic learned
from his predecessor’s mistake, and deployed his men in two-man
teams to cover every entry point into the warehouse, including the
sewer grates. He had assigned himself to the front entrance of the
building alone, to ensure he would personally meet and greet
anyone, especially the duke, who might come by and check on things.
He had just finished checking in with his team leaders when he
spied the beautiful girl walking his way.

Wow. What a looker.
Haven’t seen anything that good in quite awhile.
This must be my lucky day.

Rikervic considered himself to be a ladies man. He
was tall and handsome in his guard uniform and never failed to
attract the attention of women in the bars he frequented. He
fantasized about the glory from this latest assignment and the bevy
of girls that would drool over him when they heard. Now this beauty
was walking his way, and even from this distance he could tell she
was striking.

He studied the girl as she came closer,
hypnotized by the undulating sway of her hips. Her footsteps slowed
until she stopped a few feet away from him. His gaze traveled her
entire length, taking in every inch of her womanly curves and long
raven hair.

“Is it allowed to talk to an elite guard on
duty?” she asked, demurely lowering her blue-violet eyes.

Rikervic nearly choked at her question, but
then regained his composure, standing straight and wearing his most
commanding smile.

“Of course you may,” he replied, puffing his
chest out. “But, even if it weren’t, for you I’d make an
exception.”

His gaze never wavered from her face as he
tried to gauge her reaction to his compliment. Her return smile
said it all.

“What can I do for you?” Rikervic asked,
leaving the question open for any kind of interpretation.

Dyla coyly played with her hair and looked
directly into Rikervic’s eyes. “Umm, I don’t normally talk to
strange men, but when I saw you standing here in your uniform,
looking so tall and handsome, I couldn’t help myself.”

Rikervic preened and his smile nearly split
his face.

Now here’s a woman worth getting to
know, Rikervic thought to himself.

“I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time, you
look so busy,” Dyla continued. “I wouldn’t want you to get in
trouble with your boss. Maybe I should come back later.”

“No worries, little lady, I am in charge
here,” Rikervic replied, standing just a bit taller, if that was
possible.

He crisply snapped to attention and gave her
a slight bow.

“Sergeant Rikervic, squad leader in the Royal
Duke’s city guard, at your service.”

“Oh my, you are in charge here. I didn’t
realize you were so important. I really should go and come back
later.”

“No, no, not at all. Please stay. Your timing
is perfect; I’ve just finished checking on my men.”

“How wonderful,” Dyla replied, stepping
intimately closer to Rikervic. “You simply must tell me more, but
if anyone should see us ...”

Rikervic thought for a moment and realized
the girl was right. If this was heading where he thought it might,
then standing in the middle of a thoroughfare was no place to
conduct ‘business’.

“Well, why don’t move to the doorway so we
can escape any prying eyes.”

Dyla smiled and nodded, accepting the offer.
Rikervic drew her into the doorway, moving in front of her to block
any retreat.

“Now, let’s see what you’re all about,” he
whispered into her ear while his hand traced the skin of her open
neckline.

“Oh yes, let’s see.”

Quick as lightening, Dyla smashed her knee
into his groin. Rikervic doubled over in agony and instantly knew
he’d been made a fool. He reached up to his lapel and pressed his
alarm transmitter. At the same moment, Dyla smashed her elbow
against the back of his neck, rendering him unconscious. The alarm
activated momentarily, but Rikervic’s hand fell away as he
collapsed in a heap.

Dyla watched the Sergeant crumble to the
ground.

“Men,” she scoffed, “so predictable.”

She stepped out into the street and signaled
for Darius and Eclair to move forward. The two men hurried to meet
her.

“Quickly, before we’re spotted,” Dyla said,
dragging the unconscious guard through the doorway and into the
warehouse.

“Darius, help me find someplace to hide him.
He shouldn’t bother us again.”

“That was quick. What’d you say to him?”
Darius asked.

Dyla winked at her brother.

“Only what every man wants to hear.”

Darius nodded, but Eclair was left wondering
what exactly that was.

***

Corporal Feller was the senior team leader
for Rikervic’s squad. As the senior team leader, he had the
prestigious honor of guarding the event’s objective room. He
received an alarm bleep from the sergeant, but it was only a brief
buzz, hardly noticeable. It was more of a blip than an actual
alarm, and he wondered if Rikervic had accidentally activated his
transmitter again.

Wouldn’t be the first time, Feller
thought.

Feller was hesitant to check in, knowing that
if Rikervic had activated it accidentally, he would give Feller an
earful to cover his blunder. Nevertheless, Feller knew his duty and
called on his squad leader.

“Corporal Feller to Sergeant Rikervic, come
in please,” Feller called on his mike.

After calling twice more and receiving no
reply, Feller decided he had better go check on his sergeant.
Feller positioned the other member of his team inside the objective
room, and cautioned him to stay alert. He moved quickly to the
front entrance where Rikervic was supposed to be, opened the door
and found no one standing guard.

Great, where the hell did he get to now?

Feller moved into the street and walked to
each corner of the warehouse building, looking down the side
streets and alleyways. When he found no trace of Rikervic, his
military instinct kicked in and he activated his communicator.

“This is Corporal Feller. Has anyone seen
Sergeant Rikervic in the last 15 minutes? Team Leaders report.”

“Bravo team leader reporting, negative on
Sergeant Rikervic.”

“Charlie here, negative here as well.”

“Delta team reporting, negative here.”

What’s going on?
Feller thought furiously Rikervic would never desert his post. 

“All teams, shift to high alert. Rikervic is
missing and I’m going to look for him,” Feller commanded over his
communicator.

He went back inside the warehouse and started
to sweep the foyer inside the front door, spying a side utility
closet further down the corridor. He ran to the door, opened it and
found an unconscious Rikervic lying inside.

Feller’s hand flew to his communicator,
opening a channel.

“All teams, we have a breach. This is not a
drill. I repeat, this is not a drill. We have been penetrated.
Rikervic is down. Lock down all areas and trank any unknown
personnel on sight. Team Leaders, check your areas and report.”

He left the unconscious sergeant in the
closet and ran back down the corridor toward the objective room.
Rounding the corner, he found the Bravo Team leader sprawled on the
floor, unconscious. He slowed his stride and pulled out his trank
pistol, continuing to scout ahead, looking for the intruders.
Around the next corner, he spotted a lithe figure at the end of the
corridor leaning over the body of the second Bravo team member. Two
others intruders were ahead and heading down the hallway.

“Halt, stop right there!” he shouted, running
forward and firing his trank pistol at the strange woman.

Dyla looked up and saw the sentry running at
her. There were no more places to hide.

“Move it, quickly,” she yelled to Darius and
Eclair. “The objective is down that corridor.”

Darius, half-carrying Eclair, raced down the
corridor. Dyla tipped every waste container she came upon, trying
to slow the sentry down. She picked up a small metal one and
launched it at his head. Feller ducked as the container flew over
his head. He got a few more shots off before the three intruders
disappeared around the corner.

Darius opened the objective room door and
felt resistance behind it. He quickly pulled the door back to give
it some slack and slammed it forward again. A grunt and the
accompanying sound of a body hitting the floor let him know he had
successfully knocked the sentry out. He rushed inside ready to take
out any other guards, but found the room empty. Eclair slogged into
the room behind him and leaned against the wall.

Dyla was right on their heels, and she
slammed the door shut. Looking around, she took the only chair in
the room and wedged it tightly against the door, trying to buy them
a few precious seconds. She saw Darius probing his arm.

“I’m hit,” he said.

“Damn, let me see.”

Darius held out his left arm for
inspection.

“You’re lucky, you’ve only been grazed. You
shouldn’t feel any effects from it.”

Dyla looked behind her and saw Eclair begin
to slide down the wall. Darius reached over and managed to catch
him before he fell to the floor, but he was barely conscious.

“We need to check him out. I think he’s been
hit too.”

Dyla started patting Eclair down looking for
darts and spotted one sticking in his backside.

“Eclair, can you hear me?” Dyla asked.

You’ve got to be kidding, Eclair
thought, feeling the trank working.

He cringed when Dyla pulled the dart out.
Darius reached over and grabbed Eclair’s crystal and moved to the
recorder. He inserted his own crystal, then Eclair’s into the
device. Dyla was behind him recording her crystal as well. At least
the event would be recorded on the scoreboard.

Dyla glanced over at the barely conscious
Eclair and then at the chair wedged under the door. That door was
the only way into the room.

“That chair won’t hold long. Those guards
will start bursting through any moment. Any suggestions?”

“I don’t know,” Darius replied. “We have to
get out of here, but without Eclair to open a portal, I don’t know
how. This sucks. We’re so close to finishing, I can taste it.”

Darius walked back to Eclair and slipped his
chain and crystal back around his neck.

Dyla, her brow creased with concentration,
looked at her brother.

“We have to do something,” she said, her
frustration mounting.

In the background, they heard the guard
calling for backup.

“Any suggestions?”

“Maybe, but it’s a long shot. Eclair might
not be able to touch his power, but maybe we can channel our power
through him and open a portal.”

“Huh? Can that even be done?” Darius asked.
“I’ve never heard of anyone doing that before.”

“I don’t know. Like I said, it’s a long shot,
but we’re out of other options.”

“OK, let’s try.”

The twins knelt beside Eclair and each
grabbed one of his hands, with the other touching the side of his
head. They could hear the mounting commotion in the corridor
outside as the other guards converged on their location. They had
mere seconds left to get out of the room.

“Eclair, wake up, shake it off,” Dyla said.
“We’re going to channel our power into you so you can open a
portal.”

Eclair barely nodded.

Dyla channeled her power into Eclair, probing
and feeling for his center. At first, she felt nothing, but then
became aware of a strange emanation closing around her, surrounding
her.

“Darius, channel your power. I’ve found his
center. Hurry.”

“I’m already channeling. I feel it too.”

The pounding footsteps in the corridor were
getting closer.

“Eclair, concentrate on a portal,” Darius
implored. “We’ve given you all the power we have. Get us back to
the waterfront, back to the crates on the pier. Now, Eclair,
now.”

The twins continued channeling their power
and in their minds pictured the image of the crates at the end of
the pier.

A glimmer formed directly in front of them,
solidifying into a portal to the docks. Without a second thought,
they each grabbed Eclair and jumped through the portal. The last
thing Darius saw was the door to the room as it came crashing
open.

“Man, that was close!” Darius said as the
portal winked shut behind them.

The three of them were standing behind the
stack of crates on the dock, safely out of harm’s way.

“Put Eclair down for a minute and let him
rest,” Dyla said.

“Eclair, can you hear me? Are you all
right?”

Eclair opened his eyes and groaned as another
wave of nausea passed through him.

“Dyla, you’re right,” he gasped. “I’ve never
felt this bad before.”

“Sorry, but we had to get out of there. We
had no time to go back out the way we came in.”

Darius leaned over Eclair, patting his
back.

“Eclair, we have to make one more jump back
to the duchy’s portal station to complete this objective. Once
there, we can use the Seleas portal to get back to the Institute.
This is it, I promise and then I’ll carry you the rest of the way
if I have to. I know you’re hurting, but just one more jump and
we’re done. Can you do it if we channel through you again?”

“After all this, we better win,” Eclair said
weakly.

The twins surged their power through Eclair
again. They both felt the same sensation and concentrated on
forming a mental picture of the main Seleas portal station. Within
seconds, the station materialized into view and the opening
stabilized. The twins held a barely conscious Eclair between them
and stepped through. They quickly moved to the final recording
device and inserted their crystals.

The competition official pointed at
Eclair.

“What happened to him?”

“He was shot by one of sentries in the Seleas
Duchy,” Dyla replied.

“Shot? You mean tranked?” the official
asked.

Darius glanced at the scoreboard. They were
in the lead. They had finished their last objective ahead of the
Dalcon team. Every moment counted.

“Yes. Are we clear to move?”

“Wait a minute. How did you get here? He’s
your telekinetic and he’s tranked, so who opened that portal you
just came through? If you’ve had any outside help, then you’re
disqualified.”

“We didn’t have any help. My brother and I
surged our power into him and the portal opened,” Dyla said.

The official stared at Dyla, confusion
written on his face.

“You combined your powers?”

“Is there any rule against that?” Darius
asked impatiently.

Precious seconds ticked by.

A crowd began to gather around the group. The
tension was thick in the air, waiting for the official to
respond.

“No, but I must report this to the Council.
This has never been done before,” the official sputtered.

Darius pressed the official.

“Do whatever you have to do. Are we clear to
go?”

“Yes, you’re cleared. Go.”

The surrounding crowd cheered and the twins
dragged Eclair over to the main portal. Darius turned to the
operator.

“Please, a portal to the Otharian
Institute.”

As the portal solidified, Darius adjusted
Eclair on his shoulder and stepped through behind Dyla. Once
through, they began to jog the final distance from the Institute’s
portal station to the amphitheater. They were ahead and they were
going to win. Elated but still wary, Darius chanced a look over his
shoulder and saw another portal opening.

“Another portal,” he yelled to Dyla.

He sped up to a run, bouncing Eclair on his
shoulder, while trying to look back.

“It’s the Dalcons,” cried Dyla, looking back
and then sprinting ahead. “Hurry, they’re right behind us.”

Darius hitched Eclair higher and sprinted
after Dyla to the finish line. They weren’t that far ahead of the
other team.

***

“Yes Sire, that’s what the report said. All
three of them combined their powers and now they’re in the lead.
They were just at the Institute’s portal station and are now making
their way to the finish,” the official said.

Grand Duke Vogdo sat in his royal box,
frowning as he looked at the finish line directly below him. The
report from his man at the final recording point was not what he
wanted to hear.

“What do you want me to do now, Sire?”

“Nothing. You’re dismissed.”

“Yes, Sire.”

Vogdo leaned over and told Marek Dalcon the
news.

“So the Telkurs are leading,” Vogdo said to
Marek. “The portal station is well over a league away and I’m sure
anything can happen in the time it takes to run that distance, but
I wonder if I have misplaced my trust in whom the winner will
be.”

“No, my lord,” Marek answered, “I can assure
you that you have not.”

“My dear Marek, do you know something that I
don’t?”

“Hardly, my lord, but there are things that
you’d best not have knowledge of. Rest assured that I will take
care of this situation.”

“I’m sure you will,” Vogdo nodded, watching
Marek leave the royal viewing box. “I’m sure you will.”

***

Marek walked down the private staircase at
the rear of the royal viewing box. There, in the seclusion of the
private entrance, stood Nils, who instantly became alert as Marek
approached him.

“I have a job for you, and it must be done
quickly.”

“My Lord?”

“The Telkur team is now leading the
competition. They’re minutes away from the stadium and they’ll be
the first team through the archway. They must not win. I want you
to get rid of them.”

“Temporarily?”

“No, permanently.”

“As you wish, my lord,” Nils replied. He
turned and walked quickly toward the main entrance of the
stadium.

***

Darius looked ahead and spied the archway to
the amphitheater, which was fast approaching. Shifting Eclair on
his back, he reached deep inside himself to find the strength he
needed for the final sprint to victory. Though the sweat was
pouring down his face and into his eyes, out of the corner of them
he was able to see Dyla stumble and fall.

A wave of intense emotion struck Dyla and
sent her crashing to her knees. She looked up and saw the archway
directly ahead shimmer out of focus. As if in a dream, images of
her and her brother, with Eclair still on his shoulders, were
running in slow motion through the archway. A portal opened
directly in front of them. They were running so fast that neither
could stop and they ran straight through it. In the last vestiges
of her vision, Dyla saw herself and the two men she cared most
about falling to their deaths off a two-hundred-foot cliff.

As quickly as it came, the vision
vanished.

Darius stopped and grabbed her hand, but in
those precious lost seconds, the Dalcon team raced by them,
laughing at their misfortune. Dyla looked up and saw the glimmer of
the death portal forming in front of the archway. Heedless of the
imminent danger, the Dalcon team raced right towards it. She stared
helplessly as she realized what was about to happen.

“Get up, get up,” Darius cried, yanking her
to her feet. “We’re almost there. We can still win!”

“Noooooo,” she screamed.

***

Aketis Dalcon couldn’t believe his eyes when
he burst through the Institute’s portal station. The damn Telkur
team was immediately ahead of them, racing to the finish line. They
still had time and he was determined to catch them.

“Let’s go,” he shouted at his brother and
uncle. “It’s only a league to the stadium.”

They began running after the Telkur team, but
it soon became apparent that the Telkur team had too much of a head
start. The Telkurs would make it through the archway mere seconds
before the Dalcons, but enough to win. Aketis willed himself to go
faster.

As he ran and watched victory slipping from
his fingers, directly in front of the archway, steps away from
victory, Dyla Telkur stumbled and fell down.

Aketis couldn’t believe his eyes, and shouted
to his brother and uncle.

“Let’s go, move, move, move. Telkur is down.
Run, run!”

Acaris and Bacara looked at the downed Telkur
team, laughing and momentarily taking their eyes off the finish
line.

“So close,” Aketis jeered, racing past as
Darius tried to get Dyla up.

***

Marek Dalcon returned to his seat in the
Grand Duke’s royal box after giving Nils his instructions.

As the team approached the archway, the
frenzied crowd began chanting.

“Telkur, Telkur.”

***

Nils planned his trap to perfection. He stood
off to the side of the archway, carefully hidden in the crowd,
ready to open his death portal. He waited patiently for the Telkur
team to approach, relishing the chaos he would cause. When the
first shadow appeared in the archway, he let loose his power and
opened the portal.

They’ll never know what happened.

***

Marek watched, his anticipation growing. He
craned his neck to get a better view of the incoming team. He
watched eagerly as they came closer. When he saw them come through
the archway, he froze in abject horror.

“Noooooo,” he screamed.

But it was too late; the trap was sprung.
Marek watched helplessly as his only sons and brother disappeared
through the shimmering death portal. They never saw the portal
materialize, laughing at the downed Telkur team as they raced
through the archway to victory.

In a flash, Nils released his power and the
portal snapped shut. The Dalcon team had disappeared. The crowd,
not sure what had happened, was momentarily stunned. In that
silence, Nils moved away from the archway and made his escape. As
he moved away he heard a faint, lone scream from somewhere among
the crowd.

***

“Damn,” Vogdo sighed, watching events spiral
out of control. “Can nothing be easy with these damn Telkurs?”
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Duchies established trade and treaties with
each other that developed into strong alliances. These alliances
held power within the Grand Council because of the number of votes
that one could bring to bear on any particular subject. Any
alliance was only as strong as its collective members, and it was
not uncommon for a Duke to switch sides to his own benefit. Secret
agreements and loyalties were cultivated as much in the dark
hallways of the Grand Council as they were on the chamber floor. On
the surface, the Council ran like a well-oiled machine, but there
was lifelong resentments and hatred between many of the houses.
Regardless of personal feeling, all the dukes were required to
maintain a veneer of civility when gathered in session.

 



Chapter 19 - Deception

Baron Avikar Kantos strode through the east
wing of the Telkur Manor toward the Treasury Office, his heels
clicking on the gleaming marble floors. Walking through the
gallery, he studied the portraits of the past Telkur rulers that
hung in splendor along the walls.

My portrait shall soon be added to this
wall.

He bypassed his small treasury office and
went straight to the private office reserved solely for the
reigning duke. Standing in front of the solid oak doors, he glanced
back briefly at the portrait of Levon. A sly smile crossed his
lips. He inhaled deeply, grabbed the large brass handles and pushed
open the double doors, revealing the former duke’s inner
sanctuary.

The room was large and airy, with beams of
sunlight streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows. A grand,
marble fireplace carved by master stonecutters dominated one end of
the room, flanked by a semi-circle of comfortable, upholstered
chairs. The room was designed for comfort, while maintaining the
level of grandeur the Office of the Duke required. The sight fed
Avikar’s greedy heart as he walked in.

This will all be mine, soon. Mine.
I will have it no matter what it takes.

At the far end of the room stood a
magnificent, mahogany desk that reflected the wealth and power of
the room. He strode over to it, pulled out the chair and eased
himself down. He sat back, closed his eyes and gently caressed each
swirl of the intricate carvings along the edge of the desktop like
it was a cherished lover.

Yes, all mine.

“Avikar, what are you doing in here?”

Avikar’s eyes flew open and he clumsily stood
up to find Darius standing in the doorway glaring at him.

“Darius,” Avikar stammered disconcertedly. “I
thought you would like to meet in the study today.”

“Are the treasury records kept here?”

“No, but this is such a pleasant room, I
thought you might enjoy ...”

“Avikar, I don’t need a pleasant room to
review the duchy’s financial records. Now, shall we get to it?”

Avikar skirted around the desk, and hurried
past Darius, leading the way to the smaller Treasury office

Damn kid. Who does he think he is, talking to
me like that?

Darius fell in step with Avikar. He was in no
mood for his cousin’s pretentious behavior today. His mind was
reeling. His team had won the Grand Competition, but it was not the
victory he had dreamed about. There was a pall of despair and
suspicion hanging over the competition results, and he felt
cheated.

His team had been sabotaged, and yet they had
persevered. He didn’t understand the vision Dyla had at the
entrance to the amphitheatre, but it had saved them from certain
death. Though they had crossed the finish line first, it was marred
by the murder of the Dalcon team. The victory shouts from the crowd
rang false in his ears, and his frustration level overflowed from
the lack of news about the incident. Everyone was silent, pending
the official investigation.

Today, he was determined to regain some
measure of control and get answers about his own duchy’s financial
situation. He wanted to understand the full scope of the dire
numbers Avikar kept reporting to him.

Avikar tried hard not to wring his hands or
pull on his jacket as they walked down the corridor to the treasury
office. He inwardly chastised himself.

Fool. You mustn’t let that young upstart
catch you off-guard again.

Stopping at the treasury office, Avikar
opened the door, waving Darius through the doorway.

“After you.”

“Good morning,” Darius said, cordially
addressing the men inside.

Three scribes were seated at a long table,
their fingers flying across the electronic tablets in front of
them, inputting the duchy’s latest financial data. Each tablet had
a large crystal data cube slotted into the top, and the data
appeared as a hologram above the tablets. When they realized who
had addressed them, they scrambled to their feet and bowed.

“Good morning, my lord,” they said in
unison.

Avikar rushed forward, stopping in front of
his staff. “Lord Darius and I will be reviewing the records today.
You’re all dismissed for the time being.”

The scribes glanced at each other and closed
the holograms, bowing to Darius on their way out.

“Where would you like to begin?” Avikar
asked, with a sweep of his arm across the table laden with
electronic tablets.

“Let’s start with the general ledger
detailing revenues, taxation records and family expenses for the
past years.”

Avikar blanched, but quickly recovered, and
smiled at Darius.

How did he know to request the one data
cube that would garner him the most information in the least amount
of time? Avikar thought furiously.

“Very well, I shall retrieve that tablet
immediately.”

Darius watched Avikar go to the far corner of
the room and unlock a cabinet next to the bookcase.

I have surprised him, but
why? I must study these entries carefully.

Avikar reached into the cabinet, and pulled
out the electronic tablet and an extremely large data cube.
Confident that only a team of accountants with an affinity for
numbers would be able to decipher the double entries, he brought
the tablet and cube to the table. He had carefully hidden his
embezzlement within the accounts of the duchy’s imports and
exports, and was counting on the volume of intricate entries to
confuse Darius from learning anything useful.

If Avikar had paid attention to Darius in his
youth, he would have known that the young man had a mind for
puzzles. Once Darius latched onto to a puzzle, he didn’t give up
until he solved it, no matter how long it took.

“Perhaps you’ll regret not being outside on
this fine day,” Avikar said, his words dripping with sarcasm.

“You may be right, but then again, you never
know what you can learn on any given day.”

Avikar caught the note of suspicion in
Darius’ voice and began to dread the rest of the morning.

***

Dyla rounded the corner and headed for the
Treasury Office.

Darius needs a break. It’s a good time to
get up and stretch.

At the far end of the gallery hall, she saw
Avikar exit the treasury office and scurry off in the opposite
direction.

“Baron,” Dyla called after him, “are you
finished for the day?”

Avikar continued on his way without a
backward glance.

Just as well, I really didn’t want
to talk to him anyway.

She continued down the hall, and opened the
door to the treasury office. Inside she found her brother staring
at a hologram spreadsheet, studiously reading the entries.

“Darius, are you finished yet? I’m going to
see Eclair and thought you might like to tag along.”

Darius didn’t look up from the spreadsheet.
“Not right now, thanks. I’m not finished.”

“How long will you be?”

“Don’t know. I want to review these entries
again.”

“Where did Avikar run off to?”

“He said something about running an errand.
Doesn’t matter, he was just muddling up things here.”

“OK. I’ll tell Eclair you said ‘hi’.”

“Yes,” Darius replied distractedly. “Tell him
I hope he’s feeling better.”

Darius didn’t see his sister wave goodbye. He
was thoroughly engrossed in a puzzle that was slowly coming into
focus.

***

The sun was high overhead by the time Dyla
stepped through the portal at the main station in Waterford, the
capital city of the Jortac Duchy. She was eager to see how Eclair
was recovering from his poisoning.

She received nods and smiles from the
citizenry of Jortac as she hurried through the bustling seaport
city. Horses pulling carts carried supplies away from the docks and
Dyla dodged around them. There were also more than a few
distrustful stares and whispers lodged in her direction.

It must be the competition results that
have the people so divided.

She quickened her step, anxious to see
Eclair.

Her thoughts wandered back to the competition as she
made her way to the Jortac manor house. Nothing about it had turned
out as they had planned. Winning should have been their crowning
achievement, yet they waited in suspended shame because of
unfounded suspicions. Even the heralded fact that they had combined
their powers to open a portal, a feat never achieved before, was
overshadowed by the Dalcon murders.

Who would do such a dreadful
thing? Thank God I had that vision.

Dyla didn’t fully understand her vision, but it had
saved their lives. It was only her second vision, and it scared her
because they now seemed to portend the future. Knowing that the
Dalcons were heading for certain death had not been enough to save
them. There was no time to warn them, and she would carry that
guilt around for the rest of her life.

At least Eclair is getting better.

The news had been good on that account. He was
expected to fully recover from his feverwort poisoning. Dyla missed
his sheepish grin. All she wanted today was reassurance, with her
own eyes, that he was recovering from his ordeal.

***

The afternoon sun filtered through his
bedroom window while Eclair lay in his sick bed. It was another
beautiful day, which only served to remind him of his confinement.
During the weeks of the competition, he had felt exhilarated,
living off the land and using his skills to help his team. He
wasn’t the pastry boy from school; he was a valued team member. The
best part of the competition had been sleeping under a sky full of
stars knowing that Dyla slept inches away. Her closeness was more
exciting than any dream he ever had. He had received word that she
would visit today.

I have to get up. I don’t want Dyla to see me
like this.

His feelings for Dyla had grown during the
competition; their constant interaction and banter strengthened the
ties between them. The weeks together had all but eliminated the
old tension he had when he was around her. He missed seeing her
everyday, feeling her calming presence, and knowing the confidence
she had in him. Even his relationship with Darius had grown into a
friendship, of sorts. The competition had been the best time of his
life, though the end was somewhat blurry for him. He barely
remembered the sprint to the finish and hadn't seen the Dalcon team
plunge through the death portal.

Clenching his teeth, Eclair pulled himself up
to a sitting position. The days of immobility had taken its toll on
him. He needed to exercise his body and recover his strength.

Damn, is there any part of me that
doesn’t hurt?

Eclair forced himself up and out of his
bedchamber. He walked down the main staircase and then down the
nearest hallway. He was feeling better walking, until a wave of
nausea overcame him. He paused and leaned his hand against the
wall. Sweat had broken out on his brow. He had to sit down or fall.
He grabbed the nearest door handle and slipped inside the room.

“Just a few minutes to rest,” he mumbled to
himself. As he closed the door, he looked around and suddenly
realized where he was: his father’s private study.

“Oh great, why did it have to be this
room?” he said with a groan.

Duke Lucas Jortac conducted all manner of
business in this room and allowed no one inside uninvited. Over the
years, Eclair had seen numerous Grand Council members meet
regularly with his father. Even Grand Duke Vogdo had visited here
on occasion.

Even though the room was off limits to him,
Eclair had to sit and rest, or collapse from exhaustion. He
shuffled to the back of the room and sat down on a chair in the
corner, resting his head in his hands.

“He’ll never know I was here. I’ll only stay
for a moment to catch my breath.”

Being in his father’s study reminded him of
his shattered hopes for a decent father/son relationship. He had
foolishly thought that winning the competition would begin to mend
the estranged relationship. Instead, how typical, Lucas barely
acknowledged his accomplishment. The father/son relationship that
Eclair yearned for was never going to happen, no matter what he
did; but it was difficult for him to accept that realization. With
his last vestiges of hope fading away, Eclair felt his heart harden
toward his father.

“I’ll never be able to please that man,” he
muttered.

With the nausea past, Eclair rose from the
chair and started for the door. He froze in place, however, when he
heard voices in the hallway.

“Damn, not now. Can’t anything ever go
right?”

Eclair began to panic as the voices came
closer. If his father found him in here, there would be no end to
the tirade he would have to bear.

“What can I do?” They were coming to the
study and he had to get out. As the door handle began to turn,
Eclair realized he was out of options. In the blink of an eye, he
sat back down and bent the light around him, becoming invisible. He
had never told anyone other than the twins about his ability to
bend light, and he prayed he could hide himself long enough to
escape his father’s wrath.

The door to the study opened, and Eclair saw
his father usher Baron Avikar into the room. Lucas shut and locked
the door, and both men sat at the table in the middle of the room.
With no means of escape, Eclair concentrated on keeping the light
bent around him.

“Avikar, why are you here? I told you to wait
for me to contact you. We can’t have anyone making assumptions
about our relationship.”

Avikar wrung his hands.

“My Lord, I’m worried. I’ve spent the morning
confined with Darius in the treasury office while he studied the
financial records. I can ill afford for him to find anything
askew.”

“I assume you’ve hidden your entries
well.”

“Yes, of course, but he pours over the same
tallies, over and over again.”

“If you’ve hidden the numbers as well you
claim, then you have nothing to worry about. While you’re here,
what news do you have about the competition? Does anyone realize
that the death portal was not meant for the Dalcon team?”

Eclair sat mesmerized.

What are they talking about? Death
portal?

“The only talk I’ve heard is how inconsolable
Duke Marek is over the deaths of his brother and sons. When their
bodies were found at the bottom of the cliff, it took three men to
hold him back. There’s no other talk than that, but I’m worried
about the twins.”

“Nothing about that portal happened the way
it was planned, but you needn’t worry Avikar. Everything is well in
hand. The Council will agree with us and the twins will be taken
care of.”

Shocked by his father’s statement, Eclair
nearly lost his circle of invisibility. He fought hard to keep his
concentration, but his strength was waning.

“But, Lucas, how can you be so sure?” Avikar
asked, his voice rising with every word.

“Avikar, I told you, everything will work
itself out. Now, calm yourself.”

Lucas watched Avikar take several deep
breaths. He hated when the little man lost control. It showed what
a weak-minded individual he really was. Why Avikar was chosen for
his role in the Alliance plan was something that he would never
understand.

Avikar persisted in his questions, not
realizing how irritated Lucas was becoming.

“How can we be sure the Council will agree?
What proof is there to link them with the death portal?”

Lucas banged his fist on the table. “Avikar,
think. The twins have doomed themselves. Many people heard them
tell the official that they had channeled their powers together to
open a portal. That has never been done before, and the news spread
like wildfire. My son was poisoned and couldn’t open a portal, so
that leaves them as the prime suspects.”

“But still ...”

“Don’t you see?” Lucas said with irritation
clearly evident in his voice. “The Telkur team was at a serious
disadvantage when Eclasius was poisoned. Darius had to carry him
across the finish line. They were exhausted and were slowed down
considerably. The only way to stop the Dalcon team from sprinting
to the finish was to open a portal and send them crashing to their
deaths. The twins will be easily implicated.”

“I see. The twins will be convicted of high
crimes and eliminated from the line of succession, and Marek Dalcon
will be placated at the same time.”

“Yes; as I said before, you’ve got nothing to
worry about.”

Avikar nodded his head.

“Once the Council convenes, the arrest
warrants will be issued for the twins,” Lucas said.

“Delicious,” crooned Avikar.

“Avikar, one more thing.”

“Yes, my lord?”

“Don’t ever come to my home uninvited again.
Do we understand each other?”

“We do.”

“Good; now get out.”

Avikar stood up, bowed to the Duke and
scurried out of the room as fast as his short legs could carry
him.

Lucas seethed with agitation watching Avikar
depart.

“Imbecile! I must speak with Vogdo about
this.”

Lucas rose from his seat and strode out of
his study, banging the door shut.
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Chapter 20 - Escape

Eclair could scarcely breathe while watching
his father storm out of the study. When the door slammed shut, he
released his power. His body was drenched in sweat and he had the
beginnings of a splitting headache.

I can’t believe it, my own father. I’ve got
to warn the twins. They won’t stand a chance against this.

He hurried to the door, and listened for any
noise in the hallway before slipping out. He walked as fast as
possible back to his room, but he had not gone far when he heard
his father’s voice again. He was about to walk the other way when
he heard the familiar voice.

“Hello, Duke Jortac. I’ve come to visit with
Eclasius and see how he’s doing.”

“Hello Dyla,” Lucas said. “I haven’t seen
much of my son lately. He stays in his bedchamber these days,
recovering his strength, but do come in, and I’ll have someone take
you to him.”

Dyla accepted the duke’s offer, and entered
the foyer. Before Lucas could summon a servant to escort her
upstairs, he spied Eclair rounding the corner of the adjacent
hallway.

“Eclasius, what are you doing over there?” he
demanded.

Eclair looked at his father with blank eyes.
He continued to move slowly forward, smiling slightly at Dyla.

“I was so tired of staying in bed that I
thought I’d take a walk. I guess I’m not as strong as I thought,”
he answered weakly, “I‘m actually not feeling very well at the
moment.”

Dyla hurried to Eclair’s side.

“I’ll take you back to your room.”

She put a supporting arm around his waist,
and felt his damp shirt. The last time she saw him like this was
when he’d bent the light around them during the competition. She
looked at him with raised eyebrows, but he simply looked down in
exhaustion.

“Let me get some help for you,” Lucas said,
watching Dyla help Eclasius up the wide staircase.

Dyla called over her shoulder.

“It’s all right. I can get him upstairs.”

“Very well, call for a servant if you need
help.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

Lucas briefly watched the two climb the
stairs before turning away. His son’s weakness disturbed him. Lucas
had thought he should have recovered by now, but seeing Eclaisius
now belied that thought. He had a momentary feeling of unease when
he first saw him in the hallway, and briefly wondered if his son
could have overheard the conversation with Avikar. Watching Eclair
being helped up the stair, a near invalid, he quickly dismissed the
notion. There was no way he could have been near the study without
Lucas noticing him.

Eclair leaned on Dyla, but didn’t speak. Dyla
sensed waves of wrongness emanating from him, but said nothing.
When they finally finished climbing the massive staircase, Eclair
pointed to the door on the right and Dyla helped him inside his
bedchamber. She guided him to the edge of his bed, and he sat down
with an exhaustive sigh. He grinned weakly to show his
appreciation, and motioned for her to close the door.

As the door clicked closed, Eclair tried to
get off the bed. In his weakened state, he nearly fell over. Dyla
rushed to his side to keep him from collapsing onto the floor.

“Dyla, you and Darius are in great danger,”
he gasped. “You must leave at once.”

“Eclair, sit down. You look dreadful. What
are you talking about?”

“Before you came, I was walking around the
manor, but I got tired and looked for somewhere to rest.”

Eclair stopped momentarily to catch his
breath. Dyla watched him carefully, concerned with his exhaustion
from a simple walk around the manor.

Definitely not ready for any strenuous
activities, she thought.

“I didn’t realize it at the time,” Eclair
continued, “but I was outside my father’s office. I went in to rest
and then realized where I was. I was about to leave when I heard my
father’s voice in the hallway. I panicked and did the only thing I
could think of. I sat down in the corner, and bent the light around
me. He never knew I was there.”

“So that’s why you’re so exhausted,” Dyla
said.

Eclair nodded. “I was bending the light for
quite awhile.”

“Why? Who was he talking to?”

“Baron Avikar.”

“Avikar?”

