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The black and silver muscle car was trying to outrun the
Devil. Sunlight reflecting off chrome exhaust pipes, shining mirrors and
aluminum rims, the Mustang continued accelerating down the single lane highway.


“C’mon,
Danny! Slow down, will ya?”


Danny’s
left hand gripped the steering wheel. Adjusting his New York Yankees baseball
cap, he slid his sunglasses into place, then grabbed the wheel with both hands.


The
passenger turned the music down. “If the cops show, they’re gonna tow your car!
But hey, you’ll probably kill us both before that can happen!”


“You
nervous, James?” Danny asked, turning the volume back up.


“Not
if you slow down.”


Laughing
at his friend, Danny pressed down on the accelerator.


Running
his fingers through his thick brown hair, James turned and stared at the
distant snow-capped mountains. Up ahead on the passenger side, a scarecrow
stood in a field, its shoulders and head poking above the rows of dead crops.
Dressed in red with a pointed straw hat over its long black wig, it guarded a
field that had long since withered away.


A
crow landed on the scarecrow’s right shoulder. Grooming its feathers, it didn’t
seem fearful of the man of straw. As the car raced by, the scarecrow turned and
gazed at the bird beside its head.


James
blinked rapidly as if trying to clear his eyes of dust. It wasn’t a scarecrow
he had glimpsed but an old man standing around in a field of dead corn.
Glancing at Danny, he looked back quickly. The old man now stood by the
roadside, watching them drive away.


“Did
you see that guy?” James asked.


“What
guy.”


“The
old man in the field!”


“Are
you talking about the scarecrow?”


“It
wasn’t a scarecrow. It was some old guy pretending to be one.”


“Really,”
Danny said. “You know I don’t care, right?” Slowing down, he looked into the
rearview mirror. “What time are the others meeting us?”


“We’ll
get there before they will.”


Realizing
what he saw wasn’t all that significant, James pushed it from his thoughts. It
was just some farmer standing around in a field, he told himself. But his
mind wandered back to the crow. It was perched on the man’s shoulder; that
didn’t feel right. It was off–abnormal–and a shiver passed through him.


The
Mustang pulled off the single-lane highway and into a parking lot paved over with
white pebbles. Stones bouncing off the car, Danny revved the engine before
skidding to a stop.


Slamming
the door closed, Danny pulled out his phone, leaned against the car and started
pressing keys. “I’m texting Murph...see how long they’ll be,” he said, staring
at the screen.


“Good
idea.” James breathed in the fresh air of the Pacific Northwest. He looked
forward to his friend’s arrival. Besides Murph and his current girlfriend
Sarah, another buddy named Kyle was also joining them.


The
guys were friends since their first year at Charmington High. Named after the
town an hour outside Vancouver, British Columbia, it was a quiet community with
friendly people where nothing much happened but life was good. Murph was the
popular kid in town; his good looks and talent for football helped his standing
in the community. Kyle, the reliable friend with access to a car, found himself
the wheel man for many of Murph’s escapades.


James
scanned the parking lot. There were a handful of cars parked at the opposite
end near an alternate entrance. Families were gathered around picnic tables,
everyone eating and drinking while enjoying the glorious warmth of the summer
day.


The
lot rested against a flat stretch of grassland ending at the base of some hills
a short distance away. To James’s left, a narrow but sturdy wooden bridge
crossed over a shallow stream. Beyond the bridge lay a crude path into a dense
and shadowed forest. It was the only route he knew of to enter the large wooded
expanse, so the hiking trip the friends had planned would have to begin there.


“Hey,
we got company,” Danny said.


James
followed his friend’s gaze to the far end of the parking lot. Driving past the
picnickers, a black SUV was coming towards them. It didn’t belong to either
Murph or Kyle, but James did recognize the vehicle.


The
friends exchanged a glance, then watched the approaching dark and tinted truck.
Neither of them spoke as the Toyota Vensa slid to a halt on the rocky surface a
few yards short of where they stood.


The
front doors popped open and out stepped a pair of grim young men. The driver
smiled coldly while he straightened the collar of his black leather jacket as
if trying to improve his appearance. “Well, well, if it isn’t Jimmy Mason and
little Jackie Chan.” Meanness saturated the driver’s words, his derisive
comment an attempt to poke fun at Danny’s heritage.


James
hated being called Jimmy; only his mother called him that when angry with him.
Nevertheless, if someone wanted to get on his nerves, calling him Jimmy would
work, and this guy wanted nothing more than to get under his skin.


“His
name’s Danny,” James said to the driver.


“I
know his name. Nice ride, Chan. It’s kinda big for you isn’t it, little
man?”


“Watch
it, big man, or I’ll knock you out!” A scowl across his mouth,
Danny stepped forward.


But
James cut in front and blocked his path. Placing a hand on Danny’s chest, he
gazed at his friend and silently warned him to stop.


The
second man walked over and stood next to the troublemaker. Wearing a long rain
coat the color of storm clouds and black sunglasses with opaque lenses, he
greeted Danny with familiarity. “Tai,” he said, using his last name.


Danny
nodded back. “Colby.”


Satisfied
his friend had cooled off, James turned around. “What do you want, Cooper?”


“What
do I want?” Cooper scoffed with fake surprise. Walking towards James, he
stopped directly in front of him. “I want my money,” he said. His eyes narrow
and sharp, he stared at James in order to intimidate him.


Cooper
was much larger and a couple of years older. To look at him, no one would suspect
he was still in high school. More than six feet tall, he stood over James and
was heavier by forty pounds of solid muscle. There was a tattoo on his neck
depicting some kind of native artwork and his haircut made him seem like a
member of the military.


James
met his glare. Cooper was so close, he could smell the stale cigarette on his
breath. Stepping back, he put some room between them. “How’d you know where I
was?” James asked, ignoring Cooper’s scare tactics. He knew him well enough to
know he wasn’t nearly as dangerous as he liked to portray.


“I
got sources. Where’s my money?”


“Don’t
have it. I would’ve brought it if I knew you’d be here, but how was I to know
that? So sorry you came all this way for nothing.” James looked at Danny, the
friends working hard to suppress their smiles.


“Don’t
be funny–you ain’t funny!” Clenching his jaw, Cooper’s cheek began to twitch.
He glanced at his partner, then back at James.


James
could almost see Cooper’s mind at work as his brow furrowed and his eyes darted
from side to side.


“Jimmy,
how can I tell ya anything when I ain’t seen you around? You been hiding from
me?” he asked, his tone much friendlier now.


James
had been avoiding Cooper for the last few days. Until he could come up with the
money, or at least some of what he owed, he thought it best to stay out of his
way. After a recent string of bad luck wagering on sports, he had run up a
sizable debt, and now, Cooper was here to collect. James had to pay him off at
some point; he just hoped to avoid doing so for a little while longer.


“Look,
I’m runnin’ a business here. Pay me some and we’ll deal with the rest later,”
Cooper said in as sincere a voice he could muster.


“I
didn’t bring any money, I already told you that.” He motioned at Danny standing
beside him. “We’re going hiking, and since there’s nothing to buy in the middle
of nowhere, why bring any?” James had trouble keeping a smirk from sneaking
onto his face.


“Jimmy,
you’re such a–” Cooper stopped in mid-sentence, his attention suddenly
diverted.


James
turned and saw the dirt-covered, classic white Firebird drive onto the lot. Finally,
he smiled knowingly, the cavalry has arrived.


“I’ll
see ya later. Better have some cash on ya next time,” warned Cooper as he and
his partner returned to their vehicle.


The
Firebird came to a sliding halt beside the Mustang. The doors flew open and out
jumped Murph and Kyle ready to help.


“Keep
walking, Cooper,” Murph called out after him.


Cooper
smiled and flashed him the common single digit salute. Climbing into his SUV,
he started it up. “See ya at school, boys,” he shouted before driving away in a
trail of dust and pebbles.


“You
guys okay? What’s going on?” Kyle asked in quick bursts.


But
James ignored his line of questioning. He didn’t need to know his business.


Danny,
on the other hand, didn’t have any qualms about revealing what he knew of the
situation. “Cooper was here to collect money,” he said. “Our pal here owes him...again.”
He looked at James with an amused glint in his eyes.


Murph
watched Cooper drive off. “What a jerk,” he said to James. “You guys alright?
What did they want?” Apparently, Murph hadn’t heard what Danny just said.


“Cooper
came to collect his money,” Danny repeated.


James
glared at him. “We’re okay,” he answered, keeping his eyes trained on his
big-mouthed, gossiping friend.


But
Danny didn’t seem ready to let the matter go. “Hey, don’t be mad at me, pal.
I’m just telling it like it is. How much you owe this time? Three hundred? Four
hundred?” Grinning from ear to ear, he clearly enjoyed riling up his friend.


“Just
drop it, will you? It’s my problem so I’ll deal with it,” James responded
impatiently.


“Alright.
But pay him off and do it soon,” said Murph. “You don’t want to stay on
Cooper’s bad side.” He noticed Sarah massaging her legs as she sat on the hood
of the Firebird. “You ready to go or should I lend you a hand?” he asked
playfully.


Smiling,
she hopped off the hood, then brushed the dirt off the back of her blue jeans.
“I’m good–just a bit stiff from being squished into the backseat.”


Murph
took Sarah by the hand. They walked to the back of the Firebird where Kyle was
busy unlocking the trunk. Reaching in, he pulled out a couple of backpacks, then
handed them off to Murph and Sarah. Slipping on the packs, the three of them
chatted while strolling over to the bridge.


James
and Danny grabbed their packs from the backseat of the Mustang. “You want some
money to pay off Cooper?” Danny asked as he locked the car.


“No.
I’ll get the money somehow.” James had to refuse his friend. Coming from a
wealthy family, Danny had helped him in the past, but that didn’t mean he
should rely on his generosity every time he found himself in a jam. Danny was
his best friend and it felt too much like using him in order to pay off Cooper.
This time, James decided, he would have to find a way to take care of his
problem on his own.


Slinging
his pack into place, James followed Danny to the others waiting by the narrow
bridge. Crossing over in single file, they proceeded towards the entrance
leading into the woods.
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Sunlight poured through the treetops, forcing the shadows
to retreat. The forest floor was slippery in spots, but the ground easy enough
to traverse if one was careful of where they stepped.


Talking
freely and laughing, Murph and Sarah walked hand in hand. Kyle trailed a short
distance behind, his hands deep in his jacket pockets, his headphones jammed
into his ears. Danny, already into his backpack, stuffed his mouth with roasted
almonds. Turning around, he offered some to James who gladly accepted a handful.


Coming
prepared for the hike, James wore a pair of old black hiking boots, green khaki
pants and a gray, hooded sweatshirt. The hood hung loosely behind his neck. He
wanted to see his surroundings or he could end up walking into a low hanging
branch.


The
group had been plodding through the forest for close to twenty minutes with
James last in line the entire time. As he lagged behind, he felt a sharp object
in his right boot. Having little choice but to stop and attend to the
discomfort, he spotted a fallen log. Sitting down, he untied his boot lace,
removed his boot and turned it upside-down. A white pebble tumbled out. Putting
the boot back on, James stood up and brushed the moist dirt off the back of his
pants.


Turning
to rejoin his friends, a shadow passed overhead. James looked up at the empty
sky and quiet treetops but failed to see anything that might have cast it.


“Hey!
Where you at?” Danny shouted from somewhere ahead. “Hurry it up!”


Returning
to the group waiting for him in a small clearing, Danny was sorting through his
backpack in search of his next snack while Kyle sat on a log and played with
his phone. Murph and Sarah were on the far side of a large tree.


“What’s
the delay, man?” Danny asked.


“I
stopped to remove a pebble from my boot. Let’s keep going.”


Kyle
rose up staring at his phone. Zipping his pack closed, Danny slipped it over
his shoulders.


As
Murph and Sarah rejoined the group, a black shape fluttered past the edge of
James’s vision. Looking up at the trees, he saw leaves rustling in the wind,
but not much else.


The
friends gathered to restart the hike. Following them out of the clearing, James
spotted the dark, winged shape once again. Only this time, he saw it clearly: a
large crow with glistening black feathers descended onto a tree branch.
Twisting its head to one side, it looked down from its perch, its stare never
wavering from where James stood.


Murph
glanced at James, then looked up to see what had captured his friend’s
attention. “Whoa! That bird is huge!”


Everyone
stopped and stared at the crow.


“What’s
it doing?” Sarah asked.


Danny
shrugged. “I don’t know. It sure is creepy, isn’t it?”


“Let’s
get moving,” Kyle said. “We’re wasting daylight.”


Losing
interest in the large black bird, his friends moved off through the trees. James,
however, found himself rooted to the spot.


“Hey!
What are you doing over there?” Danny called out.


“Nothing,
nothing.” James met his friend’s stare.


“C’mon
weirdo, let’s get going.” Danny looked at the crow, then back at James.
“Ooooh–spooky. Don’t be scared now.” Laughing at his own humor, he went and
joined the others waiting nearby.


Disregarding
his friend’s antics, James gazed up and found the bird still watching him.


“What’s
that?” asked Sarah. Her soft blue eyes stared fixedly at something off through
the trees.


Screeching
loudly, the crow took to the air and vanished through the treetops as a
disturbance crashed its way through the forest. The noise grew louder; it was
coming their way.


“Run.”
Murph turned around, his eyes wide and soaked with fear. The others were slow
to respond, not yet fully grasping the situation. “Run!” he repeated
forcefully. Taking Sarah by the hand, he pulled her along in the direction they
had come.


Murph
and Sarah sprinted through the trees, Kyle following quickly on their heels.
Glancing at one another, James and Danny took off in pursuit of the others.


The
footfalls grew louder, their pursuer gaining ground. James heard the heavy
steps quickening but didn’t dare turn around; he was afraid of staring death in
the face.


Danny,
a couple of steps ahead, moved as fast as his short legs and adrenalin surge
could carry him. But he made the mistake of trying to catch a glimpse of their
pursuer. In that moment, down he went as he tripped over an exposed tree root,
fell flat onto his stomach and slid straight into a puddle.


James
stopped running. He had no intention of leaving his friend behind.


Emerging
from the treetops, the large crow flew past James and his soaking wet friend.
Positioning itself between the charging grizzly bear and its prey, the bear
slowed and roared at the bird hovering in its path.


“C’mon!
Let’s move!” With James’s help, Danny staggered to his feet, his eyes bulging
and mouth trembling. Grabbing hold of James’s arm, Danny started running once
again.


James
peeked over his shoulder. The crow had disappeared.


The
bear renewed its pursuit of the boys. James heard the heavy panting, the snorts
and grunts of the animal exerting itself as it closed the distance. He knew
they only had seconds before it would be on them.


In
desperation, James dropped to the ground and attempted to roll out of the path
of the charging animal. But the grizzly bear grazed him and sent him crashing
to the ground much harder than anticipated. Dazed, he lay there with his face
in mud, the thunderous gallop of the bear passing him by.


Pushing
himself up from the damp earth, he wiped the mud from his eyes while looking
around for the grizzly. His vision clearing, he spotted it not far off still on
the hunt for Danny. Turning to look at him, James saw the bear’s eyes. They
were raked, the scars of an old injury sealing them almost shut.


If
the bear couldn’t see very well, it was relying on scent and Danny carried
snacks of all kinds in his backpack. Dread clutched his heart. It was only a
matter of time before it caught up with his friend. He had to do something. He
had to find a way to help Danny.


Forcing
down his fear, James rose to his feet. “Hey, you dumb bear! Ya missed me! Hey!
Over here, I’m over here!” Picking up a thick branch, he smashed it repeatedly
into the nearest tree. “C’mon, dummy! Come and get some!”


The
distraction worked. The bear circled back and advanced towards him. With a
renewed burst of energy, James sprinted in the opposite direction putting as
much distance as he possibly could between himself and the raging grizzly bear.


But
he couldn’t maintain his pace. He started slowing as he hurdled over puddles
and slid through patches of mud while trying to avoid branches at the same
time. Inevitably, he lost his footing and fell clumsily to the ground.


Rolling
quickly onto his back, James searched the forest and spotted the bear. He only
had seconds left before it would be upon him spilling his blood out over the
mud and earth. His lips moving in silent prayer, he shut his eyes as tears ran
down his face.


Penetrating
past the racket of his pounding heart, James heard the distinct caw of a crow.
Soon, he heard more than one. Allowing himself a peak, he saw the bear swatting
at crows like a man shooing away mosquitoes. It stood on it hind legs and
roared its frustration at the black birds diving at its head. Another crow
joined in the attack. Seconds later, a fifth crow joined the fray, then a
sixth. James wiped his tears away. He didn’t know whether his prayer had been
answered but thanked God nonetheless.


Dropping
to all fours, the bear moaned and then ran off, the crows flying after the
animal trying to escape through the woods.


Taking
a deep breath, James got up, dusted himself off and swore never to go hiking
again. He left cheek stung and his hand came away with a small amount of blood,
though, not enough to cause him concern. All things considered, he counted
himself lucky to have come through this with only a scrape on his face.


James
was more than ready to get out of the woods. Turning to leave, he unexpectedly
collided into someone standing directly behind him. Stumbling backwards, he
stared up into an old man’s face. Deeply tanned with plenty of wrinkles, it
looked weather-beaten from spending too much time in the sun.


His
mouth opened but James failed to find any words. The man he saw earlier in the
day, the one he’d mistaken for a scarecrow in a field of dead crops, stood
right in front of him.


The
old man reached for him. With everything that had happened, James couldn’t
contain the scream building inside.
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“Get away from me!” James shoved the old man away.


“Find
the medallion.”


He
heard the words but they didn’t make any sense.


The
old man stepped forward. “Find the medallion,” he repeated.


Taking
some backward steps, James turned and ran off through the forest. Looking over
his shoulder, he was relieved to see he wasn’t being pursued; neither a bear
nor a crazy old man was anywhere in sight.


With
all the running for his life, he was now hopelessly lost. After wandering
around for a short while, a crow appeared and flew off to his right. His
instincts telling him to follow, James found a footpath leading to the edge of
the woods. He saw his friends gathered around the far side of the bridge.
Leaving the forest behind, James reached the narrow overpass, started across
it, then staggered and collapsed to his knees.


“James!”
Sarah hopped onto the bridge with Kyle right behind her. “Are you alright? Are
you hurt?” she asked, arriving by his side.


James
couldn’t find his voice to answer. Exhaustion from the stress and physical toll
permeated his entire body.


“Oh,
you are hurt,” Sarah said, taking out a packet of tissue from her purse.


Murph
pushed his way past and helped James stand up. “You okay, buddy?”


“Yeah,
I’m okay,” James said, looking into the concerned face of his athletic friend.


Removing
a tissue from the packet, Sarah dabbed it on the abrasion on his cheek. “It’s
not a bad scrape.” She handed the bloodied tissue over. “Keep pressure on it.”


Smiling
weakly, James thanked her and followed her instructions.


Danny
walked up and gave him a quick hug. “We thought you were...” His voice
trembling, he looked away.


“So
did I,” James replied, resisting the surge of emotion threatening to overcome
his calm demeanor. “We should go.” Walking across the bridge, he regained his
composure by the time he reached the passenger door.


Danny
unlocked the Mustang from a distance. James was inside, seated and buckled up
by the time Danny climbed in. Starting it up, they pulled alongside the
Firebird. “See you at school tomorrow,” Danny said before leaving the others
behind in the parking lot.


The
drive home was quiet, the conversation mostly one-sided. The radio played
softly in the background as Danny’s voice dominated the interior of the fast
moving car. He had questions and plenty of them, but James let him know this
wasn’t the time or place. His body ached and his head felt heavy. He didn’t
feel up for a discussion regarding the events in the woods.


Pulling
down the sun visor, James opened the mirror and stared at his reflection. Face
streaked with blood, his sweatshirt muddy and torn, he envisioned the reaction
of his parents as he explained the reasons behind his new look.


Throughout
his young life, he had heard of the existence of miracles. From afar, it seemed
they did indeed happen on occasion. But for James it was just a statement
neither proven nor denied. He’d be lying if he said he spent even a second
pondering their validity. But after surviving his encounter with the bear,
after seeing black crows intervene on his behalf, he couldn’t think of another
word more applicable to what happened. Having escaped his ordeal alive and
uninjured, he did find it funny that his most pressing need was finding some
cash to satisfy Cooper.


They
arrived at the townhouse complex where James lived. Passing a large sign staked
into the lawn, the words Ellington Lanes displayed in green and gold, they
turned at the first roadway leading into the tightly packed rows of houses.


Danny
pulled up in front of house number fifteen. “There you go. You’re home, safe
and sound.” He took in a deep breath. “That was some crazy stuff back there.
You feel like talking about what happened? I mean, I’m just curious. How did
you –”


“Later.
We’ll talk later, I promise,” James said, interrupting him.


Danny
smiled weakly. “Okay. That’s cool.” He looked tired, the stress of the day
finally catching up with him. “There’s something else. I want to thank you.”


“For
what?”


“You
helped me when I fell,” Danny said. “If you hadn’t done that, it would have
caught me.” He stared at James with a quizzical look. “You think he’d enjoy
Chinese takeout?”