“But listen,” Eclair continued, “it’s what
they said that’s the problem. They were talking about the
competition and the accident. Dyla, it was supposed to be us that
went through that death portal.”

Dyla’s mouth fell open. “What? We were the
targets? Your father and Avikar tried to kill us? I don’t believe
it.”

“It’s true. I heard it myself.”

“But, why?”

“To stop us from winning the competition. It
was sabotaged from the beginning to make sure we didn’t win, but we
won despite their attempts to stop us.”

“Oh my god.”

Eclair let out an exhaustive groan.

“There’s more. It sounded like it wasn’t only
my father and Avikar that had planned this. I believe they’re part
of some larger group and they’re going to the Grand Council to
accuse you and Darius of murder. There’ll be arrest warrants issued
for both of you.”

“Arrest warrants? Are you joking? One minute
someone tries to kill us, and then we’re to be arrested? This is
unbelievable. Are you sure you heard correctly?”

“Yes. I can’t believe my own father is a part
of this, but we’ve no time to waste. I’m going to open a portal
back to your manor. We have to find Darius and get away as quickly
as possible.”

“Wait a minute,” Dyla said exasperatedly.
“Why would anyone want to stop us from winning the
competition?”

“Avikar said something about the Telkur treasury
books.” Eclair explained. “He was worried that Darius was studying
them. That’s when my father said not to worry, because both of you
would be taken care of. You’re going to be charged with opening the
portal at the arena and murdering the Dalcon team.”

“No, that’s not possible. We’re innocent,” Dyla
exclaimed.

“They’ll say you did it to win the competition and
get the prize money to pay off the Duchy’s debt. Avikar was
overjoyed at the idea of getting rid of you both.”

“Of course he would be. Then he’d be one step closer
to grabbing the throne. Eclair, this whole thing stinks ...”

“I know, I know, but we don’t time now to discuss
it. We have to leave. We must be gone before the warrants are
issued by the Council.”

Dyla was stunned, trying to think through everything
Eclair had told her.

“You’re right. We have to leave.”

Eclair watched the emotions play across Dyla’s face
as the news sunk in. She suddenly looked at him with a critical
eye.

“Are you strong enough to open a portal?”

“I’ll have to be. We need to get to the main Jortac
portal station before my father halts all traffic. Then we can jump
to your station.”

Eclair looked around his room. Thinking
furiously, he forced himself off the bed, went to his closet and
changed into traveling clothes. He started shoving more into a
pack.

“What are you doing?” Dyla asked.

“Planning, just in case.”

Reeling from the news, Dyla was anxious to
get back and talk with Darius.

“Let me help you. We’ll get out of here
faster.”

Eclair nodded, and within minutes he was
opening a portal to the Jortac station. When the second portal
stabilized at the Telkur station, Dyla quickly stepped through with
Eclair fast on her heels. They wasted no time in leaving the
station.

“We should find Darius right away,” Eclair
said.

“I know exactly where he is. Are you strong
enough to open another portal just outside the manor?”

“Sure.”

Dyla knew her brother; he would still be
there chewing over the puzzle he found. Running down the hallway to
the treasury office, they passed through the hall of portraits.
Dyla could feel the weight of her ancestors looking down, somehow
judging her, willing her to make things right again as she swept
past. It added to her sense of urgency; she increased her speed and
left Eclair to labor behind her.

When she reached the treasury office, she
threw open the door and burst in, startling Darius. He looked up at
the commotion, staring at her in surprise before quickly changing
to puzzlement at seeing Eclair, in a state of near collapse,
following her into the room.

“Hey, what are you two doing here?” he asked.
“Eclair, you look terrible! Should you be up so soon?”

Eclair was out of breath and couldn’t answer.

“We need to go, now,” Dyla said, reaching out
to grab her brother’s arm.

The direct contact initiated a telepathic
connection. The link sent forth a burst of thoughts that Darius
tried to make sense out of in short order. Through the jumbled
turmoil, he sensed danger and urgency coursing through Dyla’s mind,
but not much more. It was too much, too fast.

“What’s going on?” he asked, pulling back
from her.

“Darius, we have to leave immediately,” Dyla
said, tugging on her brother’s arm. “Please come with us now.”

“But I’m on to something here. There’s
something wrong in the ledgers, I know there is, but I need more
time to put it everything together. I’ve almost figured it
out.”

“No, we don’t have time,” Eclair urged. “We
have to leave now.”

Sensing the alarm in both of them, Darius
relented and followed the two out of the office, leaving the ledger
hologram floating above the tablet. He helped Eclair walk down the
corridor, through the foyer and up the stairs to Dyla’s bedchamber.
She locked the door once they were inside.

Darius helped Eclair sit on the bed and
turned toward his sister.

“All right, what’s this all about?”

“Darius, we‘re in serious trouble. Eclair
accidentally overheard his father talking with Avikar earlier
today.”

“Avikar? So that’s where the little weasel
went. He seemed a bit flustered this morning when he left, but why
the need to see Lucas Jortac?”

“He met with my father and said something
about you snooping around the treasury books. My father mentioned
some hidden entries, but then he spoke about the competition,”
Eclair explained.

Darius slapped his thigh.

“I knew there was something wrong with those
figures,” he declared, interrupting Eclair.

“Listen. The competition was purposely
sabotaged and my father said it was us who were supposed to die in
that portal accident.”

“What? Sabotage? Your father tried to kill
us? No way, I don’t believe it. Why kill us?”

Eclair shook his head. “I don’t know the
answer to that.”

“So, you’re telling me that, in addition to
the competition being sabotaged, which I already believed by the
way, you’re saying that your father was involved in a plot to have
us killed? There’s no way he would murder us with you along. It
doesn’t make sense.”

“Well, he never actually said that it was the
two of them that tried to murder us. The way he talked, it sounded
like they were part of larger group, some kind of conspiracy.”

“Now there’s a conspiracy?” Darius asked
incredulously.

Eclair nodded again. “My father is going to
the Council today to get the arrest warrants charging you two with
opening the death portal and killing the Dalcon team. He told
Avikar that you’ll be easily implicated because we were behind in
the final stretch and it was the only way we could win.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Darius shouted, as the
weight of Eclair’s words sank in. “We were winning fairly. It was
Dyla’s vision that made her stumble. We told the officials that.
How can they turn around and say we planned it? We have to fight
this. We didn’t do anything wrong.”

“You can’t fight this,” Eclair said.

“Of course we can, and I’m not going anywhere
but to the Grand Council. I’ll explain everything to them.”

Eclair was nearly hyperventilating. He had to
make the twins understand before it was too late.

“Don’t you get it? You won’t be given a
chance to explain anything before you are implicated. They’re going
to claim that you and Dyla channeled your power through me when you
pulled her up.”

“Eclair, I agree with Darius,” Dyla
interjected. “If we run now, it will look like we’re guilty. We
should fight this before the Council.”

Eclair jumped off the bed, waving his
arms.

“You can’t fight this. This conspiracy has
numbers on their side. My father said they would sway the Council
against you. They’ll have you locked up, tried, and convicted
before you can say anything. No one will ever hear what you have to
say.”

“OK, calm down. Sit down and let’s think
about this rationally for a moment,” Darius said.

“Look, I know what my father said,” Eclair
implored. “If you go to the Council and there’s a conspiracy
against you, who will you turn to? Who will help you? Ty, the
newly-crowned Duke of Persing? How much sway will he have in
clearing your names? Or, maybe Avikar, who’s drooling over the
prospect of gaining the Telkur throne for himself? Everything is
spiraling out of control. Don’t you see that?”

Darius was speechless and began to understand
the full weight of their predicament. “I see your point.”

“I understand,” Dyla added. “But I don’t see
how running will help any of this.”

“It will buy us time,” Darius answered.

Eclair’s head bobbed up and down. “Time that
we need to figure this mess out; but we’re not safe here. We have
to leave now before they close down all the portal stations. My
father might have already discovered Dyla and I gone. We don’t have
much time before the Council sends out a royal edict for your
arrest.”

The more Darius thought about it, the angrier
he became.

“I can’t believe that your father is
conspiring with Avikar against us. I can believe it of Avikar, but
Duke Jortac too?”

“If I hadn’t heard the words with my own
ears, I would never have believed it myself,” Eclair said
dejectedly. “My father is a monster.”

“Then we need to move, and move quickly.
Let’s get out of the mansion before the guards come with warrants.
This will be the first place they’ll look. Eclair, I’m sorry to say
this, but you look awful. Do you have the strength to open another
portal?”

“Wait,” Dyla said. “If we’re going to run,
we’ll need supplies, especially gold. We’ll have to go into hiding
and buy protection; nobody will give us anything when this becomes
public. Grab things of value that we can sell quickly.”

Darius nodded in agreement.

“I’m already packed,” Eclair said, holding up
his pack.

“Good,” Darius replied. “Got any money?”

“Little bit.”

“OK, wait here, I‘ll be right back,” Darius said and
left the room.

Eclair collapsed onto Dyla’s bed.

Darius sprinted down the corridor to his own
bedchamber amid a torrent of thoughts swirling around his mind.
Just two days ago, everything had been perfect. They were on their
way to winning the competition and saving the duchy. Now, their
lives were turned upside down again, sabotaged by who knows whom,
and they were running away like criminals. He bristled at the
unfairness of it all, but vowed he would not give up without a
fight.

In his rooms, he changed into traveling
clothes, gathered a tidy amount of coins, and threw them into his
pack along with another change of clothes. Within moments he was
headed back to Dyla’s room. Upon entering her bedchamber, he found
Dyla had also changed, finished packing and was sitting on her bed
next to Eclair.

“You ready?” Darius asked.

“Yeah, let’s go,” Dyla said.

“Eclair, can you open a portal right outside
the main Telkur station? I want to get close, but not inside in
case there are any guards from the Council already waiting for us
there.”

“Sure.”

Eclair stood up and opened the portal. When
it stabilized, they stepped through to the street next to the
portal station. Checking to make sure no one was around they
slipped inside the main Telkur portal station. Relief showed on
their faces when they discovered Trinity was now the telekinetic on
duty.

She looked up from the control desk.

“Hey, what are you three doing here?”

Dyla walked quickly over to her cousin.
“We’re in big trouble. We don’t have time to explain everything,
but we need to get away. Eclair overhead his Father and Avikar
talking this morning, saying that Darius and I are going to be
arrested for the murders of the Dalcon team.”

“Are you kidding? Who would believe
that?”

“It doesn’t matter who believes it, it’s
going to happen,” Eclair said.

“But, that’s ridiculous.”

Eclair cut off any further conversation with
a wave of his hand. “Trinity, we need to get away, far away. Some
place where no one will find us. The people after us are very
powerful, and they’ll stop at nothing to get us.”

“They’d be able to find you wherever you go,”
Trinity replied; “you know that.”

“I know, and I’ve been thinking about that,”
Eclair said, looking at his friends. “We have to do something
drastic if we are going to get away. I think we must go
off-world.”

Trinity plopped down in her chair, stunned at
Eclair’s suggestion.

“Off-world? Are you out of your mind?
Off-world portals are forbidden and extremely dangerous. Besides
there’s really only one address still in the database and it’s
quarantined.”

“Yeah, that seems a bit extreme,” Darius
said. “Why can’t we hide in the Beckson Duchy for awhile? No one
will find us. There’s a civil war going on there.”

Eclair paced around the station. He needed to
get his point across before it was too late and his voice quavered
with emotion. “None of you were in that room when they talked about
arresting you. It was a forgone conclusion that you would be found,
arrested and convicted. We can’t go anywhere where the Council, or
anyone determined enough, could follow us. That only leaves
off-world.”

“Wait, this is crazy,” Dyla said. “No one
goes off-world! We can’t seriously be thinking of doing this?”

“I am,” Eclair answered, turning to Trinity,
“and I know there’s only one address in the logs. A team went
through and some came back to tell the tale.”

“You’re serious?” Darius asked. “Off-world,
for real? How do you know about this place anyhow?”

“In school. We learned about the off-world
portal and the expedition team. I think we have to try it, but
we’ll have to make it look like we’re still on Otharia to throw
them off.”

“I can’t believe you want us to travel
off-world,” Dyla said, shaking her head.

Eclair stopped pacing and faced the twins.
“Look, I know this is a drastic step, but one thing you both taught
me during the competition is to believe in myself. Now I’m asking
that you do just that. Trust me.”

The twins looked at each for a long moment.
It was true that they had encouraged Eclair to trust in himself,
and he had grown by volumes as a result. If they didn’t trust him
now, they would be nothing but hypocrites.

Dyla nodded to Darius.

“OK, let’s do it,” Darius said.

Trinity began to scan through the data logs
for the address of the off-world portal. Tense moments ticked by
until she looked up from the console.

“I found it,” she said. “I can send you to
the same location that the original exploration team went to, but I
don’t know what you’ll find there. No one has gone back there for a
very long time. But one thing is for sure, no one will look for you
there.”

“Where is this place?” Darius asked.

“It’s a planet called Earth,” Trinity
replied. “Our ancestors had a colony there, but the place was
officially quarantined after the exploration party was lost in some
kind of disaster. No one really knows what actually happened.”

“Great! Sounds promising,” Darius said
sarcastically. “What’s this place like and, more importantly, how
do we get back?”

“There’s no real description of the planet,
and I’m afraid the only way back is to find the old colony. They
would have had traveling crystals with them. I can’t give you the
one in this station, because its loss will be immediately noticed.
Find the crystal on Earth, and you’ll be able to open a
communications portal back to me. I’ll be able to lock on to your
coordinates and open the traveling portal to bring you back
home.”

“Why can’t we use our personal crystals? I
have a strong one,” Eclair chimed in.

“Not strong enough, Eclair. It would take a
10K crystal, at the very least.”

“How long ago did that expedition team go to
this planet Earth?” Dyla asked.

“The log entry indicates about 1500 years
ago.”

Dyla slapped the console table.

“Are you kidding? We have to find a traveling
crystal that’s been missing for 1500 years?”

“Yes, but that’s good news for you. No one
will look for you there because it’s been quarantined all this
time.”

Eclair turned to Trinity.

“We’re out of time. You must open that portal
now. Once we go through, erase the entry and open a portal to the
Beckson Duchy so that destination is recorded in the log instead.
Can you do that?”

Trinity nodded briefly and started the
sequence to open the off-world portal. Within moments the portal
started to form. Darius approached Trinity.

“Trinity, I need you to do something for
us.”

“I’ll do whatever you want, you know
that.”

“Good. Keep your eyes and ears open, and
learn all you can. Someone is trying to get rid of us, and we need
to find out who it is and why. Go to Ty as soon as possible and
explain everything to him and, whatever you do, stay away from
Avikar. Take no chances with your safety.”

“I’ll be careful. If I don’t hear from you
sooner, I’ll open a return portal to the same coordinates, at
exactly this time, one month from now. These long distance portals
drain crystals quickly, so I won’t be able to keep it open for
long.”

“OK, but hopefully we’ll be able to contact
you before then. We can’t afford to be gone for too long, or we may
not have a home or a throne to come back to.”

Trinity nodded, tears welling in her
eyes.

Dyla stepped around the console to hug the
young woman.

“Take care of yourself, Trinity. These people
are dangerous and I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“You be careful too. I don’t know what I’d do
if anything happened to you.”

“We’ll be careful.”

Dyla walked back to her brother wearing a
brave smile. “Looks like we’re in for another adventure, huh? You
ready?”

“I was born ready.”

Dyla rolled her eyes and turned to Eclair,
placing her hand gently against his chest.

“Eclair, I know you want to come with us, but
you can’t. We’re the ones the Council wants and I won’t risk your
life on something this dangerous. Stay here, get well, and help
Trinity. We’ll see you again soon.”

“Yeah, and thanks for the warning earlier,”
Darius added.

“OK. I’ll see you two soon,” Eclair
replied.

Eclair stepped back from Dyla, turned and
winked at Trinity. He was going with the twins, but didn’t want to
argue with them now. They needed a strong telekinetic to make
contact for a return portal, and he was the only one for the
job.

The twins adjusted their packs, took a deep
breath and stepped through the stabilized portal. Unseen by them,
Eclair moved forward, and followed them through. After a few
moments, the portal winked out.

Trinity quickly erased the off-world
signature from the portal log and opened a portal to the Beckson
Duchy, holding it open for ten seconds before closing it down.

Staring at the empty space, she was overcome
with dread. She sighed and opened a communication link to Ty.

“Trinity, how are you doing?”

“Ty, I need to tell you something.”


Excerpt from The Chronicles of Otharia
during the reign of the First Vacancy:

Division I – The Rule of Otharia

Subsection IV – The Gypsy Nation

 


The Gypsy Nation is a break-away band from
the traditional rule of Otharia. It started as a sea faring duchy,
but its citizens revolted and set up a loose collective of clans
and chieftains. These chiefs rule via a parliament that meets to
discuss trade and commerce. This type of government was purposely
formed to serve the people, not any royal family. Upon its
inception, the nation was immediately outlawed by the Grand
Council, to discourage its radical ideas from becoming the norm.
The Grand Council made a paltry attempt to overthrow the new
government, but was decisively defeated in the first naval battle
of that conflict.

 



Chapter 21 – Lilliana

“Woman, where’s my food!” Sardel Kell
yelled.

He sat down at the stout wooden table. The
fire in the hearth flooded the main room with warmth. It was a
pleasure coming home for the noonday meal. Before Lilly entered his
life, any meal prepared by Sardel had been an adventure. He was a
terrible cook.

A clang of pots from the kitchen answered
him.

“You sit there and wait a moment,” Lilly said.
“Yelling about it isn’t going to make it cook any faster.”

A smile crept across Sardel’s face as he
thought about how much his life had changed in the past year. He
was a coarse man, but had shown an uncharacteristic soft spot for
the woman he had rescued from the devastating warehouse explosion
in the Telkur Duchy. That soft spot had set off a sequence of
events that had already changed his life. Mostly for the better, he
thought, as he smelled the mouth-watering aromas coming from the
kitchen.

When Lilly had first opened her eyes, Sardel
told her that she’d been hurt and not to move. Being the stubborn
woman she was she had tried anyway. From the grimace on her face,
he knew she instantly regretted it. He explained that she’d been in
an accident, but she stared at him with blank eyes, remembering
nothing about it. He would soon learn all her memories were gone,
and his hope of discovering what happened that dark night, when his
comrades had died, was dashed. He had hoped that calling her Lilly
might spark some recognition from her, but no memories surfaced.
Sardel was a patient man, and figured in time she would remember.
In the meantime, it was not such a hardship to have the woman in
his home.

When she was sufficiently healed, Lilly took
up the duties of housekeeper: preparing Sardel’s meals and cleaning
his clothes. It was a mutually beneficial relationship for both of
them. Lilly had nowhere to go, and Sardel was a mess of a man.

Day after day Lilly stayed, learned the ways
of the gypsies, and prayed for her memory to return. She sensed
something missing deep within her, but was powerless to discover
what it was. When she looked in the mirror, she saw a strange woman
with raven hair and stark, blue eyes staring back.

Today, however, she planned to change the
course of her life.

Carrying the tray of food, she walked into
the common room toward the hard-looking man seated at the table.
Sardel was a large man, with arms as stout as tree trunks. He had a
mass of unruly black hair on his head and his face was covered with
a full, shaggy beard.

“Here’s your food, Sardel. Next time,
practice a little patience.”

“Yeah, yeah, woman. I hear you.”

Sardel greedily grabbed the bowl and began
stuffing his mouth full of the savory stew. He tore off a large
chunk of the warm bread, soaked it in the broth, the added it to
his already full mouth. With cheeks puffed out like a squirrel
gathering his winter nuts, his appearance told Lilly how much he
enjoyed her cooking.

Lilly sat down at the table, and watched him
eat. Once Sardel finished his noontime meal, he would be off to the
docks again and may not come home until late in the evening. He
usually told her when he would be out to sea for more than a day,
but not always. Not knowing the details of his daily routine
bothered her. It made her feel like an outsider, no matter the
kindness he extended her.

He noticed her watching him, and finally put
his spoon down.

“What?”

“Sardel, when are you going to take me with
you?”

“Lilly, we’ve been over this before,” Sardel
mumbled. “I know you want to learn the trade, but it’s dangerous
work, and you have no experience. Besides, your leg is still
healing.”

Lilly snorted. “My leg is longed healed, so don’t
use that excuse. I’m willing and able to do any kind of work.
You’ll say anything so I’ll continue to cook your meals and clean
your house. I do appreciate all you’ve done for me, but I need more
than being your housekeeper. Give me the chance to try. If I don’t
prove myself worthy, then I’ll come back quietly and tend to your
home.”

Sardel sat pensively, thinking over Lilly’s
proposal. She was a capable woman who would fit in naturally with
the rest of his crew, but, memory or not, she was still the Duchess
of Telkur. He could never forget that fact. Every ship in the gypsy
fleet had its share of women as part of the crew, so that was not
an issue. She was royalty, and someday she would remember her
heritage. She was becoming restless, and he didn’t want her to find
any trouble of her own. Scant few of the gypsies knew of her
presence here, and only one other knew her real identity.

Better I watch over her than someone
else, he thought.

Sardel banged the table with his fist.

“Very well, woman, I’ll take you with me
tomorrow and you can start training with my crew. And don’t worry
about proving yourself, because if you fail, you’ll most surely
die.”

Sardel watched the gleam in Lilly’s eyes when
she smiled.

Yes, she’s a capable woman.

He wondered if Lilly would ever regain her
memory. He had questioned her numerous times, and her answer was
always the same. She didn’t remember anything before waking up in
this house. Unfortunately, the answers to his comrade’s deaths were
locked inside Lilly’s mind. Perhaps, if she saw familiar
surroundings, it would help her regain her memories and they could
finally learn the truth.

Sardel pushed his chair back from the table
and stood up.

“You understand the nature of the gypsy
trading business, right?”

Lilly chuckled. “Yes, I understand black
market trading when I see it.”

“I knew you were a smart woman, but this will
make you an outlaw on the mainland. Are you willing to assume the
consequences of that if the ship is captured?”

“We won’t be captured. You have the fastest
ship in the fleet.”

“Good answer. I like your style. You’ll begin
tomorrow at first light, but you’ll still be responsible for my
meals. Agreed?”

“Agreed, when we’re in port.”

It was Sardel’s turn to chuckle. She was
already showing the gypsy tendency for bargaining. She would make a
fine crewmember.

“Agreed.”

Lilly watched Sardel walk out the door. She
gathered up the plates and headed back to the kitchen, eagerly
looking forward to tomorrow. Today couldn’t go by fast enough to
suit her.

The next morning, she awoke earlier than
usual. In no time, she had braided her hair and changed into the
clothes Sardel had left for her. She would finish her daily chores
before Sardel got up. No sense in giving him an excuse to make her
stay home. She was fit and ready for anything that Sardel threw her
way, or so she thought.

The two ate breakfast in silence. Lilly
cleared the table, rinsed the dishes and returned to the common
room.

“You ready?

“All set.”

Sardel left the house with Lilly trailing
behind him. He was unusually silent, but she didn’t let that deter
her. They arrived at the dock and went directly to Sardel’s ship,
the Black Raven. It was a sleek ship, built for speed, large
enough for an ocean-going venture, yet shallow in its draft. It was
the perfect ship for entering any harbor and getting away quickly
when circumstances warranted. The crew was in the process of
unloading the ship’s cargo from a recent foray to the mainland.
Sardel boarded his ship and talked with his first mate before
motioning Lilly to come aboard.

Lilly approached the burly sailor.

“Lilly, meet the first mate. He’ll be your
boss from here on out,” Sardel said, nodding to the man beside
him.

The first mate eyed Lilly up and down. The
last time he had seen her was when he helped Sardel carry her from
the warehouse. She looked completely different now, standing in
from of him, waiting to take on the world. He smiled sardonically
at her.

We’ll see what she’s really made
of.

“Name’s Took and I run things on this ship
for the captain. You’ll follow my orders to the letter. I won’t ask
you to do nothing that I wouldn’t do myself, and I treat everyone
fairly, as long as they do their share of the work.
Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What do you know about ships and
sailing?”

Lilly knew better than to lie about her
abilities. She answered as truthfully as she could.

“I don’t know if I know anything about ships
or sailing. I have no recollection of my life before I came to this
island, but nothing here sparks any memories for me.”

“How ‘bout fightin’? Can you handle a
blade?”

Took drew out a wicked-looking knife from his
side and tossed to Lilly. She snatched the blade from the air,
swiveled it in her hand, and gripped the handle so that the blade
ran along her forearm, a position only someone trained in close-in
fighting would use for defense.

“Well, that’s a start,” Took said. “Handlin’
a knife is one thing, handlin’ a ship is something else. You’ll
start at the bottom like everyone else. Go find a bucket and mop,
and start swabbing the deck.”

“Yes sir.”

Lilly returned the knife to Took and went off
in search of a mop and bucket. She was glad that Took hadn’t sent
her away. She was eager and willing to learn any skill that came
her way. There were many other women aboard, perhaps as many as
half the crew, so she knew she would have the opportunity.

It was the gypsy way of life. Everyone, both
men and women, had a job to do and they all seemed to contribute to
the common good. It felt right to Lilly, although she didn’t
understand why. All she knew was that she was finally out of the
house, and she was content with that for the moment.
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The Grand Council consisted of the sitting
Dukes for all the recognized duchies. Each had an equal say, and
vote, with issues that came before the council. Disagreements among
the council were commonplace and led to the formation of
like-minded groups. One such group was the Red Alliance, formed
clandestinely to maintain the status quo of the royal hierarchy.
Any movement toward the erosion of the royal power base led the
group to take secretive actions to subvert the motion. The actions
of the Red Alliance were not limited by any constraints of legality
or morality.

 



Chapter 22 – The Red Alliance

Lucas Jortac glared at the messenger beside
him.

“What do you mean you can’t find them? We
know they went to the Beckson Duchy. It shouldn’t be that hard to
track them down.”

“My Lord, the civil war is making it
difficult for us to find them,” the messenger replied. “We’ve
already lost two teams to local violence.”

“I don’t care if you lose every team you
have,” Lucas raged. “That’s why I pay you, to sneak around and find
things for me. I want them found now.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Lucas waved his hand, dismissing the man. He
turned and entered the adjoining room, where a number of royals
were presently seated. He looked at the collective group, and
realized that this was not the time to reveal weakness.

He strode to the empty chair at the table and
sat down. All eyes were on him.

“My Lords, I have news of our quarry. It
seems they have run to ground in the Beckson Duchy. As you know,
the civil war rages there. It shall require a delicate hand to
extricate our wayward duo.”

Lucas did not bother to tell the other
members of his son’s involvement with the twins’ escape. He would
deal with Eclasius personally once he was found. The Alliance must
not see weakness in his ability to handle his own son.

“How long will it take to capture them?”
Grand Duke Vogdo asked, impatiently tapping the table with his
finger.

Lucas needed to stall as long as possible, in
order to give his own men the chance to carry out this mission. He
had given his personal assurances to the Grand Duke that the twins
would be taken care of.

“My Lord, your question poses an interesting
dilemma. It depends on what we want to ultimately achieve here. As
you know, we’re dealing with a difficult situation in Beckson. We
have basically two options open to us.”

“What options, Lucas?” Marek Dalcon
interrupted belligerently.

Marek, above all else, wanted Darius and Dyla
to pay for his family’s murders. It was his order that had opened
the death portal, yet he irrationally blamed the twins and would
stop at nothing to get his revenge. Lucas glared at Marek before
continuing.

“First, we can ask Duke Urias for help in
recovering these fugitives. It’s the legal way to handle the
situation. But if we do this, when the twins are captured they will
be heavily guarded and under the Duke’s protection.”

“As the esteemed Duke Urias is not part of
this Alliance,” Marek interrupted again, “that situation may not be
in our best interest.”

Lucas ignored Marek’s outburst.

“Second, we can continue on our present
course of action and let my teams continue to search for, and
capture, the twins. This bypasses the Duke’s sovereign authority
and it might be construed by some as an invasion of his domain, or
spying at the very least, if any of the teams are caught. However,
we’d be able to extract the twins using this course of action
before anyone realizes they are in Beckson.”

“Lucas, we all know the consequences of
letting the twins testify in open court,” Grand Duke Vogdo said.
“It seems to me that if we let Duke Urias assist in this endeavor,
then the logical conclusion would be that the twins would end up in
the hands of authorities that we might not easily circumvent. That
is untenable. At this point, I don’t think it’s a question of if we
should capture the twins or not, but how quickly we should
eliminate them. That needs to happen immediately. If you cannot
accomplish this task, then I have the means in place within Beckson
to do so.”

Lucas realized that he hung on the edge of a
very dangerous precedent. If he could not convince the Grand Duke
of his ability to accomplish this task, then he would not be able
to control its outcome.

“My Lord, I quite agree with your reasoning
and I have teams in place ready to carry out such plans, with no
trail of evidence leading back to us. Everyone knows that during
the course of war, fatalities happen.”

“Very well then,” Vogdo replied. “We’ll see
what your plans come to. Just remember; time is of the
essence.”

Duke Marek sat back in his chair with a smug
smile, satisfied that Lucas had the appropriate course of action in
motion. The other members around the table whispered and nodded
among themselves.

“My Lords, there is one other issue,” Lucas
continued. “We have the opportunity to ensure the twins’ deaths
further our cause and render a decisive blow against the ideals
that Levon instituted. These ideals can be stopped before they can
take root anywhere else.”

“How would you propose to make that happen?”
Vogdo asked.

“The twins shall die with the taint of
corruption on their hands, in the midst of the Beckson civil war,”
Lucas summarized. “We shall plant enough evidence to expose them as
sympathizers to the rebels, and their deaths will be attributed to
illegal trade the twins provided to them. All done in the name of
the glorious ideals they so openly covet. We may also gain the
support of Duke Urias by exposing this illicit alliance with the
duke’s enemies. I shall personally take care of the sordid details
and report back to the Alliance once the deed is done.”

“Excellent, Lucas,” Vogdo replied. “Your
success in this shall be a grand coup in our favor. We eagerly
await your next report.”

“Good, we are in agreement then,” Lucas
said.

The collective lords unanimously voiced their
consent.

Lucas left the Alliance meeting feeling
secure that everything was well in hand. He had garnered the
collective consent to control the elimination of the twins, and
bought more time to extricate his own son from the sordid mess. No
one would know that Eclasius was involved, and the Jortac family
honor would remain intact.

Grand Duke Vogdo stayed seated and watched
the lords depart. He found it curious that Lucas had failed to
mention his son’s involvement with the twins’ escape. Of course,
Vogdo had received a report earlier clearly indicating that
Eclasius Jortac was with the Telkur twins.

Lucas, what are you up to, and why the
secrecy? It will be interesting to see how you handle this
situation. Yes, most interesting indeed, he thought.


Excerpt from the field journal of Catiana
Spencer:

 


Stonehenge is unique in the annals of
history, because its purpose has never been fully explained.
Whether it was a pagan tribute to some forgotten god, or a
celestial marker of inexplicable design, is left to the viewer’s
imagination. Whatever its origin, the site has been gone over in
such minute detail that nothing new may ever be garnered from it
again. Still, I can’t help but think that it holds ties to the
histories of Arthur and Camelot. I have studied the site ad
nauseum, but I too have grown weary of searching and hoping of
finding a connection.

 



Chapter 23 – Stonehenge

Darius stepped through the portal into
darkness. A dense fog permeated the surrounding area, making
visibility near zero. His years of training kicked in
automatically. He moved left and started to survey the area. Dyla
followed him through and immediately moved right. What the two
hadn’t expected was Eclair following them.

“What?” Dyla exclaimed, turning around as
something bumped into her. She stopped herself from striking out at
the last moment when she found herself face to face with
Eclair.

Darius quickly moved closer to the two,
echoing his sister’s surprise.

“What are you doing here? We told you not to
come,” he said.

“I had to come. Neither of you has the
experience or the power to make contact for a return portal. You’d
never make it back without me,” Eclair replied, smiling at the
twins.

Dyla’s initial rash response was replaced
with radiating warmth. Darius glanced at his sister, and was
surprised to see her smiling at Eclair.

Oh great, look at these two grinning fools.
Now I’ll have to watch out for both of them.

“Stop gawking at each other,” Darius
commanded. “We’ve no idea where we are or what we’ll run into.
Spread out and look around, and for god’s sake, Eclair, try to be
quiet.”

“I’ll do my best,” Eclair said.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Darius
mumbled.

A quick survey of the immediate area revealed
nothing useful. They found themselves in the center of a circle of
standing stones that towered above them, with no discernable signs
of life. The fog was so thick that any reconnaissance of the area
would prove useless. They would have to wait until the fog lifted
before moving anywhere.

Dyla had surveyed the outer stones, and
walked back to the center of the stone ring.

“This isn’t getting us anywhere. I can’t see
anything, but it looks like some kind of ancient monument.”

“I agree,” Eclair chimed in.

“OK, let’s get some rest while we can. I’ll
take first watch,” Darius said. “Dyla, you follow me, and then
Eclair. We have no idea how long this fog will last, so at any sign
of movement, whoever is on watch, wake the others. We’ll approach
anyone we encounter on this planet with extreme caution. Use force
only as a last resort.”

Dyla moved to the base of one of the stones,
threw her pack against it and lowered herself to the ground. Eclair
followed her.

“Eclair, I’m glad you’re here, but right now
we need to get some rest. We have no idea what we will run into
when it gets light,” she whispered.

“Understood.”

Eclair dropped his pack and sat beside her.
He settled against the base of one of the towering stones. He tried
to rest, but his mind was reeling from everything that had happened
in the last few hours. After a few moments, he turned toward Dyla,
only to discover she was awake as well.

“Dyla, I want to tell you how sorry I am for
how things have turned out,” Eclair whispered. “I wish I hadn’t
overheard my father and Avikar talking, but if I hadn’t, you and
Darius would probably be sitting in prison now.”

“I know, and thank you. We owe you our lives.
I’ll never forget what you’ve done. Now try to get some rest.”

A short distance away, Darius continued to
scan the surrounding area. The sounds of the surrounding area were
like those of the Otharian countryside; typical night sounds of
small creatures hunting and being hunted. They would have to wait
until daybreak to move. Nothing happened during his watch, and he
moved to wake Dyla.

“Dyla, wake up.”

Dyla was instantly awake. “Anything
happen?”

“No, everything is quiet.”

Dyla nodded and assumed her watch. Her watch
was uneventful, and she moved to wake up Eclair. She hesitated a
moment, hovering over his prostrate form. She put her hand over his
mouth and shook him.

“Eclair, it’s time.”

He opened his eyes, and got to his feet for
his watch.

“Go get some sleep. I’m good,” he said.

Dyla nodded and lay down, using her pack as
her pillow. Eclair encountered nothing unusual on his watch,
either. As the first rays of sunlight edged over the horizon,
Eclair woke the twins. They were on their feet within seconds, and
the three huddled together to discuss their next move. The fog was
beginning to lift, and a lush countryside was being revealed.

“Hey, what are you kids doing over there,”
sounded a voice at the edge of the stones.

The three quickly turned around. An old man
with a cane ambled toward them. They watched him make his way
deftly over the stone debris.

“What are you doing over there anyway? You
know you’re not supposed to be inside the stone circle. Can’t you
read the signs?”

Darius looked at Dyla. They were shocked they
could understand the man. He was speaking Otharian Common, the
universal language used for trade and business on their world.

“Sir, I’m afraid we got lost in the fog,”
Darius replied.

The caretaker pointed his cane toward the
road.

“Well, the road is right there. See that you
get back to it right quick now. If you’re part of that tour group,
then they’ve already headed back to town. They went back late last
night. Course, you probably don’t know that, you being lost and
such.”

“Indeed we are, sir, and anxious to meet up
with them again,” Darius answered quickly, picking up on the story
the caretaker supplied. “Would you be so kind as to direct us back
to them?”

“Harrumph, that’s why you shouldn’t be
leaving your group,” the old man answered, proud of his deductive
reasoning. “Look at you three now, lost, just as I thought.”

The three looked at the old man expectantly
while he grumbled at them. After a moment, he pointed east along
the road.

“Town of Amesbury is that way,” the caretaker
said. “Follow the road and it’ll lead you right to it. Most tour
groups stop by The Stone Bed and Breakfast. That’s probably
where you’ll find the rest of your group.”