James
smiled. “I think he was more interested in your backpack than he was in eating
you.”


“Yeah,
I shouldn’t have brought all those snacks.” Thunder rumbled overhead. “I don’t
know how you managed to survive, but I’m glad that you did. You saved my life
and I’ll never forget it–ever. Thanks, James.” Danny made a fist; James bumped
it with his own.


Rain
started wetting the windshield and tapping the roof of the car. Danny switched
the wipers on.


“That’s
what best friends do...we look out for one another.” Grabbing his pack from the
rear seat, James grasped the door handle and let himself out. “See you in
class,” he said before shutting the door.


James
ran up the driveway. The family car was missing indicating one or both parents
were out. Looking back as he fumbled through the pack for his keys, he watched
the Mustang drive off, the taillights disappearing around a bend in the road.


Opening
the front door, he was immediately assailed by sound from all directions. The
security alarm chimed a warning and needed to be disarmed. And from somewhere
deeper within the house, he heard his dog’s muffled barking.


With
the security system active, he knew no one was home. His mother worked most
Sundays and he assumed his father was out with his pals. Dropping his backpack
by the front door, he punched in the deactivation code and shut off the alarm.


The
barking continued unabated.


Removing
his mud-splattered boots, James placed them in the front closet, then made his
way through the hall and into the living room towards the barking coming from
beyond the backdoor. Opening the sliding door, he barely had time to side step
the large German shepherd hurrying in from the rain.


Castle
bristled with joy. Shaking moisture off his damp fur, the dog woofed and whined
as he stood up and placed his front paws firmly on James’s chest. Castle’s
expression imitating a smile, James hugged the big dog.


“Hey,
how are ya, boy?” Holding his dog’s head in his hands, Castle greeted him by
enthusiastically licking his face.


James
was glad to be home. He felt safe tucked away in familiar surroundings. It was
just an average townhouse in a quiet community, but his home in Charmington was
the only one he had ever known.


Following
James into the kitchen, Castle headed straight for his empty bowl, then sat and
stared at his master with imploring eyes. Scooping up some dog food from the
cupboard, he poured the kibble into the bowl and almost got knocked over for
his troubles as Castle forced his way past and began eagerly devouring it.


A
folded, white piece of paper was beneath a magnet on the refrigerator door.
Snagging the note, James patted his dog while reading the message. As expected,
it was from his mother. Working late again, she had left his dinner in the
fridge. Her working on Sunday nights was becoming a regular occurrence, but at
least it kept her busy leaving little time to dwell on matters such as his
father. To say their relationship was strained was putting it nicely. Ever
since he started spending less time at home, she started working longer hours.


James
stuffed the note into a pocket. Opening the fridge, he reached for a plastic
container and examined the contents. Cutting off a piece of the tuna casserole
found inside, he placed it into the microwave and put the rest back in the
fridge.


Entering
the bathroom, he looked in the mirror and examined the scrape; it was
superficial and nothing to worry about. Wetting a cloth, he wiped his face
clean, then removed his hoodie and tossed it into the laundry basket.


Eating
his meal in front of the television, he randomly flipped through the channels
until tiredness took hold of him. Giving in to the feeling, James got off the
couch, strolled to the front door and picked up his backpack. His pack dragging
behind him, he mounted the stairs to his bedroom and pushed the door open. He
immediately spotted the luminescent green eyes peering at him through the dark.


Reclining
on his bed, his cat unfurled her slender body. Getting up, she arched her back,
then sat and stared at James with cool unblinking eyes.


“Hey,
Belle, off the bed.” Giving her a gentle nudge, the black cat landed on the
floor and exited the room. Closing the door behind her, he left it open just a
crack out of habit.


The
rain had become a heavy downpour. Opening a window, James allowed the sound of
the storm to fill the room. Leaving the light off, he tossed his backpack into
a corner before falling back on the bed. Castle nudged his way in. Climbing up,
he settled in at the foot of the queen-sized bed.


James
closed his eyes and tried to sleep but his mind refused to relax. Whether by
miracle or chance or even magic, he somehow survived his encounter with the
bear. He may not have understood how he emerged unscathed, but logic and reason
had nothing to do with it; being saved by birds would attest to that. Whatever
the case, he was thankful to be alive and at home in his room. As images of
bears and crows crowded his head, exhaustion finally claimed him. But it was
far from a restful slumber.


Sheets
damp with sweat, James tossed about, caught in the throes of a nightmare.
Distorted visions and warped imagery disturbed his dreams. The old man reached
for him with nails sharp as talons, his nose long and crooked. His eyes a solid
black, he was speaking, his words strange yet familiar. “Find the medallion,”
the old man said before floating up and vanishing into a darkened sky.


James
awoke startled and shouting. His heart pounding strongly, he sat up to regain
his bearings. Looking around, he was alone in the room; Castle left sometime
during the night. Lying back, he reflected upon the old man he saw in the
woods. With his wrinkled skin and skinny body, James was quite sure he was the
oldest person he ever laid eyes on. He recalled the old man uttering the same phrase
back in the forest. Now his peculiar instruction to find the medallion
haunted his sleep as well. Yawning, he sought a more comfortable position while
pondering the meaning behind the words.


Closing
his eyes, James tried to quiet his mind but the nagging questions pestering him
wouldn’t let him be. Who was the old man and what did he want? What was this
business about finding a medallion? Replaying his run-in with the old man over
and over in his mind, James was left with one final disturbing question. How in
the world did the old man find him? The last James saw of him was on the
roadside a fair distance away from the forest. How was it possible for a man of
his age to have tracked him down so precisely within such a large wooded
expanse? It would have been a tricky task for even the best trackers to
accomplish.


The
alarm chimed as the front door opened. James heard the familiar sound of heels
clicking against tiles and then his mother’s voice greeting Castle. Soon after,
soft music drifted up the stairs.


Her
voice faded in and out as she spoke while pacing back and forth. Obviously on
the phone, she sounded tense. Her conversation ending quickly, James heard her coming
up the stairs. She always looked in on him when passing by on the way to her
bedroom. Not feeling particularly talkative at the moment, he pulled the covers
up and pretended to sleep.


The
door half open from Castle’s departure, he saw her silhouette darken his
doorway. Her face draped in shadow, her long hair ruffled and wild, she looked
as if she had just woken up for the morning. Another hard day at work,
James thought. He loved her for many reasons, her ambition and dedication to
her job among them.


Careful
to keep his breathing even, James continued mimicking the rhythm of sleep.
Standing in the doorway for longer than usual, she rubbed her left temple, her
mind seemingly elsewhere. A tired sigh escaped her lips, one that ached with
sadness. James considered waking up and greeting her, but quickly changed his
mind. He would see her tomorrow, and if she needed cheering up, he could do it
then.


“Good
night, sweet prince,” he heard her say. She closed the door and James shut out
the world. Exhaustion overwhelming him, he plummeted headlong into sleep’s
embrace.
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James woke abruptly to the melody of some obscure pop song
ringing in his ears. Hitting the radio’s snooze button, he fell back onto his
pillow like he did every school day, only this time his body ached from
yesterday’s trauma making getting out of bed even harder than usual.


It
was a quarter after eight, giving him exactly forty-five minutes to get to
school. But he lacked the motivation to attend class this day, not only because
he was sore but also to avoid having to deal with Cooper. He would rather not
see him until there was money to hand over. He needed to get a hold of some as
soon as possible.


His
parents, if they had stuck to their regular routine, would have already left
for work. He should be alone in the house, not counting Castle or the skulking
cat, Belle. Hearing scratching on the door, James watched the crack in the
doorway open a little wider. He couldn’t see her from his vantage point but
knew Belle had forced her way in like she did most mornings. Jumping onto the
bed, she sauntered over, then rubbed her head against James’s outstretched
hand.


“Good
morning, Belle,” James said, sleep croaking his voice.


Castle
lounged in his customary spot in a corner of the room. Raising his head, he
watched the pure black cat clean her paws but it didn’t hold his interest for
long. Resuming his relaxation amongst his blankets and bedding, he closed his
eyes, but his ears remained perked.


Settling
back to laze under the covers, his phone started buzzing from somewhere in the
room. The tone sounded muffled and James didn’t know where he left it last.
Getting out of bed, he homed in on the backpack lying in a heap on the floor.
Retrieving his phone from a side pocket, he sent ‘no’ in response to
Danny’s text asking if he needed a ride to school. Placing the phone on his
dresser, he checked his face in the mirror and saw a scab forming over the
scrape.


His
stomach rumbled and James thought of breakfast. Heading down to the kitchen
with Castle close behind him, Belle stayed upstairs and continued working on
her personal grooming.


He
looked in the refrigerator and found an almost empty carton of orange juice. As
he emptied out the last of it into a glass, stress began to creep into his
morning. How am I gonna come up with the money for Cooper, he
thought while drinking his juice. Cooper said a partial payment was acceptable
but even that seemed beyond him right now. This summer, James decided, he would
definitely start looking for a job. Gulping down the remainder of his juice, he
placed the glass into the sink among a scattering of dirty dishes.


Tossing
the empty carton into the recycling bin, Castle whined quietly by his bowl.
“Coming right up,” James said, opening the cabinet containing bags of pet food.
Filling Castle’s bowl, he then poured food into Belle’s dish. After filling their
water bowls, he watched Castle devour his breakfast while considering solutions
to his financial crisis.


But
nothing came to mind.


Dropping
two slices of bread into the toaster, James grabbed the peanut butter from a
shelf. While waiting for his toast to pop, an idea began percolating within his
brain. Maybe I could find something valuable to sell, he pondered as
the toaster fired his breakfast into the air. Snagging the slices before they
fell, James dropped them onto a plate, then smeared peanut butter over each.
Dining on his gooey, crisp breakfast, he mulled the idea over and decided it
was worth pursuing. Now, if only he could find an item worthy of selling.


Glancing
at Castle, he saw the dog standing next to the basement door. Their eyes
locked, and instantly James knew where he might find something to help pay off
his gambling debt.


James
got up from the table, crossed the kitchen and opened the door to the basement.
Staring into the gloom, he flicked on the stairway light before descending to
the cold concrete floor. Looking around at the piles of jumbled mess, he was
sure that among the useless mementos, memorabilia, storage chests and cardboard
boxes, he would find something of value he could turn into cash.


As
Castle wandered off absorbed in a world of scents he discovered along the
floor, James gazed around at the assortment of boxes, stuffed garbage bags,
discarded junk and old furniture. The basement appeared as if an explosion had
taken place, the contents in the area settling into a chaotic mess. Old
magazines lay in piles on the floor. Cardboard boxes were stacked to form small
pillars, some of which were on the brink of collapsing. CD’s and DVD’s were
strewn about. Boxes full of his father’s old discs sat in a corner of the
basement surrounded by empty disc sleeves and plastic cases.


Movie
posters adorned the wall. Some were framed but most had been stuck up with
tape. James saw his bicycle propped up against a wall, abandoned for all time.
He doubted he would ever ride it again; he planned on getting his driver’s
license soon. He could probably sell his bike and no one would even notice.
Moving on with his search, he examined various boxes and rummaged through
different bags for anything of value, but nothing jumped out at him.


James
went to his bike and gripped the handlebars. He considered riding it to the
pawnshop on the Main Street corridor to see what he could get for it. He
probably wouldn’t get a lot, but at least Cooper would back off for a couple of
days. During that time, he could look for something else to sell.


In
a corner of the basement, Castle sniffed the floor around a tattered yellow
blanket thrown over a rectangular shape. Letting go of the bike, James watched
his dog linger around the worn covering. “Whatcha got there, boy?” he asked,
joining his dog.


Lifting
the blanket, an old wooden chest lay underneath, one he had never seen before.
With a flat lid and pointed corners, it was shaded dark green like new leaves
in springtime. Kneeling down, James examined the chest. Castle sat close by,
his steady panting providing the only sound in the quiet house.


Two
latches were built into the front of the chest. Gold in color, the luster had
long since faded. Grasping a latch in each hand, James flipped up the bolting
mechanisms holding the lid in place. Opening the chest, he stared at the
contents inside.


He
was disappointed by what he saw. A faded white wedding dress lay folded inside.
Looking much too old to have belonged to his mother, he doubted it had any
value besides the sentimental kind. James started removing the items from the
chest. He counted two photo albums, three framed pictures of his mother and
grandmother–a woman who passed on long before his birth–and a small brown book
with the words Jea’s Journal written in large flowing letters on the worn out
cover. There were old letters and postcards, some birthday cards, a large music
box and a small clay figure of an angel. Looking over the items he set on the
floor, it dawned on him that the chest must have belonged to his grandmother
and not his mother like he initially assumed.


The
discovery left him feeling like an invader of her privacy. He regretted going
through her things, but he was also aware of a growing curiosity regarding a
woman he never met and knew absolutely nothing about.


All
he knew of his grandmother was her face. There was a picture on the ledge above
the fireplace, but his mother never talked about her. During his childhood he
had seen a few snapshots of an unremarkable woman; the albums in the chest
contained the first he saw from his grandmother’s youth.


James
studied the photographs, observing the details. Not only did her face shine
with radiant beauty, her physique and posture were finely sculpted. Her skin
glistened like polished bronze and her eyes sparkled with intelligence. Long
shiny black hair hung loosely in some photos, tied back in others. She looked
very much like the Native American woman that she was, more so than his mother
did. But then, his mother was only half indigenous, James even less than that.
Finished with the pictures, he frowned knowing he would never get the chance to
meet her, to get to know his grandmother like most grandchildren did.


Realizing
there was nothing in the chest he would ever consider selling, he began putting
everything back. As James picked up the music box, Castle got up, his large
body bumping into his master and knocking the device from his hands. Crashing
heavily into the bottom of the chest, the impact jarred the panel loose, the
sections of it swinging up like a drawbridge.


“What
the...a hidden compartment?” James looked at Castle. “Shall we see if
anything’s inside?” Castle barked as James reached into the chest once again.


Lifting
the sections apart, he gazed at the compartment under the false panel.
Something white lay against an ebony background. James thought it resembled a
piece of fur, and as he reached in and touched it, the softness confirmed his
initial premise. But something hard was concealed beneath the pelt. Picking up
the fur, he removed it and the hidden object from his grandmother’s chest.


The
fur was actually a pouch. James peered inside curious about the object so
important that it had to be placed within a pouch, then hidden within a false
compartment of an old storage chest once belonging to his deceased grandmother.
Dropping the object into his palm, he held up a circular piece of wood
attached to a thick gold chain. The chain was short and linked to a gold loop
driven into the edge of the object. An inch thick at best, the object was flat
on one side, slightly rounded on the other. “Now this has got to be worth
something,” James muttered.


Silver
disks decorated the front. There were five in total, the largest one centered
and surrounded by four small triangles trimmed with the same silvery substance.
Each triangle pointed towards an adjacent circle placed around the object’s
perimeter. The four disks along the edge of the object were connected by a charred
groove in the wood, creating a diamond shape. Splaying outwards from the heart
of the object was a pattern of branches and leaves stretching out to each
circle of silver.


James
gazed at the mirrored surfaces but failed to see his reflection. Flipping it
over, he examined the back and noted the lack of any distinguishing marks.
Stained a dark green similar to the hue of the chest he found it in, the back
contrasted sharply with the honey-colored wood on the opposite side.


Running
his thumb over the large circle, Castle started barking as soon as he did.
Looking down at his dog, James’s attention was drawn back to the object as an
eerie green light filled the blackened grooves on the wooden surface.


Before
he could process what was happening, an emerald blast shot forth enveloping
James and Castle. Stumbling from the onslaught of stunning pain penetrating his
head, James fought against the darkness creeping into the edge of his vision.
Watching the gleaming object fall from his grasp, he recalled the stranger’s
words. Had he done what the old man asked? It was the last coherent thought he
would have for a while as he succumbed to the pounding waves of green tinged
blackness.


***


Physics
class first thing Monday morning was starting to become a real grind. Instead
of easing into the school week, Danny immediately had to tackle one of the
toughest subjects known to man. To make matters worse, Mr. Ashburn’s teaching
style caused more than one student to drift between daydreams and naps for most
of the period. Consequently, it made for an extremely trying learning
experience.


Danny
stared at the empty seat in front of him. He sent James a text but had yet to
receive a reply. He wanted to believe his friend came through yesterday’s
nightmare unscathed, but maybe he hadn’t as evidenced by him being absent.
Maybe James had suffered more than he was willing to admit.


Mr.
Ashburn cleared his throat and looked directly at Danny, his glasses halfway
down the length of his nose. “Mr. Tai, would you please stop looking so miserable
and tell me where Mr. Mason is this morning, hmm?” Pushing his glasses back up,
the instructor continued with his class attendance ritual. “Well, Danny?” he
persisted while scanning the classroom and jotting things down on a sheet of
paper.


“I
don’t know. I guess he’s at home,” Danny replied.


“You
guess. Okay then...marked absent.” Mr. Ashburn finished up, then pushed the
sheet aside. Moving to the front of his desk, he picked up a textbook and
flipped through the pages. “Let’s look at chapter eleven, everyone.”


Danny
stared at the clock on the wall. There were fifty-five minutes left until first
period was over.


***


“And
don’t forget, the questions at the end of the chapter are due next class,” Mr.
Ashburn informed the students filing out of his classroom.


Danny
weaved his way through the crowded halls. Sprinting up a stairway, he reached
his locker, tossed his physics book inside, then removed a sketchpad in
preparation for art class starting in five minutes. In the meantime, there were
a couple of things he needed to do first. Taking out his phone, he placed a
call and waited for the line to pick up. But James still didn’t answer. Hanging
up, Danny set off to take care of one last piece of business.


Returning
to the main floor, his head on a swivel as he looked around, Danny made his way
to the cafeteria. Spotting his target sitting inside with his friends, he
headed straight for them. “What’s up, Colby?” Danny asked, stopping in front of
him.


Colby
greeted him with a friendly smile. “Hiya, bro.” He paused, his smile slowly
disappearing. “Hey, sorry for what went down yesterday, but your boy needs to
pay up and do it soon. Cooper is ticked off about it. I know you ain’t scared
of him, but still –”


“That’s
what I’m here for–to see Cooper. You know where he’s at?”


“Yeah,
I do.” Colby motioned towards the main entrance of the cafeteria.


Turning
around, Danny saw Cooper and Sarah just beyond the entrance. He noticed she did
most of the talking while Cooper stood fiddling with his phone.


“Is
that how you knew where we’d be?” Danny jerked his thumb in Sarah’s direction.


Colby
grinned but didn’t answer the question.


Danny
could never figure out why Colby hung out with a guy like Cooper. Training at
the same mixed martial arts studio, the two of them had developed a respect for
one another. He believed Colby to be of honest character but he seemed to lack
good judgment on occasion.


“Never
mind, forget about it.” Danny glared at Cooper until he looked up from his
phone and saw him.


Cooper
strolled casually into the cafeteria as Sarah walked off in the opposite
direction. Looming over Danny, his ugly grin curled into a sneer. “What do you
want, little man?” Cooper gazed around before settling back on him. “Where’s
your friend at? Where’s Jimmy? If that little punk thinks he can avoid paying,
I’m gonna find him and tear him a new one!”


Danny
stared up into Cooper’s face, his anger bubbling and aching to be released. But
he refrained from acting upon his desire; this wasn’t the best time to teach
Cooper a lesson.


Taking
out his wallet, Danny dropped a stack of money onto a nearby table. “That’s
three hundred bucks–all the money owed. You stay away from us from now on.”


Cooper
scooped up the bills and started counting.


“It’s
all there,” Danny said.


Cooper
scowled at him, his eyes seething contempt. “I should trust you now, is that
it?” Satisfied with the total, he stuffed the bills into his jacket. “It’s been
a pleasure. Tell Jimmy, no hard feelings. He’s welcome to lay down some bills
anytime he wants.”


Danny
wanted to kick the smirk off Cooper’s face but he walked away instead. Already
late for his next class, he left the cafeteria, the sound of laughter fading
behind him.


Though
he knew James wouldn’t be pleased when discovering his debt was paid, getting
Cooper to back off was more important than a bruised ego. Besides, James could
pay him back if he wanted. He’d be better off owing him than Cooper anyway. The
main thing now was to make sure he didn’t repeat his mistake and start placing
more bets. Danny
made a decision as he reached art class. With James absent from school, he
would pay him a visit during lunch break and check up on his best friend.
















5


Something warm and wet slid along his cheek. Consciousness
nudged him, and in a flash of memory James recalled going down to the basement,
though, he didn’t remember what for.


His
eyes snapped open. Castle’s large head hovered just inches away. Lying flat on
his back, the dog was licking his face. Propping himself up on his elbows, his
faithful friend let out a small whine.


Sitting
up, James rubbed the side of his head. Sluggish and confused, he didn’t know
how he ended up on the concrete floor of the disheveled basement. His upper lip
felt coated and sticky. Wiping it with the back of his hand, he saw a crusty
reddish substance he instantly recognized as blood. The sight of it
startled him but he didn’t have time to dwell on it; someone was walking around
upstairs.