They nodded to the caretaker, and headed out
in the general direction he had pointed. The caretaker watched them
as they moved toward the road. He didn’t like their looks.
Something wasn’t quite right about them. Too many foreigners came
by the site for his liking, and these three were about as foreign
as they came.

Eclair turned and bowed slightly to the
caretaker.

“Thank you, kind sir. We shall be on our
way.”

“Damn kids,” mumbled the caretaker as he
turned and ambled away.

“That was interesting,” Eclair said. “Our
first alien. A bit grumpy, don’t you think?”

“He looked normal enough,” Dyla replied. “The
only thing I felt from him was aggravation. I wonder if all the
people on this planet are like that.”

“Not likely,” Darius said. “One harmless old
man means nothing, but we have to be careful with everyone we
meet.”

“I don’t see much choice but to investigate
this town,” Dyla replied. “We have to start looking somewhere for
clues of our ancestors.”

“What do you think we should be looking for
first?” Eclair asked.

Darius thought a moment before answering.

“First, we should find out if the original
settlement still exits. Maybe ask the locals in this town and look
for any ruins or remains. It’s the best place to start looking for
the crystal Trinity mentioned. Somebody should be able to tell us
something.”

Eclair thought over Darius’s answer.

“We may or may not find any ruins after all
this time, but I will be able to get a reading from a crystal that
large by its power signature. A traveling crystal emanates a lot of
power and I’ll be able to spot it from a good distance away.”

“Good, it’s decided,” Darius said. “First,
let’s check out this town and the locals. Then we can start
searching for the crystal.”

The trio adjusted their traveling packs, and
continued down the road toward the town, taking in the sights
around them.

“In any case, it’s a good day for a walk,”
Dyla said.

“That caretaker thought we were visitors, so
let’s keep with that angle,” Darius said. “It should help us gain
the most information with the least amount of effort. Dyla, you
take the lead when we meet someone new. Scan them for any
hostility.”

“No problem.”

The trio walked on. The countryside had a
remarkable likeness to Otharia, though slightly different in shades
of coloring. It seemed as if the colors of the Earth countryside
were dulled, somehow, but may have been the residue of lingering
fog.

Dyla wrinkled her nose. “Do you smell
something burning?”

“I smell something, but I’m not sure what it
is,” Darius said.

“The whole place smells like burning oil,”
Eclair added.

Dyla looked around. “I don’t see any signs of
smoke.”

“Just keep your eyes peeled for anything
unusual. It may be quiet now, but that could change any second,”
Darius said.

The trio walked down the winding road, and
the lingering traces of fog that permeated the countryside caused
them to quickly lose sight of the stone ring.

“Do you hear that?” Darius asked sensing a
rumbling in the road. “Something is coming from behind us.”

The three looked back, all of them craning
their necks to get a better look around the bend in the road.

Darius saw it first, and pushed Dyla as he
shouted. “Watch out! Get off the road.”

Darius and Dyla dove into the bushes, but
Eclair wasn’t quick enough. Like a deer caught in headlights, he
stood in the center of the road, gawking at the nightmare bearing
down upon him. The screeching of tires, and a blaring horn, woke
him from his inaction and, at the last second, he dove to the side
of the road, narrowly missing the oncoming rush of steel.

“Are you OK?” a young woman cried, jumping
out of the van after she had braked to a halt just past Eclair’s
prone body.

Eclair sat up and stared at the marvel idling
in the road. He didn’t notice the woman until she came running up
to him.

“What…?” Eclair mumbled, staring at her.

“I asked you if you were OK,” she
repeated.

“Of course, why wouldn’t I be?”

“Well, maybe because I almost ran you down
with my van.”

“Is that what that is?”

The young woman straightened and looked down
at Eclair, wondering if he had hit his head when he dove off the
road.

“Let me help you up,” she offered, holding
out her hand.

She stopped suddenly when she heard a
rustling of bushes on the other side of the road.

Oh crap, it’s a trick. They’re going to
rob me, she thought, looking back as two others revealed
themselves.

“That won’t be necessary,” Darius said,
pushing through the bushes along the roadside. “I’ll take care of
him.”

“Fine,” the young woman said, carefully
backing away from them.

Dyla reached out and grabbed Darius’s arm,
keeping him from approaching more closely to the departing woman.
Eclair stood up and watched as she jumped in her van and sped
off.

Darius looked at Dyla quizzically.

“She was scared of us,” Dyla explained. “She
thought we meant her harm.”

“Really? That’s odd. I wonder why she felt
like that.”

“It’s too bad,” Eclair said, “I was hoping to
get a closer look at her ‘van’. She might have given us a
ride.”

“I doubt it,” Dyla replied, looking down the
road at the disappearing van. “The emotions I was reading from her
went from concern to suspicion and distrust in the blink of an eye
when she noticed Darius and I.”

“Well, at least we know something about the
people here,” Eclair said.

“Oh, and what’s that?”

“Their carriages smell.”

“Yeah, you got that right,” Darius said,
laughing.

“If that is how Earth people travel,” Dyla
said, “then we need to be careful walking on this road. No telling
how many of those are here.”

The trio resumed walking down the road,
senses on high alert. After a while, and with no further incidents,
they spotted a sign posted along the road.

“Progress,” Eclair said, pointing at a
directional arrow and some writing. “At least we’re heading in the
right direction.”

“You can read that?” Dyla asked.

“No, it’s gibberish to me, but my guess is
that it’s a name or description of some sort and the arrow
underneath is pointing the way to it. Maybe it’s the name of the
town the old man back at the stone ring mentioned.”

“Could be; let’s keep moving and find
out.”

Before long, they crested a rise in the road
and came upon a commanding view of a small country town. The town
of Amesbury was quiet and inviting, nestled in the hills of rolling
grassland and old tree groves. A beautiful panorama of the entire
countryside was coming into view as the last vestiges of the fog
were burning off in the morning sun. The three stood in rapt
attention, taking in the view.

“Look at that,” Eclair finally said. “That
could be a town on Otharia.”

“Yeah, the buildings are so similar,” Darius
agreed.

“It’s actually quite beautiful,” Dyla
said.

“Let’s go to the town center and see if we
can find out anything useful. Dyla, keep your senses on high, and
signal if you feel anything out of the ordinary. We don’t need any
more surprises.”

“No problem, you’ll be the first to know,”
she answered.

As the trio made their way into town, they
came across a number of locals, but no one paid them any attention.
The caretaker had said tourist groups stayed at an inn called
The Stone Bed and Breakfast. By acting lost and asking
directions, they quickly found it. It was a sturdy, two-story
structure with a large common room. They entered and sat down at
the table nearest the door. The twins leaned towards one another
and discussed their next steps.

When their waitress came over, Eclair looked
up and smiled broadly, doing his best to be friendly and fit in.
She smiled in return as she handed the trio the menus.

“Here you go, specials are on the front,” she
said, her eyes momentarily lingering on Eclair while he took his
menu. “Take your time. If you have any questions, my name is
Jill.”

Jill’s look was not missed by Dyla.

“Hmm, Jill,” Darius said. “Before you go, can
you tell us where we are? We’re a bit lost.”

“You’re in Amesbury, the closet town to
Stonehenge. We’re the central spot for information concerning the
ruins, the circle of stones down the road, and its mysterious past.
There’s daily tours to the site, and we have a number of local
stores with all sorts of information about it.”

“Which stores would you recommend to find the
best information?” Eclair asked, keeping up his best friendly
front.

Jill’s face lit up at Eclair’s question. She
was a buxom young woman and when she leaned over, Eclair received
quite a view of the local assets. Eclair turned red in the ears and
turned his head away in order to find something of immediate
interest out the window on the main street. Jill’s own smile
widened when she noticed the blush, and she then whispered
conspiratorially to him.

“Let me tell you a secret. Go look in the
town library first. It has the same information as those tourist
traps and you can look at the information for free.”

“Thank you Jill. You are most helpful,”
Eclair replied, still not looking at her.

Eclair’s reaction to the flirtatious waitress
was not missed by either Dyla or Darius, but while Darius was
thoroughly enjoying himself watching the interplay, Dyla seemed
less than amused.

“Where would we find the library?” Darius
asked innocently.

“It’s not far from here, down the street on
the left,” Jill replied, looking first at Darius and then back to
Eclair. “It’s the two-story building with the big sign that says
Town Library. You can’t miss it.”

“Unfortunately, we can’t read the signs
around here,” Darius continued. “Would you be able to show us the
way?”

“Of course, I’d be more than happy to show
you the way,” Jill replied. “It really isn’t that far down the
road. When you’re ready, I’ll just step out and point you in the
right direction, but will you be wanting a bite to eat first?”

Darius stood up, shaking his head.

“I’m afraid we’ll have to postpone that
enjoyment for now, but we’ll definitely come back later.”

“OK, let me show you where the library is,”
Jill said, grabbing Eclair’s arm.

Dyla bristled as the young waitress led
Eclair out the door, her arm interlocked with his arm. Darius
glanced at Dyla when they left the restaurant, but wisely wiped the
smile off of his face. They fell into step behind Jill, who was
tugging Eclair along, and walked for two blocks before Jill stopped
and pointed across the street.

“That’s it over there,” she said, squeezing
Eclair’s arm. “Now, remember, you promised to come back for a bite
to eat later.”

“Hmmm, of course, I’ll remember. Thanks for
your help, Jill.”

“Yes, thank you,” Darius added. “You’ve been
more than kind.”

Jill released Eclair and gave him her
prettiest smile before turning and walking back to the inn.

“She was helpful, wasn’t she?” Eclair asked
weakly.

“Oh yeah, extremely,” Dyla replied, dripping
sarcasm.

“Oh such a plate, best served cold,” Darius
quoted, savoring his sweet revenge while remembering so many tiny
pebbles bouncing off his head.

“Darius, enough,” Dyla said.

“OK, OK,” he said. The last thing Darius
wanted was to anger his sister.

“But we didn’t eat anything,” Eclair said,
looking at the twins, confusion written on his face.

The look that Dyla shot Eclair should have
been warning enough, but Eclair really was naive around women.
However, he didn’t need to be a telepath to know that something was
bothering her.

He stepped beside her. “Something wrong
Dyla?”

“No. Nothing. Nothing at all.”

“You sure sound like there’s something
bothering you,” Eclair said, pushing the point.

Darius listened to the exchange between them
and chuckled to himself. He didn’t have to read anyone’s thoughts
to know that his sister was jealous, and Eclair was clueless.
Eclair questioning Dyla just made things worse, but Darius was not
about to stop him.

Yes indeed, I’ll just let him
figure this one out on his own.

“Eclair, just drop it,” Dyla answered
tersely. “Let’s concentrate on finding the crystal.”

“Uh, OK.”

Eclair stood dumbfounded by Dyla’s reaction.
Jill had showed them where the library was, so he couldn’t
understand why Dyla was upset. Wasn’t this the best spot to look
for clues?

“Come on you two, let’s go inside,” Darius
said, barely holding back his laughter.

Dyla shot her brother a look before walking
up the library’s stone staircase to the double wooden doors. They
passed through the doorway, and found themselves in the library’s
lobby. A pleasant-looking woman was sitting at a large desk. Behind
her, the room opened up into a large, cavernous space with
bookcases standing like soldiers in row after row to the back wall.
In the center of the room were several wooden tables and chairs. A
few people were seated at the tables, surrounded by piles of books.
It could have been a scene out of the Otharian Institute for
Paranormal Studies.

Darius walked up to the front desk, giving
the woman his brightest smile. He was thinking through the best
approach to ask about portals and crystals when Eclair stepped up
beside him and started talking.

“We’re looking for information about the
circle of stones not far from here. Can you help us?”

“Of course, I can help you. That’s the
subject I get asked about most,” the librarian replied.

Eclair beamed as he looked at Darius and
Dyla.

“We’re looking for the history of who built
the circle and where they may be now,” Eclair continued.

“Oh, but that’s the great mystery, isn’t it?
Scholars have been wondering for centuries who built the stones and
what they were used for.”

“I can tell you that.”

“Of course you can,” the librarian said
patronizingly. “Lots of people think they know the answer. If you
want to look at the histories, our collection is on the second
floor to the right.”

“But I do ...”

Eclair let out a yelp when Dyla stomped on
his foot.

“Thank you,” Dyla said sweetly to the woman.
She pulled Eclair toward the staircase.

“What’s wrong with you?” she whispered
furiously. “We need to find out information, not call attention to
ourselves.”

“Sorry, I was only trying to help,” he
replied.

“Help like that could get us killed,” Darius
said. “We need to keep a low profile. Let’s go upstairs and see
what we find on our own.”

Eclair nodded and followed the twins up the
stairs. By looking at the book covers, it didn’t take them long to
find rows upon rows of books on Stonehenge.

“Can either of you read these titles?” Darius
asked.

“I can make out a little, mostly from the
pictures, but I don’t think that will help much,” Dyla replied.

“The writing looks like an old, archaic form
of Otharian, but without a key reference to go by, it’ll take some
time to decipher it,” Eclair said.

“Great, we’re going to need more help,”
Darius said.

“What do you want to do?” Dyla asked.

“We need to be careful how we ask for help.
Eclair, you keep quiet. Dyla, I want you to extend your senses as I
approach someone and ask for help. If you feel any suspicion or
threat, give me a sign immediately.”

“OK.”

There were a number of people milling around
the section on Stonehenge. Any one of them would probably be
helpful, but as Dyla looked around the room, she spotted the
familiar face of a pretty, young woman sitting alone at a table.
Without a second thought, she knew exactly which person her brother
was going to ask for help.


Excerpts from the field journal of Catiana
Spencer:

 


The legends of King Arthur and Merlin the
Magician have been steadily fading through the mists of time.
Nothing has ever been found to support the stories of Arthur’s
mythical sword, Excalibur, nor of the magical prowess of his court
magician, Merlin. The legends that have been passed down are
shrouded in fanciful imaginations and the ignorance of the time. To
the peasant and noble of the day, anything unexplained was chalked
up to magic, the devil, or any number of gods. To decipher reality
from legend has been the quest of many modern-day scholars.
Unfortunately, nothing to date has been found that can
substantially prove Excalibur, or Merlin, ever existed.

 



Chapter 24 – Catiana

Professor of Archeology Catiana Spencer
looked up from her research and glanced around the room. Her eyes
were blurry from trying to decipher an ancient manuscript about the
Druids. She had been working on one particular passage for months,
and it annoyed her that she still wasn’t able to translate it.

She needed a break, and stood up to stretch
her tight muscles. Glancing around the library, she noted the usual
assortment of graduate students diligently researching the volumes
of works written about Stonehenge and the mysterious Druids. She
felt a kinship with these students, because she was close to them
in age, and because they had not yet become cynical concerning the
legends of old, unlike most of her fellow professors. She had to
admit that some of the theories she postulated were far flung, but
Cat firmly believed that most of the legends of Arthur and the
times of Camelot were based in fact, and she was determined to
prove her theories with concrete evidence. She only wished she
would discover something tangible soon, if for no other reason than
to put a few of the old codgers in their place.

As she stretched, she spied a dark-haired
youth walking toward her, carrying a large book. She thought there
was something familiar about him, and when she saw the other two
trailing behind him she remembered them from her near-accident on
the road. Here, in the library, they didn’t seem quite as
threatening as they had on that lonely stretch of country road. She
watched them carefully and, as the young man neared her table, she
moved a few discreet steps sideways to keep the table between the
trio and herself.

Darius noticed the woman’s reaction to him,
and stopped a good distance from her table. He put on his best
smile, trying to reassure her that he was no danger to her.

“Excuse me, I was wondering if I might have a
word with you?” he asked politely.

Well, at least he’s well-mannered, Cat
thought.

Looking at the trio from this distance, she
noticed two of them were twins. Their striking resemblance gave her
a moment’s pause. They looked like students, but Cat couldn’t be
sure. All three were dressed in leather pants and jackets, and
could easily be part of a motorcycle troupe. She noticed the other
two kept their silence.

“I don’t mean to alarm you, but I believe we
got off on the wrong foot back on the road earlier today,” Darius
continued. “I got the distinct impression that you thought we meant
you harm.”

“That’s because I did,” Cat answered. “What
did you expect me to think?”

“I’m not quite sure what you mean.”

“Well, to start with, your friend back
there,” Cat began looking at Eclair, “was standing in the middle of
the road, acting like he wanted to be a hood ornament for my van.
When I nearly hit him, I almost had a heart attack. Then, when I
stopped to make sure he wasn’t injured, you two jumped out of the
bushes and rushed me. I thought you were going to rob me.”

“Oh, I see. That must have seemed a bit
strange; but, I can assure you we meant you no harm then, nor do we
now. I apologize if we gave you that impression,” Darius replied,
bowing to the young woman. “My name is Darius and this is my
sister, Dyla, and our traveling companion, Eclasius.”

Cat was startled by Darius’ mannerism and
apology. It was unusual for young people to be so polite, and she
felt herself relax her guard slightly. Their names were a bit odd,
and she was having trouble placing their accent. She felt some
reservation, but there was no reason to be rude to them.

“My name is Cat,” she replied. “You look like
you need help with something?”

“Actually, I was hoping you could help us
with this tome.”

A small smile crept across Cat’s face at
Darius’ archaic name for the book. She turned her attention to the
book he held, and noticed it was a haphazard reference book
concerning Stonehenge.

“I wouldn’t bother reading that tome. It’s
practically worthless.”

“Ah, now we come to the problem at hand, my
lady, for you see, I cannot read this at all,” Darius said, holding
up the book.

Cat looked curiously at the young man before
realizing what he meant.

“Now I understand; you can’t read English.
Before we get to that, let’s clear up something first. I am not
royalty, no need to address me as ‘my lady’. My name is Catiana
Spencer; you can call me Cat for short. Maybe I can help you, but
what exactly are you looking for?”

“Cat, we’re searching for information about
the ancient histories of this area, like the circle of stones
referred to as Stonehenge. Unfortunately, everyone we’ve met so far
has had no useful information, and they’ve directed us here, to
this room full of books that will not help us because we can’t read
them.”

“It’s not surprising that you’ve been
directed here concerning Stonehenge. No one really knows the full
story of the circle of stones. Most of the research around that
site is concerned with carbon dating the geography, but there are
endless myths and stories about this area that have been handed
down through time.”

“Myths and stories? That may be exactly what
we need. What do you think Dyla?”

Dyla stared at Cat for a long moment before
answering her brother’s question.

“I feel we need an expert on the subject.
We’re sorry to have taken up your time needlessly, Catiana Spencer.
Thank you for your help, but we’ll be on our way now,” Dyla said
curtly.

Darius looked at his sister, catching the
nuance in her voice.

Cat was surprised for the second time today
by this trio. She was willing to point them in the right direction,
but her ego had taken a hit when the young woman questioned her
expertise on the subject. She felt a moment of déjà vu as she began
to justify herself once again. She would inform these three young
people to exactly whom they were talking, and she moved a step
closer to the table.

“Wait a moment. I would like to clarify your
misconception. I’m a professor of archeology and a leading expert
on Stonehenge. I doubt you’ll be able to find anyone else here that
could help you more than I can. Besides, I’ve read every book in
this library concerning Stonehenge, and I’ve actually written a few
of them.”

Darius watched Dyla raise her eyebrow, but
say nothing in response to Cat’s tirade. He recognized his sister’s
intent, and immediately knew her ploy.

“Cat,” he began, somewhat condescendingly,
“it’s not that we doubt you’re an expert, but we’re looking for
someone with a bit more experience.”

I can’t believe this crap, Cat
mentally screamed.

She didn’t have time to help these kids, but
they continued to touch that sore spot that had been rubbed raw
over the years by her fellow professors. The professors had never
given her due credit, and now it seemed even total strangers
doubted her veracity. She should let them go on their way, but she
felt herself getting hot under the collar, and couldn’t stop
herself.

“I’m a world-renowned expert,” Cat said
softly, through clenched teeth, “and I have experience.”

Eclair stepped in front of the twins.

“In my opinion, writing a book on a subject
does qualify you as an expert, a consummate expert,” Eclair said,
extending his hand to Cat. “My friends call me Eclair, I hope you
will too.”

Eclair’s wide grin was infectious, and his
friendliness was like a splash of cold water on Cat’s face. She
immediately calmed down after hearing his simple, yet elegant,
statement. She felt a kindred spirit in him, and she took his
extended hand. His openness was a welcome relief from her previous
experiences with strange men.

“It’s certainty nice to meet you,
Eclair.”

Dyla edged forward, watching their exchange,
and shook her head.

“You seem too young to be an expert,” she
said.

Cat was shocked at how caustic the young
woman was towards her. She released Eclair’s hand and found herself
stepping back from Dyla’s intense stare. She crossed her arms
across her chest and stared back at the young woman.

Enough is enough, she thought.

“I assure you that I’m one of the leading
experts on Stonehenge and the Druid culture. I’m often mistaken for
a student due to my age, but I’m a tenured professor at my
university. I don’t know what you’re looking for, and I can’t
believe I’m saying this, but I’m willing to help you. At least,
I’ll give it my best shot.”

“Your best shot?” Eclair asked perplexed.
“You’re going to shoot someone?”

Cat laughed, in spite of her irritation with
Dyla. It was obvious Eclair did not understand the nuances of the
English language. She made a mental note to minimize her use of
slang around them.

“No, Eclair. Sorry, that means that I’ll do
my best to help you.”

Darius felt the tension of the situation
begin to melt away and took another step closer to the table.

“Cat, thank you for your most generous offer
of help. We gratefully accept. May I sit down?”

“Yes, of course. Please, all of you have a
seat.”

“No thank you,” Dyla said, grabbing Eclair’s
jacket. “Eclair and I will go back to conduct more research. We saw
something interesting we should study further.”

“We did?” Eclair blurted out.

Cat watched Dyla pull Eclair away from the
table and steer him towards the bookshelves. She suddenly
understood why Dyla had seemed hostile to her when Eclair had
turned on his charm. She turned her attention back to Darius.

“Young love can be so hard sometimes. Have
they been together for long?” she asked.

Darius chuckled. “No, not long at all.”

“That explains everything. So then, where
should we begin? What, exactly, are you looking for?”

“I’ll begin by telling you what we’re not
looking for.”

Oh great, an intellectual, Cat
thought. Let me tell you by not telling you. This should be
good.”

“OK, go ahead, I’m listening.”

“We’re not looking for the usual historical
objects. It’s not the remnants of ancient architecture or the
remains of ancient figures we seek. We’re looking for objects out
of the ordinary, things that don’t quite fit or are
unexplainable.”

Cat’s curiosity piqued, despite her original
reservations.

“What do you consider ordinary? I’ve
uncovered objects in this area that date back to well over 1500
years ago, around the time of the legends I mentioned. These
objects are quite rare, quite valuable, and quite far from
ordinary.”

Darius caught a hint of excitement in her
voice. “What are these legends you refer to?”

“There are so many, but the most prominent
are the legends of King Arthur and his knights of the round table.
This area is rich in stories passed down through time, but they are
also clouded in imaginative fabrications. I often find myself
defending the possibility of their very existence. Some of the
myths and legends do seem fantastic and magical, but I assure you
that the world of King Arthur and his knights was real and not some
fanciful musing passed down through time.”

“Maybe, it’s in the legends and myths that
you speak of that we’ll discover what we seek. Could you tell me
them?”

Cat sat back.

“Can I tell you about them? Darius, the
legends and myths of Arthurian times have been my life-long
passion. I could talk for days on the subject.”

Darius sat back in his chair.

“Excellent, I would love to hear them.”

“Where should I begin?”

“Anywhere you’d like. You have my undivided
attention.”

***

Eclair stumbled along as Dyla dragged him
behind a row of bookcases and slammed him into the wall. She
stiff-armed him, and planted her hand on his chest, pinning him
securely in place.

“What’s wrong with you?” he sputtered.

“Wrong with me? There’s nothing wrong with
me. Let’s talk about you and your behavior since we got here.”

“My behavior?” Eclair exclaimed, eyes nearly
popping out at the vehemence in her voice.

Dyla stood back and placed her hands firmly
on her hips. “Yes, your behavior.”

Eclair slumped a bit, not knowing, or quite
understanding, what she meant.

“Dyla, please, I don’t know what you’re
talking about.”

“Don’t play dumb with me. I know you very
well, and ever since we arrived here you’ve turned on the charm to
every woman we’ve met. Where did Mr. Charming come from all of a
sudden?”

Eclair stood up straighter. “You think I’m
charming? Really?”

Though Eclair was dumbfounded at Dyla’s
anger, he was overjoyed at her remark. If she hadn’t been standing
in front of him, snarling like a wet cat, he would have been able
to enjoy the comment more. As it was, he felt like he was caught by
a hungry tigress, and one wrong word could be his undoing.

“Dyla, I wasn’t trying to be charming, but
these Earth girls are nice. I was only trying to be friendly and
not stick out like someone from a foreign planet. It was easy to
talk to them.”

Eclair cringed. Dyla was becoming angrier by
the minute. Her stance was rigid, her eyes blazed and her mouth was
set in a hard line. His explanation wasn’t coming out the way he
hoped. As usual, whenever he tried to talk to her, he stumbled over
his words.

“You see, I wasn’t … I mean, I didn’t want to
… I just …”

Dyla held up her hand to stop him from
talking further.

“Fine, you want to talk to Earth girls, you
go right ahead. I’ll stay out of your way,” Dyla retorted and
turned away from him.

Eclair panicked when she turned on her heel.
His heart was pounding so hard he thought it would burst. This was
the woman he cared about the most, the woman he loved. She was
about to leave and walk away from him, just when they were
beginning to know each other better. His dreams and desires felt
like sand slipping away through his fingers.

No, not again, he thought, becoming
angry; not ever again.

He would not let her go like this. He would not let
her walk away without telling her how he felt, without showing her.
He reached out and grabbed her.

“Wait.”

He caught her arm and pulled her back behind
the bookcase. She stared at his hand on her, but before she could
jerk away, he pulled her into his arms, crushing her to his chest
and kissed her soundly.

Dyla struggled against his embrace, then
slowly, very slowly, stopped squirming and returned his kiss. It
was long moments before they broke apart. She leaned against his
shoulder and whispered huskily in his ear. “It’s about time.”

“What’s about time?” Darius asked, rounding
the corner of the bookcase.

The two looked at Darius and he stopped
short. Their embrace said it all.

“Oh, I see. Never mind.”

Eclair coughed, embarrassed to be caught by
Darius, but Dyla simply smiled at her brother.

“If the two of you can keep your hands off
each other for a moment, I want you to listen to what Cat has told
me about the legends of this place.”

“You’ve found something interesting?” Dyla
asked.

“Possibly. I think Cat might be able to help
find what we need.”

Dyla looked lovingly at Eclair. “I have
already found what I need.”

“OK, OK, let’s go before I have to douse you
two with water.”

“Let’s get to it then,” Eclair said, breaking
away from Dyla and brushing against Darius in his haste to
leave.

Darius and Dyla both chuckled as they walked
back to Cat’s table. They found Eclair already seated, red-faced
and waiting for them.

Darius and Dyla took their seats at the
table.

“Cat, will you please tell my sister and
Eclair what you told me so far? I think we’ll all find it
interesting,”

“Sure, I’d be happy to,” Cat replied.
Excitement tinged her voice. “As I mentioned to Darius, the
predominant legend of this area surrounds King Arthur and his
knights of the round table. Most of the legends are stories passed
down through time, and involve a fabled land called Camelot. There
were some truly unexplainable events and strange happenings during
that time in history, and I have dedicated my research to
discovering the truth behind them.”

For the next few hours, Cat told the trio the
colorful history of Stonehenge, and the legend of King Arthur. The
trio listened with rapt attention, interrupting her occasionally to
ask a question or to clarify a confusing point in her narrative.
They carefully steered her away from the factual history of
Stonehenge and the surrounding area, to the more fanciful stories
of Arthur and his knights, by their questions and interest. At the
end of her telling, they were fully engrossed with every detail of
the legends and stories.

“Have you found anything to prove that these
stories were more than just legend?” Dyla asked.

“Yes, I found a goblet with strange markings
engraved on it. It’s very beautiful, but it seems too ornate in its
details to have existed in that time. It dated back to the period,
and it appears to be authentic. The strange thing is that it
doesn’t quite match anything else I’ve found, but my partner found
a similar one.”

“Can we see it? Either yours or your
partner’s?” Darius asked.

Cat leaned back in her chair to ponder how
best to answer his questions. “Normally, I’d say yes, but
unfortunately ...”


Excerpt from The Chronicles of Otharia
during the reign of the First Vacancy:

Division I – The Rule of Otharia

Subsection III – Duchy Rule

 


Ruling dukes and duchesses are surrounded by
a circle of trusted councilors. From one generation to the next,
the councilors follow the crown, not the man or woman. A duke is
wise in taking extreme care with the selection of his councilors.
Most of the councilors came from within the extended family, but
there have been cases when an extended family did not exist. It was
because of this that dukes and duchesses were obligated to marry
and have a number of heirs to continue the line. It was a sad day
when a duke died without an heir.

 



Chapter 25 – Tyrian

Ty was incensed that he was having this
discussion again.

“Because that is my decision,” Duke Tyrian
Persing said, glaring at the old man arguing with him.

“But, Sire, the consequences of moving
forward in this manner ...”

“Counselor Newcastel, I’m well aware of your
concerns and I have considered them.”

“Sire, I feel compelled to ...”

Ty stood, slamming his hands on the table.
“Enough!”

Preternatural silence fell over the hall at
the young duke’s outburst. The First Counselor of Persing had been
trying to convince Ty to suspend the fledging programs of
enlightenment that his father had begun to implement. The same rash
ideas started in the Telkur Duchy were showing serious flaws and
devastating consequences.

Randel Newcastel was shocked with the young
duke’s outburst. Never, in his long career with the boy’s father,
had he ever been treated in this manner. It only served to reaffirm
his belief that Tyrian was too hot-headed and inexperienced to
rule.

How dare he not heed my advice? I know
more of governing than he’ll ever know. Perhaps with
a few more years under my tutelage, he’ll have the experience he
needs.

Ty glared at his First Counselor. Lord
Newcastel had the duchy’s best interest in mind, but it was far
past time that he learned who was in charge. Ty stared down the old
man until he relented and bowed to his duke before silently taking
his seat. After a moment of silence, Ty addressed the rest of the
Persing Council.

“Thank you, Councilors, that will be all for
today.”

Ty watched the councilors gather up their
papers without another word, and stream out of the council chamber.
His rash act and behavior would have repercussions, but his father
had taught him long ago that to be a leader was to stand firm when
hard decisions were made. Unfortunately, he felt he was alienating
the First Counselor. He tried to work with the man, but Newcastel
was set in his ways, constantly reminding him “that’s not the way
your father did things.”

Ty cherished the memories of his father, and
missed him dearly, but he was his own man and would live in no
one’s shadow. He left the council chamber, and made his way through
the labyrinth of corridors in the Persing castle to his personal
study. He entered the room and shut the door, letting out an
exhausted sigh. So much had happened in the past few months that
days had blended into weeks and everything was a blur to him.
Crowned the Duke of Persing upon his father’s untimely death, he
was forced to assume the mantle of authority far earlier than he
had expected.

He had not wavered in the face of his
responsibilities, and knew his father would be proud of him for it.
However, the latest missive threatened to shake his stalwart
resolve. How much could one man endure?

He walked to his desk and picked up the
notice. The official missive stated the Telkur twins were wanted
for questioning regarding the murders of the Dalcon team during the
Grand Competition.

It had been three days since Trinity had
contacted him to tell him that his cousins, along with Eclair, had
fled before the warrant had been issued. The twins were now
fugitives, because they had run prior to any official questioning.
It was curious that the royal missive had not mentioned Eclair by
name, but Ty believed that Duke Lucas was using his influence to
keep his son’s involvement a secret. It was an untenable situation,
because the longer the twins stayed away, the harder it would be
for them to mount a viable defense. Ty believed they had not opened
that death portal, but he had no proof of it yet. If only he could
talk to either Darius or Dyla, they might be able to provide some
clues for him to pursue and help with their defense.

Ty let the notice flutter down to his
desk.

“Darius, please contact me soon.”

Ty finished the remaining paperwork for the
day and decided he needed some much-deserved rest and relaxation.
He opened a portal to the Persing main portal station.

The telekinetic on duty looked up when the
personal portal opened, and was surprised to see the duke standing
before him.

“My Lord, may I help you?”

“Please open a portal to the Telkur
Duchy.”

“Yes, my lord.”

***

Avikar walked inside the portal station,
paying little attention to the people he passed or his
surroundings. He had a meeting to attend, and he didn’t want to be
late. Avikar was expecting good news from this meeting; hopefully
some very good news. He should be happy, but the sight of his young
sister at the controls of the portal station reminded him of how
cruel fate could be. Avikar’s own minimal PSI power rankled him,
and he railed against anyone that manifested more than he did,
especially his younger sister Trinity. It was unfair that she
should be invested with such a depth of power, while he barely had
enough to keep his mental barriers in place against probing
telepaths. He glowered at her as he entered and barked his
commands.

“Trinity, open a portal to the Jortac Duchy.
I shall be gone for the remainder of the day. If anyone inquires,
don’t tell them where I’ve gone. Do you understand?”

“Of course, brother; I understand.”

Avikar pointed his finger at Trinity. “It’s
Baron or Regent to you. Be sure you don’t forget that again.”

He didn’t wait for her reply, but immediately
stepped through the stabilized portal. For a fraction of a second,
he wondered if his sister was sending him off a cliff edge.

Trinity watched her arrogant brother
disappear through the portal. He had been going to the Jortac
estates more often since becoming Regent. Nothing good ever came
from her brother’s scheming.

“Regent my ass,” she muttered.

Trinity turned her attention back to the
control desk. An incoming portal was opening.

“Such a frown.”

Trinity jumped out of her chair. She looked
up with a flush of embarrassment to see who had spoken to her.

“Oh, Ty, thank God it was you coming
through,” she said, relief flooding through her. “Avikar has been
so demanding these days. Worse than ever, actually.”

Ty laughed. He was overjoyed to see Trinity.
He missed those carefree days when he could spend hours with her,
and her beauty never ceased to stir his heartstrings.

He walked over to the control desk. “What’s
he done today?”

“Ever since he was named Regent, he’s been
adamant about everyone addressing him formally, either as Baron or
Regent. I’m so tired of his pompous attitude.”

“Is he treating you badly?”

“No, actually, he’s a little better because
he’s so busy playing Regent. That, and the fact that he keeps
running back and forth to the Jortac Duchy.”

Ty raised an eyebrow. “Really? How often does
he go to Jortac?”

“Since becoming Regent, at least once a week.
I assume he’s meeting with Duke Lucas for guidance. Why, what’s the
big deal?”

“I find it odd that Avikar is suddenly
friendly with Duke Lucas, especially since Lucas barely gave your
brother the time of day when Levon was alive. Now, suddenly,
they’re having weekly conferences. There’s something more going on
then meets the eye.”

“Well, he did command me not to tell anyone
where he was going.”

“You see? That reinforces my belief that
something is going on between those two. This bears looking into.
Avikar and Lucas don’t belong together.”

“Darius told me to keep clear of Avikar
before he left.”

“Then you must; but you can do one thing that
will help me.”

“Of course. What do you need?”

“Keep a log of your brother’s travels, but
keep it secret. I don’t want anyone to know we’re tracking his
movements.”

“Sure, no problem. I’ll go back through the
travel log and find out exactly how many times he’s gone to the
Jortac Duchy lately.”

“Good, that could be another piece of this
puzzle we need.”

“What puzzle?”

“Helping Darius and Dyla clear themselves of
these ridiculous charges, but I need to get a better picture of who
benefits from their arrest and why.”

“OK, I’ll let you know what I learn.”

“Good, enough of business and intrigue. When
do you get off duty?”

“Not for another hour or so, but it’s such a
slow day.”

Ty moved closer to her. “Is it now?”

“Whatever shall we do until my relief shows
up?” she asked mischievously.

“I’m sure we’ll think of something,” he said,
pulling her into his arms.
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The machinations of disgruntled family
members were something every duke looked out for. Depending on the
line of succession, a duke would keep his heirs close at hand to
ensure he knew of their comings and goings. The heir apparent was
often by the side of the duke from the moment he became of age.
Succession was not always through the death of a reigning duke. It
was not uncommon for a duke to abdicate his throne to his heir so
he might enjoy his later years in relative peace and quiet, while
lending a helping hand to the newly crowned duke or duchess.