A
voice called out his name. James jumped up at the sound of his mother’s voice.
Picking up an old rag, he cleaned the blood from his face, then tossed it into
a corner.


“James,
are you home?” A shadow fell across the doorway leading down to the basement.
“James? You down there?”


“Yeah,
mom, I’m here.”


“What
are you doing down there?” she asked, her tone brushed with annoyance. “And
what are you doing home?”


He
started towards the basement stairs but then spotted the medallion on the
floor. In an instant, everything came rushing back. He remembered it all,
including the fact he wouldn’t want his mother to know what he’d been up to.
Having to explain why he was home was bad enough. Having to explain why he had opened
his grandmother’s chest and left everything in a heap on the floor would be
even worse.


The
sound of her heels now on the steps, James and Castle reached the stairs and
began to climb. His mother, dressed in a turquoise business jacket and black
skirt, stopped partway down, her path now effectively blocked by both boy and
dog.


“Hi
mom,” James said meekly.


Susan
Mason gave him a look that withered him on the spot. Turning around, she headed
back into the kitchen. James followed her in, Castle heading straight to his
water bowl. As the big dog walked by, Susan patted him on the head.


“Why
didn’t you answer your phone, Jimmy? I tried to reach you, I even texted
you after your school called to tell me you were absent today! I dialed
home–you didn’t answer that line either. Are you trying to worry me?”
She paused briefly. “Well, say something.”


“Sorry,
mom.”


“You’re
sorry. You think that’ll work?” Susan unfastened her hairclip and freed her
long black hair. “God, I could use a drink.” Finding a glass, she poured
herself some red wine. Drinking down half the contents, she looked at her son
standing nearby. “What’s going on? Why are you home?”


“I
wasn’t feeling good, so I took the day off.”


She
touched his forehead. “You do feel a little warm,” she said. “What’s this?”
Holding his chin, she examined the healing scrape.


“Oh,
that’s nothing.” He had forgotten about the scrape. “I fell when we were out
hiking.”


“It’s
not too bad. So, what about the phone, why didn’t you answer?” she asked again.


James
glanced at the clock. The time was ten past twelve. He’d been lying on the
basement floor for almost three hours. “I didn’t hear the phone and mine’s
upstairs.”


“You
didn’t hear the phone,” she said skeptically. “Because you were in the
basement. Just what were –” Her phone buzzed. Removing it from her purse on the
kitchen table, Susan looked over the text. “What were you doing in the
basement?” she continued while typing in a reply.


“I
was looking for something.” James knew this would be over soon. His mother had
that look on her face, the one that said I’m busy.


Sending
her message, Susan turned her full attention towards her son. “Well, no use
going to school with the day half over. I’m just glad you’re okay. I was
worried...the school calling, and then no answer on your cell or when I called
home...” Her phone buzzed again. She looked at it long enough to see the caller
before dropping the phone back into her purse. “I’ve got to get back to work.
We’ll finish this discussion later.”


“Sure,
mom.”


James
followed her to the front door. He was eager for her to leave but did his best
not to show it. He wanted to get back to the basement and clean up the area
before anyone discovered the mess he made. For all he knew, his father might be
next to show up unexpectedly.


“You’re
looking tired,” Susan said, straightening a lock of hair on his head. “I want
you to go upstairs and rest because you are not missing two days in a row, got
me mister?” Her face eased as she gazed at him. Her smile, so warm and loving,
was one of a kind. In all his life, James had never seen a smile as beautiful
as hers because no one in the world loved him as much as she did.


Susan
hugged him and he hugged her back. “I love you. Be good.” Opening the front
door, she stepped outside.


James
shut the door behind her. “Love you too, mom.” Rushing to the basement, he
picked up the object lying beside the chest and slipped it into a back pocket.
He then placed all his grandmother’s things back where they belonged. Satisfied
all the evidence of his activities had been disposed of, he headed back
upstairs.


A
loud knock rapped against the front door as he entered the kitchen. Assuming
his mother forgot something or that Danny had dropped by, James flung the door
wide open.


He
regretted his actions as soon as he did.


The
old man stood in his doorway. Startled by the unexpected visit, James stepped
back and bumped into Castle coming up behind him. His head in a lowered stance,
the dog growled and glowered at the stranger at his door. Their eyes met, then
Castle let out a series of yelps and disappeared into the house, leaving James
to fend for himself.


“Hey!
Where’re you going?” he called out after his retreating dog. Turning back to
the old man, James searched his wrinkled face, trying to determine his intent.
“What do you want?”


The
man’s words were calm and compassionless. “You found the medallion. Now you
must come with me.”


James
eyed the old man, his feelings sliding from anxiousness to curiosity. He
realized there wasn’t a lot to be afraid of. The old man seemed smaller than he
remembered and he wore the same clothes as yesterday, just without the hat. His
life must be extremely hectic if he couldn’t even find the time to change.
James couldn’t understand how Castle could be intimidated by this man at all.


“Bring
it and come,” the old man persisted.


Although
he wasn’t entirely sure of what the old man was talking about, he did have a
hunch. Reaching into his back pocket, James pulled out the object and held it
up. “Are you talking about this?”


The
old man glanced at it but his face remained placid; nothing registered on the
rigid features of his emotionless face. “You have found the medallion. Now come
with me.”


Though
slightly annoying, James didn’t think he was capable of causing harm. Castle
may have been fearful, but in looking at the frail old man standing in his
doorway, he just couldn’t believe he was all that dangerous. However, he would
still proceed with only the utmost of caution.


“Where
will you be taking me if I decide to go with you?”


The
old man pointed off into the distance.


“Oh,
well that tells me a lot,” James said sarcastically. But he felt compelled to
follow the old man, regardless of his ambiguity. He had questions he wanted
answers for and accompanying the old man could provide them. At the very least,
he might learn about the connection between the object and his grandmother.


James
slipped the medallion back into his pocket. “I’ll come with you but I’m
bringing my dog with me.”


The
old man stared at him before replying in his toneless inflection. “No. It is
not possible.”


“Then
we have a problem,” James said.


“You
must come,” the man insisted.


James
was growing tired of the same old mantra the man kept spouting. He wanted to go
but not without Castle. Assuming the man was harmless didn’t actually make it
so.


The
familiar roar of Danny’s Mustang grew steadily louder. James watched it come up
the road, then pull into the driveway.


The
old man grabbed his arm. Stronger than he looked, James struggled to pull
himself free. But the man would have none of it and held on firmly. Leaning
close, he whispered in his face. “Bring the medallion to the fields. I will
find you.” Letting go, he disappeared around a corner of the house.


Danny
exited the car. “What’s going on? Who was that?”


Ignoring
his friend’s questions, James stepped through the open door and went in search
of the old man. He was hardly surprised to discover he had vanished in only a
handful of seconds. He had a habit of appearing out of nowhere, so why not
disappearing as well?


“Who
was that guy?” Danny asked.


“You
know what, I’m not sure...but I have to find out.”


Danny
looked up and down the street. “Where did he go?”


James
chuckled. “I got no idea, none at all. But we’ll see him again.”


“You’re
in trouble,” Danny said, shaking his head. “First Cooper, now this old guy...”


“There’s
no trouble. It has to do with this.” James showed him the object.


“What
is it?”


“It’s
some kind of medallion. He asked me to find it, and I guess I have. For some
reason, it’s really important to him. He asked me to bring it to the fields.”


“What’s
that supposed to mean?” 


James
smiled at his friend. “I know what he means. Let’s go for a drive.”
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The dark blue helicopter descended towards the woman
waiting below. She stood on the tarmac, her shoulder-length auburn hair
fluttering severely in the helicopter’s generated breeze. Wearing body hugging
black jeans and a red spaghetti-strap tank top underneath a full-length
charcoal leather coat, she waited patiently for it to touch ground. Gazing
through tinted sunglasses, she failed to recognize the African-American male
piloting the landing copter.


The
woman gripped the handle of a silver attaché case. Checking the security cuff
linking the case to her left wrist, she used her free arm to shield her face as
she hurried towards the helicopter with a large white ‘B’ inside a hexagon pattern
on the doors.


The
passenger side opened up, a silent invitation to climb aboard. But she
hesitated, wanting to gauge the pilot’s legitimacy first. “Who are you?” she
shouted through the open door. “Where’s Charlie?”


“He’s
been reassigned,” the pilot yelled over the copters whirling blades. “I’m the
new guy!”


She
was tasked with bringing the contents of the attaché case to her grandfather.
And even though she didn’t know what was inside, she knew of his expensive
tastes. But so did many others. Business rivals, criminal factions and petty
thieves targeted his operations in the past. It was possible someone was
attempting to do so again. However, the pilot was flying her
grandfather’s private helicopter so the chance of this being a plot of some
kind was fairly remote. Still, injecting fear into the man couldn’t hurt.


Pulling
her coat aside, she revealed a silver and black handgun housed safely in its
holster. “You will fly me directly to the estate. Anything funny–do anything stupid,
and I will ventilate you.”


Shock
registered on the pilot’s face. He looked at the holster, then back at the
young woman. “Don’t worry, Miss Bone,” he said reassuringly. “I’m not here to
cross you. I started flying for your grandfather a few weeks ago. Perhaps he
didn’t inform you.”


“Perhaps
he didn’t,” she said with a wicked smile. Judging his reaction as honest, she
stepped inside the cockpit, closed the door and settled in for the flight.


The
copter lifted off and flew towards the sprawling estate of her grandfather, her
only relative left in the entire world. His name was Jeremiah Bone.


Having
lost her family at the tender age of three, she spent her informative years at
his side and most of her youth on the estate. She learnt much from him and he
spared no expense on her education which included a wide range of instructors,
personal tutors and trainers. All in all, she considered growing up on her
grandfather’s estate some of the happiest times of her life. But gradually,
things changed as she grew into a woman and realized he groomed her with a
specific purpose in mind.


The
pilot interrupted her introspection. “Miss Bone? There’s a call for you.”


She
didn’t have to ask who it was. Sliding the headset on, she adjusted the
microphone, then nodded at the pilot.


“Evelynn,”
a voice crackled in her ear.


“Yes,
Jeremiah.” She always used his first name. It was what he preferred.


“Welcome back. I assume all went well on your assignment?”


“Yes,
of course,” she said dismissively. “Tell me, do you have a new pilot?”


“Yes...Jacob,
Jacob is his name. Is there a problem?”


Evelynn
heard the irritation in his voice at having the subject changed. “What happened
to Charlie?” she asked. Charlie had been Jeremiah’s personal pilot for the past
ten years. She regarded him as a friend, one of only a handful of people she
would ever consider as such.


“We’ll discuss things later–after you land. Please see me promptly when you
arrive.”


The
transmission ended leaving only electronic hums buzzing in her ear. Removing
the headset, she placed it back in its housing.


“Everything
alright, Miss Bone?”


“Yes.”
Evelynn gazed out the window. “Everything is fine now, Jacob.”


The
helicopter flew over a huge two storey mansion before landing in the designated
area behind the glass, brick and steel structure. Several men waited to greet
them as they exited the chopper. Jacob and one of the men went to the rear of
the helicopter. Exchanging pleasantries and a few laughs, they unloaded
some packages before carrying them off to the nearby hangar. Another man walked
around the helicopter checking off items on his clipboard.


“Miss
Bone, if you would follow me,” said her escort. His face was quiet as he stood
by in his black military style uniform, a white letter ‘B’ stitched over the
breast pocket indicating his employment as one of Jeremiah’s private security
squad.


She
nodded, unlocking the cuff from her wrist. The handle firmly in her right hand,
Evelynn stepped in line behind the security officer as he led the way from the
landing zone. Following the guard along a winding concrete path, she
scrutinized the mansion. Immaculate as ever and grand in scale, it was the only
place she regarded as home even after being away for close to a year.


The
mansion was erected on a vast area of flat land. After her grandmother’s
disappearance ages ago, Jeremiah bought the property, built his home and lived
there ever since. Located southwest of Gainesville, Florida, he always said he
preferred warmth over cold. By the time she came to live here as a child, he
had already spent years residing on the estate.


Over
time, renovations to the mansion were completed such as replacing most of the
back wall with one way, bulletproof glass. In fact, all the windows on the
property were now highly resistant. Additions were made and expansion projects,
including multiple underground science and research labs, a shooting range,
hangar bay and various recreational facilities, had been authorized.


Jeremiah
ran an efficient organization but many speculated on how he amassed such a
fortune. The man Evelynn knew always had a lot of financial wherewithal making
him an exceedingly influential man whenever he wanted to promote his agenda. An
archaeologist by trade, he had long since retired yet his passion for ancient
and rare antiquities had not followed suit, his collection growing steadily larger
through her expertise.


She
followed the security officer through the expansive yard, around the flower
gardens and fruit tree groves, past the tennis and basketball courts and up a
dozen or so steps into a large, white marble-pillared courtyard. A woman waited
there, a woman Evelynn recognized.


The
officer disappeared from view down the steps as Sandra Sebastian, Jeremiah’s
personal assistant and driver, approached from the opposite side of the
courtyard. Evelynn observed her tall, athletic build. Sandra had obviously been
devoting more time at the estate’s gym since she saw her last, but she didn’t
plan on offering a compliment.


“It’s
so good to see you again,” Sandra said. “How long has it been?”


“A
while.” Evelynn noted the woman’s neatly arranged dark brown hair, her perfect
ebony skin so flawless and smooth with just a subtle hint of jasmine drifting
about her. Clearly, she spent a great deal of time at the spa. “I suppose
Jeremiah wants to see me right away?”


“Yes,
he does.” Sandra turned and headed towards the rear entrance of the mansion.
Wearing gray slacks, a beige formfitting sleeveless top, and open-toed sandals,
Sandra was dressed for the tropical weather she lived and worked in, unlike
Evelynn who preferred the look of leather in almost any environment.


Evelynn
tried to push aside the inadequacy she often felt when in Sandra’s company. She
admonished herself for allowing those feelings to resurface even after being
away for so long.


“Did
you enjoy Paris?” Sandra asked, stopping next to the courtyard checkpoint.
Manned by a large security guard, it was one of six found on the property.
Located at all entry points around the estate, these checkpoints functioned as
security stations and were manned each hour of every day.


“Yea,
I love it there. Looking forward to going back as soon as possible.”


“Well,
I hope we don’t keep you then,” Sandra replied coldly. “Hi, Dev. Everything
good today?” she asked the guard on duty.


“Everyt’ing
good, miss.” Pressing a switch beneath the counter, the burly man unlocked the
glass doors built into the thick glass of the mansion’s back wall. The doors
slid apart creating an entranceway into a huge, sunlit chamber.


“Thanks,
Dev.” Sandra led the way inside.


The
glass wall provided an abundance of light; an immense skylight brightened the
interior even more. The floor was tiled over in diamond patterns of alternating
black and white. A short distance back from the entranceway was a large
circular fountain. Made of marble and ivory, water poured forth from the jaws
of an emerald dragon’s head.


Corridors
on the left and right of the sunlit chamber led to other parts of the mansion.
Beyond the fountain, the chamber narrowed into a hall and merged with the
spacious foyer by the front entrance. Splintering off from main hall were
passages to the library, games room, a private dining area, staff lounges and
change rooms.


“He’ll
meet you in his office,” Sandra said, ascending a flight of curved stairs.


Evelynn
followed her up the steps positioned along the left side of the chamber.
Covered in narrow red carpeting, it was one of a matching set; a second flight
of stairs ran along the right side. Connecting with the mansion’s upper level
hallway, the dark brown double doors located at the center of the hall led to
Jeremiah’s private office.


The
upper corridor extended past both staircases before angling towards the front
of the mansion. Leading to multiple guest suites, various studios, recreation
rooms and the estate’s own restaurant and lounge called the Balcony Bar,
this hall was one of the more heavily traveled areas on the entire estate.


Removing
the keycard clipped to her pants, Sandra swiped it through the reader. The
doors opened inwards, then closed behind them as the women proceeded down a
hall.


Evelynn
walked past the reception area. The secretary on duty looked up from her
computer screen, then returned to her business. Glancing at the empty
boardrooms where meetings were held on a regular basis, Evelynn arrived at the
end of the hall and a second set of doors.


Using
her keycard, Sandra gained access to the office within. Sensor lights activated
as the women entered the inner sanctum of Jeremiah Bone.


“I’ll
inform Jeremiah of your arrival,” Sandra said before leaving Evelynn alone in
the office.


A
windowless room, the dim light was supplied by tall silver lamps placed in each
corner. Topped with opaque lampshades, there were plenty of shadows scattered
throughout the carpeted office. A crystal and gold table lamp illuminated the
surface of a crescent-shaped desk, the light revealing the clutter scattered
about on top.


This
office was one of a few Jeremiah maintained on the estate, but this was his
main office and also contained his private quarters. The door leading to his
personal chambers was next to the lamp in the back left corner of the room. His
private elevator was part of the adjacent wall.


The
office was sparsely furnished. There was a black leather chair pushed up
against the desk and a matching couch along the right wall. A glass coffee
table was next to the couch; an opened laptop computer, a red candle and an
ashtray rested on top.


Evelynn
placed the attaché case on the desk. Gazing at the mess strewn about, her eyes
settled on a file folder labeled Ancient American Folklore. She also saw
papers discussing reptiles, maps of North and South America, books on Native
American culture and some photographs of people and places she didn’t
recognize.


Sifting
through the pictures, a photo of a circular object with round mirrors caught
her attention. She saw the words communication, absorption and control written
across it in Jeremiah’s handwriting. In addition, a large question mark had
been scrawled below those words.


A
steadily increasing hum indicated the elevator was rising. Rumbling to a halt,
the doors parted and out stepped a tall man in a dark suit and black shoes.
Round-rimmed, green-tinted spectacles covered his eyes and his longish silver
hair was tied back in a tail. Holding a black cane topped with a crystalline
orb in his left hand, he walked without a trace of a limp, the cane more of an
accessory than a necessity.


The
elderly man grinned at her. “Evelynn, my daughter.” His voice was deep and
projected throughout the room.


Opening
his arms in welcome, Evelynn accepted the invitation and embraced her grandfather.
She hadn’t realized how much she missed the strength of his arms around her.
For a man of his age, he always seemed at optimal health. She couldn’t remember
him ever being sick even as his peers dwindled away to the ravages of time.


“How
was Paris? I hope you got the chance to see it all.”


“I
enjoyed my time there. Some friends showed me the city, but after a while, I
needed other diversions,” she said with a coy smile.


“Yes,
I heard you had quite the adventure.” Jeremiah strolled to his desk and pulled
out the chair. Sitting down, he pushed a few items aside, then pulled the
attaché case towards him. “But now it’s time to put all that behind you. We
have important work to do.”


Evelynn
remained standing waiting for Jeremiah to continue.


“How’s
Marcus?” he asked, running his hand along the attaché case.


“He’s
fine. He had everything ready. I was in and out in no time at all.”


“That’s
too bad. New York is a wonderful city.”


“It
was business, wasn’t it? I didn’t think I had time for shopping.”


“Yes,
yes you’re right. Thank you for bringing it to me, Evey.” He turned the case
around so the locks faced him. “Now, I’m sure there are things you would rather
be doing than spending time with an old man. Perhaps seeing some friends?”


“Speaking
of friends, what happened to Charlie?” she asked.


“He’s
been reassigned to a new project we’re developing in South America–Peru to be
more exact. Trust me, he was more than happy to go.”


Evelynn
sensed their business had concluded. She delivered the package and now was free
to do whatever she wanted. And what she wanted most was a shower and a change
of clothes.


Jeremiah
looked up from his desk. “Evey, it really is good to see you again. I’ve missed
you since you’ve been away, but I understand your desire to take a break from
the business. Now that you’re back, I have an important assignment coming up
that I want you to handle. I’ll be in touch as soon as we’re ready to launch.
In the meantime, relax and enjoy the next couple of days.”


“I
will.” Evelynn left the office.


Placing
his thumb on the built in scanner of the attaché case, Jeremiah heard the locks
release after his identity was verified. Removing a large envelope, he slit it
open and dropped a wooden medallion into the palm of his hand. Looking it over,
he reached for his phone. “Dr. Lee, the medallion has arrived. Come up to the
main office and pick it up. I want you to begin your analysis right away.”
Jeremiah hung up. The doctor was on his way.
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“Why are you meeting this guy?” Danny asked as he guided the
Mustang along the same route they had traveled the day before. “He’s probably a
stalker.”


James
smirked at his friend’s concern. “That’s why you’re here, to back me up just in
case.”


“I’m
serious, man! This old dude pops up from nowhere and suddenly he’s
everywhere–stalking you in the forest, disappearing around corners. And he
knows where you live!”


“I’m
not worried,” James said with a shrug. “I don’t think he’s dangerous. Besides,
I want to find out more about this.” Reaching into his jacket pocket, he pulled
out the medallion. “He asked me to find the medallion. Now he’s gonna
have to tell me why it’s so important,” he said to no one in particular.


James
was aware his friend had been spooked by some of the things he heard during
lunch. Danny had listened as James told him about crows chasing bears, the old
man’s sudden appearances, finding the medallion hidden away in his
grandmother’s chest and being rendered unconscious for close to three hours.
After hearing it all, Danny’s attitude became rather subdued and he had trouble
finishing his lunch of pastrami and rye sandwiches.


It
was late evening by the time they left. Danny returned to school after lunch
but promised to take James wherever he wanted when he was free. As a result,
less than an hour of sunlight remained.


“It’s
not too late to change your mind,” Danny said. “We can still turn around and
forget about all this.”


“Forget?
How can I forget what this thing did? It covered me in, I don’t know, light or
energy or...if I don’t find out what this thing is and what it can do, it could
do more than just knock me out the next time.”


Danny
looked at James. “So? Just get rid of it and there won’t be a next time.”


“No!
There’s something going on here and I want to know what it is.” James turned
the medallion over in his hand. “I have this feeling the old man won’t leave me
alone until I do what he asks.”


“Fine.
We keep going then. But it’s on you if anything goes wrong.”


James
flipped the medallion into the air. “Okay by me,” he said as it fell into his
hand. Looking out the passenger window, they were approaching the spot where he
first saw the old man. As darkness pushed aside the remainder of the day, a
flash of red appeared between the stalks of rotting corn.


“Hey!
Slow down!” James gazed back at the field.


Danny
eased up on the accelerator. “You see something?”


“Turn
around. I think he’s back there.”


Danny
sighed. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”He turned the car around. “Okay.
Let’s go see what the old kook is up to.”


The
sun dipped below the horizon, the last rays of light shading the clouds a deep
pink. Pulling up alongside the field, James got out and stared over the car’s
roof at the dead crops. Shrouded under a settling cloak of night, the field
concealed its intent from his prying gaze.


“I
can’t see a thing,” he said, climbing back inside. “We can’t leave the car by
the side of the road. Take it into the field.”


Danny
shook his head. “No way am I doing that.”


“It’s
not gonna hurt your precious wheels. It’s just a bunch of dead plants. And we
can use the headlights to light up the place and get a better look around.”
James nodded at his friend. “C’mon. We came all this way.”


Backing
the Mustang up, Danny aimed it towards the field, the headlights cutting
through the darkness and illuminating the plants.


“Take
her in, nice and slow.”


“Okay!
Alright! But you can talk to my parents if anything happens to my car,” Danny
said.


“If
anything happens to it, just get it fixed. Or even better, ask your parents for
a new one,” James teased.


“Man,
I am out here because of you, just remember that!”


James
smiled at his uptight friend. “Yeah, I know, and I appreciate it–I really do.”


The
Mustang bumped into the first row of stalks and crumpled them before it. Soon
after, the entire car was surrounded by dead crops.


“This
isn’t working,” James said. “We have to get out of the car–can’t see anything
from inside.” Opening the passenger door, he climbed out as Danny stopped the
car.


“Wait
a minute!” Leaving the motor running, Danny exited and joined James in the headlight
glare. “Are you sure you saw him?” he asked.


“I
saw something red. It reminded me of the old man’s shirt.” James peered around
at the surrounding darkness. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe this is all a waste
of–”


A
crow landed on the hood of the Mustang.


“James,
check it out!”


But
he already saw it. Not wanting his movements to startle the bird, James
remained motionless. The crow turned its head to one side, its visible eye
staring directly at him. Then without a sound, it launched into the air and flew
off into the depths of the field.


“Let’s
follow it!” James shouted.


“What?
What for?” Danny asked, inching closer to the driver’s side door.


“The
old man’s here. He’s connected to the crow somehow.” James pushed his way past
the rows of withered plants, the headlights fading behind him. Moving deeper
into the field, he heard the crow cawing and started racing towards the sound.
Breaking through the last few stalks, he stepped onto the edge of a meadow.


James
heard the Mustang getting closer. Light filling the area, Danny drove his car
onto the grass, the headlights revealing a greenish-white mist swirling in the
distance. The night air was still, yet the vaporous cloud churned as if caught
in a stiff breeze.


“Now
what?” Danny said through his open window.


James
backed towards the car, unsure of what to make of the mist billowing towards
them.


“We
should get outta here!” Danny started winding his window up.


“Wait
a second!” James stared at the bank of emerald clouds. “There’s something out
there.” A shadow moved inside the mist, the silhouette sharpening before the
old man stepped through the fog.


“You
have come.” He spoke the words in the same impassive tone he always used.


“Yeah,
I have.” James studied him, but the man maintained his expressionless visage.


Getting
out of the car, Danny stepped in front of James, putting himself between them.
“What’s with all the fog, old man? You got a dry ice machine around here
somewhere?”


The
old man glanced at Danny, then looked at James. “We must go,” he said.


“What
do you mean, go? We just got here!” Reaching into his pocket, James
grabbed the medallion and held it in front of the old man’s face. “Tell me what
this is! What is it, old man? Tell me!”


The
old man failed to answer. Turning away, he walked back into the mist, then
began gesturing with his hands while chanting in a language neither boy
understood. The greenish vapor collected around his outstretched fingers, the
swirling fog condensing into twin globes. His mantra ending abruptly, he
plunged his hands inside the spheres of mist.


James
and Danny looked at each other.


“What
just happened?” Danny asked.


“I’m
not sure. But whatever he’s doing, he ain’t finished yet.” James was mesmerized
by what he was witnessing. The old man, simply by waving his hands around and
chanting, was controlling the mist. James came in search of answers but what he
got instead was a sobering dose of his new reality, one involving elements far
beyond his understanding.


Moving
his hands through the spheres, the old man scattered the globes of mist.


“This
is just crazy!” Danny stared at James, his eyes hazed over with panic. “We
should go.” He turned towards his idling sports car.


But
before he could take two steps, James grabbed his arm and yanked him back. “We
can’t go, not yet. Something happened to me, I can feel it inside. I have to
know what, and if I have to follow him to find out, I’m going to do just that.”
Letting go of Danny, he spread his arms open, his palms facing skyward. “And
where’s your sense of adventure? Just look at what’s happening! Don’t you want
to see where it leads?”


“No,
I don’t.”


James
glanced at the old man and was surprised to find him watching them. Behind him,
the mist was thickening once more, only now, it coalesced into recognizable
shapes. Moments later, the young men were staring at two horses, albeit ones
made wholly from a light-green mist.


“Oh,
man,” Danny said.


The
old man gestured at the newly formed creatures. “It is time to go.”


“You
still haven’t told us where we’re going,” James said.


“We
ride to see the shaman.”


***


Jeremiah
stepped into his quiet office, the elevator sliding shut behind him. Motion
sensors triggered the corner lamps and pushed away some of the gloom. Gazing
into the retinal scanner embedded in the wall by his chamber door, the female
mechanical voice confirmed his identity. As a series of locks unfastened, he
slid a key into the last unopened lock and released the remaining deadbolt.


Entering
his private quarters, Jeremiah strolled down a dimly lit hall and into a
circular room covered in a luxurious rug depicting battle between armored
warriors brandishing broadswords and large axes. A diamond speckled chandelier
hung from the ceiling and a number of shelves lined the walls. An array of
small statues, golden masks, clay vases and dozens of other relics Jeremiah
acquired over the years were on display for no one but himself to enjoy. Books
were piled on the floor and on his circular bed. Opposite the hall he entered
from were three additional passages leading from the bedroom. Each passageway
was flanked by sword wielding suits of medieval armor.


Jeremiah
headed straight for the round bed. Sitting down, he removed his shoes, placed
his cane against the wall, then shoved some books out of the way before
reclining on his black satin bedcovers.


What are you doing?


“Relaxing,”
he answered quietly.


You are aware time is a critical component to our success?


“So
you say. I doubt a couple of minutes rest will make a world of difference.”


But it could make a difference to our plans for your world.


“Aren’t
you clever,” Jeremiah responded sarcastically.


It is important I return home to begin the research
process.


“Alright,
alright...but I’m not staying any longer than necessary.” Sitting up, he swung
his legs over the edge of the bed.


There is no need. You cannot assist me.


“Hmph.”
Jeremiah stood up, picked up his cane and walked through the middle of the
three passageways. At the end of the short corridor was a locked, heavy wooden
door. Using another key, he entered a small room, then proceeded through a
second door and into an enclosed space with only an old wooden chair and small
table inside. A heavy, fur-lined full length coat was draped over the back of
the chair. On the table rested a reflective, solid black triangular container.
Opening the front side, he reached into the triangle and carefully extracted a
skull made entirely of crystal.


Jeremiah
touched the skull’s forehead with his right index finger, moving it with
purpose in a sequence of motion. A deep blue glow started building within the
skull’s eye sockets. Retreating a few steps, he kept his eyes fixed on the
skull. The glowing sockets flared with dark light, the air between him and the
skull rippling like heat waves rising off the Sahara. Then, quite suddenly, the
warped air changed to the exact tint of blue reflected in the skull’s empty
stare.


Reaching
for the heavy coat, Jeremiah put it on. The distorted air began to slow, the
ripple effect eventually becoming frozen in place. Gazing at the zone of
twisted blue, he saw his mangled image reflected upon the surface.


Touching
his forehead, Jeremiah repeated the same movements he performed on the crystal
skull. Moving towards his deformed reflection, he stepped through the
motionless waves and left the estate behind.
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His fingers woven tightly through the Mist horse’s mane,
James hung on for dear life. Danny held on by firmly gripping his friend’s
waist.


They
glided through the forest, the horse moving in silence, its hooves galloping
above the earth. James looked through his steed at the ground hurtling past.
Though his ride may have been ghostly, it felt solid underneath. But unlike
horses of flesh and blood, this one didn’t breathe; its head was completely
devoid of features, missing both mouth and nostrils. As far as James could tell,
it probably couldn’t see that well either for its eyes were orbs of complete
blackness.


The
old man rode a fair distance ahead, the faint glow from his steed helping
the boys keep track of him in the dark. But James wasn’t worried about becoming
separated; his ride followed the old man unerringly through the trees.


They
traveled over unfamiliar terrain to meet a stranger called the shaman. The word
indicated a doctor or healer, a respected wise man to many in his mother’s
culture. James hoped this shaman person would be able to shed some light on
what the medallion was and what it had done to make him lose consciousness for
so long.


“You
know where we are?” Danny asked.


“Haven’t
a clue,” James replied. He felt a tap on his back.


“Look
over there,” Danny said, pointing off to the right.


Scanning
the darkness, James spotted a small fire flickering in the distance. It
appeared, then disappeared, the light momentarily obscured by trees as the Mist
horse weaved its way towards it. James hoped it was their destination because
he really wanted off the horse; he didn’t find the ride a comfortable one.


The
horse entered the enclosure where the campfire burned. The old man had already
dismounted and was awaiting their arrival. Approaching the boys, he brought their
horse to a complete stop, then assisted Danny and James off the back of the
supernatural beast.


They
stood within a clearing someone was using as a camp. The fire looked inviting
and Danny was drawn to the warmth. James trailed him to the crackling flames.


Kindling
was piled nearby and James tossed some wood into the flames to turn up the
intensity. The stronger campfire further illuminated the camp, but besides
himself, Danny and the old man, no one else was around. As he gazed about, he
saw a teepee between some trees along the edge of the clearing.


“Is
this your camp?” James asked the old man.


But
he didn’t respond; he was busy whispering to the Mist horses. When he stopped,
both creatures bolted into the darkness, their greenish glow eventually lost amongst
the trees.


“Oh,
man, how are we supposed to get home now?” Danny shouted.


The
old man walked towards the fire. “When we need them, they will come.”


“Where’s
this shaman guy? Is he in there?” James pointed at the teepee.


The
old man looked where James pointed. “Come.”


The
boys followed him through the makeshift camp. Reaching the teepee wedged
between a pair of tree trunks, it would have been impossible to spot if James
hadn’t thrown extra wood onto the fire. The crude tent was tall–almost twice
James’s height–and shaded a light brown. Thin branches protruded from the top
of the tapered dwelling and the smell of tobacco drifted in the air. Pulling
back the entrance flap, the old man motioned for James to enter.


It
was dark inside and he needed a moment to gather his wits before entering.
Looking at the old man for any signs of treachery but only seeing the same
expressionless face he always wore, James cautiously entered the confines of
the teepee. Danny started to follow, but the old man released the flap and let
it drop back into place. Stepping in front of the entrance, he cut Danny off
from entering.


“Hey,
James,” Danny said, glaring at the man barring his way. “I’ll wait out here.
Holler if ya need me.”


James
peered into the dark. The smell of tobacco smoke was much stronger now and he
saw the orange glow of burning embers brighten considerably as a man seated
before him inhaled on a pipe.


“Welcome,”
said a low resonating voice.


James
stared at the man seated cross-legged on the ground. He couldn’t see him all
that well, the interior of the teepee was almost pitch black, the only light
seeping through from the campfire outside. “Are you the shaman?” he cautiously
asked.


“I
am. My name is Micah.” He gestured at James to join him on the floor. “Please...sit
with me,” he said, putting his pipe aside.


Lowering
himself onto the fur covered ground, James sat directly across from the
stranger. He couldn’t make out any details, but enough light bled into the
teepee to see the outline of the shaman. Sitting with his back straight and his
hands folded in his lap, Micah’s thick shoulders and developed biceps indicated
a strong upper body.


“Now
that you know my name, I wish to know yours.”


“James,”
he immediately answered, his voice squeaking slightly. He felt quite
intimidated by Micah’s presence.


“Do
not fear me, young James,” Micah said soothingly. “I am here to answer your
questions, to assist you in any way that I can. I’m sure there is a great deal
you wish to know.”


Now
that the opportunity was here, James didn’t know what to ask. Just start at
the beginning, he told himself. “Okay. Tell me about the old man that
brought me here. He’s been hanging around these past few days, appearing and
then disappearing just like that,” he said with a snap of his fingers. “What’s
his deal?”


“His
name is Galen, and believe me, he’s the furthest thing from an old man. I sent
him to find you.”


James’s
eyes widened at the shaman’s words. “You sent him?”


“In
essence, yes. I provided the task but he was free to choose how to accomplish
the goal set before him.” He paused for a moment before continuing. “He has his
part to play just as we all do, including you.”


“What
does that mean? Wait, don’t tell me. I’m not sure I wanna know.” James chuckled
nervously. He felt Micah’s stare in the darkness.


“James,
most of us are able to follow our own path, to spend our time in pursuit of
dreams while we work and play within the universal design. But sometimes fate
chooses us, perhaps even needs us to fulfill a more critical role in the
unfolding story called life–to live beyond the everyday existence of everyone
else. On those rare occasions when this does happen, we must accept it or
suffer the consequences of our inaction.”


“I’m
not sure what you mean.”


“That’s
why I’m here...to help you along.”


James
wanted to speed this up. At the rate things were moving, he could be here all
night. Reaching into the front pocket of his hooded sweater, he pulled out the
medallion. “Tell me about this. Why is it so important? Why did the old man, I
mean Galen...” He recalled what Micah said only moments ago. “Wait a sec. It
was you, wasn’t it? You wanted me to find the medallion. Galen was just
the messenger.”


“That
is all true. May I hold it?” Micah asked, extending his hand out.


Passing
it to Micah, the shaman set it on the floor. Placing his hands above the
medallion as if warming them by a fire, he looked at the young man. “Do you
believe in destiny?”


“Umm,
I don’t know.”


“I
understand. It’s not a concept most people readily accept. But I’m here to tell
you that some do have one and have little choice but to follow it. I have a
destiny, and so do you.”


James
didn’t like what he was hearing. He started thinking Micah was full of
nonsense. But if the shaman’s goal was to fill his head with confusion and
lies, what exactly was the point? James had already experienced things he
couldn’t easily explain. Could what Micah said about destiny be beyond the
realm of possibility? If anything, it could explain why his life suddenly
veered off its regular path. “Okay, let’s say I believe what you’re saying and
move on. You still haven’t told me anything about the medallion.”


“It’s
a device created by your ancestors long ago.”


“You
mean my grandmother,” James said, staring at the medallion on the ground.


“No,
I do not. I am speaking about your ancient ancestry–people that lived centuries
ago.


James
looked at Micah. The blackness behind the shaman looked infinitely deep. “I
see. What’s it for?”


“If
one believes the old stories, to contain a segment of power left behind by an
ancient goddess.”


“For
real? That sounds awesome!” James visualized Cooper cowering before him, the
medallion’s light sending convulsions throughout the bookie’s body.


“I
suppose so,” Micah said. “But then, keep in mind that means it’s not something
to be taken lightly.”


Micah
remained silent for a while. James thought he might have offended him somehow.


“Let
me tell you a story,” Micah said, breaking the silence. “It may help put things
in perspective and answer questions you haven’t thought to ask. Once upon a
time–”


James
snickered. “Oh, c’mon! I ain’t interested in hearing fairy tales.”


Clearing
his throat, Micah began again. “A long time ago, the ancient people came to
this land from a place of cold and snow. From the northern shores of ice, down
through the mountain ranges and great plains, to the jungles of the south and
beyond to the southern tip, the ancients spread from shore to shore and settled
throughout the Western lands. Spirit Maiden watched over them all and provided
what was needed for everyone to thrive and prosper. For the longest time,
everything was good in the new world.”


Restraining
himself from interrupting, James left his questions unanswered for the moment.


“Time
passed. Spirit Maiden grew troubled for she knew her time was coming to an end;
a new power was rising to engulf the world. Soon, her people would be displaced
by foreign tribes arriving from faraway nations to claim everything for
themselves. And they would take it by any means available. It pained her to
know the land and all that lay within would soon be overrun by outsiders, but
she also understood the way of all things. Change comes regardless, and one
would be foolish to stand in its way...not without paying an insufferable
cost.”


Micah
paused, taking a sip from a nearby cup. Setting it back down, he continued on
with his tale.


“Spirit
Maiden decided it would be best if she retreated and begin the period of long
sleep. She had grown weary of the world and wanted no part in the coming
wars and strife, disease and death leading inevitably to the annihilation of
her people. But still, she was saddened at the prospect of losing the cultures
and beliefs of the different tribes she deeply cherished. Summoning the
shamans, mystics and chieftains from the numerous tribes across the lands, she
informed them of the struggles that lay ahead for all, of the scourge that
would arrive on their shores and alter the balance in the name of progress.


And
they laughed. Why should we fear the arrival of the foreigner? We are
mighty warriors and hunters, skilled riders and traders. We will
trade with them what he have and strive for peaceful co-existence or
we will meet them on the plains of battle and slaughter them to the last
man. But we will not fear them, for this is our land and we will fight
to keep it. With that said, the tribal leaders left, turning their backs on
Spirit Maiden. But some remained, though their number was small.”


Picking
up his pipe, Micah puffed on it to get the smoke flowing again. Coughing
harshly, he exhaled the smoke towards the top of the teepee. “Now I remember
why I cut back on the stuff.”


Tipping
the pipe over, he emptied the spent ash onto the ground before continuing his
story. “So few had remained, Spirit Maiden was crestfallen. With a heavy heart,
she told those that stayed behind of her desire to depart this world and enter
the state of long sleep. She had been awake for so very long, and now,
with so many of her people turning their backs on her, the yearning to leave became
even stronger. But first, she wanted to give back to those remaining behind.
She instructed them to gather others from their tribes and bring them to her. A
group came together, a blending of different tribes with diverse customs and
beliefs. She gave to them a new land, a place where all could live free and
keep their way of life intact; a land of beauty and purity that would remain
free from outside influence and interfering ways. And so, Spirit Maiden sent
her gathering to live in the land they would come to call Nilvanya.”


The
shrill cry of a falcon penetrated the teepee. James flinched involuntarily, but
Micah pushed himself up off the ground, then reached for some items behind him.
James couldn’t see what they were in the dark.


“Come,
there’s someone you should meet,” Micah said before leaving the teepee.


Scooping
up the medallion, James dropped it into his pocket and followed Micah outside.


By
the light of the campfire, he finally saw what Micah looked like. Tall, lean
and muscled, his skin was bronze, his hair long and dark like that of the old
man Galen. A red strap with small white feathers encircled his arm just above
his left elbow and a beige drawstring pouch hung from a belt around his waist.
Dressed in dark leggings, he donned a vest of brown furs and leather, then
reached for a long pole leaning against the teepee. Polished smooth and
perfectly straight, there were runes carved along its length and black feathers
attached to one end.


Galen
stood near the entrance. Danny had been sitting nearby on a log, but with
Micah’s sudden emergence, he fell off and now sat staring up at the imposing
figure appearing before him.


“The
sh-sh-shaman, I presume?” he asked with a hopeful smile.


Micah
ignored the young man on the ground. He glanced around the clearing as if
expecting someone.


“What’s
happening?” James asked.


“We
have a visitor,” Micah said, approaching the edge of the clearing.


A
falcon screeched from high above as Danny picked himself up off the ground.
“You okay?”


James
nodded. “Yeah, I’m good.”


They
watched Micah waiting by the tree line. Without a sound, a man appeared and
entered the clearing. After a quick embrace, Micah and the stranger started
speaking in hushed tones.


“Who’s
that?” Danny asked.


“I
don’t know.”


“Hey!
Look at your jacket!”