 



Chapter 26 – Jortac

Baron Avikar stepped through the portal at
the city of Waterford’s portal station, in the Jortac Duchy. One of
the duke’s servants was waiting to greet him.

“Greetings, Baron Avikar, Duke Lucas awaits
your arrival,” the servant said.

Avikar preened at the reception he received
from Jortac’s servant.

“Lead on then. We should not keep the duke
waiting.”

Outside the duke’s private study, the servant
knocked twice before opening the door and ushering Avikar
inside.

Lucas rose from his chair to greet him.

“Baron Avikar, good to see you again. Please
come in, sit down and make yourself comfortable.”

Lucas waited until the servant had left
before he sat down opposite Avikar at his conference table and
continued the conversation.

“Would you care for a drink, Avikar?”

“Yes, thank you, my lord.”

Lucas poured Avikar a goblet of wine from the
decanter on the silver tray in the middle of the table, and handed
it to him.

Avikar took a hearty gulp.

“Avikar, please, address me as Lucas,” Jortac
insisted. “After all, that’s what all the other dukes call me.”

Avikar nearly spit out the wine as the
implication of that simple sentence seeped into his mind.

“All the other dukes?” he asked
excitedly.

Lucas smiled.

“Of course, Duke Avikar.”

“Duke Avikar? What about Duke Darius? The boy
has already turned eighteen and, even though he’s not here, he’s
the official ruler of the duchy. And what about Dyla? She’s next in
line to inherit the throne after her brother.”

“Don’t worry. The Telkur line is dead or soon
will be. That’s the reason I’ve asked you to come here today. At
our last meeting, I told you to be patient, but now your wait is
nearly over.”

“Nearly over? What do you mean?”

Lucas leaned back in his chair. “There’s one
more thing you must do. You must declare the twins’ right to the
throne forfeit, and claim the throne for yourself as the closest
kin in line to rule.”

“But, I thought the majority of the Grand
Counsel must approve such an act. Are you saying we finally have
the majority needed for approval?”

“My dear Avikar, would I have summoned you
otherwise?”

Avikar could not contain himself and jumped
out of his seat, his mind reeling.

“Thank you, Lucas. I can’t thank you
enough.”

“Don’t worry; there will be many
opportunities for you to show your gratitude. In the meantime, we
must prepare the petition for the Grand Council. Be aware that it
may take several months before the Council will hear the full
petition, but, at the very least, we can start the process. And,
Avikar, please sit down, your pacing annoys me.”

“Yes, my lord. Forgive me.” Avikar quickly
returned to his chair, trying hard to contain his rising
excitement.

“The first step is to establish the fact that
the twins have abandoned their right to rule. You must send a
petition to every duchy announcing their abandonment, and give them
ten days to return and reclaim their rightful place.”

“Is all that really necessary?” Avikar asked,
disappointment clearly etched on his face. “They’re fugitives on
the run. Why must we waste so much time waiting for them to
return?”

“Trust me, Avikar, it must be done this way
or you will not win the support of the Council,” Lucas said,
annoyance ringing in his voice.

“Yes, of course, you’re right. I apologize
for my outburst. Please continue, my lord.”

Lucas rose from his seat.

“That’s all. Do what I’ve told you and
everything will fall into place. We’re finished for now; you may
go.”

“But, what happens if they return
earlier?”

“They will not.”

Avikar stood up and bowed to the duke.

“Thank you, my lord.”

Avikar turned on his heel and left the room.
The duke’s servant was standing outside the study waiting to escort
Avikar back to the portal station.

“My Lord, are you ready to leave now?” he
asked politely.

“Would I be out here in the corridor if I
weren’t ready to leave?” Avikar snapped at the servant, as he
strode past him.

The servant flinched back like he had
received a lash, momentarily shocked at Avikar’s vehemence.

“Yes, my lord. I will take you to the portal
station immediately.”

***

Whoosh.

Avikar stepped out of the portal, ignoring
the technician on duty. He left the station and headed up the hill
toward the Telkur manor. He was seething with agitation. He had
hoped that Lucas was going to tell him that his petition could be
brought forth at the next Grand Council meeting. Now, it could take
months before the Council would hear it. Another month of waiting
on those damn twins was intolerable.

The fog was rolling in, and the dark blanket
of night had quickly descended as Avikar made his way to the manor.
He wanted to talk to Nils about his conversation with Lucas. He
really didn’t trust the Duke of Jortac, and he wanted a second
opinion. He only trusted Nils because Nil’s very existence depended
on his largess and success, or so he thought.

***

Floating through the murky depths of the
harbor underworld, Nils moved silently and unnoticed. He had his
favorite knife in his hand, and his intended victim in sight. She
was a slight woman, bent and gnarled with age, but still spry on
her feet.

It had taken Nils a few moments to overtake
her. She was one of a few people who had publicly spoken out
against Avikar, seeding dissension among the rabble. She had been a
benefactor of Levon’s program of enlightenment, the program that
Avikar had quickly stopped when he became Regent. In her reasoning,
the more discontent she could brew, the sooner her program would be
reinstated, in order to quiet her. In Nils’ world, there was a much
quicker way to shut her up.

He was behind her, and now her throat was
slashed. Nils made short work of her, leaving her body in a pile of
trash to be discovered in the morning; just another hapless victim
of the violent and unruly waterfront district. Some would realize
that she had been killed to silence her, but there would be no
proof to substantiate that claim. Her death would serve as an
example to others who thought to speak out against the new
regent.

With his task finished, Nils made his way
back to the manor, quietly slipping through a side door. He entered
the main hall to find Avikar pacing.

“Where have you been?” Avikar demanded,
impatiently.

“My Lord, I’ve been out keeping your reign
secure,” Nils said, bowing to Avikar.

Avikar knew better than to ask about any
specific details of Nils’s handiwork.

“Oh, very well then.”

“I’m here now, my lord. What can I do for
you?”

“I want to tell you about the conversation
that I had with Duke Lucas earlier today. I don’t trust the man,
and I want your opinion of what has transpired.”

“Yes, my lord. I’m at your disposal.”

The two men walked to Avikar’s private
chambers on the second floor. Avikar related the gist of the
conversation, and the task that Duke Lucas had laid upon him, to
his chief security officer.

Nils listened intently to Avikar’s discourse,
committing to memory every minute detail for his later report to
Vogdo. The Grand Duke would be most interested in the machinations
that Duke Lucas was trying to employ; most interested indeed.

Avikar slumped back in his chair when he
finished his narrative.

“What do you think?” he asked. “Does Lucas
have a hidden agenda, or what?”

Nils was quick to answer.

“Duke Lucas always has a hidden agenda.
Because we already know that, we can assume that there’s something
more to his request of you than a simple notice of abandonment of
duties.”

“You’re right,” Avikar said nodding. “I knew
he was up to something. I want my petition to be crowned duke heard
at the next Council meeting. I don’t want to send out this other
petition to the other duchies and wait a month.”

“Before you act too hastily, my lord, this
petition might serve you as well.”

“What do you mean, Nils? How can it serve
me?”

“For you to be able to rule effectively, the
Telkur Governing Council must be in agreement with your policies.
Otherwise, you’ll be spending too much time fighting with them to
pass the legislation you want. This has been the case since you
were named Regent, is that not so?”

“Yes, that’s true. Continue Nils.”

“In order to win over the Telkur Council,
they must believe that you serve the best interests of the entire
duchy. The Council firmly believes that the Telkur family remains
the ruling family. Even with the twins on the run, there are many
who do not believe the murder charges against them. If you send out
your petition, and Darius and Dyla refuse to come back to reclaim
their royal positions, then the Council will have no other choice.
They will have to admit that the twins have abandoned them, and
name you as the rightful heir to the throne. With your own
governing council supporting you, your petition before the Grand
Council will hold more weight and will likely be approved
quickly.”

“Ah, yes. I see the logic of it now.”

“I’m sure you would have come to the same
conclusion, given time to think on it, my lord. I am only saying
the obvious out loud.”

Avikar looked at Nils and nodded. Yes, he
is a good servant.

“Nils, I have decided to send out the
petition to the other duchies. We shall wait and see if the twins
return within the allotted time. If they do not, then I’ll be the
rightful ruler of Telkur and no one can dispute it. In the
meantime, I’ll be keeping an eye on Duke Lucas. I’m not the pawn he
thinks I am.”

“As you wish, my lord; I will see to having
the proper petition written up for your signature.”

Nils bowed to Avikar and left the room.

Avikar walked over to the long side table and
poured himself some wine. He had done well today, he thought
absently, rubbing his thumb over the engraved T on the royal
goblet. He took a hearty gulp of wine, savoring the fruity
blend.

I know how to play these political games. No
one is going to fool me.

Once outside Avikar’s private chambers, Nils
checked the corridor, making sure no one was in sight. Satisfied he
was alone, he opened a portal to the secret room next to Vogdo’s
private study. He had much to tell the Grand Duke.

***

“My Lord, your plan is moving along well,”
Nils reported to Grand Duke Vogdo. “Baron Avikar believes that Duke
Lucas does not have his best interest in mind, and plots to
undermine him.”

Vogdo’s sinister smile reflected his
pleasure.

“I thought he would see it as such. Avikar is
a weak-minded fool who will continue to move in dangerous circles
to shore up his fledging power. He doesn’t realize that his rule
depends on the goodwill of the people, not on the other duchies, or
even the Grand Council’s consent. He’s blind to that simple fact,
and he’ll continue to reap despair upon his people until they drag
him down.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Nils, I have reservations concerning Lucas.
He’s the only potential problem in my Grand Design that still nags
at me. He could be the one with enough power to sway certain
members of the Grand Council against me. I must either garner his
full loyalties or, somehow, eliminate him.”

“My Lord, you’ll need competent rulers in the
other duchies once you’re declared King of Otharia,” Nils
suggested.

“Yes, of course, you’re right. I think it
will be better to enlist Lucas rather than isolate him. It will
make him a little less dangerous. Better the enemy you know, eh,
Nils?” Vogdo said, offering one of his rare witticisms.

Nils chuckled at the Grand Duke’s joke.

“Still, I’m not quite sure when I’ll do
this,” Vogdo continued. “I think it may be best to leave that
decision until the moment Avikar is on the cusp of losing power,
when his people become an angry mob and finally pull him down, and
I’m forced to step in to restore order. That’s when the situation
will be the most volatile, and Lucas the most dangerous. I must
prevent him from making any move to assume power before me.”

“Whatever your decision, My Lord, I shall be
at your disposal,” Nils replied with a gleam in his eye.

“Yes, I’m sure you will be. I’ll be depending
on your support. By the way, how goes the dissension among the
rabble? Have you sown enough discontent to ensure the Telkur masses
will rise?”

“I believe I have, my lord, and I actually
added to that discontent tonight.”

“The timing is critical, Nils. It must happen
immediately after the Grand Council gives Avikar the Telkur throne.
That way, Avikar will be the duke, albeit short-lived. You have
plans for his sister, do you not? There must be no one left with
any claim on the Telkur Duchy once Avikar is removed.”

“Yes, my lord, everything is going according
to plan.”

“Well done, Nils. I shall leave you to your
duties. Report to me immediately anything out of the ordinary, no
matter how trivial it may seem.”

“Of course, my lord.”

“Nils, one more thing. How do you feel about
long-distance travel?”

“My Lord, I go where it pleases you most. May
I inquire as to the nature of this request?”

Vogdo stood up from his desk.

“I have some business interests that may need
some oversight when this Telkur business is finished.”

“As you wish,” Nils replied, bowing slightly.
“Good night, my lord.”

Nils watched the Grand Duke leave the study.
He walked over to the table, poured himself a glass of wine and
drank deeply. The wine soothed him for the moment, as he pondered
on Vogdo’s words.

Long-distance travel is a strange choice
of words, he thought, especially since he had already traversed
the length and breadth of Otharia in Vogdo’s service.

Nils fingered the exquisite crystal that hung
on the heavy chain around his neck. Having his own 10K traveling
crystal was the best perk thus far in his service for the Grand
Duke. The crystal gave him unprecedented freedom to travel Otharia
at will.

Whatever the Grand Duke had in store for him,
Nils would wait until Vogdo revealed it to him. Patience was one of
his best attributes and it had served him well thus far. Never one
to stay in one place too long, Nils drained the rest of the wine
and opened a portal back to the Telkur manor. He had business to
attend to. He needed to find out how Trinity Kantos was spending
her days lately.
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The gypsies have PSI abilities much as the
citizens of the other duchies have, but when they broke from the
Kingdom, they lost access to the Otharian Institute for Paranormal
Studies and the centuries of learning and experience it offered.
Without access to the training offered at the Institute, the young
PSI potentials never fully master their skills. They maintain the
innate abilities they are born with, but none ever develop beyond a
novice level. Compared with the graduates of the Institute, their
abilities are child-like. They have come to value physical prowess
and mental acuity, and look upon those with strong PSI abilities as
mere oddities of nature.

 



Chapter 27 – The Message

A warm breeze blew across the deck of the
Black Raven. She was the fastest ship in the gypsy fleet,
and Lilly loved being part of the crew. She had surprised herself
by adapting to sea life so readily. For the first time in more
months than she cared to count, she was happy. The inner turmoil
she felt since coming to the gypsies was lessening. Her empathic
senses, still intact though her memories were gone, allowed her to
feel the gypsies’ acceptance of her.

She loved being on deck when most of the crew
was asleep, because it gave her a chance to study the stars without
interruption. A good sailor could navigate by the sun, but a
captain needed to understand the nighttime sky, and Lilly wanted to
master every job aboard the ship.

“Lilly, what are you doing up on deck so
late?” Sardel asked, coming alongside her at the rail.

Lilly turned and greeted Sardel with a
smile.

“Hi, Captain. Just enjoying the quiet. It’s
so beautiful out here at night.”

Sardel wrapped his arm around her small
waist.

“Lilly, you don’t need to call me Captain
when we’re alone.”

“I know, but I don’t want to get into a habit
of calling you Sardel, and then slip up when others are around. I
earned this spot on the crew, and I want no one to doubt my reason
to be here,” she replied earnestly.

Sardel bent and kissed her forehead.

“You’re a remarkable woman, Lilly. No one
would ever doubt that you belong on the ship. I’ll leave you to
your star gazing,” he said, moving away from her.

Lilly watched Sardel begin his nightly check
of the ship. She had learned much by watching him go about his
duties, both day and night. He was a good man, and a remarkable
captain. She sincerely hoped she wouldn’t have to kill him when she
took over his ship.

She spent her time well among the gypsies,
learning everything she could about their way of life. From the
moment she opened her eyes, adrift and alone in a strange
environment, she knew she would claw her way to the top. Not
knowing who or where she was didn’t matter, she understood people.
She knew how they thought and how they felt and used that to her
advantage. It was easy playing the helpless wretch, because that’s
what she had been at the beginning. Lilly was thankful that she had
been taken in by Sardel. His gruff exterior hid a kind soul, and
she had grown fond of him. She hoped that he would not stand in the
way of her plans for power.

Lilly called out to Sardel’s departing
back.

“Sardel, I do want to talk to you when you’re
free about a subject that is near and dear to your heart.”

Sardel stopped in mid-stride and turned to
face her.

“Ah, Lilly, you are ever the tease. If I
didn’t know you better, I would think you meant the fine art of
making love. But I do know you well, and I know you want to talk
about navigating at night using the stars.”

“Yes, you’re right. Navigating by the stars
is what I want to talk about, but who is to say that the other
subject might not come up as well?” she asked mischievously.

“Hmm, who indeed.”

Lilly soaked up knowledge like a sponge,
while keeping Sardel physically at bay. He seemed content with a
few stolen kisses, and Lilly was intent on keeping it that way.

Every day she picked the brains of the crew
about the gypsy nation, and anything they could offer about the
mainland. She was surprised at the vastness beyond the sea, but it
did nothing to jog her memory of her previous life. She remembered
nothing about duchies, the royalty, or their way of life. However,
an off-hand comment about innate powers in some people had fueled a
small kernel of understanding in her. A few questions later and she
finally understood her ability to feel and read other’s emotions so
easily. She was an empath, and she took note of the fact that the
majority of those with these powers were in the royal ranks. It was
something to think further on – another piece in the puzzle of her
lost life.

The next day dawned warm and sunny, and the
sails of the Black Raven were billowing in the strong
breeze. Lilly walked along the starboard side, securing loose
rigging lines. The Captain was on the port side, walking towards
the bow, while Took was aft at the helm, steering the ship
eastward.

“All’s clear,” came the call from the lookout
aloft in the crow’s nest of the mainmast.

“All’s clear,” chimed in the watch from the
bow.

“All’s....” Lilly started to say, before she
keeled over from an invisible blow.

Both Sardel and Took glanced at Lilly. She
was down on one knee. Sardel started to make his way over to her,
but before he reached her, Lilly jumped up and started running
aft.

Sardel watched her bound up the stairs
towards Took.

“Lilly, what’s wrong?” he shouted.

“Hard starboard, hard starboard,” she
screamed at Took.

“What? What are you talking about?” Took
cried.

Sardel raced to the helm. “Belay that order,”
he yelled.

Lilly yelled at Took. “No time to explain,
just do it. Hard starboard!”

Took froze at the sight of the raving woman
in front of him. This was not the Lilly he knew, and before he
could respond, he was hit with a sharp blow to his midsection that
sent him staggering a step backwards.

Lilly grabbed the wheel and frantically
started turning the wheel starboard. “Took, help me, now!”

The command in Lilly’s voice shook Took and
the rest of the startled crew out of their stupor. Took grabbed the
wheel.

“Trim the sails,” he shouted to the crew.
“Hard starboard.”

The Black Raven responded, and the
ship veered sharply.

“Hold it steady, Took.” Lilly turned around
to find an angry Sardel storming toward her.

“Woman, you’re out of line. How dare you
commandeer my ship?”

Lilly pointed to the open sea, and the spot
where they had been just moments ago.

“Captain, I’m sorry, but there was no time to
explain. I had to take action or else.”

Sardel and Took looked at where Lilly pointed
as the monstrous dorsal fin broke the surface. Every crewmember
gawked as the beast rose up out of the sea. Its girth was as wide
as the Black Raven herself, and was twice as long.

“A sea beast,” several sailors whispered.

Sardel knew of the sea beasts from other
ship’s captains, but he had never seen one before on his
voyages.

“Damn, that beast would have shattered the
ship. Lilly, how did you know?”

“I don’t know, I just did.”

Sardel stared at Lilly shaking his head. The
woman had just saved his ship. He thought he knew her, but there
was a depth of mystery about the woman standing before him. The one
thing he did know was that she was a damn good sailor. There was
only one thing to do.

He pulled Lilly forward.

“Listen up crew, I present your new Second
Mate,” he commanded. “Took, give her the wheel. Lilly, the conn is
yours. Hold her steady.”

The sailors erupted into cheers, knowing that
she had saved them from a horrific end at sea. Lilly stepped up and
took over the wheel from Took. She was beaming with pride, and she
held her head high.

“My thanks, Captain,” she said.

Sardel nodded, and headed off toward his
cabin, confident that the crisis had been averted. The sea beast
was swimming in the opposite direction, and the ship and crew were
safe.

That sea beast had startled Lilly. The
enormity of the creature had overwhelmed her senses momentarily.
While she hadn’t known what the creature was, she could feel it
rising to the surface directly below the ship. The sailors were
lucky that she had reached the wheel in time. It was indeed
fortunate that Took had been at the wheel, and not Sardel. Even
Lilly didn’t want to think of the consequences if Sardel had
refused to follow her lead.

The wheel felt good in her hands. She scanned
the horizon once more before giving an order to correct a minor
deviation in their course. Their new course heading would lead them
directly to the Telkur Duchy. The crew settled back into their
regular routines. Lilly could feel their gratitude and newfound
respect.

“All’s clear,” came the shouts from the
various watches.

They would be in Telkur waters the next day,
and Lilly planned to stay at the helm for as much of that time as
possible. This was it, what she had been longing for and driving
toward. She wanted a ship of her own, and wouldn’t mind if it was
the Black Raven, but she would have to be careful with
thoughts like that. For now, she was where she wanted to be and no
one was going to budge her from this spot.

***

The fog hung densely in the air, shrouding
the Black Raven as the craft glided into the little used
inlet a few leagues east of the main Telkur harbor. Took was at the
helm with Lilly at his side. Took didn’t like Lilly shadowing his
every move, but she needed to learn everything he knew if she was
to be of value to the Captain.

“Not too close, Took,” Sardel said. “I don’t
want the ship to get stuck in shallow waters.”

“Aye, Captain.” Took gave the order. “Lower
the anchor.”

The anchor splashed into the water, and the
ship came to a halt.

“Lilly, take the helm. Took and I will travel
to the waterfront district and make contact.”

Lilly eagerly took the wheel from Took.

“Yes, sir.”

“Keep her safe, Lilly. Any hint of danger,
take her back out to sea. No waiting around. I’ll find a way to
contact you and set up a rendezvous point for you to pick us up
later.”

“Understood, Captain.” Lilly watched Sardel
and Took lower the small boat off the side of the Black
Raven, and row ashore. She ordered the crew to stay alert to
any danger.

The small boat was quickly lost to the fog.
The only sound to be heard was the oars slicing through the water.
It wasn’t long before Sardel and Took reached the shore. They
jumped out of the small boat, dragged it onto the beach, and hid it
in the reeds.

“My contact has a place on the waterfront,”
Sardel told his First Mate. “That’s where we’ll start.”

Took nodded, and the two men took off at a
brisk pace. As they neared the waterfront, their pace slowed. This
area was normally deserted at this time of night, and the fog was
their ally in covering their approach, but Sardel was a cautious
man. He left nothing to chance. Sardel led Took through a series of
narrow, twisting alleyways before he stopped in front of a plain,
wooden door.

“This is it,” he whispered. “Stay behind me.
They are cautious men.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Sardel rapped three times, once again, and
then three more times. It seemed an eternity before they heard
sounds from within.

“Who calls at this late hour?” asked the
voice on the other side of the door.

“A hungry seaman,” Sardel answered.

The door opened to reveal a stocky man of
average height, fully dressed in spite of the late hour. He had a
needle gun pointed squarely at Sardel’s chest. It took only a
moment before recognition sparked in his eyes.

“Sardel, do my eyes deceive me? We thought
you were dead.”

“Not dead yet,” Sardel answered, “and I have
my man Took with me tonight.”

“Yes, come in, come in, both of you.”

“Crestov, you look well. I see that you are
not suffering for lack of a good meal,” Sardel said.

Crestov lowered his weapon, and patted his
wide girth.

“You know me too well, Sardel. A good meal is
always first on my mind. That has not changed. But, what happened
to you? We’ve had no news of your fate since the explosion last
year. We were afraid you were one of those killed in the
blast.”

“No, Took and I were on lookout that night.
By the time we made our way to the warehouse, all the others were
dead. There was nothing we could do but flee before the authorities
arrived. We’ve been patiently waiting for trade to resume, but
there has been no word. That’s why I’ve come here tonight.”

“Nothing has been the same since that night.
All trading has suffered. We can talk more, but come in and have a
drink. It’s good to see you, Sardel.”

Crestov led Sardel and Took down a narrow
hallway that opened up into a large common room. All eyes turned
towards the newcomers.

“It’s safe, no need to worry,” Crestov
reassured the men sitting at the various tables around the room.
“Sardel is an old friend of mine, and I vouch for him personally.
His man Took is with him.”

A number of heads nodded before conversations
resumed.

Crestov led Sardel and Took to a table in the
corner, beside a stone fireplace that was throwing out welcome
heat. He signaled the barmaid to bring a round of drinks for his
friends.

Sardel looked around the room while he waited
for his drink. The place was full of hard-looking men; no doubt
those that controlled much of the black market trade on the
waterfront. However, it disturbed him that he did not see any faces
he recognized.

“Crestov, where is your old crew? None of
these men look familiar to me.”

Crestov sighed.

“I say again, times have been hard. When
Avikar became Regent, he went on a rampage, rounding up my former
crew as a show of good faith to the people. He claimed it was
necessary to maintain law and order in the duchy. I thought he
would release them all quietly, but they still languish in prison
for crimes against the people. There has been no trial, and no
bribes have been able to secure their release. Avikar is playing a
dangerous game.”

“Have you spoken with him?” Sardel asked.

“No, I can’t get near him. Whenever I request
a meeting, he sends that snake Nils in his stead.”

“What was his explanation for the explosion
at the warehouse?”

“Only what was announced publicly; that is,
Duke Levon was the leader of the smugglers’ ring.”

“That’s ridiculous. Levon had nothing to do
with it. What explanation was given for the explosion itself?”

“None, other than there was a falling-out
among the smugglers. The authorities claim one of the gypsies set
off the explosion accidentally. Avikar was hailed a hero for
uncovering the smuggling ring, and all reports about that night
were buried quickly. Our trade has suffered ever since.”

“That meeting was set to increase trade, not
to end it, and it was Avikar who set it up. This smells of
treachery on his part and he has much to explain,” Sardel
growled.

The barmaid sauntered over to the table
carrying three mugs of ale. She set them down on the table, bending
over to reveal an ample bosom when she passed Sardel his drink.
Sardel watched the young woman, giving her form an appreciative
glance as she walked back to the bar.

“Sardel, I’ve been thinking about trying a
different tack to reach Avikar,” Crestov said.

“What’s that?”

“I have many legitimate trading partners in
other duchies, and I pass through the Telkur portal station
regularly. Trinity Kantos is the telekinetic on duty during those
days, and she’s Avikar’s sister. I have formed a friendship of
sorts with her. It might serve both our purposes if we try to reach
Avikar through her. At least we can be reasonably sure that the
message will be passed along directly to him.”

“Do you believe it’s safe to do this?” Sardel
asked, with suspicion in his voice. “Can this girl be trusted?
After all, she’s Avikar’s sister.”

“No need to worry, Sardel. I have it on good
authority that she is at odds with her brother’s heavy-handed rule.
I’ll take care of everything. Stay here for the night, and I’ll go
to see Trinity in the morning. I trust your ship is safe for the
time being?”

“Yes, it’s safe for now, but I’ll need to
leave by tomorrow night. Otherwise, the ship may be in danger of
being discovered.”

“Good, no problem. When you finish your
drinks, I’ll have one of my girls show you to a room for the
night.”

Crestov signaled the barmaid to come back to
the table.

Sardel turned to Took. “Took, go back to the
ship and wait for my word. It might take a day or two to sort this
out. Don’t hesitate to pull anchor if anything threatens to expose
the ship.”

“Aye, Captain. I’ll wait for your word.” Took
lifted the mug, and drank deeply before he left the common
room.

The barmaid sauntered back to the table.

“Lisette,” Crestov said, “show my friend to a
comfortable room upstairs when he’s finished his drink.”

The girl smiled as she looked at Sardel.

“It will be my pleasure,” she purred.


Excerpt from The Chronicles of Otharia
during the reign of the First Vacancy:

Division I – The Rule of Otharia

Subsection IV – Rogue Gypsy Nation

 


The black market came into existence in the
void that was created when the Grand Council outlawed all trade
with the gypsies. In the beginning, the gypsy nation attempted to
maintain itself within the Kingdom, but refused to crown a new
duke. When the Grand Council was formed, it attempted to bring the
gypsy nation back into line by force. The Grand Council sent an
army comprised of elements from each duchy to subdue the gypsies.
But, without the unified control of the King, each duke sought to
exert control over the entire force. This ended in disaster, and
the gypsies soundly defeated the force. The Grand Council’s next
act was to declare all trade banned, in the hopes that it would
break the will of the nation, but that was also a failure. The
initial contact with the gypsies was made through criminal elements
within a number of duchies. The resulting trade was concealed from
the authorities, and proved lucrative for all concerned. Harsh
punishments were handed out for any found in league with the
gypsies, but too many profited for anyone to be caught.

 



Chapter 28 – Rendezvous

Crestov stood outside the Telkur portal
station, waiting until the other travelers had passed through. He
entered the station, and was relieved to see that Trinity was on
duty. He walked over to the control desk.

“Good afternoon, Trinity.”

“Hi Crestov, what brings you here today? It’s
not your normal trading day.”

“I know, but I have a little problem that I
thought you could help me with.”

“A problem? What kind of problem?”

Crestov leaned forward to whisper
conspiratorially. “It’s a problem of a most delicate nature. I
would not ask for your help if there was another way.”

“These are difficult times, my friend. Seems
a lot of people have problems of a delicate nature. How can I help
you?”

Crestov paused and looked around the station
to make sure they were alone.

“I need to get a message directly to Avikar
without Nils intercepting it. Avikar and I had a business
arrangement that has been suspended, and I need to talk to him
about it. In the past, Nils has passed along my requests, but
lately, my requests have been met with silence. And Trinity, this
is not the type of business that your brother would want to become
public.”

Trinity quickly put two and two together. “A
business arrangement with my brother? Perhaps you and I should have
a more in-depth conversation. We may be able to help each
other.”

“I don’t think you understand. No offense, my
dear, but my business dealings with your brother are best kept from
law-abiding young ladies.”

“Crestov, I think you underestimate me, and I
think it would be in your best interest to talk to me first.”

Crestov raised an eyebrow at Trinity’s
forwardness.

“OK, I’ll listen to you, but I don’t want to
discuss my business in such a public place.”

“I understand. I’ll be off-duty in an hour. I
can meet you at the Painted Horse Grill, and we can continue
our conversation in a more private setting.”

“You intrigue me, Trinity Kantos. I shall be
waiting for you.”

Trinity watched Crestov leave the portal
station. She wasn’t totally surprised that he had a business
arrangement of a delicate nature involving Avikar. It was well
known that Crestov often conducted business on the fringes on the
law. If her hunch was correct, it would lead her to only one
conclusion, a conclusion that Ty would be interested in hearing as
well.

***

The sun was beginning to set when Trinity
left the portal station for her meeting with Crestov. Her mind was
reeling, and she was anxious to hear what he had to say. She walked
quickly through the familiar streets to the tavern. She was so set
on her destination that she paid little attention to what was
behind her, or, more specifically, who was behind her.

Nils watched discreetly from the shadows as
Trinity made her way along the streets. This was not the safest
part of the city for pretty, young girls. Nils had been spying on
Trinity for the better part of the week, watching for any patterns
and tendencies of which he could take advantage. This side trip
might prove to be the opening he was looking for. He decided to
follow her and see what came of this.

Trinity entered the Painted Horse
Grill and found Crestov in the back of the tavern, sitting in a
dark corner with another man. Crestov’s companion wore a hooded
cloak that covered his features, but did little to disguise his
bulk. She was momentarily put off by the presence of the second
man, until Crestov saw her and waved her over. She swallowed hard
and, in that moment, she wondered how well she actually knew
Crestov. She knew virtually nothing about his activities aside from
seeing him at the portal station twice a week.

What am I rushing into?

Nils slipped into the tavern unseen. He
spotted Trinity approaching two men, and quickly sat down at a
table where he could watch unobtrusively. He knew Crestov by sight.
The second figure was hooded, but was, somehow, hauntingly familiar
to him. He felt a rising sense of apprehension at this unexpected
turn of events, as well as a perverse exhilaration. Trinity was
proving to be more interesting then he would have ever thought
possible.

“Ah, Trinity. Thank you for coming. We have
much to discuss. Please sit down,” Crestov said.

Trinity slipped into the chair. “Crestov, you
made no mention of anyone else joining us when I talked to you
earlier. This is most unexpected. What’s going on?”

“Please don’t be alarmed. I’ll explain
everything to you, now that you’re here. My friend is the reason I
need to talk to you. Let me introduce you to Sardel.”

Sardel slid his hood down, and nodded
graciously to Trinity.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Trinity.”

It was the moment that Nils had been waiting
for. Now he knew why the man had seemed so familiar. He rose
silently from his chair, and slipped out of the tavern unseen.

***

“Thank you for that report Nils,” Vogdo said.
“You may leave.”

Nils bowed to the Grand Duke, and left him
sitting in his private study. He had worked for Vogdo long enough
to understand his mannerisms. Vogdo was not pleased.

Vogdo sat tapping his finger on the smooth
polished desk. Usually his private study was a place of peaceful
contemplation, but Nils’s report had upset him more than he
realized. Wild thoughts ran rampant through his mind. He picked up
his goblet of wine and sent it crashing against the far wall. The
impact boomed, and the goblet rolled across the floor, leaving a
trail of wine stains.

Kar hurried into the study. “My Lord, do you
require my services?”

“Yes, Kar. The goblet slipped out of my hand.
Please clean up that mess.”

“Right away, my lord.”

Kar cleaned the wine stains off the wall, and
mopped up the trail of wine on the floor. When he was finished, he
bowed to the Grand Duke and backed silently out of the room.

Vogdo continued tapping his finger.

That bastard Avikar. How dare he deviate from
the plan? Does he think he’s clever, using his sister to contact
the gypsies behind my back? What’s he trying to do, ruin
everything? No matter, my conniving friend, your days are numbered.
You will not ruin my plans. I will be King, and no one will stop
me!

“Kar, where are you?”

“I’m here, my lord. What do you require?”

“Bring me some more wine. It seems this
decanter is empty.”

“Yes, my lord.”


Excerpt from the field journal of Catiana
Spencer:

 


Few artifacts have been found intact from
the legendary period of King Arthur. Even Camelot, the mythical
city of the king, has never been unearthed. All evidence leads to
the few remnants of stone that may have been the homes of any
number of local kings. The time period was punctuated with numerous
invasions, wars and conflicts. The indigenous people of the area
have been overrun to such a degree that it is hard to distinguish
one ethnic group from another.

 



Chapter 29 – Munroe

Munroe sat back in his chair, and sipped his
bottle of beer. It was a good life, he thought, lifting the
artifact for closer inspection. He was amazed at the quality of
craftsmanship of this piece, and nearly drooled with anticipation
at the price it would fetch.

He loved remembering how he had acquired this
particular piece. That young professor, so eager to prove her
theories to the world, had been the invitation he had been waiting
for. It had been so simple to pass himself off as an explorer of
antiquities, because, in truth, that’s what he was. Of course, the
particulars of his hunting and what became of the artifacts he
found was another matter altogether.

Munroe was a professional thief, and acquired
his artifacts in a more refined manner than simply digging in the
earth for them. The clientele from whom he acquired the pieces were
not the sort to file a police report when their pieces went
missing. Quite the contrary, he thought; most of those he robbed
would not be caught dead, or alive, in a police station.

Professor Catiana Spencer had been at the
auction house when Munroe was selling his latest artifact. It was a
rare find, of unbelievable detail and workmanship. He knew from
experience that it would fetch a princely sum. He noticed Catiana
when she approached the auctioneer asking where the piece had been
found. The auction house held Munroe’s identity in strict
confidence, and gave her no details. Munroe became intrigued when
she mentioned that she wanted to compare notes from her own find.
The thought of her and Munroe sharing notes together nearly made
him burst out in laughter. The piece that intrigued the naive
professor was one that had nearly cost him his life.

Catiana had pleaded with the auctioneer.

“But I simply must talk to whoever discovered
this piece. The one I have is very similar to it,” she said.

It was more than Munroe could stand. If she
had another piece like the one he was selling, then he was
definitely interested in talking to her.

Against his own better judgment, Munroe had
withdrawn his artifact from the auction that day, and made plans to
meet with Professor Spencer. Of course, the fact that she was an
attractive, young woman helped sway his decision.

Much to his disappointment, however, at their
meeting Catiana was only interested in talking about the artifact.
She was correct to say that her find was similar to his. In fact,
her goblet could have come from the same set. The goblets were
beyond ordinary description. Exquisite details, accented with gold
and diamonds, were engraved onto each silver goblet.

Catiana believed the goblets were from
Arthurian times, and could easily have been the goblets used by
King Arthur himself. Munroe didn’t much care about their origin; he
only cared for the price he could charge for such a rare piece.

But time was against him. He needed to sell
the piece as quickly as he could, before the Boss traced it back to
him. He’d been lucky the night he stole the piece from the mansion.
Two seconds later, and he would have been fish bait in the Thames
River. The Boss did not like people taking his things.

Munroe turned the goblet over in his
hand.

“Hmm ... I wonder what she’ll come up with
next.”

Catiana wanted to team up with him and search
for more of the period artifacts, and asked him again where he had
found his piece. Munroe continued to be cagey about how he had
acquired it. He finally had to concoct a story that he was selling
the piece for a private collector. His benefactor did not want his
name known to the general public for fear of treasure hunters
stealing his fortune.