Green
light leaked through his pocket. Taking out the glowing medallion, James saw
and image overlaid onto the silver core. It was an image of a dog. He thought
it looked a lot like Castle.


Caught
off guard by a series of overpowering smells, James coughed and held his nose.
Looking across the clearing towards Micah and the stranger, he was surprised he
could hear the conversation taking place.


“If
only we knew how many are out there,” Micah said. “Then we could predict
when she will awaken.”


“But
we don’t and neither does the Spirit Guardian,” the stranger
replied. “We now know of three medallions, and after some convincing,
he provided the general vicinity of a fourth.”


“Which
is where?” Micah asked.


“Somewhere
in the Amazon Jungle.”


“That’s
no help at all.”


“Perhaps
not for you, but I’m sure I’ll be able to find it. It may take a while but I’ll
have plenty of help.” The stranger glanced up at the stars and a falcon’s
cry floated down through the night. “Micah, take a look. Our young friend’s
medallion is active.”


Micah
turned and stared at James. “Come and meet him,” he said.


The
stranger shook his head. “No. I’m leaving now. There’s too much to do. We
know whomever recovered the third medallion is incredibly resourceful. We can’t
take the chance they may find the one hidden in the Amazon before we do.”


“Of
course–you’re right. But stay in touch, I may have need of you.”


The
stranger nodded, then retreated out of sight.


The
falcon swooped out of the sky. Screeching loudly, it glided through the
clearing before entering the woods where the stranger once stood.


Unsure
of what to make of the conversation he somehow overheard, James watched Micah
approach from across the clearing.


“May
I see it?” Holding out his hand, Micah waited for James to hand the medallion
over. “Did you use it?”


“I’m
not sure. I think so,” he said, staring at the weakening glow in Micah’s hand.


Micah
ran his fingers along the surface. “It’s been activated, but it may not have
been a conscious process. In fact, I’m sure of it.” He handed it back to James.
“The medallion has imprinted itself onto you. I noticed it earlier in the
teepee. You have taken the first step to learning your true way. Even if you
don’t fully understand, you will find your path. I’ll make sure that you do.”


Micah
looked at Danny standing quietly next to James. “We have not been introduced.
My name is Micah.”


“Danny.
Nice to meet you, sir.”


“You
are a true friend, Danny. Even after all you have seen, you remain by your
friend’s side.”


“Yeah,
that’s me, a true friend to the end,” he replied with barely a trace of
sarcasm.


Micah
nodded at the young men. “It’s late.” Grasping his staff with both hands, he
slammed the blunt end against the ground. “It’s time for you both to return
home.”


Far
off in the depths of the night, two pale green dots appeared.


“But
I have more questions,” James said.


Racing
through the darkness, the Mist horses burst into the clearing and stopped next
to Micah.


“There
will be time for talk later. I have elsewhere I need to be.”


With
Galen’s help, James climbed up onto one of the horses. Danny attempted to mount
the other on his own. After several unsuccessful attempts, he accepted Galen’s
assistance.


Plumes
of mist rising from its ghostly head, Micah patted the horse James sat upon.
“These spirits will take you home,” he said to James. “We will meet again soon
to continue what we started here tonight.”


James
looked over at Danny, then back at Micah. “No, not home. Take us to the field
where we left the car.”


“Yeah,
we’ll drive home from there,” Danny said.


“As
you wish.”


Micah
looked at Galen who then walked to the front of the spectral creatures and
whispered to each. Their instructions received, the horses trotted off through
the trees, both boys holding firmly onto reins created by their ghostly steeds.


“Continue
to watch over him while I am gone,” Micah said.


“You
sense trouble?”


“We
don’t know who discovered the third medallion or what they know of its power.
They may have knowledge of the awakening, and if so, then yes, there
could be trouble. We almost lost him yesterday. If you hadn’t been there...”
Micah stared into the night sky. “I made a promise to Jea to watch over her
family. I intend to keep that promise.”


Galen
nodded. Sprinting across the clearing, his body began to convulse and then
shrink in size. Moments later, a large, glistening black crow took to the air
and disappeared into the night.
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Jeremiah stood alone in the bleakest of surroundings.
Everything around him was hard and cold. Returning here fifteen minutes ago to
check the progress of the research being conducted, so far he’d been greeted by
nothing but silence.


Watching
wisps of his breath disperse in the air, he struggled keeping his twinge of
impatience at bay. He detested the cold but kept reminding himself it was a
small price to pay in order to further his goals. Tugging at the zipper of his
fur-lined parka, he gazed around at the desolate landscape.


Valleys
of stone and steep cliffs were the only visible features on this barren rock.
Most life forms were ill-equipped to survive prolonged exposure on the surface,
but Jeremiah still had time before he would have to return home.


Standing
on a ledge partway up the side of a cliff, his back towards a cave entrance
leading deep into the stone, Jeremiah braced his arms against a barrier of rock
and looked out over a shallow crater. The dark blue portal that transported him
here waited below on a circular platform of polished black rock. Two spiral
stairwells leading underground were at opposite ends of the chasm. Jeremiah
ventured beneath the surface on one of his previous visits and had lost his
way. Since then, he never went below again by himself.


He
gazed into the heavens at the numerous asteroids blocking his view of space. A
pair silently collided sending a cascade of rock and debris in every direction.
Gigantic fragments drifted his way but vanished as they entered the outer
perimeter and came into contact with the Displacement Shielding surrounding
the small asteroid he was visiting. This shield prevented anything from coming
into contact with the asteroid by teleporting all objects a safe distance away
from it.


He’d
been here dozens of times since acquiring the crystal skull decades ago. The
various technologies safeguarding the asteroid ship no longer filled him with
awe. If anything, he couldn’t understand why there wasn’t some sort of tech
keeping the surface warmer than it was.


But
there was tech in place that allowed him to visit this frigid environment.
Called the Cryo-Retention Field, it enveloped the ship and
absorbed most of the cold of space. This permitted the surface to be tolerant
to humans, but only for minutes at a time. Since coming here, Jeremiah never
stayed past a half-hour; he wouldn’t survive long beyond that.


Jeremiah
picked up his cane resting against the barrier. He’d been waiting for awhile,
and now his patience was gone. “Hurry up. I have things to do.”


The
day he discovered the mystery hidden within the crystal skull, his life took a
sudden turn for the better. On one particularly frustrating evening spent
prodding the skull into revealing its secrets, he had turned to meditation to
help alleviate his pessimism. As he emptied his mind of conscious thought and
approached a state of serenity, a voice entered his head and supplied the
instructions needed to gain access to the reason the skull was created.


After
that, everything he ever wanted was instantly attainable. But, as with anything
to good to be true, it came with a price. Jeremiah considered it an acceptable
cost of doing business. No one knew of the pact he harbored deep within his
soul, of the sacrifice he made in order to complete the deal.


The
unforgiving rock he shivered upon was called The Wayward. It may
have been an asteroid, but it was far more than a massive chunk of stone
drifting through lifeless space. It was the home of his partner, a being that
bestowed upon him everything he ever wanted out of life. Jeremiah used to
question how it knew of the existence of undiscovered treasure troves hidden
throughout the world, but that was no longer the case. Having pilfered them all
and accumulated so much during his years spent as an archaeologist, it hardly
mattered anymore.


Jeremiah’s
knees began to stiffen. Facing the cave, he stared into the impenetrable gloom.
His current visit was all about information gathering; his research indicated
the medallion Evelynn delivered had abilities lying dormant within. But there
was still plenty he didn’t know, such as how many were out there and where he
might find them. Jeremiah had given the medallion to his science team for
analysis. He expected by the time he returned, they would have some information
or in a best case scenario, discovered how it works.


Nothing
moved within the cave. The coldness seeping deeper into his bones, he decided
to wait for a few minutes more before returning to the warmth of his estate.
“I’m ready to go! The cold is getting unbearable!” he said into the emptiness.
Silence was the only response. “That’s it, then. I’ll be back later.” Scanning
the darkness one more time, Jeremiah turned on his heels and walked towards a
narrow path leading down into the crater. Cane in hand, he started following
the route to the portal when a familiar presence reached into his mind.


I sense your impatience.


“Well,
yes, it’s bloody cold and I’m getting hungry! Did you find what we need?” he
asked, taking some steps towards the cave.


My work here is not yet complete. Go. When you return, I
will have answers.


Shivering,
he waved his hand dismissively. “You won’t get any argument from me.”


Jeremiah
made his way to the bottom of the pit. Mounting the platform without breaking
stride, he stepped through the portal and left The Wayward
behind.


Back
in the small room of his personal chambers, he touched the skull’s forehead,
traced an unseen glyph and deactivated the portal. Closing the container
housing the skull, he locked the room, swept through his bedroom, then returned
to his main office. Using his private elevator, Jeremiah descended to the first
floor beneath the mansion.


The
elevator opened and he walked out into a bright lobby. A security guard sat
with his back turned watching a bank of television monitors. Situated behind
glass in a large booth, the security station was adjacent the main entrance
used to enter and exit the science labs.


Jeremiah
placed a hand on the fingerprint scanner, then proceeded through the doors into
the science lab corridor. Scanning the long hallway, he found it quiet and
deserted. Looking at his Rolex watch, he realized most of his science staff had
long since gone home for the night.


He
kept an office at the end of the hall. Strolling down the corridor, he glanced
through the large bay windows into the various labs. Most were empty, but there
was still some activity in a few of them. Jeremiah stopped and tapped on a
window in order to draw the attention of his chief scientist still hard at
work.


A
short, East Asian, middle-aged man with glasses, Dr. Steven Lee was in charge
of the medallion’s analysis. Turning at the rapping on the window pane, he saw
his employer and flashed him a thumbs up.


Jeremiah
poked his head through the door. “You’ve got something for me?”


“Yes.
We’ve made some progress and I’ve got something else to show you,” he responded
with enthusiasm.


“Good.
Meet me in my office when you’re done here.”


“I’ll
be right there.”


After
he left the medallion with Dr. Lee, Jeremiah let it be known it was now his
number one priority. Because of that he was hardly surprised to find his lead
scientist working late into the night. Reaching his office, he opened the door
and went inside. Flipping on the lights, Jeremiah sat down at his desk, then
called the kitchen to have some food brought to him. Removing his tinted
glasses, he rubbed his eyes before sliding them back on.


While
waiting for his meal, Dr. Lee arrived holding a large silver laptop.


“Come
in, come in.” Jeremiah waved him inside.


Entering
the office, the scientist placed the laptop on the desk. Opening it up, he
pressed a sequence of keys and the computer hummed to life. Dr. Lee looked up
from the screen. “We analyzed the item. It wasn’t easy let me tell you.” He
paused, but Jeremiah remained silent. “The item is definitely infused with some
kind of energy. We were able to activate it, but only for a few seconds at a
time.”


“Excellent
work, doctor. How were you able to activate it?”


“Well,
sir, with details provided by Marcus pertaining to the recovery site, we ran a
series of highly successful experiments. We now know the item is somehow linked
to turtles, though I suspect it may be connected to the entire reptilian class.
We’ll be running additional tests tomorrow to gauge my hypothesis.”


Jeremiah
nodded. “I agree with your suspicion. You’re on the right track. What else have
you learned?”


“As
you’ve stated before, communication is a basic function of the medallion.
Unfortunately, we were unable to move beyond that level.”


“For
now,” Jeremiah said.


Dr.
Lee smiled. “Yes...for now. My staff and I have concluded that, although only
on a rudimentary level, we were successful at establishing communication
between the bearer of the medallion and the test subjects, in this case, the
turtles.”


“Fantastic
work, Steven. I’m very pleased.”


“Thank
you, sir. I have a theory I’d like to present.”


“By
all means. I’d like to hear it.”


“I
think the reason we were unable to keep the medallion active for more than a
few seconds at a time is due to the person activating the item. My assistants
weren’t able to tap its abilities with any sort of ease. A high level of
focused concentration was needed in order to communicate with the test
subjects. And it was a controlled environment. I’m not sure the item would even
work in a real world situation. This may be a design flaw, but then why would
it be designed in such a way?”


“True.
It would prove utterly useless if this was the case.”


Someone
knocked on the door bearing Jeremiah’s food. He eyed the meal consisting of
lasagna and a beer left on his desk. Picking up a fork, he cut a piece off and
began to eat.


“What
else, doctor?” he asked between mouthfuls.


“I
believe there are people capable of activating and sustaining the medallion for
prolonged periods.”


“That
would make sense.”


“I
may have a lead on just this type of individual.”


Jeremiah
placed his fork down. Folding his hands together, he rested them against his
chin.


“The
data we collected on the medallion’s energy readings was uploaded into the
W.A.R. room’s computers,” Dr. Lee said. “On a whim, I searched for any
analogous energy signatures picked up by satellite.”


“You
found a match,” Jeremiah said.


“Not
only a match but a powerful and sustained burst.


“Get
to the point, doctor.”


“What
I’m saying is, there’s another of these items, another medallion out
there...and someone has the ability to tap into its power far more efficiently
than we have.”


“Where
did this reading originate from?” Jeremiah inquired. He knew of the existence
of other medallions. He just didn’t know where to search.


“Up
in Canada...a little north of Vancouver.”


That
is, until now.
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James picked up his backpack, set the security alarm and
then hurried out the front door. Locking it behind him, he walked
quickly to the Mustang idling in the driveway. Danny had been waiting for over
ten minutes and surely wasn’t going to be thrilled about it.


But
Danny failed to react at all. In the past when James had made him wait, he
would honk the horn and scold him each step of the way from front door to car
door. This time Danny just looked at him as James climbed into the front seat.


“Morning.”
James thought his friend looked weary. His eyes were red and haggard. “You look
bagged, pal. Didn’t get much sleep last night?”


“I
don’t think I slept at all,” Danny said, backing the car out of the driveway.


“Yeah,
I hear ya. Don’t think I slept either, not a lot anyway.”


They
pulled into the school parking lot with just minutes to spare before first
period began. Sprinting across the lot to the main building, they worked their
way through the hordes of teenagers all rushing to get somewhere.


As
they passed the cafeteria, James remembered something that had completely
slipped his mind. But it was already too late. He spotted Cooper and his
friends loitering nearby.


James
couldn’t believe his misfortune. The instant he steps back onto school
property, he immediately has Cooper to deal with. Seeing no way to avoid him,
he put on a brave face and glanced over at Danny.


To
his surprise, Danny was walking away and mumbling something he couldn’t quite
make out. That’s just great, he fumed. James knew he only had seconds
before Cooper would be in his face giving him the tough guy routine. So when
Cooper smiled at him in his toothy, wicked way, then turned and walked with his
entourage in the opposite direction, he didn’t know how to react.


He
stood rooted in place as everyone around him hurried to class. The tension
coiled in his stomach started unwinding and his pounding heart eased up.
Cooper’s behavior baffled him, but he gladly accepted the reprieve.


Watching
Cooper wander down the hall, James waited for him to turn back and run towards
him or at least flash a dirty look in his direction. But he just kept walking
and laughing with his friends. When James lost sight of him, he turned in the
opposite direction and headed for some stairs to the second floor.


James
felt as if he moved through a waking dream. Being here at school, seeing Cooper
in the hall, none of it seemed as important as it once did. Arriving at his
locker, he fumbled with the lock before tossing his pack inside. Putting the
lock back in place, a hand suddenly slapped him on the back. James yelled as he
spun around and braced himself for the inevitable showdown with Cooper.


To
his great relief, it wasn’t Cooper and his cronies. Murph and Kyle stood there
grinning at his reaction.


“Hey,
sorry about that,” Murph said, his smile fading. “How’ve you been? I haven’t
seen you since Sunday.”


“It’s
only Tuesday. It hasn’t been that long.”


“I
know, but after what happened the other day...I’m just asking. You are okay,
right?”


“I’m
fine.”


Murph
and Kyle stayed silent.


“I
am. It’ll just be a while before I go hiking again,” James said with a slight
grin.


“Be
a while before any of us go again,” Kyle said.


“You
wanna come over and hang out for a bit after school?” asked Murph. “I got a new
video game we can try.”


“Sure,
I guess. I gotta go guys. Gonna be late for class.” Securing his locker, James
went to his first class of the day.


The
morning dragged by. James kept looking at the clock which didn’t help the day
go any faster. Eventually, noon arrived and he went by Danny’s locker to meet
up for lunch.


But
Danny didn’t show up.


After
waiting around for ten minutes, James headed for the cafeteria. He thought he
might find him there because for some strange reason, Danny liked the food they
served. But he wasn’t there. Cooper, however, stared at him from across the
cafeteria.


Not
wanting a confrontation, James immediately left. Risking a quick glance back,
he was relieved to find Cooper talking with a couple of girls instead of coming
after him. But it left him wondering if Cooper was playing games. He acted as
if everything was right between them.


Exiting
the school through the rear doors, James walked across the field towards the
baseball diamond. He called Danny along the way but hung up after a few rings.
Reaching the stands, he climbed to the back row and watched some guys taking
batting practice. Moments later, his phone started buzzing.


“Hey,
Danny.” James heard his friend’s tone. Danny was in one of his moods. “Yeah, I
called you,” he said. “Didn’t see you around at lunch so...yeah, anyway, where
you at?” He listened to the answer. “Right. Working on those anger issues I
bet,” James said jokingly after Danny informed him he was at the gym.


But
Danny didn’t seem to have a sense of humor today. “Okay, later then.” After
hanging up, James mulled over his friend’s attitude. He thought he knew what
might be troubling Danny. It was likely the same thing that was bothering him.


This
time last week they understood their place in the world. They went to school
and had friends and did homework like other kids. Today, they knew their world
intersected with one filled with ancient magic and mysterious shaman, where
nightmarish creatures were considered a mode of transport and expectations were
heaped upon slender shoulders. That world touched their lives now, and he knew
they had little hope of keeping it at bay.


***


Evelynn
gazed out the main floor bedroom window, the morning sky signifying another
beautiful day. She intended to take advantage of the weather because the
opportunity to enjoy the sun could be gone in a little while; the assignment
Jeremiah mentioned was bound to start soon.


Her
phone vibrated indicating a received text. Jeremiah requested she join him for
a mission briefing over breakfast in the Gardens Cafe, an outdoor gathering
place on the grounds behind the mansion. Putting on white shorts and t-shirt
over her undergarments, Evelynn exited the room disregarding the mess left
behind knowing housekeeping would clean up after her.


Passing
the fountain on her way to the glass doors, she heard voices from above. Glancing
at the upper offices, a courier was delivering office supplies as security
stood nearby talking about sports.


The
glass doors slid open granting her access to the sprawling outdoors at the back
of the estate. Walking out onto the marble courtyard, the day invigorated her
body and mind. A warm breeze brushed against her skin as she stretched for a
few minutes off to the side of the courtyard. Evelynn felt the guards eying her
from the security booth. They turned their attention back on work after
realizing she noticed them. Jogging down the courtyard steps with a smile on
her face, Evelynn understood that boys will be boys no matter where in the
world she might be.


Following
one of the cobblestone paths crisscrossing the grounds, she approached an
expansive array of colorful flowers set on top of a circular wall. Surrounding
the café, the rounded, concrete barrier was split in two, the large gaps
serving as unobstructed entranceways into the self-contained eatery.


Evelynn
reached an opening. The place looked deserted but she couldn’t see all of it
yet. Entering the cafe, she spotted Jeremiah sitting at a table off to one
side. And he wasn’t alone. Sandra was with him, the two of them sharing an
intimate conversation that ended abruptly at the sight of her.


Jeremiah
smiled warmly. “Good morning, Evey. Come, join us.” He motioned for her to sit
in the empty chair beside him. “We have coffee, some orange juice. Breakfast
will arrive shortly.”


Greeting
them both, Evelynn sat down and poured herself some coffee. Leaning back, she
bathed in the warmth of the day.


“Ahh,
good,” Jeremiah said. “Here comes Therese with some breakfast. I hope you’re
both hungry.”


“Therese
is here?” Evelynn stood up and grinned at the girl carrying a tray laden with
croissants, an assortment of fruit and cheese, and some jam. Setting the tray
on the table, she barely had time to move before Evelynn swept her up in a
tight embrace.


“Therese!
It’s so good to see you! How long have you been back?”


“Not
long,” said the smaller girl with a long dark ponytail. “I work in the kitchen
now.”


“I
can tell,” Evelynn said, still smiling. “But what happened to you and–”


Jeremiah
cleared his throat. “Thank you, Therese. That will be all for now. Thank you.”


The
demure girl nodded, then glanced at Evelynn before turning to leave.


“We’ll
talk later,” Evelynn said.


“Okay.”
Therese walked over to another group of people waiting to be served.


“Wow,
that was unexpected,” Evelynn said, her face beaming joy. “I haven’t seen her
since...” She caught sight of Jeremiah’s face. It was obvious he didn’t share
in her happiness at seeing her childhood friend once again.


“Evelynn,
please, we have things to discuss.” Jeremiah reached for a croissant. “Your
mission is a go. Tell me,” he said before taking his first bite, “have either
of you been to Canada?”


Evelynn
glared at him. “You know I have–and you know I work alone.” She looked across
the table at Sandra. “No offense.”


Sandra
shrugged but had nothing to say.


“I
understand that,” Jeremiah said. “But not in this case. This is not your usual
kind of assignment.”


Evelynn
sipped her coffee, then scooped up a handful of strawberries from a bowl. “What’s
different about it? I’m sure you want me to steal something, right?” She
bit down on a strawberry.


Jeremiah
laughed. “Yes, you’re right about that. The truth is I don’t know exactly where
the object is. I just have a general idea.”


“Canada
is a big place,” Evelynn said, a smirk creasing her lips.


“The
item I want is in a town called Charmington. It’s an hour north of Vancouver.
That’s all we have to go on.”


“What?
Do you expect us to search the entire town?” Evelynn paused. “I guess that’s
why you’re coming along...to help me search,” she said to Sandra.


“No.
I’ll be driving, you’ll be searching,” Sandra answered.


“Of
course I don’t expect that,” Jeremiah said, ignoring their banter. “Our
satellite recorded the initial energy reading. I’ll have it repositioned to
focus on the town. When another reading is picked up, you’ll be onsite to track
it down.”


“Energy
reading? What is this item you want so badly?” Evelynn asked.


“It’s
a medallion.”


“Is
it special?”


“I
believe it is,” Jeremiah said.


Evelynn
reached for a croissant. “So, what are you proposing? We just hang around
in...what’s it called?”


“Charmington.”


“Right.
We just hang out there and hope this medallion thingee goes off? What if it
doesn’t? What then?”


“I’m
looking at bringing in some outside help,” Jeremiah said.


“Other
than Sandra, you mean.”


Jeremiah
glanced at his personal assistant. “Yes, other than her.”


“Fine.
It’s your call. When do we leave?”


“Within
twenty-four hours. In the meantime, get prepared, the both of you,” Jeremiah
said. “And Evey, I suggest you consider all contingencies. This assignment may
prove unpredictable.”


Evelynn
nodded, then took a bite of her croissant.


“Now,
if you lovely ladies will excuse me.” Jeremiah wiped his mouth with a napkin.
Getting up from the table, he left the women staring at one another.
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Jeremiah thought the meeting went well, all things
considered. He wasn’t surprised Evelynn fussed over having to work with a
partner, but in the end, she did as he asked. He was closing in on a second
medallion, and even though Evelynn was more than capable of dealing with most
situations, he couldn’t risk the chance of failure; he doubted there would be a
second opportunity to acquire it if she did. Sending Sandra along increased the
odds of finding the medallion and bringing it back to him.


Jeremiah
slipped on his parka. Performing the ritual to activate the portal, the haze of
blue flared, then froze in place. Walking through and out onto the rocky,
pitted surface of The Wayward, he once again found himself enveloped by icy
bitterness. Stepping off the ebon platform, he crossed over the crater and then
ascended the crude path leading to the mouth of the cave.


You have returned.


“Yes,
and I have news.”


As do I.


Stepping
into the cave, nothing moved within the pervasive blackness. “I’ll go first,”
Jeremiah said. “We recorded an energy reading matching the one from our
medallion. This suggests the location of a second one. I need something that
can track the energy to its source. Otherwise, my people could end up looking
for a needle in a great big haystack.”


What do you mean?


“What
I mean is, the search area is large and this new medallion won’t be easy to
locate.”


Then I will assist you. But you will have to wait a short
while.


“You
do understand what I need, don’t you?”


You desire a tracker with the ability to locate energy.


“Yes,
that sounds about right,” Jeremiah said, drawing his coat tighter around him.
“How long is a short while?”


It will be prepared before your need to return home.


“You
mean before I freeze to death.”


I do.


“How
reassuring. What have you learned?”


We will discuss it later.


The
presence in his mind immediately vanished. Staying within the cave, Jeremiah
stared out over the bleakness of the asteroid. He knew a large portion of The
Wayward was hollow and often wondered about the concealed technology running
it. To be able to generate a breathable atmosphere, the tech found here was far
beyond anything he could ever imagine. He looked forward to seeing the tracker
his companion mentioned.


The
cold deepened as the minutes went by. Pacing back and forth, Jeremiah did his
best to stay warm. A quiet hum filling the cave, a sky blue, flask-shaped
container wrapped in metallic silver embroidery materialized on the ground.
Jeremiah stopped and stared at the bottle. “That’s it?” He found it hard to
believe an energy tracking device could be contained inside of it.


Yes. Pick it up.


Jeremiah
scooped up the bottle. Hardly weighing a thing, the turquoise material was
pliant as it yielded to the slight pressure from his hand. The flask was corked
by a shiny black stopper placed at the end of its long neck. Holding the
bottle up, he examined it closely. “What’s inside?”


I call it essence.


“Essence,”
Jeremiah repeated. “How d-does it work?”


The essence must be combined with a corporeal entity with
an innate ability to track.


“Hmm,
like what for example?”


Your world has an endless variety of life. Some must have
this capability.


“Oh.
I g-get it. I know just the thing,” he said with a grin.


Follow these instructions. Open the container only when the
entity you have chosen is confined with it. No other can be present during the
merging or the essence may select incorrectly and join with the wrong being. 


“Then
how can it be opened?”


There will be time. Open it but do not linger. When the
merging is complete, introduce the energy it is to track.


“I
understand.” Jeremiah turned with flask in hand, then looked over his shoulder.
“You’re not coming b-back with me?” 


No. I have maintenance to complete. Do you want to know what
I have discovered?


“I
c-can’t stay any longer. The c-cold is just too much. I’ll come b-back later.”


I know you will.


Jeremiah
left the cave. Following the path down to the surface of the crater, the frozen
portal waited to take him home to a more enjoyable climate.


***


Evelynn
left the Gardens Cafe after Jeremiah did. Unsure of what to make of her latest
assignment, the fact Sandra was coming along didn’t make her feel any better
about it. She was heading for a town called Charmington to look for a medallion
that would, somehow, reveal itself to her. Depending on how things went, it
might be easily accomplished or extremely trying. She really didn’t know what
to expect.


Jeremiah
was right when stating this wasn’t her usual kind of assignment. This didn’t
involve thievery, or blackmailing a business rival or bribing a politician. It
didn’t seem to require a high level of discreetness or even careful planning
for that matter. Evelynn found it puzzling he wanted her on this mission.
Perhaps it was simply a matter of trust. Whatever his reasons, she was back on
the job once again. It had been over a year since her last assignment. If this
was to be her first since returning to work, it would have to do.


Stuffing
additional articles of clothing into a gray duffel bag, she zipped it up and
left it on the bed. Reaching for the long leather coat hanging in her
closet, she put it on, the familiar weight of it settling over her. Sliding the
Glock 23C semi-automatic into her shoulder holster, Evelynn gazed at the wall-mounted,
full-length mirror and was satisfied with her appearance. Hooking sunglasses
into the front of her top, she left the bedroom and headed for the stairwell
down to the lower levels. Her next stop in preparation for the upcoming mission
was the weapons tech lab.


Jeremiah
told her to prepare for anything. She thought his warning was somewhat
overstated and doubted she would run across any situation she couldn’t easily
handle. Still, she needed her leather coat to be restocked with her favorite
gadgets and toys; her work attire had been neglected during her time away.


She
peered into the retinal scanner beside the stairway door. Her identity
confirmed, the door slid open and granted her access to the stairwell leading
underground. Descending to the next level, she ran her keycard through the
reader, then stepped into the lobby of the science labs. Passing the security
station, she unlocked the door into the science lab corridor and headed for the
last lab on the right. Entering the weapons technology lab, she was immediately
greeted by smiling faces and warm feelings.


“Evelynn!
I heard you were back from Paris.” A tall, wiry man in a lab coat walked
towards her with outstretched arms.


But
Evelynn wasn’t interested in feeling him pressed against her. Extending her
hand, she kept it between them giving him little choice but to accept her
offer. “Dalton, how’ve you been?” Smiling as she glanced around, she nodded in
acknowledgment at some of the younger techs working away in the lab.


“Busy
as usual,” he said, brushing at some of his thinning black hair.


“I’m
sure you are.” Evelynn ended the small talk. “I’m heading out on assignment.”
Removing her leather coat, she handed it over.


“Lucky
you. I miss those days.” Dalton promptly passed the coat to another technician
working nearby. “Restock the coat and make sure all features are functioning
properly,” Dalton ordered the technician. He motioned at a second tech to
assist the process.


“Shouldn’t
be more than a few minutes.” Dalton excused himself and returned to his desk to
leaf through some paperwork.


Evelynn
watched the techs at work. One retrieved small devices out of storage lockers
embedded into the lab’s back wall. The other checked the integrity of the coat
and made sure all the built in components were working. Placing low yield
explosives, extra ammo clips, night-vision specs and various other devices into
the pockets lining the inside of her coat, the techs made sure Evelynn was
prepared for the mission.


Giving
the coat one final inspection, Dalton brought it over and handed it to her.
Slightly heavier than it was before, Evelynn slipped it on.


“How
does it feel?” he asked.


“Feels
good,” Evelynn said, inspecting the inner lining.


“It’s
not too heavy?”


“Nothing
more than I’m used to. Good job, Dalton.”


Dalton
looked pleased by her approval. He waved at Evelynn as she exited the lab.
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After missing a day of school, James had plenty of homework
to finish, though he found it hard to focus on physics and math. Castle lay
stretched out on the bed as the aroma of pizza filled the bedroom. Susan was in
the kitchen making use of the ready-made dough she brought home from the
supermarket she managed. From the smell of things, it was almost done.


Belle
arrived on the scene. Jumping up on the bed, she greeted a resting Castle with
a gentle headbutt. Rousing the dog from his partial slumber, he nudged her away
with his head. The cat landed gracefully on the floor, then sat down to clean
her paws.


“Pizza’s
ready,” Susan called out from downstairs.


Castle
climbed off the bed and left the room. James followed him down to the kitchen.


Susan
held a knife and smiled at him from beside the sink. “Just in time,” she said,
pointing it at him. “Cut it into pieces, would you please?” Placing the knife
next to the pizza on the cutting board, she walked over to the fridge. “Drink?”


“Juice,
any kind–doesn’t matter.” James picked up the knife and began cutting the pizza
into slices. “Hey, Mom? What was Grandma like?”


“What?”


“Nothing.”


“Are
you asking me about...about Jea?”


James
kept his eyes forward as he sliced up the pie. “Yeah, I am. We’ve never talked
about her before, not in any real way,” he said, placing dinner onto plates.


“I
suppose you’re right.”


He
felt her stare. James regretted letting the question slip out.


“Why
the sudden curiosity?” Susan asked.


“I
don’t know. Sorry I brought it up.”


“No,
it’s okay.” Placing the juice glasses on the kitchen table, she sat down but
stayed silent.


James
watched her as he set the plates down. A distant look adrift in her hazel eyes,
he wished he hadn’t reminded her of this painful part of her life.


But
he also wanted to learn more about his grandmother. Since finding the medallion
hidden inside the chest and hearing Micah speak of destiny and such, James felt
a need to discover the connection between Jea and the medallion. It might help
him understand what was expected of him now that the medallion was his.


Sitting
down, James picked up a slice. “Ouch! It’s still hot,” he said with a smile.


Susan
gazed at him from across the table. Picking up a piece, she blew on it, then
nibbled on the tip. “There’s not a lot I can tell you that you don’t already
know.”


“I
don’t remember much, only what she looked like,” James said before taking a
bite.


“What
brought this on, James? You never showed any interest in your grandmother
before.” Her eyes wandered over to the basement door and then back to him.


He
knew she was thinking about finding him down there yesterday. He decided to
tell the truth, or at least half of one. “I saw a picture of her the other day.
It got me thinking about her, that’s all.”


“There’s
really nothing to tell.”


“Okay,
Mom.” If she didn’t want to talk, there was nothing he could do about it.


Susan
looked down at the barely eaten slice. “She was there, and then suddenly she
was gone,” Susan said quietly. “No one knows what happened, if she left or
if...something else happened. The police investigation was inconclusive and
eventually closed.”


“She
disappeared after you married Dad, right?”


“That’s
right. She vanished a few days after we returned from our honeymoon. So, you do
remember some of it.”


“Yeah,
some. But what was she like? Was she a nice lady? Was she good to you?” Leaning
forward, James eagerly awaited what she had to say.


Susan
smiled, but sadness shimmered in the light of her eyes. “She had a hard life,
and raising a child as a single parent didn’t make things any easier. And yes,
she was a very kind and loving mother.”


She
was about to continue when Castle jolted upright and started barking at the
front door. James stared at it, and after a few moments, his father entered the
house. The moment he was sharing with his mother was now lost. His father being
home changed the mood of the evening.


Castle
greeted the man at the door. He stroked the dog’s head, but his eyes were on
Susan.


“You’re
home early,” she said.


“I
could say the same for you.”


Looking
at his father, James sensed his mood wasn’t a particularly good one. “Hey, Dad,
you want some pizza?”


Jon
Mason, a tall man in his late thirties, was lean and strong. His dark brown
hair was longer than most men his age kept it. “Doesn’t look like enough for
three, Son,” he said. He glanced at Susan and then at James. “What happened to
your face?” he asked, staring at the fading remnants of James’s scrape.


“I
fell hiking.”


Rolling
his eyes, Jon walked to the refrigerator, opened it and plucked out a beer.
Twisting off the cap, he drank down half the contents, then exhaled vigorously
as he wiped away the droplets from his mouth with the back of his free hand.
Looking in the fridge, he shook his head before slamming the door closed. “I
can’t believe you work at a supermarket and there’s absolutely nothing to eat
in this house!” He glared at Susan.


“Just
have some pizza.” Susan glared back at him.


Coming
back to the table, Jon picked up a slice. Taking a large bite, he dropped the
bitten wedge onto Susan’s plate. “Tastes like crap. I’m going out to eat.”


“Then
go! I don’t know why you came home at all!”


“Oh,
you don’t?”


“No,
I don’t, though it seems you came home just to be a pain!” Susan appeared tired
and anxious. “James, could you finish your dinner upstairs?” she asked. “I have
to speak with your father.”


Frowning
at his parents, he lifted his plate and left the kitchen. Mounting the stairs
two at a time with Castle directly behind him, James entered his messy room,
closed the door, then attempted to restart his homework. Reaching for the
stereo, he turned the music up to help dampen the yelling drifting up from the
kitchen.


He’d
heard them argue since he was a small child, but it happened much more
frequently now. It wasn’t always like that; there were plenty of happy times
spent as a family. But now those moments were lost to the past, and James knew
in his heart they were likely gone forever.


Even
with the music on, he still heard their raised voices. Going over to his
window, he gazed out at the evening sky. He thought about Micah and the old man
Galen and longed for the chance to have a new life for a while.


A
new sound reached his ears. A loud crash cut through the music and grabbed his
attention. His heart beating wildly, James opened his bedroom door as a second
crash resounded from below. Standing in the hallway, he heard his mother’s
muted sobs beneath his father’s continual screaming. He was angry and James
couldn’t believe it could be over something as trivial as what was for dinner.


“Where
are you going?” Jon yelled. “You’re going to him again, aren’t you? If you walk
out on me, don’t bother coming back!”


James
heard Susan near the front door. A shoe clattered off the floor. Sprinting down
the stairs, he almost collided into her as she stepped back from the closet
with her jacket on, tears glistening on her cheeks. James shot a glance at his
father standing in the kitchen. His face was almost unrecognizable all twisted
with rage.


“If
she wants to go, let her!” Saliva flew from Jon’s mouth.


“Where
are you going, Mom?” A surge of emotion ballooned in the pit of his stomach.


“I’ll
be back soon, my prince. I love you.” Attempting a smile, Susan kissed his
forehead and then left him standing alone.


James
watched her get into the car. He was confused and upset at seeing his mother so
distraught. Their evening had been a pleasant one and everything was going
along just fine until his father came home.


“Dad!”


But
his father retreated into the kitchen. His anger searing his guts, James found
him drinking another beer. “Where’s Mom going?”


Jon
sat at the table picking at the label on the beer bottle. James looked around
the kitchen being mindful of where he stepped; the remains of his parent’s
quarrel lay shattered in the form of broken glass. Over by the sink, sauce
stained the wall and a pizza slice hung precariously on the water tap.


“Dad?
Answer me!”


“Mind
your business,” Jon said. Leaving the table, he started for the living room.


But
James blocked his path.


“Get
out of the way, boy!”


Ignoring
his father, James stood his ground. “Why can’t you stop fighting?” he pleaded.


“You’ll
never understand. Not until you’re older and find out trust is just a word.
Now, move!”


He
didn’t respond so Jon shoved him away. Stumbling backwards, James fell
awkwardly and slammed his right shoulder along the edge of the coffee table.


“James!
Son, are you okay? Are you hurt?” Jon reached out to help him up.


Slapping
his hand away, James got up on his own. Heading upstairs, he gathered up his
phone, grabbed a jacket and cap, patted Castle, then left the room.


Jon
waited at the bottom of the stairs. “I’m sorry, James. I didn’t mean for that
to happen.”


James
bumped his father’s shoulder as he walked past him and out the front door.
Running from his home, Jon’s continuous apologies faded quickly behind him.
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I need a place to stay. The text he sent was short and to the point.
Even with Danny being somewhat aloof today, James knew he could rely on him,
just like always. Setting his phone aside, he sat nursing a coffee inside a
sandwich shop called Frankie’s in a strip mall close to home. It was a
place they frequently visited, a place his friend could easily find.


James
received a quick response inquiring where he was. Texting the answer, Danny
soon messaged him stating he was on his way to pick him up. Slipping the phone
into his jacket, James got up and went to wait outside with his coffee.


The
plaza was quiet. Some diners entered a Chinese restaurant and a car was parking
in front of the convenience store. Taking a sip, James waited for Danny’s
unmistakable Mustang to arrive.


Driving
past the plaza, a black SUV slowed down, then turned and entered the parking
lot. Recognizing it immediately, James went into the shop, headed straight to
the back and sat down facing the rear wall.


A
thumping sound grew steadily louder, the music from Cooper’s truck announcing
his arrival. James stared at the wall, headlights from a vehicle pulling up
bathing it in a white glow. He had hoped they weren’t coming in here, but his
luck hadn’t served him well. The music ceased replaced seconds later by car
doors slamming shut.


The
commotion of reckless youth entered noisily into the sandwich shop. His palms
moistening as he sat holding his coffee cup, James continued looking at the
wall in hopes of remaining unnoticed. Considering he was the only customer
inside the shop other than Cooper and his buddies, how long could he really
expect that to last?


Through
the babble of voices trying to figure out their orders, he heard Cooper speak
up over the others. “I’ll be right back.”


The
sound of heavy footfalls approached James from behind.


“Want
me to order for you?” a girl asked.


The
voice was familiar but James had other issues to deal with before trying to
connect a face to that voice.


“Is
this seat taken?” Cooper inquired before sitting across the table from him. “It
is now.” He grinned as if he said something funny.


They
stared at one another, neither speaking right away. James waited for Cooper to
launch into his tirade of wanting his money, but it didn’t seem to be coming.
“Look Coop, I need a few more days–”


“Few
more days for what?”


“To
get some money together,” James said. Confused by Cooper’s attitude, he gazed
at the rough looking young man staring unwaveringly at him.


“That’s
really awesome of ya, pal...but we’re good now.” Cooper paused. “You look
surprised, Jimmy,” he said with a smirk. “Well, believe it. You and me are
square, so let’s forget about the past, okay? Great. See ya later.” He got up
from the table but then sat back down. James thought their business had
concluded. He didn’t know what else they could have to discuss.


“I
heard about what happened to you. People are talking–sayin’ ya almost died and
stuff.” He leaned in closer as if they were sharing a closely guarded secret.
“Is it true? Did ya almost get eaten by a bear?”


James
shrugged. “I guess you could say that.”


“Dude!
You are so lucky to be sittin’ here right now, you know that? My old man’s run
into a bear in the woods, but he was armed, and still he was scared and
probably messed himself.” Cooper grinned at his own humor. “Good thing he can
shoot straight. Bears are big and fast...but I guess you’re faster.”


“What
can I say,” James said. “Guess I am lucky.”


“You
sure are.” Cooper’s smile brightened, his eyes widening a little. “Maybe it’s
time to put that luck to use. Care to place a wager?”


“No!
No, I wouldn’t. I don’t want to owe you money ever again.”


Cooper
laughed. “Okay, okay, I get it. But when you’re ready to conduct business
again, I’m your man.”


James
shook his head. As usual, Cooper didn’t listen all that well.


Standing
up, he towered over James. “Ya know, I would’ve hated to come after you–to have
to chase you around to get my money. You wouldn’t have been as lucky dealin’
with me as you were with the bear,” he said, raising a thumb towards his
chest. “You should thank your little friend.”


“I’ll
thank him,” James muttered to himself since Cooper was already walking away to
rejoin his friends by the order counter. Turning around, he wasn’t surprised to
find Sarah mingling with Cooper’s entourage. Their eyes met, then James looked
past her and out the bay window; a second vehicle was parking in front of the
shop.