She became suspicious of the story, but
Munroe quickly assured her that there were other, similar pieces in
the private collection. He mentioned he might be able to get the
whole collection on loan for the university’s museum to
display.

Her eyes lit up, and she took the bait.
Munroe told her that he needed her goblet to prove to his
benefactor that the museum had a collection of their own. Catiana
hesitated a moment, but her curiosity got the better of her, and
she finally agreed to lend her goblet to Munroe. Munroe assured her
he would keep it safe, along with his own.

Munroe hadn’t lied when he told Catiana that
his benefactor had a number of other pieces that were similar to
the antique goblets. He did even plan on showing the pieces
together; just not in a museum.

After seeing her piece, he had devised a plan
to collect all the artifacts together and sell them collectively to
the highest bidder. The fact that he would have to steal the other
pieces from the crime boss didn’t bother him in the least. In the
meantime, he had to string Catiana along, at least for a little
while.

Yes, life was good, and he hoped it would
soon become much better.

The phone buzzed, and Munroe checked the
caller ID. There were only a handful of people who had his cell
phone number, and he wanted it kept that way. He put the artifact
down on the coffee table, and answered the call.

“Catiana, how nice of you to call. What can I
do for you tonight?” he purred.

“Munroe, I have some people I want you to
meet.”

Munroe’s demeanor changed instantly.

“Why? I don’t like meeting new people. What’s
so special about them?”

“Hey, calm down, will you? I’ve spent half
the day talking to this group, and I think you’ll be interested in
talking to them yourself. They’re collectors of the same type of
artifacts we have, and they may be able to shed some light on our
pieces. Can we come over?”

“When?” Munroe asked suspiciously.

“Now. I wouldn’t call you if I didn’t think
it was important. Give me your address and we’ll come over,” she
pleaded.

Munroe thought about Catiana’s request for a
moment. If these people were collectors, they might be his new
potential buyers. It would certainly save him the time and effort
of seeking buyers on his own.

“I can meet you, but not tonight. I’m not a
home. Let’s meet tomorrow night at 8pm. I live at 1703 West Street,
in Soho.”

“Are you sure we can’t come tonight? You’ll
be very happy we did,” Cat pressed him.

“No, tomorrow will be the earliest. See you
then.” Munroe hung up.

“Professor Spencer what are you up to?” he
murmured to himself. Munroe put the artifact away, grabbed his
keys, and left his flat. He needed to check on a few things before
tomorrow night.

The next night, the doorbell chimed at
exactly 8 p.m. Munroe looked at the monitor covering the front
entrance to his home, and saw Catiana and three strangers waiting
at the front door.

He pushed the intercom button.

“Hang on a second, and I’ll let you in.”

His home was protected by a state-of-the-art
security system. In his line of business, it paid to have the best
surveillance equipment, both in the field and at home. Munroe never
scrimped on money when his personal safety was involved. He entered
his security code, and deactivated the alarm on the front door.

He grabbed two pistols that were in the chest
of drawers in the front hall, and moved to open the front door. The
larger pistol, a 9mm Berretta, he slipped into the small of his
back, tucking it into the waistband of his pants. The other pistol
was a small, two-shot derringer. He slipped that one into his front
pants’ pocket.

He opened the door, smiling expansively at
Catiana.

“Catiana, it’s so good to see you again.
Always a pleasure; please come in, all of you.”

He stepped back to allow them to come inside.
He carefully kept the reinforced, steel door over half of his body
as he waved them in with a flourish. None of his visitors noticed
his hand in his front pants’ pocket, where he had palmed his
derringer.

“I’ve been eager to meet your friends since
your call,” Munroe said. “Please, let’s go into the living room
where we can talk more comfortably.”

As the group moved further into the house,
Munroe visibly relaxed. He had quickly sized up the group, and
decided that they weren’t part of any assassination team sent by
the crime boss. They carried themselves well, and looked like they
could hold their own in a tough situation, but he didn’t believe
for a second that they were interested in talking about the
artifacts. More likely, they were the hired help of whoever was
really interested in the artifacts, sent to investigate and
negotiate the less-than-public sale of the pieces. Just the kind of
people Munroe liked dealing with.

“Let’s go sit down, and discuss why you’re
here,” Munroe said.

Catiana led the group down the hallway that
opened into the living area. Darius stepped past her, honing in on
the artifact on the coffee table. Before Munroe could stop him,
Darius had the artifact in his hand, carefully scrutinizing it.
Dyla and Eclair stepped beside him and their eyes widened.

“Telkur,” Eclair gasped.

“What did you say?” Catiana asked.

Before Darius could stop him, Eclair spoke
again.

“The T on this goblet stands for Telkur.”

“How do you know that?” Munroe asked, trying
to draw Eclair into further explanations.

Darius quickly stepped forward, shaking his
head, and blocking Eclair’s view of the artifact. He could scarcely
believe that he was holding a royal Telkur goblet in his hand. The
goblets had been in the royal Otharian families for centuries, and
to find one on Earth, so quickly, gave him hope that they might
find the answers to their own dilemma. However, the implications of
this find could prove complicated, and he needed a moment to
consider what it all meant.

Darius held up the goblet.

“You said you had another of these?” he
asked. “I would like to see the second one, as well, before we
start our discussion.”

Munroe was hesitant to answer the
question.

“Well, as to that, I do have it - Catiana can
confirm that - but it’s not in my immediate possession.”

Munroe let the conversation die away as he
watched the play of emotions across their faces. The goblet had
definitely sparked an interest, and Munroe was determined to take
full advantage of that.

Darius looked hard at both Catiana and Munroe
before putting the goblet back on the table.

“What’s with you people?” he said angrily.
“Claiming that you have an item of worth, and now saying that it’s
not in your possession? Come on Dyla, Eclair, we should leave.
There’s no point staying here now.”

Catiana looked uncertain, but Munroe’s
interest piqued even more than before.

Hmm, an item of worth, he thought.

“Hang on a minute. I never said I had
anything in my exact possession. If Catiana told you that, then you
have been misled.”

“Munroe, what are you talking about? Where’s
the other goblet?” Catiana asked.

Munroe ignored Catiana’s question, and
instead spoke directly to Darius.

“You might be interested to learn that I know
of something that is much more valuable than another goblet. It’s
in the same collection as that piece on the table.”

Dyla stepped forward. She could feel the
unmistakable raptorial interest Munroe suddenly directed at Darius
and it made her wary.

“How would you know that?” she asked.

“Because of the markings, of course,” Munroe
replied. “I may not be a learned professor of archeology like
Catiana here, but I’m an expert in antiquities. Before we continue,
I think proper introductions are in order. Cat, if you would be so
kind.”

“Yes, of course, I don’t know where my
manners have gotten to,” she said apologetically.

Munroe’s subtle manipulation of Cat did not
go unnoticed by either Darius or Dyla. Dyla could feel Darius’s
intense excitement on finding the goblet, and the knowledge that
Munroe possibly had other Otharian items, but it was that
excitement that worried her. A rash act now could put them all in
jeopardy. She moved to touch her brother’s bare hand. She needed
him to relax.

Go slow. He’s hiding something
dangerous. I can feel it.

Darius did not miss a beat as Cat was making
the introductions. The only sign Dyla had that Darius had read her
thoughts was the slight tightening of his hand over hers.

“... and this is Darius, Dyla’s brother,” Cat
continued with the introductions.

When Munroe extended his hand, Darius
hesitated briefly, before grabbing his hand in a hearty handshake.
In the blink of an eye, Darius read his surface thoughts.

Munroe stepped back, rubbing his hand. When
Darius had grabbed his hand, he had felt a slight momentary
tingling, but attributed it to static shock from the carpeted
floor.

“Wow, that’s some handshake you’ve got there.
Please, everyone sit down while I get some refreshments. Cat, would
you be so kind as to help me in the kitchen?”

“Uh, sure,” Cat answered, and followed their
host.

Munroe ushered Cat through a door, and the
trio sat on the couch and looked at each other.

“What just happened?” Eclair asked. “Did you
read Munroe?”

“Keep your voice down,” Dyla cautioned.
“There’s more to Munroe than meets the eye. Darius what did you
read?”

“He does know about another artifact, and
believes it’s from the same collection, but the man who owns it
does not want to sell it. Munroe wants our help in stealing it, and
a number of other items from this guy. He also has another goblet
stashed in a secret alcove behind that bookcase over there.”

“I knew I felt danger surrounding him,” Dyla
replied.

“We’ll just play along with him for now,”
Darius answered. “This other piece in the collection could be the
traveling crystal. For now, let’s give him a little surprise of our
own.”

“What surprise? Am I missing something here?”
Eclair asked.

“Let’s have a look at that other goblet,”
Darius said, getting up from the couch.

“Oh, I get it now.”

Darius chuckled.

“Eclair, it’s a good thing you’re such a good
telekinetic, ‘cause you’re a little slow sometimes.”

“Yeah, I know. I’m working on it though.”

Dyla patted Eclair’s arm. He looked at her,
and shrugged his shoulders.

Darius sauntered over to the bookcase to look
at that secret compartment.


Excerpt from the field journal of Catiana
Spencer:

 


There are many false claims and fake
artifacts that collectors buy, and thieves unabashedly sell, for
handsome amounts. Many of the finds must be validated through
careful study and carbon dating. One aspect of field study is to
remember that the artisans of the time were relegated to the
relatively primitive tools of the day. A master could create
detailed pieces of intricate beauty, but not the details that
today’s precision tools can accomplish. When studying a piece, it
is vital that the validity of the craftsman be taken into
account.

 



Chapter 30 – The Con

Munroe whirled on Cat as the kitchen door
swung shut.

“Where did you find these kids?” Munroe
asked, a little too sharply.

Cat took a step back from Munroe’s
threatening tone.

“They approached me in the library yesterday.
I never saw them before that. You should really talk to them; it’s
amazing how much they know of Arthurian times. It’s like they lived
during the period. You saw how quickly they marked the goblet. And
by the way, where is your goblet?” Cat asked, suddenly remembering
that Munroe had said the goblet was not here.

“Do you think me foolish enough to display
both pieces together in the open? I have it safely hidden, where no
one will find it. I don’t intend to show it to them until I know a
little more about them, and feel a lot more comfortable.”

“They certainly know what they are talking
about,” Cat replied.

“We’ll see about that. Help me get some
drinks together. I don’t want to leave them alone for too
long.”

It didn’t take long for the two of them to
get a tray together. “Here we are,” Munroe announced, stepping
through the door with a tray full of drinks and crackers.

Cat bumped into him when he stopped short,
mouth agape, almost dropping the tray. Darius was examining the
second goblet he thought he had so carefully hidden.

Munroe was outraged at the effrontery of the
three.

“What? How did you find that? You’ve been
snooping around my home. How dare you? What kind of manners do you
people have?”

Darius looked up. “Actually, I noticed a
section of your bookcase ajar as I was perusing your collection. I
didn’t think you would mind if we examined this piece as well,
seeing that we’ll be working together.”

That stopped Munroe short, as he thought
about the ramifications of Darius’s statement. He had locked the
compartment in the bookcase, but events were taking a turn that he
was warming to more and more.

Munroe quickly recovered his composure.
“Well, no harm, no foul. Tell me, what do you think of the
piece?”

“It’s definitely of the same era; Arthurian
you call it? I recognize the marking on this one as I had on the
other.”

“There is a slight difference though,” Cat
interjected.

“Indeed there is. You’re very observant,
Cat,” Darius said. “The goblets are from different houses. The
first is from the house of Telkur, and this one is from the house
of Vogdo. Do you want me to explain the history of the two
houses?”

Now it was Cat’s turn to stare open-mouthed.
Before Munroe could answer, Cat urged Darius to continue.

“That’s a very fanciful story,” Munroe said,
after listening to Darius’ brief narrative.

Cat was quick to agree with Munroe.

“I’ve never heard of either of these two
families, either, and I’m a scholar on the subject.”

“So, that makes you the expert, right?” Dyla
asked.

Cat shot Dyla a hard look.

“As I told you earlier, I’m one of the most
learned scholars on the subject. So, yes, I’m an expert. The
histories of the era are vague, but I can assure you that I’ve read
every piece ever written on the subject.”

It was Eclair’s turn to spin their ancestor’s
tale.

“That’s why you’ve never heard of our
families before,” he explained. “These histories have been passed
down by word-of-mouth for centuries, through our family traditions.
We are the true descendants of the original ruling caste of the
Duchy of Saxon in northern Germany.”

“Oh my God,” Cat cried, her scholar’s mind
soaking up the details. “You’re saying your ancestors were part of
the Anglo-Saxon invasion of England, the people that Arthur fought
against?”

“Yes, exactly.”

“So, these goblets aren’t from King Arthur’s
table, but from the Anglo-Saxons that occupied eastern
England?”

“Yes, those pieces and others like them have
been the life-long quest of our families to recover,” Eclair
said.

Cat kept the group talking for well over an
hour about the histories of the families. Eclair did a superb job
in keeping the fact secret that the histories and areas he
described were on a foreign world.

Munroe nodded through the explanations, but
he was beginning to think the stories were a little too convenient.
It was hard to con a con, and he smelled a rat.

Cat’s curiosity finally abated as she looked
at her watch.

“I can honestly say that this has been an
enlightening experience,” she said. “However, it’s getting late and
I have to get some sleep. I have duties at the university that I
must attend to in the morning. I would like to get together again
soon so we can continue our discussion. I’m sure we should be able
to help one another. By the way, where are you three staying
tonight? I’ll be happy to drop you off on my way home.”

None of the trio had given lodging for the
night much thought. Their previous nights had been spent huddled
together in the cold shadows of Stonehenge, and in the countryside
around Amesbury. It would be better if they could sleep indoors
tonight.

“We haven’t secured rooms yet,” Dyla replied.
“Can you suggest a place nearby?”

“Of course, there are a number of nice
establishments over on Baker. It’s just a few blocks away, and I
can pop you over there with no trouble at all.”

Munroe did not want to let the trio out of
his sight. He wanted them somewhere where he could keep an eye of
them. He didn’t trust them, and was certainly not taken in by their
fanciful stories.

“Nonsense, that won’t be necessary. There are
rooms available just across the street. No bother for anyone,” he
suggested.

“Across the street?” Cat questioned. “There’s
only a row of bars across the street.”

“Yes, with rooms to let above them all,”
Munroe replied, knowingly looking to Darius for his consent.

“That sounds perfect,” Darius chimed in.

After saying their goodbyes to Cat, Munroe
took the three of them across the street to one of the many bars
that lined the block.

“I know the owner,” Munroe said. “He owes me
a favor, and I should be able to get you the rooms at a
discount.”

Dyla’s empathic sense picked up the
underlying tremor of feelings coursing through Munroe. He was up to
something, but she wasn’t sure what. She signaled the danger sign
to Darius as they approached the bar. Darius nodded in
understanding.

Munroe led them inside the bar, where the
denizens were a mixed group of hard-looking men, and harder-looking
women. He secured a table for them in the back. After ordering a
round of drinks, Munroe stood and looked around for the owner.

“I’ll be right back. I have to make the
arrangements for you.”

They watched Munroe disappear into the back
of the bar, but none of them noticed Munroe had stopped to talk to
a large, dangerous-looking man just out of their view.

“The three I came in with,” Munroe said to
the burly man, “see what they’re about for me. Don’t rough them up
too much; just get the measure of them.”

With that, Munroe disappeared into the back
room.

It wasn’t long before their drinks arrived.
However, Dyla noticed the woman who took their order was not the
same as the one who delivered it to them now. She watched as the
new waitress set the drinks on the table, licked her lips and gave
the men the once over. Darius smiled back at her, but Eclair,
remembering the scene in the library, studiously ignored the
girl.

That was all the invitation the waitress
needed. The woman exuded a predatory vibe as she walked to the back
of Eclair’s chair and slipped her arm around his neck. As she
whispered something into his ear, his ears turned beet red.

Dyla stood up.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

The woman giggled and slipped her arm down
the front of Eclair’s shirt.

“Just having a little fun.”

Dyla stance was relaxed, her hand on her
hip.

“That’s quite enough, I think.”

The waitress sized up Dyla.

“Oh, I don’t think so, sweetie. Around here I
do what I please, and I take what I want.”

“Not this time.”

The waitress had anticipated Dyla’s attack,
but not the swiftness of it. Before she could react, Dyla grabbed
her in a rear chokehold, and twisted her arm in a brutal
hammerlock, pulling her away from Eclair.

Darius sprang to his feet.

“Ladies, come now. There’s no need for that.
Dyla, I’ll take care of her for you.”

“The hell you will,” came a roar from behind
Darius.

Munroe’s man was bearing down on Darius with
murder in his eyes. Darius neatly sidestepped the brute, who
smashed into the table and sent the drink flying. Eclair quickly
stood and stepped back from the fray; satisfied to watch the events
unfold this time.

The big man quickly recovered his balance,
and swung a vicious back fist in Darius’s direction. Darius easily
ducked the blow, and again sidestepped the assault. The big man
swung around to face Darius head on.

“You’ve got some fancy footwork there, punk,
but you can’t dance away forever.”

As the man grabbed the front of his shirt,
Darius reached over the tops of the brute’s arms, and pulled them
down at the elbows, locking them into his chest. Struggling hard,
the man could not free his arms from the iron grip that held
him.

The man quickly realized the extent of the
danger he was in, and knew that Darius could take him out in the
blink of an eye. He stood stock-still. Darius stared at the man’s
eyes, mere inches from his own. It took only a second to read his
mind.

Darius released him, pushing him away.

“Go, get away; and ask Munroe if we have
passed his little test,” Darius commanded.

Dyla released the waitress, and they watched
the two retreat to the back of the bar, licking their wounds.

Eclair calmly sat back down.

“That was interesting,” he said.

“I expected as much from Munroe,” Darius
replied.

Darius righted the table, and both he and
Dyla took their seats. Munroe soon reappeared.

“I can see you kids can handle yourselves,”
he said, with a sly smile.

“We do ok,” Darius answered. “How about
sending over another round of drinks? Somehow the first ones ended
up on the floor.”

Munroe laughed, and signaled the waitress to
bring another round.

“Sure, no problem.”

Another waitress brought the drinks to the
table. Darius, Dyla and Eclair picked up the mugs and drank
heartily.

“Thirsty work,” Darius confided.

“Do you want some food?” Munroe asked.

“No, we ate before we came to your
apartment.”

“Good. I have secured two rooms for you
upstairs. Shall we go?”

“One room will be enough,” Dyla answered.

“Whatever you want.”

Munroe led them upstairs. The room was good
sized, comfortably furnished with two reclining chairs, a single
bed pushed against the far wall, and a small table, with three
mismatched chairs, by the window. Dyla sat on the bed, and Eclair
and Darius each took a chair at the table.

Munroe sat in a recliner.

“Shall we dispense with the pleasantries and
get down to business?”

“Yes, no more tests, no more games,” Darius
said, staring hard at Munroe.

“How about a bit of honesty as well,” Munroe
said. “I have a funny feeling that you know more about me than I do
about you. I don’t believe for a minute that you’re the misbegotten
descendants of some ancient Saxon clans that invaded England.”

“What do you mean?” Eclair asked.

“Oh please, that story you told was quite the
tale. It was rich in detail and fit wonderfully in a time when
there isn’t much written record left. I give you kids credit.
You’ve done your homework. It was quite the tale, but I remember
reading a story just like it when I was a child.”

Munroe looked at Darius.

“As for handling yourselves, no one has taken
out those two downstairs so quickly, or effortlessly, in quite some
time. That tells me you’ve had some training.”

Munroe leaned back comfortably in his
chair.

“There’s one thing bothering me, though. Who
are you running from?”

Darius spoke up before Dyla or Eclair could
answer.

“They call him Blackheart.”

“You’re kidding! Sir Henry ‘Blackheart’
Hanover, the crime boss of London’s East End? That Blackheart?”

Munroe leaned forward, his curiosity
definitely piqued.

“How did you get on his bad side?” he
asked.

“Suffice it to say that we have a mutual
interest in certain objects of antiquity, and this Blackheart guy
didn’t like our attentions,” Darius explained. “Rather than have us
as competitors, he thought to eliminate us. At least that’s what
his men tried to do.”

Munroe stroked his chin.

“So all this pretense of yours, claiming that
the goblets were part of your family’s history, that was your cover
to get close to the artifacts? Then what?”

Dyla interrupted the men’s conversation.

“Darius, tell him how we’re planning to get
more artifacts.”

Munroe was surprised by Dyla’s interruption.
He thought he had them figured out, but they were constantly
throwing him curve balls.

“Yes, Darius, please, do tell,” he said.

“Fine, we plan on stealing them.”

Munroe exhaled loudly and his grin grew wider
as he looked from Darius to Dyla to Eclair.


Excerpt from the field journal of Catiana
Spencer:

 


The field of antiquities has abounded with
Ancient Art, and its corresponding forgeries, for as long as art
has been collected. Most experts agree that only about 75% of
artifacts that are purported to be ancient are, in fact, genuine.
The amount of wealth that surrounds most antiquities is
astonishing, and draws the attention of collectors from all walks
of life. To that end, a flourishing black market has arisen to take
advantage of those unknowing collectors that insist on buying from
disreputable proprietors. By close inspection and careful
scientific measurement of ancient metal, certain trace impurities
can be discerned that can lead to the age, and even regions of
origin, of the artifact. Care must be taken, though, because clever
thieves will use old metal to create forged pieces that will pass
most metallurgic dating tests.

 



Chapter 31 – The Plan

“We’re treasure hunters, just like you,”
Darius began. “We’ve been commissioned to retrieve certain
artifacts, similar to the ones you have, at all costs and in any
manner necessary. We’re being paid handsomely for our services. Our
benefactor knows of Blackheart and his collection. He sent us to
inquire about it. Unfortunately, our appearance was met with
hostility, and we now believe Blackheart has certain interests in
finding us and our benefactor.”

“And how did that lead you to me?” Munroe
asked, suspiciously.

“We had to take another tack in acquiring the
pieces, as the direct approach turned out so disastrously. We began
our search again by researching historical information concerning
the period. That’s how we met Cat. A fortuitous meeting, that
eventually led us to you. Cat does not know what we really do; she
believes we are what we said, collectors.

Munroe was suspicious. Their story was too
convenient, too pat.

“Quite the story,” he said, stalling for
time. “You all seem adept at telling them. So tell me, am I
supposed to believe this new tale you’ve spun.”

Darius was undaunted. “Believe what you will,
but I have something that will interest you no matter the tale
behind it.”

“And what might that be?” Munroe asked.

Darius reached into his pocket, and pulled
out three gold pieces.

He stretched out his hand to Munroe.

“This.”

Munroe exhaled.

“Now you’ve got my attention. Where are they
from?”

“Does it matter?” Dyla said. “The only
question that really matters is whether they interest you or
not?”

Dyla had been sensing Munroe’s emotions while
Darius talked. Munroe had become less suspicious, but more reserved
in his manner towards them.

“Darius give Munroe one of the coins for his
help with our accommodations,” she commanded.

Darius flipped him a coin.

Munroe caught the coin, and was surprised by
its weight.

“This alone is worth a small fortune. It does
look somewhat Teutonic; Saxony you said, right?”

“What I actually said was that it doesn’t
matter where the coins came from,” Dyla repeated. “There will be
more of them if you can be of service to us.”

“Of course I can be of help,” Munroe quickly
replied. “I know the whereabouts of Blackheart’s mansion, and I can
lead you to it.”

“Please, Munroe, don’t waste our time,”
Darius said. “We know where the mansion is, but what we want to
know is how you got the goblet you have out of the mansion without
being caught.”

Munroe gave a wolfish grin.

“It was actually the same as you intend to
do. I stole it.”

Munroe, warming to the conversation,
continued his explanation.

“I know the layout of the mansion. There is
quite a collection of pieces, and I know exactly where Blackheart
keeps the artifacts like those goblets you were so keen on in my
apartment.”

“Then I believe we can use you,” Dyla
said.

Munroe had been eyeing Dyla’s lithe form all
evening. It had not escaped his attention that Dyla was a
beautiful, young woman, and he loved her type--beautiful,
strong-willed and capable.

“I think I would like that. Here’s what I can
do. I’ll bring you to the mansion, help you to get inside and get
the goods out. For the right price, of course,” he said, without
taking his eyes off Dyla.

Eclair jumped off the bed.

“Tell me, Munroe, what might that price be?”
he demanded.

Munroe laughed at Eclair’s emotional
outburst. He had noticed Eclair’s reaction as he checked out Dyla’s
figure.

“Not to worry, young man, my interests lie in
more material things. You can sit back down. I want 20 of these
coins, half now, half when the job is done.”

“Five now, and 20 more when the job is
complete,” Darius countered.

“Done,” Munroe agreed quickly.

“Good, then let’s begin.”

Darius got up and walked toward the door.
Eclair and Dyla clambered off the bed to join him.

“Tonight? Right now?” Munroe asked.

“Yes, right now. Take us to the mansion. We
want to move quickly. Our benefactor is impatient.”

“OK, but give me my down payment first.”

“Why Munroe, don’t you trust me?” Darius
asked.

“Let’s just say, I’m a cautious man.”

Darius laughed. He reached into his pocket,
pulled out four more coins and handed them to Munroe.

“Now we can go,” Munroe said.

Dyla slipped her hand in Eclair’s as they
followed Darius and Munroe out the door. Eclair gave her hand a
quick squeeze.

***

Munroe drove slowly around the property. A
fifteen-foot-high privacy wall surrounded the estate, and the only
view of the interior was through an electronically-locked gate that
fronted a long driveway leading to the house. The house and
driveway were both bathed in spotlights, strategically placed to
ensure maximum visibility of the entire front lawn.

“It looks quiet because the grounds are
covered with motion sensors and infrared sensing cameras,” Munroe
explained. “There are two guards on duty inside the mansion who
monitor the security systems at all times.”

“How did you get in before?” Darius
asked.

“Posing as one of the caterers for a
celebration at the estate. It was quite the party, but Blackheart
rarely throws them. I had to plan months in advance for that, and
even then I nearly got caught. The only piece I was able to get
away with was the goblet you’ve already seen.”

“How do we get in this time?” Darius
probed.

“I don’t know, I thought you might have some
ideas.”

“Great. You’re a big help so far Munroe,”
Dyla mumbled.

“I have seen enough for tonight,” Darius
said, after the second loop around the property. “I’d like to come
back and see what this place looks like in the daylight. Maybe walk
around the estate, look for any weakness around the perimeter. Then
we’ll sit down, study all the ingress points and develop our
strategy.”

“You know, the way you talk, you sound like
you have military experience with this sort of thing. I’m beginning
to think that you’re not only treasure hunters, but also some sort
of paramilitary group. Are you part of some international thieves’
organization?”

“And if we were?” Dyla asked, one eyebrow
arching. “Would you really want to know?”

Munroe looked at Dyla with a twinkle in his
eye.

“Only if I could join you,” he answered.

“Let’s wait and see how this goes, first,”
Darius said.

***

When Munroe finally left the trio in their
room, Eclair fell onto a chair with an explosive sigh.

“I never thought we’d pull that off. I can’t
believe both Cat and Munroe bought our story.”

“Who says they did?” Dyla asked.

“The best lies are always based on some
elements of the truth,” Darius said. “When I read Munroe’s mind, I
simply gave him what he most desired; another chance at Blackheart.
It’s interesting that Blackheart is nobility. Did either of you
catch that?”

“Yeah, I heard that. Who is he anyway?”
Eclair asked.

“From what I could discern from Munroe’s
mind, Sir Henry Hanover, known as Blackheart, is the worst, and
most successful, crime boss in the area. He has his fingers in
every illegal activity imaginable, and controls it all with an iron
fist. I don’t know anything about his noble rank though. There was
nothing more about it in Munroe’s surface thoughts. The only thing
that’s important to us is that Munroe has seen his extensive
collection of artifacts.”

Darius looked over at his sister.

“And what’s this about a thieves’ guild?” he
asked.

“I made it up on the spot. We needed to give
Munroe something he can understand so he’ll help us. He doesn’t
trust us, but he has been inside the mansion and has invaluable
information about the layout. We need him as much as he needs
us.”

Darius yawned, and stretched his long
limbs.

“We need a plan to get past Blackheart’s
security, but not tonight. It’s been a long day and we should all
get some sleep. You two can have the bed, but keep the noise down
to a minimum,” he joked.

“What?” Eclair cried, as a blush rose up his
face for the second time that night.

Dyla laughed. “No worries brother, we’ll be
quiet.” She walked over to the bed, grabbed one of the pillows, and
threw it at Darius. “Here, wouldn’t want you to say that we don’t
share.”

Darius caught the pillow and settled himself
on the reclining chair. Dyla grabbed Eclair’s hand, and pulled him
to the bed.

Eclair was happy to finally lie down beside
Dyla.

“By the way,” she said, “thanks for sticking
up for me with Munroe, but you know that he wouldn’t have gotten
within ten meters of me.”

“I know, but I didn’t care for the way he was
looking at you.”

Dyla kissed Eclair soundly on the lips before
snuggling into his chest to sleep. Eclair wrapped his arm around
her, feeling content for the first time in a long while.

Darius looked over at the two, rolled his
eyes, and snuggled into his own pillow for a long-awaited rest.


Excerpt from The Chronicles of Otharia
during the reign of the First Vacancy:

Division I – The Rule of Otharia

Subsection IV – Rogue Gypsy Nation

 


All communication with the gypsies has
been prohibited, but that didn’t stop it from happening. The
gypsies have the largest fleet of ships, and rule the seas. They go
where the winds carry them, and are fiercely independent. The clan
leaders did not impose any restrictions on its citizens regarding
trade. The trade that any ship entered into was its own business.
Multiple clans and ships often partnered together to satisfy the
orders that come from the duchies. It was this concept of freedom
that the Grand Council wanted to keep segregated. Most of the Grand
Council was in agreement that the loose structure of the gypsy
nation government would lead to anarchy and the decline of
civilization in the Kingdom.

 



Chapter 32 – Trinity

Trinity fidgeted at the control desk console.
She watched the steady stream of regular travelers come through the
portal station. Earlier in the day, she had sent a message to Ty
telling him she had news. Her conversation with Crestov and Sardel
last evening sent her mind reeling in a dozen different directions.
The men had been sparse in their details, and she wanted Ty to help
her sort it out.

When Ty finally came through the portal,
Trinity walked over to greet him, and whispered in his ear.

“I have interesting news, but I don’t dare
tell you here.”

Ty nodded with understanding.

“Trinity, are you able to walk up to the
house with me? I have a meeting with Avikar and you would be a
welcome distraction.”

“No, sorry. I’m on duty for another hour, but
promise me I’ll see you after the meeting.”

“Of course, I’ll see you a little later and
then we can go have a bite to eat.”

“I’d like that. See you soon.”

Ty kissed her and left the station. Trinity
went back to studying the portal logs.

Sooner than she expected, Ty was back.

“Good timing,” she said.

“Would you expect anything less?” he teased.
“Let’s go get a table at the Painted Horse Grill. I’m
starving.”

Trinity’s relief telekinetic was already on
duty, and she was free to leave.

“Sounds good, let’s go.”

They headed off toward the tavern. Inside,
they took a table in the back and the waitress took their order.
Trinity looked around to be sure no one could overhear their
conversation, before she quickly recounted the events of the
previous night.

“I told them I would do my best to convey
their message to Avikar,” Trinity said. “Of course, I didn’t tell
him, but their story corroborates what I’ve suspected for a long
time. I think that bastard brother of mine is up to his neck in
black market smuggling. That gypsy, Sardel, wanted me to arrange a
meeting as soon as possible with him, but I wanted to tell you what
they said first.”

“Good, that was quick thinking. Those people
you met are extremely dangerous. I don’t want you meeting them
again by yourself.”

“But I wasn’t in any real danger. I’ve known
Crestov for years. He goes through the portal station twice a week.
He would never hurt me.”

Ty pressed his point.

“How well do you know him? Did you know he
was working with the gypsies?”

Trinity shook her head no.

“My point exactly; I don’t want you to meet
with them again. I’ll go instead.”

“They won’t trust you. There’s no way you’ll
get near them without me.”

Ty thought about that for a moment. He hated
to admit it, but she was right.

“All right, we’ll go together. Arrange
another meeting right away, but don’t tell them I’m coming. Let
them think they’ll be meeting with Avikar. That way, they won’t be
suspicious. If this gypsy verifies that Avikar was the head of the
smuggling ring, and not Uncle Levon, then I believe we’ll be able
to show that Avikar was complicit in framing Uncle Levon.”

“Do you think that Avikar could do that?”
Trinity asked.

“He could have. Everyone knows that your
brother has lusted after the throne for years.”

“But to commit murder? Even I can’t believe
my brother could do that.”

Ty nodded in agreement.

“True, but everything depends on what this
gypsy says. Enough business. Shall we talk about something more
personal?”

Trinity waited, her heart beating faster.

Ty moved his chair next to hers and took her
small hand in his.

“I know my duties have taken all of my time,
and it’s been hard for you, but I haven’t stopped loving you for an
instant. I want to announce our wedding banns soon, but I must
defer to the decision of my councilors. They know better than I the
protocol we must follow. You still want to marry me, don’t
you?”

“Of course I do, you crazy fool. You must
never doubt that. Don’t you know that I could never stop loving
you? I’ll wait as long as it takes for us to be together.”

She leaned over and kissed the young duke.
“My Lord, your wish is my command.”

Ty chuckled.

“Be careful where you say that, my dear. I
will restrain myself today, but I promise you that may not always
be the case.”

***

It was another 24 hours before Crestov’s
regularly scheduled trading day. There was nothing Trinity could do
but wait. On his appointed day, she waiting patiently until Crestov
finally came through the portal station. She nodded at him when he
arrived.

“Trinity,” Crestov said, smiling expansively.
“How are you this fine day?”

“Wonderful. How about you?”

“Business is good and I’m thinking of
celebrating. Any suggestions of where I might get a good meal?”

“You’re in luck; the Painted Horse
Grill is serving their special cut of lamb tonight. They begin
serving at sunset, but I hear they run out fast, so don’t be
late.”

“Wonderful, sounds just like what I’m looking
for. Tonight at sunset, you say? Hmmm, I think I’ll try your
suggestion. Thank you, my dear; you’ve made an old man very
happy.”


Excerpt from The Chronicles of Otharia
during the reign of the First Vacancy:

Division I – The Rule of Otharia

Subsection IV – Rogue Gypsy Nation

 


Though the Grand Council declared the gypsy
nation outlawed, it could not stop the ideals that it represented
from spreading across the Kingdom. Some of the dukes tried to
embrace and combine their traditional form of rule with the gypsy
nation’s concept of freedom. The major difference was that the
gypsies elected members of their parliament for a specific term of
office, unlike the royals, who ruled for life within their own
duchies.

 



Chapter 33 – The Evidence

Trinity entered the Painted Horse
Grill at sunset. There was a normal amount of activity in the
main room of the tavern. She looked around. She spotted Crestov at
the same table they had shared at their earlier meeting. As she had
expected, Sardel was with him. Trinity was nervous, because she had
promised the two men a meeting with her brother, and she didn’t
know how they would react to an unexpected guest.

She smiled as she walked toward the table.
Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Ty standing at the bar.
She nodded at him, and he moved toward the group.

Crestov watched her, but Sardel was looking
over Trinity’s shoulder at the young man approaching.

Crestov stood up and pulled out the chair for
Trinity, and she sat down. However, Sardel looked at her with a
menacing stare.

“You were followed,” he growled. “Crestov,
we’ve been betrayed.”

Sardel reached into his cloak, and pulled out
a long knife. Trinity inhaled sharply, and rushed to explain.

“No, wait. You have not been betrayed. I
invited this man here tonight instead of my brother.”

Ty pulled a chair from another table, and
took the liberty of sitting down at the table before they attracted
any unwanted attention.

Crestov scowled, clearly not happy with the
young woman.

“Trinity, what’s the meaning of this? You
tread on shaky ground here.”

“I realize this isn’t what you wanted, but
please listen to him for a moment. I know we can all help each
other.”

It was Ty’s turn to convince the hardened men
of his usefulness.

“My name is Duke Tyrian Persing, and I came
here in the hopes that we might be able to help each other.”

Crestov put a cautioning hand on Sardel’s
arm.