Tossing
his coffee cup into the trash, James headed towards the entrance. No one said
anything as he walked by, although Sarah did smile at him while Cooper was
placing his order. She seemed to have something to say, but James ignored her
as he walked out the door.


The
Mustang’s engine rumbled as the two friends exchanged a glance through the
windshield.


“Is
that Cooper?” Danny asked as James climbed in and settled into the seat. “What,
he’s not hassling you again, is he?”


“Now
why would he be doing that?” Glaring at Danny, he knew his tone betrayed him
but he couldn’t help it. His friend meant well by paying off his debt but it
still aggravated him.


Danny
looked away. “Umm...because of the money?”


“Yeah,
you’d think so. Funny thing is, it turns out I don’t owe him–that it’s all been
taken care of. Once again, he’s open for business.”


“Well,
don’t start up with him.” Checking his mirrors, Danny backed out of the parking
spot.


His
annoyance with his well-meaning friend evaporated as thoughts of his mother
entered his mind. “I won’t. I’m done with Cooper, I promise.”


Danny
guided the car out of the lot and onto the darkened streets of Charmington.
“So? What happened?” he asked.


“My
parents got into it again. Mom got really upset and left.”


“Oh,
man, that just sucks.”


“And
then my dad shoved me. He’s a drunk and I hate him.”


Danny
turned right at a traffic light, then drove along a straight road with a steady
incline. The street was well lit by high arching streetlights and a number of
long driveways stretched back from the road. The homes grew in size the higher
up the hill they went, the road eventually leveling out and connecting with a
street to form a three-way stop.


Turning
left, Danny navigated through the neighborhood with familiarity. “I guess you
wanna stay at my place.”


“Yeah,
I do. I’m not going home, not tonight.” James drew in a deep, shuddering
breath. “Thanks, Danny. Thanks for everything.”


“Hey,
what are best friends for? Isn’t that how the saying goes?”


“Something
like that.” Even though they hadn’t discussed his debt being settled, James
already resolved the issue. With his life slowly turning upside-down, having
Cooper taken care of was one less thing for him to worry about.


The
Mustang turned onto a circular cul-de-sac. There were only two properties on
this dead-end road, each brightly lit and surrounded by abundant landscape.
Danny guided his car towards the property on the left. Numerous ground-lights
and mounted spotlights illuminated the small-scale mansion and the large, lush
front lawn.


The
sides of the driveway were lined with high barriers of prickly bushes. Danny
drove up, then stopped in front of an iron-spiked gate barring their path.
Lowering his window, he pulled out his wallet and waved it in front of the
scanner. The gate retracted granting access to the back of the upscale home.


Danny
followed the paving around to the rear of the property. Parking in front of the
left door of a three car garage, he switched off the engine, then looked over
at the silver Mercedes M-Class SUV he parked next to. “Head on up to the guesthouse,”
he said. “I’ll be right back. You hungry?”


“Yeah,
I am.” James hadn’t noticed, but now that he’d been asked, he could do with
something to eat. The pizza slices he ate for dinner felt like a long time ago.


Danny
took off at a sprint towards the main house leaving James to make his way to
the guesthouse deeper within the Tai property. Stepping onto a faded, red brick
footpath lit by evenly spaced yard lights sticking out of the ground, the brick
pathway originated by the garage and crossed over the well-manicured grass
until coming to an end near the front door of the secluded guesthouse.


Following
the path, James spotted the dimly lit structure almost hidden within a cluster
of trees. Entering the grove, he heard rustling from above. James looked up but
it was too dark to see if anything lurked in the treetops. It was more than
likely his imagination anyway. Approaching the guesthouse, sensor lights
activated casting light onto the door and windows.


Glancing
back at the main house, he saw Danny by the back door. Mrs. Tai held it open
and was handing over another container to add to what her son already carried.


His
phone hummed and James took it out while watching Danny jog along the pathway
with a number of plastic bags in his hands. Seeing the number, he quickly
answered it. “Mom? Mom, are you okay?


“I’m
fine, James.”


He
was relieved to hear her voice.


“But
I won’t be home for a couple of days.”


“Where
are you?”


“I’m
at a friend’s place.”


“Oh,
okay. I’m not home either. I’m at Danny’s place.”


“Good.
It will give your father some time to be alone. Let’s see how much he enjoys it.”


“Mom,
what’s happening? Are things getting worse between you and Dad?” James had to
wait a moment for an answer.


“Honey,
we’ll talk about it later. The phone isn’t the best place to have this
conversation. Have fun at Danny’s and try not to worry. I love you, my prince.”


“Love
you too, Mom.” James dropped his phone into his pocket as Danny arrived.
“What’s with all the bags?”


Danny
rolled his eyes. “It’s my mom. She wants to make sure we have enough to eat and
restock the fridge in there.”


James
smiled. “Tell her I said thanks.”


Passing
the bags to James, Danny produced a key and unlocked the front door. “C’mon,
let’s get inside.”
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Jeremiah stared at the turquoise and silver flask stored within
a domed glass case. Propping his elbows on the countertop, he entwined his
fingers and pondered upon the merging process he was about to witness. He
looked forward to seeing the end result, but before they could begin, he had to
wait on Sandra as well as his head of security. The process couldn’t begin
until they arrived.


Dr.
Lee busied himself inside the lab. Several projects needed his attention and
with no one other than Jeremiah around, there was plenty of work to do. Since
Jeremiah insisted the labs be cleared of staff not involved in the procedure,
the doctor excused everyone for the night. Security, however, remained at their
post.


The
doctor darted between projects. Checking an instrument reading at one
workstation, he then peered through a microscope at another. Sweat glistening
his forehead, he dabbed it away with a handkerchief.


Dr.
Lee had been fully briefed on what to do. Jeremiah needed him for the
procedure, but the risk would be taken on by someone else. He had yet to decide
who that might be. “Steven,” Jeremiah said, “you seem a little nervous.”


“Not
at all, not at all. I’m just extremely busy.”


“I
expect Sandra to return shortly. You’re absolutely clear on what you have to
do?”


“Yes.
There’s nothing to it from what you’ve told me.”


Jeremiah
watched the doctor tend to his work. “You have the medallion?” he asked,
pushing his chair from the counter.


“Yes,
it’s...” The doctor patted the pockets of his lab coat. “It’s in the safe. I’ll
be right back,” he said before heading to his office adjoining the lab.


Jeremiah
nodded and waited patiently for Dr. Lee’s return. He appreciated the doctor’s
many contributions and unwavering dedication to his estate. Nevertheless, in
developing their relationship over the years, Jeremiah came to realize that,
though he was extremely adept in the world of science, the doctor sometimes
overlooked a minor detail here or there. Keeping a tally of the countless
number of facts, figures and computations careening ceaselessly around in his
mind, he could be forgiven for being a little absent-minded at times.


Receiving
a text message, Jeremiah exited the lab. Sandra had returned and was on her way
to meet him.


His
head of security was also due to arrive soon. Carl Sanchez, former Navy Seal
and ex-soldier of fortune, held the position for the last five years. Jeremiah
found the man to be highly competent at his job. He considered Sanchez one of
his best assets and routinely assigned him to handle important issues that made
use of his real talents.


Carl’s
role in the merging process was vital. He would oversee the unsealing of the
bottle while providing security during the proceedings. Although confident
everything would go according to plan, Jeremiah considered it foolhardy not to
take precautions. The instructions he received were simple enough, but in case
something went awry, Carl would shut things down and clean things up where
needed.


This
wasn’t the first time his organization ventured into realms lying outside what
others considered normal. Being well aware the laws of nature and science
seldom applied when dealing with the unknown, he expected the inner circle of
his estate to approach these moments with the utmost caution.


The
door into the corridor of labs opened and a black dog wandered through followed
by Sandra holding its leash. A fully grown Labrador retriever, the dog sniffed
the floor, then gazed down the hall at Jeremiah.


Beckoning
Sandra over, Jeremiah saw Dr. Lee stroll into the lab and hold up the
medallion.


“We’re
set to begin,” he said as Sandra joined him. The dog sniffed Jeremiah’s shoes
before looking up at him, its pink tongue hanging partially from its mouth.


Jeremiah
gazed at the dog. “Take it into the lab,” he instructed.


Sandra
pressed a button on the wall and opened the lab door. She nodded at Dr. Lee as
she entered his domain, but the dog seemed reluctant to follow. Tugging on the
leash, she gently persuaded the animal inside.


Jeremiah
walked down the hall and into the lobby. Approaching the security booth, he
looked over the two men stationed inside. “I need one of you for a few minutes.
Decide quickly.”


One
of the guards stepped forward. “How can I help, sir?”


Nodding
at the volunteer, he dismissed the remaining guard. “You can take a break,”
Jeremiah said. “Return when Dr. Lee summons you.”


The
guard left the station, exited the lobby and proceeded to the upper floor.
Before the door shut behind him, Carl stepped through the closing gap.


“You’re
timing is precise, as usual.” Jeremiah shook Carl’s hand. “I sent that guard on
break,” he informed his department head. “We have...what’s your name, son?”


The
security guard stood at attention. “Alvarez, sir!”


“We
have Alvarez to carry out the unsealing,” Jeremiah said. “The less people
around, the fewer questions there are regarding what’s about to occur.”


Carl
nodded. “I understand. Did you hear that, Alvarez? Follow your instructions and
ask no questions. Am I clear?”


“Yessir!”


Sharply
dressed in a black, tailor-made Italian suit and wearing a white dress shirt
with a burgundy tie, Carl looked as if he just stepped off a fashion show
runway. Coupled with his movie star handsomeness, he certainly wouldn’t have
looked out of place parading up and down the catwalks of Milan.


Leaving
the lobby, Jeremiah strolled down the corridor. “A little overdressed, aren’t
we?”


“I’m
coming straight from a meeting,” Carl said as he and Alvarez fell in behind
him.


“Regarding?”


“I’m
looking at integrating U.A.V’s into the estate’s security.”


“Drones?
Good idea.”


“I
think so too. Having eyes in the sky would be a valuable tool in the overall
security of the grounds.”


“I
agree. The technology has made huge advances over the last few years. Keep me
apprised,” Jeremiah said. “We may have other uses for them besides security.


Jeremiah
gazed into the lab. Sandra leaned against a counter, the dog lying at her feet
on the cold tiled floor. It looked up at him for a moment, then turned and
stared at Dr. Lee jotting things onto a notepad.


“Wait
here.” Pushing the button to trigger the door, Jeremiah stepped inside but
remained by the entrance. “Let’s get started, Steven.” He then looked at
Sandra. “You’re done here. I’ll see you at the morning briefing.”


Dr.
Lee crossed the lab and accepted the leash from Sandra. The dog started barking
as she walked away. It strained against the leash as Jeremiah followed her out.


“You
sure you don’t need me?” she asked.


“I
am.”


“Then
enjoy the rest of your evening, gents. And please, try not to hurt the dog,”
Sandra said before walking towards the lobby.


Jeremiah
couldn’t tell if she meant it or not. She never showed any softness outside of
her dealings with him. He didn’t think the process would hurt the dog but was
only moments away from finding out. He signaled the doctor to begin.


Dr.
Lee looped his end of the leash through the handles of a large metal cabinet
bolted into the wall. Tying it off, he approached the glass case containing the
flask. The dog continued barking and started growling as well.


Jeremiah
nodded at Carl who turned to the young man standing behind him. “Alvarez, join
the doctor,” he said. “Follow his instructions precisely.”


“Yes,
sir. I will, sir.”


Jeremiah
pressed the door release button for Alvarez. The guard stepped into the lab,
the door sealing shut behind him as he joined Dr. Lee by the glass case.


“If
anything goes wrong, you have my permission to clean up the mess,” Jeremiah
said, confident Carl understood his meaning.


Dr.
Lee spoke to Alvarez who nodded his head confirming he comprehended the
doctor’s words. Patting the young man on the shoulder, the doctor opened the
glass case.


The
dog barked incessantly while straining against the leash. Jeremiah wondered if
it could sense its life was about to change in one way or another.


Putting
on blue disposable gloves, Alvarez waited for Dr. Lee to exit the lab. Picking
up the flask, he pulled out the stopper, then placed it and the flask down on
the countertop. The dog whimpered as it paced in front of the cabinet it was
attached to. Leaving the lab, Alvarez joined the others staring at the scene
unfolding before them.


A
red glow shot out through the opening of the flask. Hovering in the lab, it
expanded before exploding into dozens of crimson pinpricks of light. The red dots
zigzagged in every direction, ricocheting off every surface they came into
contact with.


A
crimson spark bounced off the dog, then retraced its path and stopped above the
canine’s head. Barking angrily at the point of light invading its space, the
retriever jumped at it, the spark easily avoiding the dog’s lunge. Within
seconds, every gleaming, crimson light floated around the retriever. The dog
continued to bark and strain against its leash as the lights reformed into a
single glow just out of reach of its snapping jaws. Then, quite suddenly, the
dog was loose. The leash had come undone. Leaping at the red glimmer, the
essence made no attempt to avoid the jaws closing around it.


A
spasm tore through the animal sending it crashing to the ground. Caught in the
canine’s mouth, the ruby gleam vanished down its throat, the dog shaking on the
tiles as tremors coursed throughout its muscular frame. The dog whined and
struggled to get up. Collapsing to the floor, the Labrador retriever closed its
eyes and gave in to the process underway inside of it.


The
men exchanged glances. “Well, that was quite a show,” Jeremiah said, staring at
the unconscious animal lying inside the lab. “Steven, you need to learn to tie
a better knot.” He grinned at the doctor before looking at Alvarez who appeared
quite stunned over what he just witnessed. “How long have you been a security
guard at my estate?”


“About
six months, sir.”


“Six
months. I think you’re due for a promotion.” Jeremiah nodded at Carl. “Alvarez
should be rewarded for his contribution here tonight. Reassign him to Team
Omega, entry level. Train him where needed but I want him upgraded
immediately.”


“I’ll
take care of it.” Carl looked at the young guard. “Congratulations. Come by my
office first thing tomorrow morning. There’s paperwork to fill out before we
proceed.”


“Look!”
Dr. Lee brought everyone’s attention back to the lab.


The
dog had regained consciousness and was starting to rise. Wobbly at first, it
regained its footing, then stared at the men on the opposite side of the glass.


“You’re
dismissed, Alvarez,” Jeremiah said. “Take the rest of your shift off.” Grabbing
the man’s arm as he turned away, Jeremiah gazed keenly into the security guard’s
eyes. “And remember, what you saw here is not up for discussion. You received a
promotion today, so put what you saw behind you and get your mind focused on
your upcoming commitments to Team Omega. If you want to advance in this
organization, you’d best remember to follow the rules–my rules.” Jeremiah let
go of his arm. “Don’t disappoint me.”


“I
won’t, sir.”


“Good.”
Jeremiah smiled warmly. “Best of luck with your training, young man.”


Alvarez
nodded, took one last look at the dog, then walked towards the exit at the top
of the corridor.


“He’ll
be fine,” Carl said.


“Yes,
yes I’m sure he will be. Let’s move on, shall we?” Jeremiah noticed the dog had
changed its stance. Now sitting on its hind legs, it continued watching them
through the window.


The
dog remained passive as the men entered the lab. Its tongue hanging from its
mouth, it panted softly but had yet to make a sound.


“Seems
harmless,” Dr. Lee said.


“Then
proceed with the next phase, Steven.” Jeremiah stepped back and let him by.


Removing
the medallion from his lab coat, the doctor closed his eyes. Rubbing his thumb
over the medallion’s silver core, he focused his concentration in order to
release the energy contained inside. Perspiration appeared on the doctor’s
forehead, and after a minute or so, the medallion shone with a faint red glow. 


Squatting
in front of the dog, Dr. Lee held the medallion out. Sniffing it profusely, the
black dog sat back on it hind legs and stared at Jeremiah as the medallion
returned to its dormant state.


“Is
that it?” Carl asked.


“It
has to be.” Jeremiah stared back at the dog. He saw a difference in its eyes,
an intelligence that wasn’t present before. It seemed the merging process had
worked.


Carl
looked at Jeremiah. “What now?”


“Place
the dog in one of the holding cells for the night. Have the monitor station
keep an eye on it and make sure it gets food and water. I need it in good form
for the mission tomorrow.”


Jeremiah
glanced at each man in turn. “Okay, gentlemen, I have somewhere I need to be.
Go home, Steven, it’s late. I’ll see you in the morning, Carl. Good job, men.”


Leaving
the science labs, he passed through the lobby, then rode the elevator to his
office. Entering his private chambers, he headed straight for the portal room.
Removing the crystal skull from its container, he donned the heavy parka
hanging over the chair, activated the portal and stepped through.


“The
merging process is done,” Jeremiah said, climbing the path to the cave.


You are satisfied?


“I
will be if it’s able to perform as you say. I won’t know until sometime
tomorrow.”


If you followed my instructions, it will work. It will
track the energy. It will even detect residual amounts making the task even
simpler.


Jeremiah
reached the mouth of the cave and looked around the lightless interior. “I’m
due for a treatment,” he said to the darkness.


Then it is time.


Stepping
inside the cave, he waited to be shunted off to another part of the asteroid.
Caught in a teleport beam, his stomach quaked, his chest tightening up as
muscles and nerve endings vibrated to an overload of stimulus. He hated the
feeling, but it always subsided before driving him insane.


The
cave he was in vanished around him and was quickly replaced by stone walls deep
inside the asteroid. Collapsing to his knees, Jeremiah trembled uncontrollably,
the shock of being teleported still coursing through his body. Needing a moment
for it to wear off, he slowly stood up with the aid of his cane and glanced
around at the dimly lit chamber hollowed out of the rock.


A
casket leaned upright against a wall. Constructed from shining metal and clear
plastics, it rested at a slight angle and had thick metallic pipes splayed out
at the bottom that penetrated into the stone floor. Called the Rejuvenation
Module, Jeremiah spent a few moments of each month inside of it. Boosting
his energy, strength and resistance to disease while impeding the ravages of
age, the module had become an integral part of his life and allowed him to
continue leading his organization much longer than his enemies would have liked.


I will tell you what I discovered as you recover.


“Yes,”
Jeremiah said, removing his parka, “I look forward to hearing it.” Stepping up
to the module, the front separated down the middle. Sealing shut as he laid
back, the gentle vibrations soothed his weariness and sent him off on a
tranquil journey.


Jeremiah
felt his body warming as he bathed in the nurturing rays emitted by the Rejuvenation
Module. He inhaled the microscopic spores flooding into the casket, the
spores penetrating deep into his lungs before being carried off by his
circulatory system and spread throughout his entire body.


My research has confirmed the medallion located within the
rainforest in the south does lie within the western region of the expanse. Your
deductions have proven to be accurate.


Jeremiah
heard the words resonating in his head. He didn’t know how the information was
gleaned but came to respect the source of it long ago.


I have additional information you may find both interesting
and valuable. The medallions only respond to users with the correct genetic
markers. Although almost anyone can activate it, only those with the correct
markers can tap its full potential.


A
smile touched his lips as he lay in the module. The treatment running its
course, Jeremiah’s body and mind regained its optimal efficiency. The module
shut down, the lid opening up to let him out. “That is truly an amazing bit of
news,” Jeremiah said as he climbed out. “Will you be coming back with me?”


Yes. I will return with you to your world.


Retrieving
his cane and parka from off the floor, Jeremiah stood ready for the return trip
to the surface. The walls of the sealed chamber vanished and once again, he
found himself within the cave. From his knees, he shivered incessantly from the
teleport and the sudden drop in temperature. “Are you here?” he asked, peering
around at the darkness.


I am.


A
formless mass of shadows slithered along the back wall of the cave. Churning
through the air, it floated towards him.


Looking
up at the dark shape, Jeremiah could honestly say he never enjoyed what came
next.
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James followed Danny through the backdoor and into the
kitchen of the main house. The smell of bacon floated past his nose as he
stepped inside and saw Mrs. Tai preparing breakfast.


“Good
morning, boys,” she said, setting plates filled with bacon, scrambled eggs and
buttered toast on the table.


The
boys returned pleasantries before sitting down to eat. After pouring each a
glass of orange juice, she joined them at the table as they devoured their
eggs.


James
respected Mrs. Tai. A vibrant and shapely woman with a good heart, she was
quick to laugh and always spoke the truth whether you wanted to hear it or not.
An avid world traveler, she lived a contented life running a successful real
estate company with her husband.


A
short while ago, Danny had received a text from his mother asking them to come
up to the house for breakfast. She was off to join Mr. Tai in Los Angeles and
wanted to make sure they ate a good meal before leaving.


“Did
you boys sleep alright? I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but you both look
tired.” She looked at James and smiled. “Especially you–you’re much too young
to have bags under your eyes.”


Returning
her smile, James didn’t reply, his mouth to full of eggs and toast.


“Yeah,
he looks terrible, doesn’t he?” Danny remarked facetiously.


“I
slept fine, Mrs. Tai,” James said after swallowing down his food.


“Good.
Why don’t you stay with Danny while I’m away? I’m sure you can help keep him
out of trouble,” she said with a wink at her son.


“C’mon,
Mom.” Danny glanced at James. “You should stay. It’ll be fun.”