“Sardel, put the knife away,” he said, before
turning his attention to Ty. “I know who you are; no one could
mistake that red hair. I knew your father. He was a great man. I’m
sorry for your loss. If you’re half the man he was, you’re welcome
at my table.”

Ty visibly relaxed.

“Master Crestov, his murder and other events
are why I’m here.”

“We know nothing of your father’s murder,”
Sardel interjected.

Ty put his hand on top of Trinity’s.

“If I thought, for one moment, that you had
anything to do with that, you would have found yourself surrounded
by Persing guards instead of this fair company. However, I have
reason to be believe that the deaths of both my uncle and father
may be connected, but I’m not sure how.”

Sardel sneered at the young duke while
scanning the tavern for Persing guards.

“What do you want, boy?”

Ty was not intimidated by the gypsy’s gruff
exterior. He had gotten past their initial shock of his appearance,
and had their full attention.

“First, understand this; I may be young
compared to your grizzled hide, but I’m the crowned Duke of
Persing. Any business we conduct together will be with mutual trust
and respect.”

Ty looked at the gypsy with a steely-eyed
stare.

“I’ll personally guarantee your safe passage
for as long as we’re engaged together, but be warned, if you cause
any trouble or try to harm anyone associated with me, I’ll cut you
down myself.”

Sardel stared at the young man across the
table. The air was thick with tension.

“Ha,” Sardel cried, sitting back in his
chair. “You have courage, I’ll give you that. As to whether we have
business together, that remains to be seen. I’ll ask you again,
what do you want?”

Ty tried not to show his relief at Sardel’s
reaction, but Trinity let out an explosive sigh. Ty patted her
trembling hand reassuringly.

“I think you must know of the smuggling ring
that was exposed in the Telkur Duchy last year. My purpose is to
prove that my Uncle Levon was not the ringleader, but to do that I
need proof of who was in charge. I think you know who that was, and
since you asked for a meeting with Avikar, I can only guess it was
probably him.”

“Why would I tell you anything of that
night?”

“Because your people were murdered alongside
my uncle and aunt. Someone needs to answer for those gypsy deaths
as well.”

Sardel stared hard at the young duke before
continuing with their conversation.

“Your suspicions are correct. Avikar was the
ringleader. He controlled the entire operation, directing the
merchandise that came in and out. His man, Nils, was the
go-between, but it was Avikar who controlled everything.”

“That’s what I thought, and now it all fits.
I’m convinced he murdered my uncle to get to the throne of Telkur,
but I promise you, he won’t get away with it.”

“How are you going to stop him?” Sardel
asked. “Kill him?”

“No, I don’t work that way. I need you to
testify at the Grand Council meeting and tell them that Avikar was
your sole contact for the Telkur smuggling ring.”

“Do you take me for a fool, boy? A Grand
Council meeting? You want me to testify at a Council meeting and
arrange my own death sentence?”

“No, I assure you that you’ll have my
personal guarantee of safety. I’ll issue the edict giving you safe
passage. No one will hold you against your will and you can leave
once the Council meeting is over.”

Sardel sat back in his chair pondering Ty’s
request, but Crestov leaned between the two.

“Sardel’s testimony would only be hearsay.
Avikar would simply deny everything. There would be no real proof
of his involvement and, with his rank and title, the Council would
surely believe him over an outlawed gypsy.”

Sardel sat up in his chair, and leaned over
to Ty.

“What if I told you I have undeniable proof
that Avikar was the ring leader, proof that I can present to the
very noses of the Grand Council. What would that be worth to you?”
Sardel asked.

It was Ty’s turn to be intrigued. What could
Sardel possibly produce that would be undeniable?

“What kind of proof?” Ty asked.

“I told you, uncontestable, undeniable proof.
What would that be worth to you? Sanctioned trade? Legitimate trade
agreements between your duchy and the Gypsy Nation?”

It was Ty’s turn to sit back and think. His
mind was racing with the implications of Sardel’s words. Sardel had
undeniable proof of Avikar’s treachery? Could he sanction trade
with the gypsies? What havoc would that wreak? What sanctions would
the Grand Council impose on his duchy?

There were many who believed that trade with
the gypsy nation should be legitimized, but none had tried to make
it a reality. There was too much bad blood between the gypsies and
the duchies. Could this be the chance to heal that rift, and bring
Avikar down, all at the same time?

“I would have to see this proof first,” Ty
said. “If I think it’s as uncontestable as you claim, you’ll have
your trade agreement with the Persing Duchy. I cannot guarantee any
other agreements with other duchies. I can only speak for my own
realm.”

Sardel was impressed.

“Smart, young man. I wouldn’t have it any
other way. You’ll have your proof.”

Trinity and Crestov looked at each other,
both realizing what had occurred between Ty and Sardel, and the
momentous change their agreement would bring.

The four of them left the tavern shortly
thereafter. Sardel’s uncontestable proof was aboard his ship,
hidden in a cove not far from the city. Ty was initially hesitant
to follow Sardel out of the city, but Sardel reminded the young
duke that any business they conducted together would be with mutual
trust and respect. Ty agreed, knowing that either he or Trinity
could open an escape portal if necessary. Nonetheless, it was a
dangerous course of action for a crowned Duke of Otharia to
follow.

The inlet was well concealed by the
surrounding vegetation. Sardel followed the trail without error,
and they ended up on a small beach. A sleek ship was moored far
enough out in the cove to afford a quick get away. A signaling
light alerted those on the ship that someone was on the shore. A
dinghy was dispatched from the ship.

“I’ll be back with your proof,” Sardel said,
getting into the small dinghy.

Ty had no recourse but to wait with Trinity
and Crestov for Sardel to return.

While they waited, Ty looked at Crestov.
“Master Crestov, I can’t help but wonder at your involvement in all
this.”

“My Lord, I’m but a simple businessman. These
affairs of state, that you and Sardel are conversing about, are
well above my meager levels of comprehension.”

Ty chuckled at his answer. “Why is it that I
get the feeling that your meager levels of comprehension are quite
vast, Master Crestov?”

“My Lord, I thought you a telekinetic, not an
empath,” Crestov replied with a sly smile.

Trinity covered her mouth to hide a smile,
and then pointed to the returning dinghy.

“Here comes Sardel, and he’s not alone.”

“Now, what’s he up to?” Ty wondered out
loud.

The dinghy bumped against the beach, and two
people got out. Sardel and his companion, whose features were
hidden in the depths of a cloak, walked straight to Ty.

“My young lord, here’s the proof you
seek.”

Sardel’s companion lowered the hood from her
head.

Ty stood speechless. He stared at the woman
in front of him, but couldn’t believe his eyes. It was the
uncontestable, undeniable proof that Sardel had promised. Standing
before him was his dead aunt, Lilliana, the Duchess of Telkur. He
took a hesitant step toward her as she looked at him.

“Aunt Lilliana,” Ty stuttered. “Is it really
you?”

Lilly stared at the young man in front of
her. He was a total stranger and no glimmer of recognition entered
her mind.

Ty closed the distance between them and went
to embrace her, but she mistook his intentions. Before anyone could
react, Lilly had the young man’s arm locked behind his back and her
knife at his throat.

“I don’t know what your intentions are, boy,
but move another muscle and it will be your last,” Lilly said.

Sardel put his hand on Lilly’s shoulder.

“Lilly, put your knife away and let me
introduce you to Duke Tyrian Persing. I do believe he’s your
nephew.”

Lilly’s knife dropped to her side, and she
pushed Ty away from her.

“Sardel, what are you talking about? I don’t
know this boy.”

Ty bowed to Lilly.

“Sardel is right, my lady. I’m your nephew,
and you’re Duchess Lilliana Telkur. I can hardly believe my eyes.
We thought you were dead.”

Lilly laughed as she put her knife away.
“Duchess? Do I look like a duchess to you?”

Trinity curtsied to Lilly. “It’s true, my
lady. You are the Duchess of Telkur.”

“I am afraid it’s all true,” Sardel said.

He handed her an object.

Lilly looked down to see a vaguely familiar
ring, the signet ring of the House of Telkur, worn only by the
ruling duke and duchess. Confused, she looked at Sardel. “What does
this mean?”

“It means your life has come full circle, my
dear Lilly.”


Excerpt from the field journal of Catiana
Spencer:

 


Excalibur was a sword infused with magical
powers. Legend claims the sword was given to King Arthur by a hand
rising out of the waters, referred to as the Lady of the Lake. The
sword and scabbard were said to be imbued with enchantments that
gave its bearer enormous power. The scabbard was said to protect
the owner from being mortally wounded, while the sword was supposed
to be unbreakable. Unfortunately, like most of the items from this
fabled time, both sword and scabbard have been lost in
antiquity.

 



Chapter 34 – The Mansion

“String them along, but let them get in. I’ll
turn off the motion sensors in the trophy room so there’s no chance
of tripping them.”

Munroe looked at Blackheart skeptically. “You
want them to get in?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Why? I don’t understand.”

Blackheart shot his nephew a disappointed
look.

“I’m not surprised, Munroe. You’ve never been
overly attentive to the family business. Too busy trying to steal
the family jewels, I think.”

Munroe tried to hide his shock, but his
stomach clenched in a nervous spasm. Blackheart was known
throughout the underworld for his ruthlessness towards anyone that
crossed him, including family.

“Please, Munroe, don’t look so shocked. If I
wanted you dead, it would have happened long ago when you stole
that first piece.”

Munroe looked around, nervously, for the coup
de grâce, but, surprisingly, nothing happened.

“Now that you’ve come to me with this
information about these three foreigners, I have much better plans
for you. I believe it’s time you become fully initiated into the
family business, you being my favorite nephew and all.”

Munroe’s confusion was written all over his
face. His plan, of turning the three over to Blackheart for a
reward, was not turning out quite as he planned.

“Fully initiated?”

Blackheart put his arm around Munroe’s
shoulder in a familial way. “Ah, yes. There are many things that
you don’t know about the family that you should know. Maybe once
I’ve explained everything to you, you’ll stop trying to steal from
us.”

Munroe tried to return his uncle’s smile, but
it came across hollow.

***

The twins, and Eclair, had been up for hours,
talking through the events of the past few days.

“This is really incredible,” Eclair said.
“Those goblets prove we’re in the same area as the original
exploration team, but I think we’ll need a lot of luck finding the
traveling crystal.”

Dyla stood and walked to the window. The
early morning crowds were just beginning to scurry up and down the
streets.

“The people here have no PSI ability to speak
of,” she said. “I’ve probed everyone we’ve come in contact with,
and I’ve only found one or two with the slightest hint of power. We
need to use extreme care with our abilities so we don’t arouse any
undue suspicion. Besides, we only have our personal crystals and we
shouldn’t use them up needlessly. There’s no telling when or if
we’ll be able to replace them.”

“Agreed,” Darius said. “I see no advantage in
telling either Cat or Munroe anything that isn’t necessary for our
mission. I seriously doubt that they’d believe we’re from another
planet, anyway. Some things are best kept secret.”

Dyla suddenly held her hand up for silence
and motioned to the door. She moved to the door, and Darius
followed. Darius placed his back against the wall, ready to strike
when Dyla opened the door. With a sudden rush, she whipped the door
open, only to find Munroe standing there, smiling.

“Good morning; I hope I didn’t wake you.”

Darius stepped away from the wall. “Not at
all, we’ve been expecting you.”

Munroe sauntered into the room. “Excellent,
shall we begin?”

***

The mansion, bathed in daylight, provided no
additional clues than the night before about how the team could
gain entry into the grounds. All the trees were pruned back, in
order to allow no access over the wall, and the front gate looked
even more ominous in the light. There was a key-coded access pad,
and a remote sensor, that allowed access to authorized vehicles and
people. There was a rear gate for deliveries, but it had
closed-circuit cameras, providing around-the-clock surveillance.
Munroe informed the trio that the room where the security guards
monitored the grounds was directly across from the rear gate.

Strolling across the street in front of the
mansion, Darius shook his head in disgust.

“I don’t see any way of getting in. Maybe if
we had blueprints pinpointing the positions of the sensors, we
could find a route in, but that would take more time than I care to
spend.”

“The only blueprints of that place are locked
in Blackheart’s vault,” Munroe replied. “The sensor areas are
designed to be overlapping, to prevent anyone from gaining entry
through the fields. Blackheart has guarded against pretty much
everything.”

“Not quite everything,” Eclair said
confidently. “I can get us in.”

“How do you propose to do that? Fly?” Munroe
asked sarcastically.

Eclair smiled mischievously. “Hmmm, something
like that.”

Darius looked at Eclair, and immediately knew
he was thinking of making them invisible. He didn’t particularly
want Munroe privy to Eclair’s powers. It would invite too many
questions.

“I don’t like what you’re thinking,” Darius
said.

“Neither do I,” Dyla said. “There must be
another way.”

Munroe’s head swiveled between Darius and
Dyla. “What are you three talking about?”

Darius continued walking toward their car,
parked down the street.

“Let’s get out of here, and talk this
over.”

***

It was late afternoon when they finally made
it back to their room. Eclair had finished telling Munroe his plan
for getting into the mansion. Munroe looked from Eclair to the
twins, waiting for the punch line to this bizarre joke. They all
looked back at him with serious faces.

“I’ve never heard of such rubbish,” Munroe
cried. “Turn invisible?”

“It’s called PST, personal stealth
technology,” Eclair replied, calmly. “It’s cutting edge. We have
one unit that should be able to cover all of us for the short
distance to the mansion.”

“That’s crazy. I’m beginning to think you’re
all mad. I thought you were professionals, not escapees from a
loony bin.”

“Loony bin?” Eclair asked.

“You know, mental ward.”

Darius looked at Eclair. “Show him.”

“OK, if that’s the only way he’ll believe
us.”

Eclair stood and walked to the center of
their room, and promptly disappeared.

Munroe gasped. “Bloody hell! Where did he
go?”

“Haven’t you been listening?” Eclair
whispered. “I’m right beside you.”

Munroe jumped, to the delight of Eclair, who
laughed and let his concentration go, promptly reappearing beside
him.

“My god, I’ve never seen anything like that.
How does it work? How do I get one, and where do you wear it?”

Munroe was carefully looking Eclair over for
any tell-tale signs of the equipment, but nothing was readily
apparent.

“Hold on, Munroe. You won’t find anything,”
Dyla said. “It’s completely inconspicuous; and as for getting one,
that won’t happen either. It’s cutting edge, top secret, and
currently exists in experimental form only.”

Munroe challenged Dyla. “How did you get it
then?”

Dyla put her hands on her hips and stood
firm. “Always with the questions. Be satisfied that we have one,
and it will get us into the mansion. All you need to worry about is
completing your part of the job. Do that successfully, and you’ll
be paid handsomely.”

“Will it work for all of us?”

“Yes,” Eclair said.

Munroe paused, taking everything in. “When do
you want to go in?”

“Tonight,” Darius said.

“Tonight won’t work. We’ve already missed our
window of opportunity for today.”

“What do you mean; what window?” Darius
questioned.

“The best way is through the delivery gate.
All deliveries happen in the morning and afternoon. We’ve already
missed the afternoon delivery. We’ll have to wait until tomorrow.
If we time this right, we should be able to walk right in, grab the
goods, and leave the same way.”

“The device does have its limitations,”
Eclair chimed in. “It’s only good for a short period of time.”

Darius nodded, remembering that Eclair had
his limitations when bending light around multiple people.

“Munroe, can you draw a detailed map of the
inside of the mansion? We’ll get inside the mansion during the
afternoon delivery, but we’ll have to wait until dark to move
around. We can study the map today, and be ready to go in
tomorrow.”

“Absolutely, and I know the spot we can hide
inside until it gets dark.”

“Good, it’s settled,” Darius said.

Munroe looked at the trio. They were young,
but they were full of surprises. This was the most fun he’d had in
a long time.

“Let’s go downstairs for a drink. Then I’ll
draw the map.”

Dyla and Eclair were the first to the
door.

“Sounds like a plan. I’m parched,” Eclair
said.

***

It turned out that the hiding place Munroe
had in mind was dark, and below ground level. Blackheart had a
large wine cellar, containing expensive wines from around the
world. Luckily, Blackheart was merely a collector of fine wines,
not a consumer, and rarely visited the place.

It was surprisingly easy to enter the
mansion, having practiced walking together while being cloaked the
previous day. The only incident they had was during practice, when
Dyla grabbed Munroe by the throat and threatened to unman him if he
ever touched her again.

“But I couldn’t see,” Munroe had pleaded,
innocently. “I was just trying to maintain contact.”

After that, Munroe was placed between Darius
and Eclair.

The deliveries to the mansion happened on
schedule, exactly as Munroe had predicted. They simply followed a
delivery truck into the back court. While the guards were keeping
an eye on the delivery guys, the group slipped through the back
door, and down to the wine cellar, where they would wait until the
early hours of the morning to examine the artifacts.

“By the way,” Darius asked Munroe. “What did
you tell Cat about not seeing her yesterday?”

“That was easy. I told her I was taking you
around to meet some of my more illustrious contacts in Soho, to
gather more information about the artifacts. You see, I took her
there once before, and that was all she needed. She vowed she would
never come back again. That was probably why she was concerned
about you staying in that area last night. In any case, I told her
we would catch up with her tomorrow afternoon.”

“Sounds good.”

The group waited out the hours. Each stood a
watch while the others sat back and rested, or tried to rest.

“What’s this?” Eclair asked, holding up a
long cylinder with a clear lens.

“It’s a flashlight,” Munroe said. “Haven’t
you seen a flashlight before?”

“Hmm, not like this one.”

Munroe moved next to Eclair. “Here, move this
knob forward.”

Eclair looked at the beam of light. He waved
the flashlight back and forth, and in a circle. “That’s cool.”

“Enough, Eclair,” Darius said, grabbing the
flashlight. “We’re supposed to be hiding, remember?”

“Oh, yeah; sorry.”

“Keep it, you might need it later,” Munroe
said.

“Thanks.”

Before long, the hour to move was upon them.
Munroe, as promised, had furnished them with a detailed drawing of
the mansion.

Munroe bent over the sketch, and pointed.
“We’re here, in the east wing of the mansion near the kitchens. The
trophy room is over here, in the west wing. We shouldn’t have too
much trouble moving, because most of the security is on the
outside, with very little inside. But, there may a random security
guard or late night maid roaming the halls.”

The group had agreed that a cloaked Eclair
would enter each new room first, signal when the room was clear,
and then the rest would follow.

Eclair stood up, and stretched. “Ok, let’s do
this.”

“Be careful,” Dyla admonished. “You still
make too much noise.”

“I know; I’m trying.”

The group went up the stairs, and waited.

Eclair, fully cloaked, moved out cautiously
into the hallway. The hallway ran the full length of the wing, to
the main foyer, located in the center of the house. Eclair quickly
crossed and entered one of the parlor rooms across the hallway. All
the parlor rooms had connecting doors, and ran roughly parallel to
the center hallway. It would be less risky to travel through each
of the parlor rooms rather than try to traverse the entire length
of the open central hallway.

At the top of the stairs, Dyla argued softly
with her brother.

“I don’t like this. You know I can lead
better than Eclair. He doesn’t have the experience that I have, and
I’m worried about his stamina.”

“We have no choice. As long as the rooms are
clear, Eclair won’t have to stay shielded for long. Besides, Munroe
will get suspicious and ask too many questions if you lead. If
Eclair starts to show any strain, then we will change tactics.
Until then, he has to lead, but you still need to feel forward with
him.

“Don’t worry; I’m way ahead of you.”

“What’s the problem?” Munroe asked. “If
there’s something wrong, I need to know immediately. If we’re
caught, we’re dead.”

“There’s no problem,” Darius replied. “We’re
talking about how we’ll get out of the country when we’re done
here.”

“The country? Let’s worry about how we’ll get
out of this house alive first, shall we?”

Eclair’s head appeared in the doorway, and he
signaled the all-clear to the group. They crossed the hallway, and
made their way into the parlor. The moonlight bathed the room in an
eerie, incandescent glow, and the group moved quietly through,
taking care not to disturb anything. Any noise could be their
undoing. Darius peered at Dyla, and saw her intense concentration
as she probed forward. She would detect any living thing long
before Eclair spotted it.

“So far, so good,” Munroe whispered. “But it
does seem awfully quiet, like something is waiting for us.”

“Let’s just keep moving,” Darius
commanded.

Darius gave the signal for Eclair to check
out the next room. They crossed room after room without incident.
Within moments, they were standing at the threshold of the main
foyer. This would be the most difficult area to cross. There was no
place for them to hide if they were spotted.

Eclair peered out of the door. The foyer was
empty, and he started to move forward. Dyla immediately grabbed him
and pulled him back into the room.

“Eclair, wait,” she whispered.

Eclair turned and looked at her. She must
have felt a presence, so he moved back with the rest of the
group.

“What now?” Munroe asked. “Keep moving. We’re
wasting time, and we don’t have all night to get this done.”

Darius held up his hand for silence.

Immediately, they heard a woman’s giggle.
Dyla moved back to the doorway and saw that, coming into view on
the far side of the foyer, there was a security guard and one of
the housemaids. The guard pinned the girl against the wall, and
began kissing her. The girl was not struggling, and it appeared
they would be there for a while.

“Great,” Munroe said tensely. “Now what?”

“Same as before,” Eclair replied. “Tighten up
into a group, and move slowly when I give the word.”

By now the group was used to this mode of
walking tightly together. Dyla watched Eclair carefully for signs
of stress before they all disappeared behind his cloak of
invisibility. She worried that he was over-extending himself, or
worse, his crystal was becoming dangerously depleted.

With no time to argue, she moved with the
rest of the group across the foyer to the far doorway. It appeared
they would make it across the open foyer without incident, when
Eclair stumbled in the doorway, and practically fell through. It
was too loud for them to hope that the guard hadn’t noticed. Eclair
let go of his concentration.

“Hide,” Eclair cautioned, looking around for
cover.

Darius and Dyla quickly positioned themselves
on either side of the door, while Munroe helped Eclair hide behind
a large divan in the room. The group heard the guard tell the maid
to leave the area, and they waited as he approached the door.

Darius looked to Dyla, and made a slight
movement with his hand indicating he wanted her to distract the
guard. She nodded her understanding.

Dyla stepped away from the wall, faced the
doorway, and raised her hands in surrender. The guard carefully
entered, leading with a huge pistol. He paused momentarily, shocked
to see a beautiful, young woman standing inside a room where she
had no business being. It was all the time that Darius needed. He
knocked the guard out with a well-placed blow to the back of his
neck.

Dyla winked at her brother. “Men are so
predictable.”

“Won’t argue with that,” Darius agreed.

Munroe stood up. “Good, that problem is
solved, but now we’re under a tighter time table. It won’t be long
before that guard is missed, and someone else comes looking for
him. Let’s go, it’s not much farther to the trophy room.”

Eclair took his place at the front of the
group. He was starting to sweat, and Dyla knew those warning
signs.

Dyla whispered in her brother’s ear. “Darius,
we may have a little problem. Eclair is exhausted, and I don’t
think he’ll be able to continue bending the light too much
longer.”

“OK. We’re almost there, let’s just keep
moving.”

Dyla moved next to Eclair. A sheen of sweat
coated his face, but he looked ready to move ahead.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

“Sure, no problem.”

“There are no more main corridors to cross,
so we should be fine,” Munroe said.

Eclair nodded, and moved out to survey the
next room. He signaled the all-clear to the group, and they made
their way through each successive room without any further
problems.

“That’s the room we want,” Munroe said.

“Eclair, you OK?” Dyla asked.

“Yes, I’m good. I’ll be right back. Let me
check the room, first.”

Eclair signaled the all-clear, and the group
went into the room.

Blackheart’s artifact room was huge, as big
as a ballroom, with exquisite display cases of antiquities
throughout the room. Unfortunately, at first glance, most seemed
useless to the trio. There was no traveling crystal in plain
site.

Munroe suggested they break up in order to
survey the room more quickly.

“There’s a lot to look at,” he explained.
“All the artifacts similar to the goblets are in the far end of the
room. I suggest you start there.”

Dyla sensed a hint of subterfuge in Munroe’s
manner. “Where will you be while we’re looking over there?”

“I have my eye on a few particular pieces I
want to sell for profit. Don’t worry your pretty, little head, I
won’t wander off. I need you to get me out of here.”

“Yes, you’d do well to remember that.”

Munroe ignored Dyla’s last remark.

“Be careful. Many of these displays have
hidden alarms. That’s how I almost got caught the last time.”

“We’ll be careful,” Darius said. “You do the
same.”

Satisfied with Munroe’s explanation, the trio
set off to explore the far end of the cavernous room.

Eclair spotted the first interesting
artifact, an exquisite necklace of Otharian design. Their
excitement grew. They were about half-way through the collection
when Darius called out.

“Here, come look at this.”

Dyla and Eclair walked to the display case
Darius was examining. Inside was a diadem of unmistakable Otharian
origin. What was unique about the piece wasn’t the crystals or
other jewels encrusting its circumference, but the oddly-shaped
crystal at its apex.

“It’s rather ugly,” Dyla said.

Eclair pointed to the top crystal.

“That’s not a decorative crystal; it’s an
old-style data cube. We have to get that, and see what’s stored
inside. It may hold some invaluable information we can use to find
the traveling crystal.”

Darius agreed.

“We have to be careful getting it out of the
case. I don’t want to set off any alarms getting something that may
be useless.”

“I can do this by myself,” Eclair said. “You
two continue looking for a traveling crystal.”

“Signal if you sense any trouble,” Darius
said.

“I will.”

Darius and Dyla moved away to explore the
rest of the collection, while Eclair studied the display. He
quickly found the light beams that encircled the display, creating
a near-impenetrable wall surrounding the piece. He also found a
small gap directly above the display, but the gap was so narrow
that guiding the diadem through it was nearly impossible.

Unless one has telekinetic abilities, like
me, Eclair thought.

He continued to study the display, to make
sure he hadn’t missed any other security measures. The others were
busy scouting the rest of the room, and he didn’t want to make any
mistakes.

Satisfied he could lift the piece straight up
and out of the display without disturbing the light beams, Eclair
began to concentrate. This was child’s play compared to some of the
feats he had accomplished back on Otharia.

He focused intently on the task at hand. The
diadem was a beautiful piece of styling and craftsmanship. The
stunning jewels mounted on its frame were masterfully placed around
its entire edge, framing every inch with an exquisite panorama of
color. As he surrounded the piece with his will, he felt a slight
tugging. He stopped immediately, and studied the piece again.

After a moment, Eclair attributed the slight
tugging to the diadem’s heft and bulk. He quickly encompassed the
piece again, and began to carefully lift it. As soon as the piece
was lifted off the base, a piercing alarm sounded. Momentarily
confused and dazed by the loud, screeching noise, Eclair froze in
place.

Dyla was the first to reach him. “What
happened? What did you do?”

“Nothing, I was just lifting it, but I didn’t
touch the beams. Look I haven’t moved it since the alarm went
off.”

Dyla looked at the tiara hanging, motionless,
in space. There was something strange going on, but she didn’t have
time to study it any further. She reached through the beams of
light, and grabbed the piece. “Let’s go; we can’t stay here.”

“I don’t know what happened,” Eclair
said.

“It’s too late now, we must get out of here,”
Darius said.

The trio raced towards the door, looking for
Munroe, but he was nowhere in sight. Guards brandishing deadly
pistols raced down the hall towards them..

Darius and Dyla quickly grabbed Eclair.

“Eclair, get us out of here,” Darius
commanded.

“I don’t know how long I can hold it.”

“Don’t worry, Dyla and I will support
you.”

The twins surged their power into him.

“Now, move quickly, we must find Munroe and
get out,” Darius said.

The guards stopped in their tracks when the
intruders disappeared.

***

Eclair finally let go of his power and
slipped to the ground, exhausted. The twins did the same. They were
many blocks away from Blackheart’s mansion.

“I don’t understand,” Eclair sputtered. “What
could have happened to him?”

“I don’t know,” Darius said.

They had spent many tense moments looking for
Munroe, while eluding the guards. Even with the boosted power of
the twins, Eclair had limited crystal power to keep the cloak in
place. After a hasty and fruitless search, Darius directed Eclair
to open a portal outside the gates.

“I don’t know either, but something doesn’t
feel right about this whole thing,” Dyla said.

Darius struggled to his feet, and looked
around. Luckily, in the early morning hours, the street was empty
of traffic and pedestrians.

“I agree, but first we have to get off the
street before those guards come looking for us. Eclair, do you have
enough power to open a portal back to our room?”

“Yes, I have plenty of power for that.”

Eclair quickly opened a portal back to their
room. They stepped through, and the portal winked out.

Across the street, Munroe watched them from
his hiding position. His smiled when he saw them disappear through
a circle of light. It was the final confirmation he needed.

“You kids are good; very, very good.”


Excerpt from The Chronicles of Otharia
during the reign of the First Vacancy:

Division II – The PSI Potential

Subsection VI – Data Cubes

 


Data cubes were information crystals capable
of storing large amounts of information for an indefinite time. The
data was stored in the vast array of matrices within each crystal.
A device, referred to simply as a reader, was specially designed to
manipulate the crystals. Using this device, any information could
be stored and later retrieved. A telekinetic of moderate power
could usually retrieve the information from a cube without the use
of a reader, as long as the information was not encoded with a
cipher.

 



Chapter 35 – The Cube

“It’s really degraded,” Eclair said, looking
up from the data cube. “But, I think I may be able to retrieve some
of what’s stored inside.”

Dyla put a hand on his shoulder.

“Not now, you’re exhausted,” she said
soothingly. “We’re all tired. Let’s wait until morning, when we can
concentrate on it together.”

“Yeah, you’re probably ...”

Eclair’s reply was interrupted by a sudden
knock on the door.

Darius looked at Dyla and pointed to himself.
Dyla quickly positioned herself behind the door, as Darius moved to
open it. He opened the door a crack, and looked out. After a tense
moment, he swung the door wide to reveal Munroe standing, a bit
disheveled in the doorway.

“Munroe!” Darius cried, grabbing Munroe’s
hand in relief, and shaking it vigorously.

Munroe struggled to release his hand from
Darius’s iron grip.

“Darius, lighten up, I’m glad to see you
too.”

Darius let go of Munroe and ushered him into
the room, giving a nearly imperceptible nod to Dyla as the two
passed her. Dyla visibly relaxed. Walking toward them, she felt a
slight undertone of apprehension, but she was unsure from whom it
was emanating.

“What happened to you?” Darius demanded. “We
almost got caught looking for you.”

“I was at the opposite end of the room when
the alarm went off,” Munroe explained. “I tried to make my way back
to you, until I heard the guards coming. I didn’t have time to
reach you, so I hid in the servant’s entryway. I watched the guards
searching the room, and knew it wouldn’t be long before they would
find me, so I snuck out through the kitchen - out through the
garbage chute to be exact.”

“I can definitely smell the truth in that,”
Dyla said.

“I figured you’d use that device of yours to
get out, and probably had a better chance of escaping than I did.
That’s what I hoped for. I’m thankful you all made it out. By the
way, what exactly happened to trigger the alarm?”

Eclair squirmed in his chair and turned red.
“I think I might have set off the alarm.”

“I told you the displays were alarmed,”
Munroe admonished.

“I’m not sure he did set off the alarm,” Dyla
said. “I saw what he was doing, and I don’t see how he could
have.”

Munroe glanced at Dyla, and quickly changed
the subject.

“At least we’re all safe. How many pieces did
you end up with? Did you get anything of value?”

“We only took the one piece that set off the
alarm,” Darius said.

Dyla scowled at her brother, but said nothing
more.

“I got a few nice items myself,” Munroe said,
conspiratorially. “But first, I must use the facilities before I
burst. Do you mind?”

“No, not at all,” Darius said.

Munroe walked into the bathroom and leaned
against the sink. A slight sheen of perspiration covered his
forehead. Reaching into his shirt, he began fingering the crystal
hanging around his neck. He was exhausted. He hadn’t thought it
would be so draining to continually mask his thoughts and emotions.
The trio’s acceptance of his story made him realize he was
successful this time, but he would have to be extremely careful
from now on. He let out a pent-up breath.

I really must practice more with these
damn crystals, he thought.

***

“What do you think? Did you read anything?”
Dyla whispered.

“I probed Munroe as much as I could, but
found nothing other than lingering thoughts of garbage. I believe
he’s telling the truth.”

“I didn’t feel anything subversive coming
from him, either,” Dyla said.

Their conversation ended with the flush of
the toilet. Munroe sauntered back into the room.

“Sorry about that, I feel much better now.
Now, here’s what I got from the mansion.”

On the table, he unrolled a piece of velvet,
revealing a set of beautifully carved knives, the sheaths each
engraved with an ornate T.

Darius picked up one, to study it more
closely.

“Yes, these are definitely part of the
collection we seek.”

“So? What do you think? Are they worth a
small fortune? Will your buyer be interested in these as well as
the goblets?”

“Yes, no doubt at all.”

“Fantastic. Show me the piece you
lifted?”

Eclair handed the diadem to Munroe.

“Not much to it, but it does look like a
piece that belongs to the collection. It has all the scrollwork
along the sides that match the other pieces.”

Munroe studied the diadem.

“I saw this before, but I never gave it much
thought because the main stone on top is too big and plain. It
makes the whole piece just plain ugly. It’s too bad you tripped the
alarm over this.”

Munroe handed the piece back to Eclair, and
gathered up his knives.

“I’m exhausted, and I want to go to bed,”
Munroe said, heading for the door. “I’m glad you three are OK.
Let’s get together tomorrow and talk about what to do next.”

Darius nodded. “Sounds good. See you in the
morning.”

Munroe stopped before opening the door. “One
more thing; after our little adventure tonight, I thought you might
have use for one of my cell phones. It’s not expensive, a throw
away model actually, but it has about five hours of calling left on
it. I thought we could use it as an emergency communication system,
in case we get separated again. It’s simple to operate, and I
programmed it so you press and hold the number two and it will call
me automatically.”

Darius walked over to Munroe, and took the
cell phone. “Thanks, Munroe.”

“You’re welcome. See you tomorrow.”

Darius shut the door, and rejoined Dyla and
Eclair at the table. He put the cell phone next to the diadem.

“A communication device?” Eclair asked
quizzically. “I’d like to study it.”

“Sure, later, when things settle down,”
Darius said, picking up the diadem. “Let’s take a look at this
first.”

“It’s obviously an old design, but it should
still hold quite a bit of information,” Eclair said. “I’ll have to
be extremely careful when I probe it, to make sure that I don’t
destroy anything unintentionally.”

“Hey, you two, why don’t we hold off
examining the piece until the morning? That way we’ll be all rested
and fresh.”

“OK. I’m tired too,” Darius said.

“All right,” Eclair agreed reluctantly.

Darius grabbed a pillow off the bed, and made
himself comfortable in the recliner.

Dyla and Eclair both lay down on the bed.

“I’m so sorry I caused so much trouble
today,” he whispered.

Dyla stroked his face.

“Don’t worry about it. Without you, we would
never have gotten in or out of that place. Something besides you
set off the alarm, I’m sure of it. Let’s get some sleep.”

Eclair pulled Dyla into his arms and tried to
still his racing mind.


Excerpt from the field journal of Catiana
Spencer:

 


There have been many locations throughout
southern England and Wales that have been identified as having
connections to the legends of King Arthur and Camelot. Dozmary Pool
is one suggested site for the home of the Lady of the Lake. Some
myths claim that she was a time traveler, coming from an unknown
realm. According to legend, she is the guardian of Excalibur and
will only give it to the most worthy.

 



Chapter 36 – The Discovery

Eclair lay awake, listening to Dyla’s soft,
rhythmic breathing. She had fallen asleep almost immediately. He
tried to relax, but no sleep came to him. His mind was a beehive of
activity, thinking about what the original explorers had left for
him to discover in the data cube.

Two hours of lying quietly was enough for
him. He eased himself out of bed, and went to the table to study
the data cube. Munroe was correct in his description; the stone was
big and ugly when compared to a crystal jewel, but it was supposed
to store information, not be a showcase of beauty.

“Now, let’s see what secrets you hold,”
Eclair whispered.

He sat studying the cube for long minutes,
but was reluctant to probe it. He still felt flustered about
setting off the alarm in the mansion, and didn’t want another
screw-up on his account. He needed to be sure that he would be able
to extract the information in the cube without destroying it in the
process.

He was so intent on studying the cube that he
jumped at the touch on his shoulder. Eclair looked up, and was
surprised to see Darius standing beside him.

“You couldn’t sleep either?”

“I’m too excited to sleep. I saw you at the
table studying the cube, so I thought I might as well join you.
Let’s keep it quiet so we don’t wake Dyla.”

“Little too late for that,” came a
disembodied voice from the direction of the bed. “If you two are
going to study that data cube, so am I.”

Dyla climbed out of bed, walked over to the
table, and sat down next to Eclair.

“How do we get the information out?” she
asked.

“We do not,” Eclair stated emphatically. “I
do. It takes a precise measure of power to extract the information
stored in the matrix of the cube, and it must be extracted
layer-by-layer. Then I will have to reassemble it, trying to make
something comprehensive out of it.”

“No sense in waiting for the morning, now
that we’re all awake. Do you need our help with the power level?”
Darius asked.

“No, thanks. It doesn’t require a lot of
power, only the precise application of it.”

The twins sat back and watched Eclair
concentrate on the cube. Tense moments ticked by.

“The main file is a map of some sort,” he
finally said. “There is other information, but it has degraded too
much for me to read. Even the map is difficult to decipher. I wish
we had a reader with us, it would make this a lot easier.”

“Sorry, I didn’t think we would need a
data-cube reader when we were running for our lives back on
Otharia,” Darius replied sarcastically.

“Darius, enough,” Dyla scolded. “He was only
making a comment.”

Eclair ignored Darius’s last comment.

“Get me something to write on, and I can draw
the map; but you might want to hurry, my power is having a
detrimental effect on the matrix. It’s deteriorating rapidly.”

Viewing the map inside the cube was
essentially the same as viewing a remote site through a portal. As
Eclair concentrated, a blurry, three-dimensional image formed in
mid-air directly above the cube.

“Here you go. This is all I could find,” Dyla
said.

“That’s good enough.”

Eclair took the pen, and began to draw the
map on the small pad of paper Dyla had given him. The twins watched
over his shoulder as he drew, but the map appeared incomplete when
he finished.

“It looks like a settlement or encampment of
some sort,” Dyla said.

All three studied the three-dimensional image
hovering in the air, and compared it to the copy Eclair had drawn.
It wasn’t long before the image started to waver and disappear.

“Try to hold it a little longer,” Darius
said. “I want to memorize every detail.”

The image faded away.

“Sorry, it’s too degraded. I’m afraid this is
all we’ll get.”

“Your drawing seems pretty good,” Dyla said.
“It’s more than what we had before.”

Darius studied Eclair’s drawing.

“Yes, but it looks incomplete, like there’s
something missing. There aren’t that many identifiable landmarks,
so I’m not sure we’ll be able to locate this place by ourselves.
We’ll have to show it to Munroe in the morning. He should be
familiar with the landscape around here.”

Dyla stifled a yawn.

“Good, now can we finally get some
sleep?”

“Not yet,” Eclair replied.

“What now?” she groaned.

“Watch,” he said, smiling mischievously.

“I don’t like it when he does that,” Darius
said.

As the twins watched, Eclair laid the drawing
in front of him. Initially, nothing happened; but soon the paper
began to discolor and crumble at the edges.

“What are you doing?” Dyla cried in
alarm.

Eclair didn’t answer, continuing to
concentrate on the task at hand. When he finished, the twins stared
at a drawing that was discolored, crumpled, and appeared
ancient.

“How did you do that?” Dyla exclaimed.

“I excited the molecules of the paper to the
point that they gave off their internal energy faster than what
their normal vibrational kinetic energy would have,” Eclair
explained.

“What did he just say?” Darius asked.

Eclair looked at Darius.

“The result is the paper has aged faster than
normal, many hundreds of years at least. Now we can say we found it
inside the crystal stone. It looks old enough to pass any casual
inspection.”

“Amazing, will wonders never cease?”

Dyla yawned again. “I’m only wondering if I
can get some sleep now.”

***

The next morning, Munroe arrived to find the
three eagerly waiting for him.

“What’s up with you guys? You seem excited
today.”

“We have something to show you,” Darius
said.

They ushered him over to the table, and
showed him the map. Before Munroe had arrived, Eclair had used his
powers to bore a hole into the data cube to explain where the map
had been hidden. They sat around the table as Munroe studied the
map.

“Bloody hell, this is amazing! But I don’t
recognize any of the landmarks. It could be some ancient site, but
I honestly don’t know where it might be. Sorry, I can’t help with
this.”

Eclair groaned with disappointment; but he
wasn’t sure if he believed Munroe.

“I thought you knew the area around
here?”

“Sure, around here, in the city; but this is
somewhere else, maybe in the countryside. There are no roads or
buildings on this map that I could use as reference points.”

Eclair pointed at the map. “Munroe, look
again. There’s a building, a road of sorts, a lake, and a row of
hills.”

“That pretty much describes all of the
English countryside. I’m sorry. I can’t help you with this. You’ll
need someone like Cat to figure out where this place is.”

“Call her then,” Darius said. “Tell her what
we’ve found, and ask for her help.”

Munroe paused rubbing his chin. “Hmmm, that
may bring up a touchy subject.”

“What do you mean?” Eclair asked.

“Think about it. We now have a new artifact
in our possession. I never told Cat how I acquired the previous
piece I’ve shown her. How do we explain this one? She doesn’t know
I’m a thief.”

“Imagine that,” scoffed Dyla.

Munroe scowled at Dyla.

“Seriously, if Cat knew the pieces were
obtained illegally, she wouldn’t help us, even with a find like the
map showing an ancient settlement. We need to be careful, and very
judicious about what we tell her.”

“What do you suggest?” Dyla asked.

Munroe stood and started to pace the confines
of the room. The trio watched him, but offered no suggestions
themselves. Long minutes passed before Munroe returned to sit at
the table.

“The best lies are hidden in elements of the
truth,” he said. “We tell her that you acquired the artifact from
my benefactor. Show her the piece, and she’ll see that it is indeed
ancient. The other gemstones in the diadem will surely attract her
attention. Tell her you paid an exorbitant amount for it, and
she’ll readily believe your story, especially when she sees the
centerpiece gem is so crude. She’ll think you were duped like so
many others, and then you can reveal your discovery.”

The trio looked at one another, and each
nodded in turn.

“We like it,” Darius said. “No outright lies,
only the truth from a unique perspective. We all agree on the cover
story. Contact her, and ask her to come see us immediately.”

“OK, but be careful what you say.”

“Don’t worry about us. We can handle
ourselves,” Dyla said.

“Yes, indeed you can.”

***

Cat looked up from the map with excitement
gleaming in her eyes.

“This is unbelievable. It’s amazing how well
preserved it is. If this is genuine, I believe it points to one of
the original settlements of Arthurian times, or perhaps earlier.
Would you hand me the diadem? I want to look it over again.”

Eclair breathed an inward sigh of relief as
Cat shifted her focus from the map to the diadem. Any close
scrutiny of the map would show minute discrepancies in the overall
consistency of the paper. Better to have her focus on the actual
artifact than the paper map.

“This is truly amazing,” Cat repeated. “To
think that a map was hidden in this little recess, and preserved
all these years.”

Darius sat beside Cat, and lightly brushed
her hand as he reached for the diadem. He quickly read her thoughts
and lingering doubts about the cube.

“The hole was actually covered with a
combination of a hardened, gummy substance and a bit of stone,” he
said, repeating Cat’s thoughts. “Eclair noticed some discoloration
on the bottom side of the gem and started to probe at it with a
thin blade. The whole cover popped off and crumbled to dust, but
that’s how we discovered the map inside. So, you think it points to
an old settlement, maybe Arthur’s original settlement?”

Cat listened to Darius’s explanation and
appeared satisfied, letting go of her lingering doubts. She wanted
to carbon date the paper, but, for now, the excitement of the find
was overwhelming her academic caution.

Cat picked up the map again.

“It could be. I know this general area,
although it has changed from what the map depicts.”

Eclair could hardly contain his own
excitement. “Would you take us there?”

“Yes, but don’t get too excited,” she
cautioned. “If this is the same area I think it is, then it’s been
scavenged for years. We might find something new, based on your
map, but you must be prepared to find nothing at all. Even though
this diadem has the identical markings as the goblets, the chances
of finding anything new are especially low. Please, keep your
expectations reasonable.”

Dyla put her hand on Eclair’s shoulder. “We
understand. When can you take us to this place?”

Eclair realized how excited he had become,
and felt reassuring warmth generated through Dyla’s touch. It had
an immediate calming effect.

“Did your seller say where the diadem was
originally found?”

“No, he could only confirm that it had been
in his family for many generations,” Darius said.

“Oh, that’s too bad. If we knew where this
was found, it would give us a starting point.”

“Isn’t the map a good starting point?”

“As good as any I suppose. We could go today,
if you’re ready.”

Munroe leaned back in his chair with a
Cheshire cat smile on his face. He was amazed at how adroitly the
three handled the situation, directing Cat to what they wanted her
to focus on. It made him realize that he would have to exercise
extreme care around them from now on.

“I’m ready to go now,” Munroe said.

Darius stood up. “Great, that settles it.
Let’s go.”

Cat carefully rolled up the map. “Luckily, I
don’t have any classes today. We can take my van. It’s big enough
to fit everyone.”

“How far is it to the site?” Eclair
asked.

“A few hours to the west.”

“Where we first met you?”

“North of there.”

“Excellent, let’s go.”

The group headed out the door, excitement
buzzing in the air.


Excerpt from the field journal of Catiana
Spencer:

 


The village of Tintagel is purported to be
the birthplace of Arthur. Scholars have found evidence in the form
of a slate plaque, inscribed in Latin. Loosely translated, it makes
reference to Arthur. Unfortunately, the reference is vague, but I
believe it could still be a piece of the puzzle that I have been
searching for, to prove that Arthur was indeed real and not a
mythical fabrication of ignorant locals. All legends spring forth
from kernels of truth, and there are many surrounding Arthur. I
need but find one to make my theories heard.

 



Chapter 37 – Road Trip

The group piled into Cat’s van and headed out
to the countryside. There was little need of supplies for this
first outing. Darius made sure he took the diadem, in case it was
of any use at the site, and Eclair carried Munroe’s cell phone.

The excitement of finding the map had the
group abuzz with speculation. The countryside they traveled through
was picturesque, with rolling hills and lush green landscapes.
Finally, Cat pulled off the main road onto a hard-packed, dirt
road. They traveled along it for several more kilometers, finally
stopping beside a beautiful, sprawling lake.

Cat turned off the engine and jumped out of
the van. “This is it.”

The group piled out of the van and joined her
in looking around.

“Cat, may I see the map again?” Eclair
asked.

“Sure.”

Eclair walked to the edge of the water and
studied the area. “This lake looks too vast. It covers a larger
area than what the map shows.”

“Trust me, this is the place. The lake has
grown over the years.”

Cat walked to Eclair, and pointed at the
details on the map. “Look at the two rows of hills, and how the
lake intercepts them in the middle. We should find the settlement
remains at the foot of the hills to our left.”

“Yes, I see it now. I guess this is the
place.”

Munroe joined Eclair and Cat.

“Lead on, Cat. Let’s find this settlement, or
whatever is left of it.”

The group headed toward the hills. Along the
way, Cat entertained them with the legend surrounding this
particular lake.

“One of the great Arthurian legends is of a
mystical lady, who supposedly lived in a lake, and helped Arthur
become King. There are many stories surrounding this legend, but
basically all agree that she granted Arthur the use of a sword
named Excalibur. The sword had amazing powers. Anyone brandishing
this sword in battle was nearly invincible. However, the sword
could only be wielded by the hand of a pure and righteous man, or
it would cut him down.”

“When you say in the lake,” Eclair
interrupted, “do you mean in the water? Don’t you mean she lived at
the edge of the lake?”

“Not according to the legend. The lady
somehow lived within the waters of the lake. I can’t be more
specific, because it’s all based on legend. This is the lake that
most scholars believe the legend refers to. That’s why I recognized
your map so readily. As I said before, I’ve been out here many
times before.”

The group came to an abrupt halt when they
rounded a small hill and came to the edge of the lake.

Cat surveyed the area. “This is what I was
afraid of. The lake has completely covered the area where the map
shows the settlement was located. I’m sorry, but without a
tremendous amount of effort, and expensive dredging equipment,
we’re at the end of this adventure.”

Cat looked at the group, noting their
disappointment, and tried to put a positive spin on the day.

“One good thing is that you’ve found the map
itself. I’ll take it back to the university and have it checked for
authenticity. If it turns out to be genuine, I’ll present it to my
colleagues. That might stir up enough interest and excitement to
mount an expedition to investigate this area again. With the
university’s backing, we could dredge the entire lake, and perhaps
find the remains of this settlement. You could be part of the
operation as finders of the map.”

She looked from face to face. Cat noticed
Eclair staring intensely at the lake.

“Eclair, I’m sorry. There’s nothing
here.”

Eclair looked up, momentarily startled.

Cat looked at him quizzically. “Are you all
right?”

“Sorry, just daydreaming. You’re quite right,
there’s nothing to be done out here today.”

Dyla caught the hint of excitement rolling
off of Eclair, but said nothing of it. She touched her brother’s
arm so he could read her surface thoughts, as well.

“OK, let’s go. No sense standing around here
any longer,” Darius said.

“Fine by me,” Munroe chimed in.

The group trudged back to the van and drove
off. The ride back to London was a disappointing affair. Cat
dropped them off at the bar.

“I’ll see what kind of interest I can drum up
from this discovery,” Cat said. “If I could take the map, it would
help a lot in substantiating the find.”

To everyone’s surprise, Eclair readily
agreed, and handed her the map.

“Good luck. I hope you can find more help for
us at the university.”

“I’ll try my best.”

Cat waved to them, and drove off.

“Why did you give her the map?” Darius
asked.

“Because it’s worthless. There’s nothing out
there.”

“Not entirely worthless,” Munroe said. “It’s
an old document, and could fetch a pretty penny from the right
collector. You shouldn’t have let it out of your sight.”

“We’ll get it back. I trust Cat,” Eclair
said.

“Suit yourself. It’s been a long day, and I
have some other affairs to take care of. I hope you three can fend
for yourselves, tonight?”

“Sure,” Eclair replied quickly. “We’ll be in
our room for the rest of the night. Maybe Cat will have new
information for us tomorrow.”

“OK, see you tomorrow.”

After Munroe left, the trio went to their
room, and Darius locked the door.

“Eclair, what’s going on? Why did you give
that map away so readily?” he asked.

“Because I found it.”

“Found what?”

“I was probing the lake, and found a large
mass buried deep beneath the surface of the water, and lakebed;
something that couldn’t be there naturally. As I probed, I felt a
strong pull of a crystal; a major crystal. No one has been able to
find it, because it was sunk so deep into the mud, but I think it’s
the site of the original explorers. I’m sure I can open a portal
into it.”

“No wonder you gave up the map so readily. I
knew something was going on. I could feel your excitement growing
at the lake,” Dyla said.

Darius slapped Eclair on the back. “Well
done, Eclair.”

“Thanks. Are you two ready to go back there?
We should go ourselves, because there isn’t any easy way to hide a
portal from Munroe or Cat.”

“Good idea, let’s go back tonight. It will be
dark soon. We can grab something to eat downstairs, and then head
out. Eclair, are you sure you can open a portal back to the
lake?”

“Sure, in a few jumps. When we first came to
London, I took note of different landmarks along the way.”

“OK, let’s go downstairs and eat. I’m
starving.”

Both Dyla and Eclair nodded in agreement,
especially at the mention of food.

The trio ate quickly. When they stood up to
leave, the bartender called out to them.

“Do you need me to call you a cab?”

“No, thanks,” Eclair replied cordially.
“We’re only going out for a short walk.”

The bartender nodded, watching the three
leave the bar. Munroe had paid the bartender to keep tabs on them,
and his orders were to call immediately if the trio left the
establishment. He went to the end of the bar, picked up the phone,
and dialed the number.

“Hello.”

“They just left the bar. They said they were
going out for a walk.”

“OK, thanks.”

Munroe flipped his phone shut. Now what
are you three up to?


Excerpt from the field journal of Catiana
Spencer:

 


Time and again, reference is made to the
Lady of the Lake, who helped Arthur in mysterious and enchanted
ways. The location of her lake is shrouded in the mysteries of the
stories about Excalibur, and the mythical island of Avalon. What
can’t be explained is the repeated reference to the same stories
from different perspectives. She has been mentioned frequently in
concert with Morgan le Fay; to the extent some believe the two are
the same person. In other instances, she is referred to as a
feminine water sprite that lives in the water of the lake. Too many
references of her exist to easily dismiss her as total
fabrication.

 



Chapter 38 – The Lake

Cat sat at her desk in her office at the
university. She pulled her magnifying glass out for a closer
inspection of the map. Though it seemed genuine, there were many
ways of faking a document. Wild goose chases were not something
that Cat was fond of spending her time on.

Under her magnifying glass, Cat saw the fine
lines that were inevitable in old parchments, but it was the ink
that caught her attention. The black ink used in ancient times had
a red-brown tinge to it because of the ingredients out of which it
was made; lamp black mixed with iron oxide. The ink on this map was
solid black, showing none of the telltale signs that ancient ink
would leave. It was a clever, but worthless, forgery.

“Oh crap. I knew this was too good to be
true. Might as well tell them the bad news tonight. No sense in
keeping their hopes alive.”

Disappointed at the discovery, Cat climbed
back into her van, and headed back toward the bar to tell the trio
the bad news. Better the truth now, than bitter disappointment
later.

She walked through the bar and up the stairs.
She knocked on their door, but silence greeted her.

“Hello? Darius? Eclair?”

When no one answered the door, she went back
downstairs and headed over to the bar. It was the same bartender,
and Cat hoped that he knew where the trio was.

“Excuse me?”

The bartender looked up from his glass
cleaning, and flashed a crooked smile at Cat. He liked it when
pretty girls talked to him.

“Have you seen those three kids that are
staying upstairs?”

“They ate dinner earlier, and said they were
going out for a walk.”

“Any idea where they were headed?”

The bartender turned surly when he realized
that Cat was only there to pump him for information. “Lady, I’m
only a bartender, not a tourist guide.”

“Sorry to bother you. Thanks anyway.”

Cat turned to leave, and bumped into
Munroe.

Munroe’s eyes widened when he saw her.

“Hi, Munroe, if you’re looking for our
wayward travelers, I’m afraid you’ve missed them. The bartender
says they’ve gone out for a walk, though where they’d go at this
time of night is a mystery to me.”

“Interesting. What brings you out here so
late? I know this area is not one of your favorites.”

“You’re right about that, but I have bad
news. The map is a fake.”

“What? How did you determine that so
quickly?”

Cat pulled the map out of her pocket. “Look
here, at the ink. It doesn’t show any of the recognizable signs of
aging. It’s hard to see without a magnifying glass, but trust me;
the ink used to draw this map is modern, although it is written on
ancient paper.”

“How could that be? Seems like a lot of
trouble to go through to secure ancient paper, and then use modern
ink.”

“I don’t have a clue. I only know the ink
used to draw this map is modern.”

Munroe pulled out a stool, and sat down at
the bar stalling for time. He knew where those kids were going. He
had tracked them heading back toward the lake, by using the GPS
locator in the cell phone he had given them. Why would they go back
to the lake if they had perpetrated this fraud? Nothing was making
any sense to him.

“Would they have used a pen to go over the
drawing, to make it more legible, perhaps?” he asked.

“That’s ridiculous. Doing that would destroy
its intrinsic value. Who would do that to an ancient document?”

“Maybe someone who didn’t care about the map,
but only where it pointed to. I have a feeling I know where they’ve
gone, but I wonder what they’re up to. I’m going back to the lake.
I think I’ll find our trio there.”

“Tonight? In the dark? You can’t see a thing.
Why would they go back to the lake?”

“Maybe they want to conduct their own search,
without anyone watching over them. I wonder if they found something
they don’t want us to know about.”

“If that’s what you think, then I’m going
with you. I can’t imagine what they could possibly find, but who
knows?”

Munroe stared hard at the young woman. He was
not pleased. This was not the time for Cat to start demanding
anything. Tonight might get a little dicey, and the last thing he
needed was an intellectual bookworm mucking things up.

“Fine; I have to make a quick phone call
first. I saw your van out front. Go hop inside and wait for me.
I’ll only be a minute.”

“OK, see you outside.”

Ten minutes later, Cat stormed back into the
bar looking for Munroe. When he was nowhere in sight, she set her
sights on the bartender.

“Where is he?”

“Who?” the bartender asked, surprised at
Cat’s intensity.

“Don’t play dumb with me. Where’s
Munroe?”

“Last time I saw him, he was walking out the
back door.”

“Damn him. If he thinks he can shake me that
easily, then he doesn’t know me very well.

Cat ran out of the bar, got into her van, and
drove off.

***

The twins watched Eclair stare at the lake.
He’d been concentrating for nearly two hours. Darius looked
questioningly at Dyla, and she simply shrugged her shoulders. What
Eclair was doing was beyond anything the twins were familiar with,
or even knew how to do. Opening a portal took a fair amount of
power, but opening a portal so far under the water and mud was even
more difficult.

Eclair’s first attempts failed repeatedly.
After more than an hour of trying, he succeeded in opening a
viewing portal, but they saw only a murky underwater landscape.
There was nothing to tell them where they might be looking, or
where the enclosure might be.

“Eclair, you must rest. It’s too much
strain,” Dyla insisted.

Eclair gratefully sank to the ground. “This
is harder than I thought. Certainly not anything they taught at the
Institute.”

“You’re doing fine, Eclair, and you’re making
progress,” Darius said.

Eclair nodded and, fifteen minutes later, he
was hard at work again. There was nothing for the twins to do but
sit, and wait.

Darius leaned over to Dyla to whisper in her
ear. “Do you think he can do it?”

“I don’t know. Like he said, no one was ever
taught how to open portals to underwater enclosures. I trust him
though. If anyone can do it, he can.”

“Let’s hope you’re right.”

“I’ve got it,” Eclair said. “I can feel the
crystal as if it was right beside me.”

Darius looked around the perimeter of the
lake for any signs of life. “Dyla, do you feel anyone around?”

“Not anyone near. There are probably some
people camping in the area though.”

“Great. The sooner we get inside, the better.
I don’t like being out here in the open.”

“Give me a moment,” Eclair said.

A portal materialized directly in front of
them, opening to a dark room with indiscernible features. Darius
moved forward to look through the portal, but nothing was visible
in the darkness.

“Are you sure this is it?” he asked.

“I’d stake my life on it.”

“How about mine?” Darius stepped through the
portal, with the flashlight they had used at the mansion shining
brightly. Dyla and Eclair waited for tense moments before he
re-appeared lakeside.

“There’s breathable air inside, and the place
looks Otharian. Let’s start searching.”

Darius moved back through the portal, with
Dyla close on his heels. Eclair stepped up to the portal, still
concentrating intently. Something brushed against him and went
through the portal ahead of him.

“What the ...”

He was so surprised by the contact that he
nearly collapsed the portal. He refocused and stepped through. He
came face to face with Dyla holding Cat in a bear hug. Cat was
struggling, but to no avail.

Eclair collapsed the portal.

“What are you doing here?”

Cat stopped struggling, her eyes narrowing as
she stared at Eclair.

“How did you do that?”


Excerpt from the field journal of Catiana
Spencer:

 


Though King Arthur and his sword Excalibur
are the central themes of most of the fables and legends, they are
not alone. As a lot of stories abound with the heroic deeds of the
Knights of the Round Table, there are also those that speak of the
treacherous downfall of that mythical time. Mordred is the culprit
purported to have been Arthur’s nemesis, and was the direct cause
of the downfall of Camelot. All facts surrounding these myths have
been sorely contested, because no definitive evidence has yet to
surface supporting the wild exaggerations. The first written
histories supporting these legends were found in Geoffrey of
Monmouth’s Historian Regum Britanniae. It was careful study
of this historic text that has led me to believe that there is more
to the legend of King Arthur, and the people who helped him, than
what most scholars believe as fanciful stories.

 



Chapter 39 – The Chamber

Munroe watched from a distance while Darius,
Dyla and Eclair stared at the lake. He thought he noticed a brief
shimmering of light, but it quickly disappeared. He continued his
watch for another hour. They were onto something, and he was
rewarded for his patience when another circle of light appeared and
the twins stepped through it. He was shocked when he saw Cat race
after them and jump through before Eclair could pass through. He
saw the opening disappear, reached for his phone, and punched the
autodial.

“They found it. I watched them open a portal
and disappear through. We can follow them in using the GPS locator.
How long until you get here?”

***

“Who are you people? We’re under the water,
aren’t we?” Cat asked.

Darius shone the flashlight into Cat’s
eyes.

“We don’t have time for this. We need to find
that crystal and leave.”

Dyla released Cat.

“What are you talking about? What crystal; go
where? Can one of you please tell me what’s happening?”

“Tie her up and leave her for now,” Darius
said.

“No,” Dyla said, disagreeing with her
brother’s harsh treatment. “What’s the point, she already knows too
much. We have to tell her.”

Cat’s head swiveled between Darius and
Dyla.

“Tell me what? Don’t talk about me like I’m
not here.”

“Fine, you can tell her while Eclair and I
search for the crystal.”

Darius and Eclair moved through the room,
until they found a tightly-sealed door.

“That’s it. The crystal is in there,” Eclair
said.

“Good, let’s figure out how to activate the
latch.”

It was Eclair who figured out the latch
combination. Darius pushed open the door, revealing a short set of
steps that led down to a larger room, which was shrouded in
darkness. Darius and Eclair stepped through the doorway, leaving
Dyla alone with Cat.

“Where to begin?” Dyla mused, still
hesitating over what to tell Cat.

Cat jumped when the interior of the room
blossomed with light.

“We found the energy source,” said a voice
from the other room.

As the two men continued to search the other
chamber, Dyla related their story to Cat.

“That’s about it,” Dyla finished, while Cat
stared at her in amazement. “We have to find that crystal so we can
open a portal, and get back home.”

Cat looked around the room, wondering if she
would ever stop gaping.

“That’s quite a story. I’m not sure I would
have believed it if I wasn’t standing here with you inside this
chamber. Scholars have dismissed the legend of the Lady of the Lake
throughout history. This place is absolutely amazing. Do you
understand what you have found?”

Dyla shook her head, and moved toward the
inner room.

“I only care about finding the crystal. We
must get home. Nothing else matters.”

Dyla walked down the stairs with Cat on her
heels.

“You found it yet?” Dyla asked.

Eclair stood looking at the pedestal holding
the powerful crystal.

“Come over here and look at this. It’s a
thing of beauty.”

Darius, Dyla and Cat gathered around the
pedestal, and watched Eclair gently lift the crystal from its
perch.

“I’ve never seen one so large. It’s intact
and has power,” he said.

“Excellent,” Darius said.

Cat stared at the enormous crystal. She had
never seen a diamond that big before, and she was mesmerized by it
until the gleam of a sword blade caught her eye. She stepped closer
to the pedestal holding the sword, and ran her hand along the
hilt.

“Excalibur,” she whispered.

“We’ve spent enough time on this planet,”
Darius said. “It’s time to go home and mount our defense. Things
should have quieted down by now.”

“Wait, what are you guys doing?” Cat asked,
coming out of her stupor.

Darius ignored her question. “Eclair, open a
portal to the surface so she can get out safely. Then we
leave.”

“Wait, you can’t leave yet,” Cat pleaded.
“What about all this? All this history! And what about me? I’m a
scholar of Arthurian legend. Don’t you realize that this is the
find of a lifetime?”

“I told you, we don’t have time for this,”
Darius growled, turning to Cat. “Eclair will open a portal back to
the surface for you. Grab whatever you want, and get ready. We’re
not waiting.”

Darius was interrupted by Eclair’s shout.

“Incoming portal! Take cover.”

“What?” Cat asked, looking around.

Darius and Dyla immediately spread out to
either side of the room, waiting and watching. Eclair stood looking
at the shimmer of light forming in the room.

The portal stabilized, and Munroe stepped
through first, followed by a group of gun-toting henchmen.

He smiled expansively at them. “Bravo! Well
done, kids. We’ve been looking for this place for centuries. We
thought it was lost forever. Those damn Telkurs went to their
graves with the secret of this place locked in their filthy
hearts.”

The twins warily circled the group, on guard
for any movement or attack.

Eclair looked at the men with guns standing
behind Munroe. “You can’t fire those weapons down here. You’ll
rupture the enclosure’s seals with any stray shot.”

Munroe turned to his men. “He’s right about
that. What do you think, Sir Henry?”

Sir Henry ‘Blackheart’ Hanover stepped
forward, and stared at Eclair holding the crystal. He reached out
his hand to him.

“I’ll take that, young man. That’s an
extremely valuable crystal you’re holding.”

Eclair nearly choked as he stared at the man.
He was the mirror image of Grand Duke Vogdo.

Henry’s appearance jolted Cat out of her
stupor.

“Sir Henry, my ass. You’re nothing more than
a petty thief, Blackheart.”

Blackheart shifted his gaze, and took a step
toward Cat, murder written on his face. “Petty thief?”

“Now,” Darius yelled.

He blurred into motion, taking out the
nearest guard with a vicious blow to his neck.

Dyla pivoted on her left leg as she spun
around and landed a kick to the midsection of another gunman,
toppling him over. She quickly jumped over him to launch a series
of punches at the next gunman, but he was prepared, and countered
her attack.

“Get that crystal!” Blackheart screamed.

A shot rang out.

Everyone stopped. The bullet, meant for
Darius, missed him and lodged itself into the wall. Immediately,
water began pouring in through the widening crack. They had only a
precious few minutes before disaster struck.

“Idiot,” Blackheart yelled. ”Get that
crystal.”

Munroe lunged at Eclair, trying to take the
crystal from the unsuspecting youth. Eclair deftly sidestepped his
attack, and knocked him down with a blow to his head.

“I’ll kill you for that,” Munroe said,
through clenched teeth, as he struggled to get up.

Eclair danced back out of range. “I think
not.”

They were out of time. The crack sounded like
the deafening peal of a bell when the wall began to collapse. Water
began rushing in through the gaping rent in the wall. The room was
quickly filling with water.

Munroe grabbed Blackheart, and pushed him
toward the stairs.

“Get to the outer room and we’ll seal the
door. It will hold the water back long enough for us to open a
portal to the surface.”

“I want that crystal,” Blackheart said.

“We can catch them on the surface. I’ll make
sure they don’t get far.”

Munroe’s men had already clambered up the
stairs, and Blackheart was close behind. Munroe stopped at the
doorway, pulled a pistol out of his waistband, and shot Eclair in
the chest.

“No,” screamed Dyla, running to him.

Eclair collapsed into the water, still
clutching the crystal in his hand.

Munroe smirked. “That should leave you enough
strength to open one more portal, to the surface.”

He slammed the door, sealing them in a watery
grave.

Darius knelt over Eclair, examining his
wound. The bullet had hit him high in the chest, and he was
bleeding freely, but still conscious.

Eclair pushed Darius’s probing fingers away.
“We don’t have time for that. We have to get out before the room
totally floods.”

“They’ll be waiting for us on the surface,”
Dyla said.

Darius knew she was right. “I know, but we
have no other choice. Munroe’s right. We have to get out of
here.”

Eclair grunted as he fought to stand up. “No,
we have another choice. I can open a portal back to Otharia.”

“Are you sure?” Darius said.

“Yes, give me a minute.”

Cat stood in knee-deep water, paralyzed with
fear. Her find of a lifetime was quickly turning into a nightmare;
a nightmare from which she saw no escape.

“I don’t want to die down here,” she
pleaded.

“No one is going to die,” Dyla reassured her.
“Eclair can get us out of here.”

Eclair clenched the crystal, concentrating
intensely. The enormous effort began to show immediately as he
gasped for breath. He didn’t stop, despite the pain, but continued
to probe; searching for the beacon he knew was out there. He had
never opened an inter-planetary portal before, but he knew the
steps. Concentrate on the destination, visualize it in your mind,
find the spark, and merge the two locations as one. He was growing
weaker as he stretched his awareness ever farther. The bleeding was
taking its toll on him.

Finally, he found the familiar spot on the
edge of his awareness, and he reached for it. It was so close,
within his grasp, but he was too weak to make the connection. An
agonized groan escaped his lips as it began to slip from him.

Darius and Dyla grabbed him.

A surge of power jolted him, and coursed
through his body when the twins joined with him. With their added
power, he reached out and encircled his awareness around the
familiarity. Without a second thought, he merged the two locations,
opened his eyes, and saw Otharia before him.

The twins gently lifted Eclair, and moved
forward toward the portal opening. Darius stopped and looked at
Cat. She was standing, transfixed in place, frozen with fear. He
stretched his hand out to her. “Come with us. It’s your only chance
to survive.”

Cat hesitated. “I can’t!” She didn’t want to
die, but saw no other means of escape.

“Cat, now!” Darius yelled.

She grabbed his outstretched hand, and
stepped through the portal to an unknown world.


Excerpt from The Chronicles of Otharia
during the reign of the First Vacancy:

Division II – PSI Potential

Subsection I – The PSI Factor

 


PSI powers are highly valued for the
practical uses they can employ. Most of the physicians come from
the ranks of the telekinetics, because of their abilities to affect
and mend damaged tissue. Many of the empaths go into the practice
of law and its enforcement, because of their abilities to feel the
truth. Telepaths are the arbitrators and dealers of the society. It
was the strongest of the lot who were sought after by the royal
houses. Many graduates of the Institute were from royal houses, but
were not in line to rule. As there were only so many seats of
power, the rest were given positions where their individual skills
could best be employed.

 



Chapter 40 – The Return

Sitting at the control console, Trinity
thought about the events unfolding around her, and felt
helpless.

“Why is this happening?” she moaned, laying
her head down on the console.

The Grand Council was meeting in two days to
announce their decision on Avikar’s petition. With no heir in sight
to dispute his claim, Avikar was poised to take the throne of
Telkur.

Avikar’s kinship with Lilliana had positioned
him as next in line to rule. With the twins gone, and not answering
Avikar’s petition, his claim of abandonment would stand. Even
though Lilliana was alive, the Grand Council could argue that she
was unfit to rule because of her amnesia.

“I can’t let him get away with this,” Trinity
mumbled.

Thankfully, Sardel had agreed to testify that
it was Avikar who headed the smugglers’ ring, although Ty wasn’t
sure whether the word of a gypsy would hold enough sway with the
Council. After all, Avikar could argue that it was he who
discovered, and destroyed, the smuggling ring.

“How could anyone believe that?” Trinity
asked no one in particular.

She was deeply concerned that Ty was taking a
big chance bringing the gypsies to the Council meeting. When the
Council learned that Ty was opening formal trade relations with the
gypsies, it could prove his undoing. Bad blood has lasted for
centuries between the gypsy nation and certain powerful families.
Ty’s offer of safe passage would only keep them safe for so
long.

Trinity sighed. “Oh Ty, I hope you know what
you are doing.”

Unfortunately, even this combined evidence
did little to prove the twins’ innocence of murdering the Dalcon
team. Lilliana had no memory, and couldn’t accuse Avikar of
wrongdoing. The only course of action was for Ty to present
supposition that Avikar was behind the Dalcon murders as well; but,
without any concrete proof, it didn’t look as though he would be
able to clear the twins’ names in their absence.

I wish I could disown him as my brother. He’s
such an arrogant ass. I wonder if I was adopted.

She was deep in thought when she felt an
incoming portal. There was enormous strength behind it, and she
grew alarmed immediately. A portal of this magnitude of power was
not a common occurrence.

The portal stabilized and, to her
astonishment, the twins came through, carrying a bleeding Eclair,
along with a strange young woman who was following closely behind
Darius.

“Oh thank God,” Trinity cried, when she
recognized the group. “I feared I would never see you again.”

The portal winked out.

“Eclair is hurt,” Dyla said. “He needs a
healer.”

Trinity held up her hand to stop the twins
from coming any further into the station.

“Wait, you can’t stay here. It’s still not
safe. We must go to Ty. He’ll be able to hide you and help Eclair.
Move aside.”

The group shifted right, and, before anyone
could argue, Trinity had opened a portal to the Persing Duchy’s
main portal station. She programmed the console to automatically
close the portal when they were through. The Telkur station would
be unattended momentarily, but there was no other choice.

“Come on, let’s get out of here.”

The telekinetic on duty in Persing looked up
when the portal opened and the group came through.

“Lady Trinity,” he said.

“Quickly, open a portal to the main guard
house,” Trinity said.

“But ...”

“Do it now! I have the duke’s authority.”

“Very well, my lady,” the telekinetic
said.

He opened another portal into the guardhouse.
The group stepped through the new portal, and was immediately
surrounded by a contingent of guards.

The Captain of the guard stepped forward.
“Lord Darius, we have orders to escort you to a safe room if you
ever appeared. Duke Tyrian will be informed of your presence
immediately, and I shall summon help for Lord Jortac as well.”

“Thank you,” Darius replied, grateful for the
well-informed captain’s quick action.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Cat’s
shocked expression when the guard referred to him as ‘Lord’.

“What have I gotten myself into?” she
whispered, to no one in particular.

“I have to get back to the station,” Trinity
said. “I’ll come back as soon as my relief shows up.”

“Thanks for everything. It’s good to see you
again,” Dyla said, giving her a quick hug.

The guards ushered the group to the Duke’s
private wing in the Persing manor.

Ty, arriving on the heels of the physician,
smiled broadly at the sight of his friends. The smile disappeared
just as quickly as it had come at the site of Eclair lying on the
couch. The strain of opening the portal had weakened him to the
point of unconsciousness. He was pale as death.

He rushed to Eclair’s side. “What’s happened
to him?”

“He was hurt while we were escaping,” Dyla
answered.

The physician held his hands over Eclair’s
chest and concentrated. He finally nodded, and looked up at the
group.

“He’ll survive,” the physician said. “I have
healed the worst of the damage, but I must extract the metal in his
chest. Please wait outside. I’ll call you if I need anything
further.”

Darius and Dyla had turned to leave the room
when Cat stepped in front of them, a horrified look on her
face.

“Wait, what’s he talking about? He’s been
shot. He needs surgery, and this is not a sterile place to operate
on him.”

Darius gently took Cat’s arm, and steered her
toward the door.

“Don’t worry,” he reassured her. “On Otharia,
we use the power of telekinesis to mend wounds. The physician will
extract the bullet, and knit Eclair’s flesh simultaneously. It
shouldn’t take long for him to complete this. However, Eclair is
exhausted, and must have quiet and rest.”

Ty and Dyla quickly joined them as they left
the room. Ty led them down the corridor to his private study, and
ordered food and drink. Darius and Dyla gratefully sat down for the
first moment of true rest either of them could remember in quite
some time.

“I know you have a tale to tell, and I want
to hear everything,” Ty said. “However, I must tell you what’s been
happening here, first.”

Darius raised a cautioning hand. “Before you
do, I’d like to introduce Catiana Spencer, from the planet
Earth.”

Ty looked at the disheveled, young woman,
stood and bowed with all the respect due a duchess.

“I am pleased to meet you. My name is Tyrian,
Ty to my friends, and I’m the Duke of Persing. Welcome to my home.
I’m Darius and Dyla’s cousin, so please, consider me in the same
light as you do them.”

Darius groaned. “I’m not sure that would be a
good idea at the moment. She hasn’t come here of her own
volition.”

“What? You forced her to come here?” Ty asked
incredulously.

“Well, sort of, but we had no choice at the
time.”

Ty paused, letting Darius’s last remark sink
in. His cousin had brought a woman from Earth back to Otharia. How
much stranger could their lives become?

“Interesting. You must tell me what happened
on Earth, but first, let me tell you of events here. A most
startling revelation has occurred. It’s about your mother.”

“What about my mother?” Dyla asked.

“She’s been found alive.”

The twins gasped in astonishment.

“Alive?” they said, simultaneously.

“Where is she?” Dyla cried.

“That’s difficult to explain.”

Dyla jumped out of her seat. “What are you
talking about? Where’s my mother?”

“Hold on, please, calm down. Have a seat, and
I’ll tell you everything.”

Dyla resumed her seat and let Ty finish his
story.

“She’s been living with the gypsies since the
night of the accident.”

“The gypsies? How did she end up with them?”
Darius asked.

Ty shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know
exactly, but there’s more to the story. I’m sorry, but there’s no
easy way to say this. She has amnesia, and remembers nothing of her
life before the night in the warehouse. That’s why she’s never
returned, though she survived the explosion.”

Darius and Dyla sat in stunned silence. Their
mother was alive.

“I know it’s a lot to understand, but that’s
not everything,” Ty said. “Avikar has submitted a petition to the
Grand Council to legally become the reigning duke.

It was Darius’s turn to jump out of his seat
in outrage. “Avikar? How dare he think he’s good enough to sit on
the throne of Telkur. That bastard, I’ll kill him myself.”

“Not if he becomes duke first. We must go to
the Grand Council meeting and prevent that from happening.”

It took some time for Ty to relay the events
that had occurred while the twins were on Earth, ending with
Avikar’s plan to denounce the twins, and take the throne for
himself.

“But our mother is alive,” Dyla cried in
protest. “She’s the rightful ruler of Telkur.”

“Your mother knows nothing of her past,” Ty
said. “From what we could glean from her, she wants nothing to do
with the duchy.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Darius said. “She only
has to present herself before the Grand Council, and Avikar’s
petition will be groundless.”

“She did agree to appear before the Council,
but I had to bargain to make it happen.”

“Bargain? What bargain?” Darius asked.

“I promised to open trade relations with the
gypsy nation.”

“Fascinating,” came a weak voice from the
doorway.

All heads swiveled to see Eclair standing in
the doorway, leaning against the doorframe.

“May I join you, or are you going to make me
stand here all night?” he asked, smiling at his friends.

Dyla quickly ran to his side. “What are you
doing up? You need to save your strength.”

Eclair leaned into Dyla and whispered in her
ear. “I have a great deal of stamina left, and if we ever stay in
one place long enough, I’ll be happy to show you.”

Dyla suppressed a grin, put her arm around
his waist, and helped Eclair to a chair.

“I’m not quite as bad as you thought, and
I’ve information that must be heard by the Council as well.
Information that will exonerate these two scoundrels,” Eclair said,
pointing to Darius and Dyla.

“What are you talking about?” Ty asked,
perplexed.

“It’s the reason why we ran in the first
place. I overheard a conversation between my father and Avikar.
They said that Darius and Dyla were going to be framed for the
Dalcon murders.”

Ty shook his head in disbelief. “What? Now I
don’t understand. This is getting more incredible by the
minute.”

“Wait a minute,” Darius said, holding up his
hands in mock surrender. “I want to make sure I understand all of
this before Eclair tells his story.”

“Go ahead, cousin. I think we all could use a
recap,” Ty said.

“First, our mother has miraculously turned up
alive, after being gone for nearly two years. She’s agreed to
appear before the Grand Council. Her appearance will nullify
Avikar’s petition to take the Telkur throne, but she has no memory,
and no interest in ruling the duchy herself.”

Ty nodded in agreement.

“Second, you propose to present the gypsies
to the Grand Council to give testimony that it was Avikar, and not
my father, who was the leader of the smuggling ring in the Telkur
Duchy. You have promised them safe passage during their testimony.
In return for helping you and bringing my mother to the Council
session, they demanded trade concessions as their price. Trade
concessions that will, more than likely, generate a great deal of
animosity between many of the powerful families throughout
Otharia.”

Ty nodded again.

“And third, Eclair intends to present
testimony to the Grand Council, stating how he overheard Avikar
planning a malicious plot with his Father to frame Dyla and me for
the murders of the Dalcon team. His testimony, hopefully, will
clear us from any association with the murders once and for all,
and implicate Avikar further in his treachery.”

Ty and Eclair nodded in unison.

“And when is all this supposed to happen?”
Dyla asked.

“In two days,” Ty replied.

Everyone paused, trying to digest everything
that they heard.

“And you people thought I was in trouble back
on Earth?” Cat said, breaking the silence.
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Division I – The Rule of Otharia

Subsection II – The Grand Council

 


The Grand Council is made up of the seated
dukes/duchesses from all of the duchies in the Kingdom. The
meetings are held at the official residence in the City of
Grandeur. To maintain its neutrality, Grandeur straddles the
boundaries of three duchies: Jortac, Vogdo and Telkur. The Council
is the ultimate authority of the kingdom, and its collective
majority enforces the laws. Any house that chose to ignore a
directive or edict from the Grand Council felt its collective
weight. Sanctions were imposed on the house until it came in line
with the Council ruling. The Grand Council maintained a military
force at its disposal to enforce its commands, but the force was
purposely kept small to minimize any threat it might hold for the
duchies. The duchies could augment the force when it proved
prudent, and was voted on by the majority. The Grand Council was
formed to cover the prolonged absence of the King, and would be
dissolved upon the coronation of a new King.

 



Chapter 41 - The Demise

The Grand Council chamber was located in the
city of Grandeur. The council chamber was a cavernous amphitheater,
filled with concentric rows of seats rising from a massive
half-moon table at its center. Entrance to the chamber was through
two large, bronze doors. At its highest point, the dome of the
chamber rose to an impressive three stories, and was painted with
frescos of the illustrious, and often savage, history of the
kingdom. Fluted columns, supporting the dome, were arrayed in even
spaces around the chamber. Archways were set into the spaces
between the columns, and held crests representing each of the most
powerful families in the kingdom. Through these archways entered
the rulers of Otharia.

The seats at the center table were designated
for the dukes and duchesses of the ruling families. The Grand Duke
presided over the sessions, and sat in the slightly elevated middle
seat. Directly behind these seats, among the next tier of rows,
were seats reserved for lesser nobility, counts or barons, who
joined their lords in sessions. The upper rows throughout the
chamber were given over to the commoners on those days when an open
session of the Council convened.

All citizens had the right to make a petition
before the Grand Council. Petitioners were escorted through the
double bronze doors by Royal Guardsmen, and brought to a podium
twenty feet in front of the half-moon center table where they could
address the Council members. It was a daunting task for most
people, and only the most serious petitions were brought before the
Council. After addressing the Council, the petitioners waited in
the smaller side galleries of seats, on either side of the podium,
while the Council decided on their issues.

The Council normally met quarterly, to
discuss the affairs of state, and make decisions on matters brought
before them. Emergency sessions were rare, and were only called
under extreme circumstances. Today’s meeting was one such
session.

Bang! Bang!

“This meeting is called to order,” the Grand Duke
said, banging his gavel. “Master Clerk, what business is presented
before the Council?”

The council clerk, seated at the end of the table,
rose and read the petition concerning the throne of Telkur
submitted by Baron Avikar Kantos.

Avikar, the current Regent, had petitioned
the Council to accept his bid for the throne. With the
heir-apparent Telkur twins still unaccounted for and not answering
the call to reclaim their rightful seat, the Council must decide if
their continued absence was an official abandonment of their
duties. If the Council ruled against Darius and Dyla, the throne of
Telkur would, by birthright, fall to Avikar, Lilliana’s oldest
surviving cousin, and the twins would forever forfeit their right
to rule.

“Thank you, Master Clerk. The petitioner may
come forward and address the Council,” the Grand Duke said.

All eyes swiveled to the bronze doors where
Avikar was standing. He was escorted to the podium by the Royal
Guard and stood, preening, before the Council members and the
gallery. He took a deep breath to steady himself and bowed slightly
to the Grand Duke.

“My Lords, Ladies and guests of the Council;
I, Baron Avikar Kantos, do request this august body render final
judgment on the petition set forth to instate a new ruler for the
Duchy of Telkur. I have tried in vain to locate Darius and Dyla
Telkur, heirs apparent to the throne. To date, they have not
answered the call to return to Telkur. In light of these
circumstances, and as the closest blood relative, I offer myself as
said ruler.”

“Well said, Baron,” Grand Duke Vogdo replied.
“You may move to the side gallery while we review your
request.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

Avikar bowed to the Grand Duke, left the
podium, and walked to the seats in the side gallery. He had
presented his petition in his grandiose style, and was quite
pleased with himself. Now he must wait patiently while the Council
members reviewed the petition.

The Council members talked amongst themselves
for long minutes. Murmurs reverberated throughout the chamber while
they debated. The upper rows were full, and not many were
supporters of Avikar. Most prayed the Council would reject Avikar’s
petition and give the twins more time to return. It was no secret
that most of the people in the Telkur Duchy despised him. As Regent
of Telkur, he was a tyrant and all feared what he might become if
he was named duke in his own right.

Vogdo banged the gavel for silence.

“We have heard the details of this petition,
and shall now hear any opposing opinions. Is there any here who
have further testimony or objections concerning this petition or
any of the ascertains contained therein?”

Avikar’s outward expression of calm was but a
façade for his inner turmoil. This was the final hurdle. He had
been given assurances by Lucas that the review and subsequent vote
were a mere formality. However, once the petition was officially
read before the Council, any and all objections had to be given the
chance to be voiced, before the Council could vote and announce
their final decision.

Vogdo looked around the chamber to see if
anyone was waiting to be recognized to speak.

“Hearing no further discussion on this
petition, the Council will now render its decision.”

Avikar squirmed in his seat. The moment for
which he had waited patiently for so long was upon him. He would
finally ascend to the seat of power, and become the rightful Duke
of Telkur Duchy. The smirk he wore spoke volumes, implying that
nothing could stop him now.

“All in favor of ...”

The Grand Duke was interrupted by a commotion
that could be heard outside the bronze doors of the chamber. Avikar
looked to the rear to see what had caused the noise. To his
surprise, the doors opened and a number of gypsies entered the
chamber. To his further amazement, Eclasius Jortac followed closely
on their heels. Finally, to his utter astonishment, the Telkur
twins themselves entered, followed by three members of the Royal
Guard.

At the front table, Marek Dalcon leaped to
his feet and pointed to Darius and Dyla.

"Arrest those two! They’re murderers," he
screamed.

The entourage had caused a significant
uproar, and the chamber erupted with hundreds of voices.

Ty jumped up from his seat at the Council
table. He had been waiting for this moment.

"Hold that order,” he shouted.

Vogdo banged the gavel repeatedly until
silence was restored.

Ty turned to Duke Marek.

“Lord Marek, I understand your desire for
justice, but I bring proof to this Council today that Darius and
Dyla Telkur were not the ones who opened the death portal that
killed your family members.”

Gasps could be heard throughout the
chamber.

Marek was not appeased, and could barely
restrain himself. He banged his fist on the table and turned to the
Grand Duke. "Lord Vogdo, what is this nonsense? Are we to be
governed by the actions of this young duke now?"

Vogdo glanced to his right to look at Ty, and
then back to his left to address Marek.

"Duke Marek, please sit down. I will hear
what Duke Tyrian has to say. Rest assured, no one will leave these
chambers today until I’m satisfied that justice has been
served."

Marek reluctantly took his seat, never taking
his eyes off the Telkur twins.

In the side gallery, drops of perspiration
broke out on Avikar’s upper lip. The twins’ appearance unnerved
him. He reached for his handkerchief in his jacket pocket, and
nervously blotted his lip. Things were not going as planned, and
his stomach was rumbling with apprehension.

Remain calm. Lucas promised, he
counseled himself.

Still standing at the Council table, Ty
pointed to the band of gypsies at the back of the chamber, and
addressed his fellow Council members.

“Grand Duke Vogdo, Lords and Ladies, these
people are here by my request. I’ve granted them safe passage for
the duration of this Council meeting.”

“Duke Tyrian,” Grand Duke Vogdo interrupted.
“Please tell us your reasoning for such a rash act. You know full
well that the gypsies are outlaws in this land.”

Ty bowed respectfully to the Grand Duke. “I
understand, my Lord, but these men have vital information for the
Council concerning Avikar’s petition and the Telkur Duchy. They’ve
come forth to submit their facts and tell their tale.”

“I warn you, Tyrian, it had better be more
than a tale. This is most unusual; but you may proceed for the
moment.”

Ty nodded.

“We’ve all heard the shocking allegations of
smuggling and wrong-doing leveled against former Duke Levon of
Telkur. Unfortunately, since Duke Levon was killed in a mysterious
and unexplained explosion, he has never been able to defend himself
against these charges. This has not set well with me, nor with a
number of you seated here today.”

Ty looked around the chamber to see heads
nodding, and heard an equal number of murmurs in agreement.

“Because of that, I decided to conduct my own
investigation into the events of that night.”

Avikar jumped out of his seat. “My Lords,
I’ve already conducted a thorough investigation concerning Duke
Levon and reported the results to this esteemed Council.”

All heads swung in Avikar’s direction.

Vogdo banged the gavel.

“Baron Avikar, you’ve already given your
testimony in today’s proceeding. As petitioner, you will refrain
from any further outburst unless called upon by a Council member.
Do you understand?”

Avikar slumped back in his seat. “Yes, my
lord.”

Vogdo motioned to Ty. “Duke Tyrian, please
continue.”

“Thank you, my lord. All of you know that the
Telkur and Persing families are not only blood relatives, but have
been allies for generations. Those accusations of illegal dealings
went against everything I knew of my aunt and uncle. In my efforts
to find more information about that dreadful night, I needed to
contact the smugglers directly. These men do not publish their
whereabouts, and this was no easy task to accomplish.”

A few of the Dukes chuckled at the young
man’s understatement, and Ty continued his narrative.

“Once I contacted them, it took a great deal
of convincing on my part to gain their trust. I requested
information concerning the night of the murders, and assured them I
wanted nothing else from them. They responded in kind, requesting
the same information from me as well. We agreed on a meeting to
compare and exchange information. It was during the course of this
meeting that I learned the truth; a truth so powerful that it had
to be presented by the smugglers themselves to the Grand
Council.”

Ty paused to let his words sink in.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, I present Sardel Kell,
a ship’s captain in the Band of Brotherhood from the Gypsy
nation.”

Avikar jumped out of his seat.

“My Lords! I beseech you. These people are
outlaws, and should be treated as such. They’re complicit in the
murder of Duke Levon, and should be accorded no grace or
credibility. They should be arrested at once!”

Vogdo glared at Avikar.

“Baron Avikar, one more outburst from you and
I shall have you restrained. Guards, stand beside the Baron to
remind him to keep silent.”

Two of the Grand Council guards positioned
themselves in the side gallery, one on either side of the
baron.

Avikar sat down. Drops of sweat rolled down
his face, and he wiped furiously at them with his handkerchief.
Events were beginning to spiral out of control. He tried,
unsuccessfully, to capture Lucas’ attention, but he sat stoically,
waiting for the gypsy leader to begin his testimony.

Sardel walked to the podium and stood before
the collective Council of Dukes and Duchesses. He began his
testimony without pomp or circumstance.

“It’s no secret that I hold you, and your
ways, in contempt, but when the young duke was insistent in his
requests to meet with me, I was intrigued. Why would a duke, even a
rash, young one, want to contact the brotherhood? I agreed to hear
what he had to say. When he requested information about that
shameful night, I thought to kill him outright. Those cowardly
murders have been a bane to the gypsy nation. We seek the truth of
who betrayed our countrymen. Duke Tyrian also desired the truth and
appeared sincere in his quest, so I agreed to help him.”

A wave of surprise radiated around the
chamber. An offer of help from the gypsies was unprecedented.

“What proof do you give that this tale of
yours is the truth?” Duke Lucas asked.

Sardel sneered at the veiled insult to his
integrity. “I have uncontestable proof that what I say are the hard
facts of that night. I’m prepared to present my evidence once all
the testimonies have been heard.”

“Please continue, Captain Sardel,” Grand Duke
Vogdo said. “This Council will hear your testimony in full.”

Sardel nodded to the Grand Duke, and
continued to relay his tale.

“First, I shall address the matter of Duke
Levon and any illegal trade we might have had with each other. That
is an outright lie. He was never, never, our trading partner in the
Telkur Duchy. How he came to be at that meeting in the warehouse is
a mystery to all of us.”

Sardel paused and looked at each Council
member, letting his last point linger in the air. He continued with
a flourish, pointing to the side gallery.

“It was Avikar who was our one and only
contact for all trade in the Telkur Duchy. We never had any
dealings with anyone except him and his man, Nils.”

Shock rippled through the collective body,
and all eyes swiveled to Avikar, who was trying his best to shrink
out of sight.

Sardel continued in a booming voice,
recapturing the Council’s attention.

“That’s not all I have to say. When Avikar
became Regent, we thought our trade would increase, especially
since he no longer had an overseer to watch his movements. To our
amazement, trade was halted completely. His explanation was that it
was too dangerous to continue our activities, but he vowed they
would begin again once he became the reigning duke. Of course, we
questioned his assertion that he would become duke. We knew he was
not next in line for the throne. We asked him how he would become
duke. He told us that he had powerful friends in high places. As
for any Telkur heir in the way of his ascension, he said tragic
accidents happen all the time.”

Shock permeated through the chamber at the
gypsy’s revelations.

Sardel nodded to Ty, and turned on his heel
to rejoin his comrades at the back of the chamber.

Grand Duke Vogdo banged the gavel.

“Silence! I will have silence in this
chamber, or it will be cleared. Tyrian, do you have more evidence
to present?”

“Yes, my lord I do. The gypsy testimony is
only part of the evidence I wish to present. I call on Eclasius
Jortac, heir to the seat of the Jortac Duchy.”

Eclair cleared his throat, and nervously
approached the podium. He purposely avoided looking at his
father.

Ty signaled for him to begin, and sat back
down.

Eclair looked back at Dyla for support. She
nodded for him to proceed.

“Grand Duke, Lords and Ladies, I have a
unique gift that allows me access to places that I might not
otherwise be invited to. Lord Vogdo, may I have your permission to
demonstrate this gift, so all will understand its power.”

Vogdo raised an eyebrow. “You may
demonstrate, Eclasius, if it won’t take too long.”

Eclair nodded, bent the light around him and
promptly disappeared from view.

Lucas Jortac jumped out of his seat.
“Eclasius, what’s this trickery?”

Eclair released his concentration,
reappearing in full view.

“It’s no trick, Father. I can bend the light
around myself, and become invisible. This is what allows me to
access many unique places.”

Duke Lucas choked back a reply, and sat down,
staring at his son as if seeing him for the first time.

Eclair looked at the Grand Duke, and
continued his explanation. “Bending light is how I became privy to
a meeting between my Father and Baron Avikar.”

“Are you saying you spied on their private
conversation?” Vogdo asked.

“Unintentionally and much to my shame, yes,
Sire, I did,” Eclair replied, red-faced.

“Please, continue. I am most interested in
what you learned from this conversation.”

“I was in my father’s study, resting after walking
too far from my bedchamber. I was home recovering from my poisoning
at the Grand Competition, and not as strong as I originally
thought. That’s when I heard Baron Avikar arrive. I heard footsteps
coming towards the study. You must understand that my father does
not like me in his private study. I panicked and bent the light
around myself to prevent myself from being seen. I did not want to
stay, but I had no way to leave.”

Eclair stole a quick glance at his father. He
swallowed hard, and continued.

“My father and Avikar came into the study, and my
father locked the door. Avikar began yelling about why the Telkur
twins weren’t prevented from entering the Grand Competition.”

Eclair paused and wiped his sweaty palms on his
pants.

“Avikar wanted to know why they weren’t stopped
along the way, and then asked how the Dalcon team was killed in
their stead. He was incensed. The twins had won the competition,
and Darius had the money to pay off the duchy’s debts. This wasn’t
the way it was supposed to happen. ‘What are you going to do now,’
Avikar screamed at my father.”

Many heads swiveled to Duke Lucas, trying to gauge
his reaction to his son’s words. Lucas sat rigidly in his chair,
refusing to meet anyone’s eyes.

“Please continue, Eclasius. What happened next?”
Vogdo asked.

Eclair took a deep breath, and went on with his
narration.

“My father replied that Avikar should calm
himself, because the situation was not as it seemed. There was
evidence that showed that the Telkur twins were complicit in the
murders of the Dalcon team. They would be arrested, tried and
imprisoned for life. He also told Avikar that he would be awarded
the ruling seat of the Telkur Duchy once the twins were
convicted.”

“Did you hear anything more, Eclasius?” Lord
Vogdo asked. “The Council must hear everything that was said that
day.”

Eclair bobbed his head up and down, nervously
licking his lips.

“At that point in their conversation, Avikar
did calm down, and replied, ‘Oh, so the twins are to be blamed for
killing the Dalcon team, how delicious, how delightful. That will
work out nicely for me. Thank you, my Lord Duke.’ After saying
that, Avikar left my father as quickly as he arrived. My father
also left the study, and that is all I heard that day.”

“Lies, lies!” screamed Avikar, visibly
shaking with rage. “It was Jortac who masterminded the whole
plan.”

“Guards, restrain Baron Avikar,” Grand Duke
Vogdo ordered, sternly. “One more outburst and you are to remove
him from these chambers.”

The guards quickly grabbed Avikar’s arms, and
held him roughly between them. Avikar stood as if in stasis.

“Eclasius, thank you for your testimony. You
may step aside,” the Grand Duke said.

Eclair bowed and walked to the back of the
chamber, rejoining Darius and Dyla. Dyla slipped her hand in his,
and gave him a reassuring squeeze to help calm his shaking.

Ty stood again, raising his hand to quiet the
crowd.

“My Lords, I have one more piece of evidence
to present. I ask Captain Sardel to bring forth his irrefutable
evidence supporting the Brotherhood’s tale of that fateful night in
the Telkur Duchy.”

Ty found it hard to still his wildly beating
heart, and he was not successful in hiding his nervousness at the
coming event. Many of the Council members noticed him shaking
before he took his seat again.

Sardel returned to the podium. “It seems
undeniable that Avikar has masterminded this trickery, so I shall
crush any hope he might have of proving his innocence.”

He motioned his group of followers to move
forward toward the Council members.

“Let us bring our sister forward, and present
her in her rightful manner,” he said.

The band of gypsies walked to within a few
feet of the Council table. They parted and, from their midst, a
woman stepped forward, her face shadowed by the shawl she wore. She
boldly stepped forward, standing directly before the Grand Duke.
She raised her face, letting her shawl fall from her head, and
stretched her right hand in front of her for all to see. On her
hand sat a ducal ring. Everyone looked on, transfixed, and she
cried out in a loud voice.

“I am Lady Lilliana Telkur, the rightful
duchess and ruler of the Telkur Duchy.”

A collective gasp rose from the chamber.
Everyone leaned forward to get a better view of the woman.

Above the noise, one voice could be
distinctly heard.

“No,” Avikar screamed, startling the guards
as he broke away from them. “I killed you myself!”

Avikar jumped over the low railing of the
gallery, and raced towards Lilliana.

Lilliana turned and saw a mad man racing
toward her. A window opened in her mind. Memories came flooding
forward in a fast and furious torrent, transporting her back to the
warehouse where Avikar taunted her before murdering her beloved
husband, Levon. The memory threatened to overwhelm her, but Lilly
was not the same woman who had stood fearful in that warehouse two
years ago.

She reached to the small of her back, and
pulled out the blade that every gypsy carried. As Avikar came
rushing at her, with murder in his eyes, she stepped forward and
thrust the blade deep into his chest. His eyes bulged in shock when
she pushed the knife in deeper.

“You killed the only man I ever loved, you
bastard,” she said icily, thrusting the knife to its hilt. “You
failed to kill me two years ago, and you’ve failed again.”

The world slowed for Lilly while she watched
the life drain from Avikar’s eyes, and then he slumped dead at her
feet. She pulled the knife from his chest and cast a steely eye in
Vogdo's direction, riveting his attention.

No one at the Council table moved. They
stared open-mouthed at the woman they used to know as Lilliana
Telkur.

Dyla rushed forward to the gypsy woman.
Physically, the woman was the same, but Lilliana’s essence had
changed. She was no longer the benevolent woman Dyla remembered,
but she was still her mother. After praying for this moment for so
long, it Dyla took only a second before she found her voice.

“Mother?”

Lilliana turned toward the young woman.
“Dyla,” she whispered. She dropped the bloody knife, and pulled her
daughter in to a fierce bear hug.


BBC news report: Where is Professor Catiana
Spencer?

 


The disappearance of renowned archaeologist
Dr. Catiana Spencer continues to baffle investigators. Dr. Spencer,
a leading expert on Stonehenge, Arthurian lore, and Druidic
society, has been missing for several months. Investigators have
found no evidence of foul play, and interviews with colleagues have
provided no clues to her whereabouts.

 



Epilogue

The two young men walked along the grassy
knoll outside the Telkur mansion. The day was brisk, and the tall
grasses swayed in the wind. Ty glanced at Darius and thought his
friend looked content. The last few months had been a whirlwind of
activity, and the two had rarely found a chance to talk alone since
the fateful Council meeting.

“So, how do you like it so far?” Ty asked.
“You seem to be handling the stress well enough. Find any problems
you can’t handle yet?”

Darius chuckled softly.

“You know, one day at a time. Sometimes
things come at me so fast that the day is gone before it
starts.”

“Believe me, I understand. When I first
started, I didn’t sleep for a week straight.”

“Ty, you know, I wouldn’t be standing here
today if it hadn’t been for you and Trinity helping to solve that
mystery. I don’t know how to thank you.”

Ty nodded. “Well, cousin, I can’t have you
messing up the family name, now, can I?”

Darius slapped Ty on the back. “Yeah, you do
that enough for both of us.”

Ty had created quite a stir when it came to
light that he had opened official trading with the gypsy nation.
Months later, more than a few of the older dukes were still in an
uproar over his new policy.

“So, how’s Dyla coping?” Ty asked.

“She’s fine. She and Eclair are very close
these days.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, they’re seeing each other regularly.
Eclair spends more time at the mansion than anywhere else.”

“I never would have guessed that those two
would end up together. She never gave him a second glance at the
Institute.”

“I know. Life is strange.”

“How does she like being First
Counselor?”

“She’s doing well. She didn’t want it at
first. She thought I was giving her a cushy job; that is, until she
started doing it.”

“Why appoint her First Counselor?”

“I want her to know everything that’s
happening, in case she has to step in sometime.”

“What do you mean? Are you going
somewhere?”

“No, I’m being careful,” Darius explained. “I
don’t think this is over yet. I have the throne, but there are a
lot of unanswered questions out there.”

“What about your mother? She could step in to
help you.”

“Not any more. She officially abdicated her
title as duchess, and all her rights revert to me. She wants to go
back to the gypsies. That way of life appeals to her now.”

“The gypsies?”

“Evidently they fulfill an emptiness she
feels. We’ll still see her, but with Father gone, I don’t think she
wants her old life back.”

“With Telkur added to the new trade
agreement, the gypsies will be able to come and go as they please.
You’ll see her often enough.”

“I know; that’s the good part.”

“And, no more Avikar,” Ty said.

“I wanted to kill him at the Council meeting.
I would have, if my mother hadn’t done it first. But, something’s
still bothering me about that little weasel. There’s no way he
could have done all that planning by himself; he was spineless. He
had help from someone, someone who pushed him from the
shadows.”

“I agree, although I half-believed Avikar
when he accused Lucas of being the mastermind behind everything.
Lucas is smart enough to plan such a devious plot, and he’s an
arrogant power hungry bastard, as well.”

Darius nodded in agreement.

“Yeah, I believed Avikar too. If the Grand
Duke hadn’t backed up Lucas’s account about conducting an official
Council investigation, while leading Avikar on, I never would have
believed Lucas innocent. So, that still leaves someone else helping
Avikar. Believe me; I’m going to find out who’s behind this. My
father is dead, and someone is going to pay for it.”

“I’m right beside you,” Ty said. “I have
questions about my own parents’ deaths. My councilors ordered the
execution of the murderer while I was in mourning, and I never got
a chance to question him directly. I think we’ll find more than a
few snakes when we start turning over rocks.”

Darius nodded as they strolled along the
hillside. Ty looked at his friend, concern clearly written on his
face.

“You ready for this? Restoring the damage
Avikar caused with the treasury and the trust of your people?”

“I’m ready. Avikar did a lot of damage, but
we found the money he embezzled, and I’ve already reinstated most
of the programs my father had started. The competition prize money
doesn’t hurt either.”

Ty chuckled. “Money is always good.”

“Did you know that Eclair didn’t take his
share of the money? He said that the experience was more than
enough payment.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“How’s Eclair getting along with his father?
After his testimony, life at the Jortac manor must be an adventure
in itself.”

“Eclair’s not living there any more. He went
back for awhile, but he has a position at the Institute and took
rooms there, at least when he’s not visiting Dyla.”

“I’m happy for him,” Ty said. “I knew he was
better than what most people thought of him. He was always powerful
and now, with that trick of bending light, he’s one of the best
ever. It’s no wonder he got a job at school.”

“It’s funny though,” Darius said, “all those
years in school, Eclair didn’t want anything to do with the
professors, and now he’s one of them.”

“Life’s strange, my friend. So, what’s up
with Cat?”

Darius shrugged.

“She’s something else, and she’s not happy at
the moment. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but at least I
convinced her to keep quiet about Earth. She’s angry that she can’t
go home, but I told her that Munroe will be watching for her, and
would probably kill her on sight.”

“Doesn’t she realize that?”

“Apparently not; she thought she could go
home and resume her life.”

“There are too many unanswered questions
about that planet, especially with that Henry guy looking so much
like the Grand Duke. We must move very cautiously investigating
this. It’s odd that none of the ancient Chronicles mention anything
about survivors remaining on Earth.”

“I agree.”

“Has anyone questioned your story of why Cat
is here?”

“No, she’s the least exciting thing that has
happened around here lately. Everyone believes we were hiding in
the Beckson Duchy, and that she came back with us from the war
zone. Every day’s a new adventure with her, and I have a hard time
keeping up with her. Thankfully, she and Dyla are getting
along.”

“With both of them under one roof, I bet
you’re glad about that.”

“Yep, always an adventure,” Darius said.

The two young men turned, and slowly walked
back to the Telkur Manor, enjoying their last quiet moments
together.

***

Grand Duke Vogdo sat in his study, staring
out the window, deep in thought, his finger tapping the desk.

I must change tactics.

His quest to become King was temporarily curtailed.
Although his plans to be rid of the Telkur twins had failed, he
believed he could still turn the situation to his advantage. It was
a matter of leverage, and he was a master at finding and taking
advantage of every possibility.

I shall turn this around yet. Those
two young dukes will need an experienced hand to guide them, and
who has more experience than the Grand Duke of Otharia? Yes, this
will work out nicely.

He thought through the machinations he would
employ. Bringing the two newly-crowned Dukes of Telkur and Persing
under his tutelage would be the first step. Some careful guidance
and manipulation should ensure Darius’s and Ty’s loyalties, and
guarantee their votes when he made his move to become King.

"Yes, things will work out. I will be King,
and no one will stop me again."

Vogdo cackled with delight, envisioning
himself sitting as King of Otharia.

Vogdo turned from the window when he heard
the familiar sound of a portal opening. A shadowy presence stepped
through and bowed to the Grand Duke.

"My Lord, you summoned me?"

"Ah, Nils, my elusive fellow. You never fail
me, and I won’t forget such dedication and loyalty. I applaud you
for keeping a low profile after the last Grand Council
meeting.”

“Thank you, Sire.”

“I’ll have a new assignment for you soon that
will take you away from any lingering attention regarding the
Avikar incident."

"My Lord?"

"You’ll be going to Earth to check on the
activities there. The flow of crystals has slowed to a trickle, and
it has me concerned. I’m afraid my dear nephew, Sir Henry Hanover,
might be encountering some problems. His explanation about the
slowdown has not been as forthcoming as I would like. I want you to
go there as my personal representative.”

"As you wish, my lord.”

“While you’re there, check on every aspect of
the crystal operation. I want to know why the flow has slowed, and
who is complicit in that slowdown. Then report back to me your
findings, but take no actions until I command you.”

“Of course, my lord.” Nils turned to
leave.

“One more thing, Nils. I want you to
determine where Henry’s loyalties lie.”

“As you wish, my lord.”

“I’ll contact you soon about the departure
date.”

Vogdo dismissed his personal assassin with a
swish of his hand, turning back to the window and his thoughts of
becoming King. He saw a lone hawk come into view, soaring
majestically on the winds, vigilant in its search for prey. Vogdo
smiled as he watched the hawk’s deadly dive toward its next
kill.

 


###

 


Dear Reader,

We hope that you enjoyed the first book in
the “Rule of Otharia” series. “The Crystal Façade, Book 2” is
available. You may also send them comments at
dlmartin6@yahoo.com
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