James
thought it over. Last night a text arrived from his father demanding that he
return home. He also called but James didn’t answer. Knowing Danny’s parents
would be away for a few days, James didn’t feel inclined to listen to his
father’s orders; he could stay here and be free of him for a little while
longer. “Thanks for the invite, Mrs. Tai. I think I will stay.”


“You’re
always welcome here, James.” Pushing her chair back, she stood up and looked at
her son. “I need you to carry my bags to the car before going back to the
guesthouse.” Leaving the kitchen, she went to finish getting ready for her
jaunt to a warmer climate.


Danny
nodded at his friend. “I’ll meet you there in a few minutes,” he said before
trailing after his mother.


Reaching
for a strip of bacon left discarded on Danny’s plate, James took a bite, then
exited into an overcast morning. Pulling the hood of his sweatshirt over his
head as a light rain fell, he followed the concrete slabs from the main house.
Finishing off the bacon, he crossed the driveway in front of the three car
garage and glanced at the Mustang and Mrs. Tai’s Mercedes getting doused with
rain. Mounting the brick path he’d walked along so many times before, James
began jogging towards the guesthouse. Reaching the relative shelter of the
trees, he continued on the path through the grove but came to a halt when Galen
stepped out from behind a tree a short distance ahead.


James
stared at the old man and tried his best to conceal the fact he’d been startled
by his sudden appearance.


Galen
spoke but his words were drowned out by the intensifying rain splattering the
ground and hitting the leaves. Coming towards him with the same expressionless
face he always wore, Galen raised a hand and pointed at James’s chest. “You do
not have the medallion with you.”


“Sure
I do. It’s right here in my–”Looking up at Galen’s weathered face, the rain
dripping off the brim of the straw hat he wore, thunder rumbled through the
skies as James grasped the truth of his words. With everything that happened at
home last night, the medallion had completely slipped his mind and was left
behind in another jacket. He’d been quite comfortable in his ignorance, but now
that he was aware the medallion was not with him, James felt anxious not having
it in his possession.


“You
must get it back,” Galen said.


“I
haven’t lost it–I know where it is. I’ll get it, and this time I won’t let it
out of my sight so you can stop your worrying.” James wasn’t sure the old man
was even capable of worry.


“Do
not delay. Get it as soon as you can.”


Stepping
back, Galen ran off at a pace James would have considered impossible for a man
of his advanced age. But then, Micah said he wasn’t exactly what he seemed.
Losing sight of Galen in the dimness of the day, James reached the unlocked
guesthouse and went inside seeking shelter from the heavy showers. 


He
didn’t have long to wait before Danny arrived carrying an umbrella. Lightning
flashed as he stepped in from the rain and shut the door. Dropping the
umbrella, he stared at James standing nearby.


“Hey,
what’s up?” Danny asked as thunder roared overhead. “You look kinda funny.”


“Galen
was here.”


“Really?”
Danny glanced around. “What did he want?”


“He
wanted to tell me I don’t have the medallion with me.”


“So
what if you don’t. It’s not like it’s the end of the world.” Grabbing a towel
from the bathroom, he tossed it at James.


“God,
I hope not.” James sopped up the water from his clothes and face. “I still have
so many things to do–girls to meet.”


Danny
laughed. “Well, you better hope the world ends because no sane girl will be
interested in meeting you...now or ever.”


James
threw the towel at Danny who stepped aside and let it land on the floor.
“Whatever. Can we stop by my house on the way to school?”


“We
got time if we leave now,” Danny said, taking a peek at the clock.


Nodding,
James walked past him and out the door. The rain had let up, though the sun was
still shrouded behind layers of storm clouds.


Danny
locked the front door. “Race ya.” Not waiting for a response, he ran off
towards the garage.


Reaching
the Mustang some seconds after Danny, James tossed his pack onto the backseat.
The Mercedes was gone, Mrs. Tai fortunate to leave the gloom of this day
behind.


Revving
the engine, Danny turned the stereo on and filled the car with hip-hop beats.
Slipping the gearshift into reverse, he backed up, then drove towards the gate
that automatically opened and allowed them through to the street.


James
didn’t live far from Danny, though their dwellings couldn’t have been further
apart. Less than three minutes passed before the Mustang turned onto the quiet
street lined with townhouses all resembling one another.


“I’ll
be quick,” James said as they pulled into the driveway.


“You
think your dad’s home?”


“He
should be at work.”


“Want
me to come in?”


“Na,
I’ll just be a second.” Closing the car door, he approached the house. As he
slid the key into the lock, Castle started barking.


Stepping
inside, James knelt and hugged the German shepherd tight. “Hey, boy. You missed
me, huh? I miss you too.” James felt the emptiness of the house. Nobody was
home excluding the members of his family that walked on all fours.


He
spied Belle slinking across the hall. Glancing his way, she disappeared around
a corner. Flipping on a light, he thought it wise to make sure the animals had
enough to eat. Finding each dish with only a small amount of food, it was
barely enough to be considered a meal and a sure sign his mother hadn’t been
home for she would never allow Castle and Belle to go without.


After
filling their bowls and leaving fresh water for each, James headed upstairs to
his room. Tossed aside in a corner was the hooded jacket he wore a couple of
days ago. Picking it up, he felt the weight of the medallion inside. James
removed the object that was becoming rather significant to his life.


Castle
entered the bedroom. He barked once, then twice. James looked his way and saw
the dog staring at the medallion in his hand.


A
flash of light filled the room as the medallion flared with emerald energy.
Leaking through the blackened grooves, the light continued to intensify and
James was immediately overwhelmed by waves of dizziness. The medallion slipping
from his hand, his room swathed in a hue of brilliant green, James slumped to
the floor.


He
heard Danny calling out his name from what seemed like a great distance away.
His friend entered the bedroom, but James couldn’t focus on what Danny was
saying. Through the fading brightness, James caught sight of Castle quietly
observing him. He didn’t seem fazed by what was happening. James assumed his
dog would bark and show a little concern, but he just sat there staring at him.


As
quickly as it began, the dizzy spell subsided. As the heaviness in his head
released its hold, James still didn’t feel right; something lingered inside of
his mind. He didn’t find the intrusion traumatic or overpowering. Instead, it
filled him with a sense of harmony and kinship.


Castle
came over and stood before him.


Danny
tried to help James up but he twisted out of his grasp and knelt in front of
the dog. “It’s you, isn’t it?” James pointed at his skull. “You’re in here with
me.”


Castle
barked, then licked his master’s face.


“I
can feel you. I can sense your...” Stroking his dog lovingly on the head, he
looked down at the medallion lying on the floor, the remnants of the emerald
light fading away.


“What
the heck is going on?” Danny asked.


“I’m
not sure.”


“You
okay?”


James
felt Castle recede from his mind. Picking up the medallion, his eyes darted
back and forth between the relic and his dog.


“James?”
Danny touched his shoulder.


“I
think so. I feel okay,” he said as Castle’s image faded off the silver surface
at the medallion’s core. Opening a drawer of his desk, James placed it inside.


“What’s
up? I thought we were here to get that thing.”


“I
don’t think it’s a good idea to bring it to school. We’ll swing by after and
pick it up on the way back to your place.”


“Sure,
whatever you want. And I agree–it’s not a good idea. We can’t have you seizing
up and leaking green light everywhere during Mr. Ashcroft’s class,” Danny said
with a smile, although his eyes shined with concern.


“We
should go.” James gazed at Castle. If he wanted answers to what just occurred,
he needed to see Micah as soon as possible. If only he knew of a way to contact
him.
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Jeremiah acknowledged his granddaughter as he gazed through
a large bay window overlooking the front of the estate. Watching her climb into
the backseat of a black luxury SUV, he waited as the vehicle followed the wide
circular driveway towards the front entrance. The spiked metal gate drew back,
splitting down the middle. Turning right, the Range Rover eventually
disappeared from view.


Evelynn
and Sandra as well as the tracking dog were on their way to Gainesville
Regional Airport. From there they would board a private jet and eventually land
at Vancouver International. Jeremiah made arrangements to have them met by an
American diplomat to get them through without delay or scrutiny.


The
morning briefing was short; both women knew what they were supposed to do.
Evelynn had an issue with bringing a dog along, but after some convincing, she
grudgingly accepted the situation. If it could do what it was supposed to, the
tracker would make her mission all the more easier and that was something she
could readily accept, although she certainly rejected the idea of taking
responsibility for the animal. Sandra, on the other hand, had developed a
rapport with the retriever and willingly accepted the task of looking after it.


Leaving
the window, Jeremiah returned to the offices and wandered the hall towards his
own. The lights came on as he entered the windowless room. The message saved
indicator of his desk phone blinked and he paused a moment to listen to the
recording.


Interesting.


“Yes,
it is. Let’s see what they’ve got.” Stepping into the elevator, Jeremiah rode
it down to the second floor beneath the mansion where the W.A.R. room was
housed.


One
floor beneath the science labs, the World Analytics and Research
department–better known as the W.A.R. room–provided the estate with a steady
stream of information that was constantly being sifted through, categorized and
then analyzed.


A
state-of-the-art division with the latest in hardware, software, and
surveillance capabilities as well as data-gathering technology, only those with
the highest security clearance gained access into this underground complex. Employing
a team of data miners, hackers, computer techs and analysts, they all worked in
unison to forward Jeremiah’s agendas while simultaneously planting
disinformation to keep governments and their agencies–along with the
curious–from discovering any truths regarding himself and his organization.
Since the creation of the W.A.R. room, Jeremiah always had
up-to-the-minute information at his fingertips. From finance and world politics
to global trends and policies, he had both hands grasped firmly around
the pulse of the world.


The
door slid open and he stepped out into a small, well lit alcove. Reaching the
metal double doors opposite the elevator, he glanced up at the security camera
before gazing into the retinal scanner on the wall.


“Access
granted,” said a mechanical female voice. Unhinging, the doors spread apart
and allowed him through. Sealing shut behind him, Jeremiah faced a second set
of identical metal doors. Placing a hand on the fingerprint scanner, the doors
opened into a large and noisy chamber.


A
lone security officer nodded at him from behind a heavy wooden desk. Greeting
the heavyset man, Jeremiah turned his attention to the huge, high-definition
display screen covering the entire far wall. The screen was divided into three
sections, the largest of these depicting a satellite image of a town. The
smaller segments contained an overhead view of the coast of British Columbia
and a map tracking the movements of Evelynn and her team.


The
area was full of people in lab coats and the occasional person wearing a suit. A
steady hum originated from the numerous servers inside a temperature regulated,
glass enclosed corridor on the left side of the long room. The computer lab and
a monitor room adjoined the glass walled area.


Jeremiah
glanced at the offices along the right side of the chamber. Carl sat at his
desk in his spacious office and was speaking with Alvarez, the young guard from
last night. Noticing Jeremiah, Carl stood up and escorted Alvarez to his office
door. Finishing up their conversation with a handshake, Alvarez left the area
through the employee entrance.


Most
of the workers within the W.A.R. room were stationed within a lowered section
considered the heart of the underground complex. Rows of desks with people
typing on keyboards in front of flat screen monitors covered most of this area
christened The Pit by the employees that worked in it. The department
heads resided across a makeshift aisle within spacious cubicles, but a few also
had offices on the main level like Carl, though, not as spacious as his.


The
sunken portion of the chamber was located in the center of the W.A.R. room. The
only way down was by stairs positioned at both the north and south ends. A
glass barrier topped by a silver metal hand rail encircled The Pit
to prevent people from falling in.


Jeremiah
descended the stairs, peeked into the first cubicle and saw a man sitting with
his back towards him. Preoccupied with his laptop, the man failed to see his
employer until catching sight of him reflected on his computer screen. Spinning
around in his swivel chair, he smiled meekly at Jeremiah. “Mr. Bone, I-I didn’t
see you come in.”


“Obviously,”
Jeremiah replied. “You left a message for me, Mr. Darrell. Elaborate if you
would.”


“Yes,
sir.” The man turned back and shut down the game he was playing. Typing briefly
on his keyboard, the large screen on the wall zoomed in on the image of the
town until only a street was displayed.


“What
am I looking at?” Jeremiah asked. Leaving the cubicle, he mounted the steps and
strode towards the image.


Carl
joined him in front of the massive display screen.


“The
satellite picked up another energy reading,” Mr. Darrell said as he climbed the
stairs. “This burst lasted much longer so we were able to pinpoint the reading
to a specific address.”


“That’s
music to my ears, Mr. Darrell. If this pans out, you’ll receive a bonus with
your next deposit.”


“Thank
you, sir.”


Jeremiah
stared at the address highlighted in red across the top of the screen. “Access
any databases pertaining to Charmington. I want to see who lives at that
address.”


“I’m
on it.” Mr. Darrell returned to The Pit leaving Jeremiah and Carl gazing up at
the screen.


“Select
a minimal crew from Omega Team,” Jeremiah said. “I have an assignment I want
you to personally handle.”


Carl
nodded, then returned to his office as Jeremiah continued staring at the
satellite image of a quiet townhouse complex.


***


Folding
up the front seat, James stepped aside and gave Castle room to climb out of the
cramped Mustang. “Thanks again,” he said.


Danny
closed the driver side door. “Not a problem, buddy. Poor guy was home all
alone. At least here he has wide open spaces to run around in.” Danny patted
Castle’s head as the dog paused in front of him before running off.


“Hello,
Danny,” a heavily accented voice called out from inside the spacious garage.
Neither boy had noticed the man standing inside.


“Hi,
Mr. Kwan,” Danny said as the man strolled out, a grease smeared rag hanging
from his pocket. Removing it, he cleaned off his hands, then tucked it back
into his dungarees.


Mr.
Kwan, hired by the Tai family when they moved in years ago, looked after the
exterior of the property. His wife tended to the household chores and most of
the cooking.


“Hello,
James. I haven’t seen you in a while. “How are you?”


“I’m
good,” James answered. He knew Mr. Kwan was close to fifty years old, yet he
looked much younger than his true age. James glanced towards the interior of
the garage. “Whatcha doin’ in there?” 


“Cleaning
the lawnmower. That’s a beautiful dog you have,” he said as Castle came over
and eyed Mr. Kwan. “Nice doggy.”


“His
name’s Castle,” Danny said.


“Hello,
Castle.” Mr. Kwan looked at James, his eyes revealing his nervousness from the
presence of the big dog.


“He
doesn’t bite,” James said, trying to reassure him.


Castle
sat back as the groundskeeper hesitantly touched his head. Petting him a few
times, he removed his hand and smiled at the boys. “I like him. By the way, my
wife has made some food if you’re hungry.”


“Yeah,
I am,” Danny said. “I’ll catch up with you.”


James
nodded as Danny headed for the backdoor into the kitchen.


“That
boy can eat,” Mr. Kwan said.


“Yep.
You should’ve seen what he had for lunch,” James said with a smirk. “Well, I’m
heading up to the guesthouse. See ya later, Mr. Kwan.”


“Bye-bye.”
Smiling, the handyman strolled back into the garage.


Sauntering
to his owner’s side, James and Castle followed the path. Along the way, James
patted the medallion he carried in his jacket to reassure himself it was still
there.


Passing
through the grove, James stopped and looked around. “Galen? Micah, are you
here? I need to speak with you,” he said in hopes of seeing either man. He
wanted answers regarding what happened earlier in the day between him, Castle
and the medallion, but no one appeared from behind a tree unlike the night
before.


“C’mon!
It’s important!”


Shadows
moved along the ground. James gazed at the sky and spotted a number of crows
skimming over the treetops. “I knew he’d be around,” he whispered before
running off to keep the birds in sight.


Castle
caught up to him as James broke through the far end of the tree grove. Staring
at the edge of the Tai property, he saw the crows land in one of the Maple
trees lining the sides of a seldom used dirt road some yards beyond the
perimeter fence. With Castle by his side, they sprinted towards the tall
chain-link fencing. Upon reaching it, the dog whined and retreated a few steps.


James
looked back at Castle, then gazed across the road and counted six crows perched
in a row on a tree branch. One cawed loudly before flying away; the remaining
black birds launched themselves into the air and trailed after it.


“Where
are you, Galen?” James demanded, looking around for the strange old man.


A
movement of red and blue encroached into his line of sight from the opposite
side of the dirt road. Making eye contact, Galen retreated behind a Maple tree.
James was hardly surprised to find him wearing the same shirt and jeans; it was
quickly becoming his trademark.


Opening
the gate in the fence, he crossed the slick dirt road, Castle not far behind
him.


“You
have the medallion,” Galen said as James reached the tree he stood behind.


“Yes,
I have it.” He paused a moment. “Something weird happened this morning.”


Galen
didn’t respond.


“Did
you hear me? I said something happened this morning. The medallion glowed and
did something to me. This is the second time now!”


“It
is not a matter I can help you with,” Galen said. “When Micah returns, he will
guide you.”


His
eyes narrowing, James couldn’t believe what he just heard. “Where’s he gone?
When will he be back?” Finding out Micah was away and Galen unable or unwilling
to help only increased his frustration. If the medallion should flare up again
and he was injured or someone else was hurt during the next occurrence, where
would that leave him?


“He
will return soon. I will come for you when he does,” Galen said. “Keep the
medallion close.”


“It’s
dangerous, you know that?” Feeling ill-equipped to deal with the object others
wanted him to keep, he withdrew it from his pocket and held it out. “Take it. I
don’t want it.”


“I
cannot.”


“Why
not?”


“It
is not my destiny. It is yours.”


“And
you know that for a fact, do you?”


Galen
stayed silent.


“Fine,
then. I know you don’t have any answers. You’re just Micah’s errand boy.”


“I
will return for you. Then you will have the answers you seek.”


James
slipped the medallion back into his pocket. “I guess that’ll have to do. But
please, don’t take too long.”


His
phone buzzed as a text arrived from his mother. She was going home tomorrow to
talk things over with his father and wanted to know what his plans were. After
letting her know he planned on staying at Danny’s place for a while longer, he
looked up and saw that Galen was no longer there.


“What
a surprise,” he muttered sarcastically. “C’mon. Let’s go, boy.”


Crossing
back over the road, James closed the gate behind him. Traversing the yard of
the Tai property, James and Castle returned to the guesthouse and found the
front door opened.


“Danny!
You in here?”


“Yeah.
Grab some food if you want.”


The
aroma of Chinese food filled the kitchen. Castle sniffed the sealed container
on the table before wandering into the living room.


“Hiya,
doggy,” Danny said from his seat in front of the television.


James
opened the container as Castle returned to the kitchen. Picking up a large helping
with a pair of tongs, he dropped the beef noodle stir-fry onto a plate, then
grabbed a bottled water from the fridge.


“Want
a drink?” James asked.


“Sure.”


Entering
the living room, he plopped down on the beanbag chair next to Danny.


“Where’d
you go?” Danny asked, taking the bottle James offered. “Don’t tell me it was
Galen again.”


“Yeah,
it was. I wanted someone to explain what the heck happened this morning, but he
was absolutely no help at all.”


“He
just showed up when you asked?” Danny gulped back some of the water.


“Seems
like it. It could be a coincidence or–”


“Or
he could be watching you. Man, I hope you know what you’re doing. All this
stuff–Galen and those horses, Micah and his wild stories, it’s only gonna get
crazier the more you play along.”


“I
don’t think I have a choice, Danny.”


“Of
course you do.”


“If
that’s true, then tell me why this thing was in my house,” James said, taking
the medallion out and tossing it onto the nearby couch.


Castle
watched it land, then retrieved it and brought it back to him.


“See
what I mean?” Removing it from the canine’s mouth, James wiped the spittle off
with his sleeve. “Even my dog won’t let me be.”


Danny
stared at Castle stretching out on the floor. “Just be careful is all I’m
saying. I think you might be heading down a dangerous road.”


The
living room darkened as the sun dipped behind the trees. James heard Danny’s
words but felt powerless to change the direction of his life. The medallion
contained power, and that being the case, maybe everything Micah said was true;
perhaps there was a destiny that he needed to accept.
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Raising a hand, Evelynn shielded her eyes from the sunset’s
glare. Donning mirrored glasses, she adjusted the bag strap across her shoulder
before descending the stairs to the tarmac below.


She
didn’t recognize the man waiting for her next to a black and tinted SUV.
Wearing a full-length coat over his dark suit and tie, a brisk breeze tousled
his hair as he stood in front of a pale orange and pink streaked sky. Evelynn
sized him up as she stepped off the stairs. It was instinctive; years of
training didn’t allow for much else in the company of a stranger.


The
man’s stance was passive and quiet. Smiling politely, he stood with his hands
clasped in front, his legs shoulder width apart. His gaze drifting towards
Sandra disembarking the jet, his polite smile turned into a wide grin at the
sight of her.


With
the tracking dog attached to a leash and leading the way, Sandra walked past
Evelynn and held out her hand. “Mr. Prescott. Good to see you again.”


He
took her hand and kissed it gently. “Miss Sebastian. You look as radiant as
ever. Did you have a good flight?”


“Yes,
I did. Jeremiah always provides the best.”


“He
does indeed. How is the old man?”


“Still
burning the candle at both ends,” she answered.


“Yet
I’m sure he suffers no ill effects from doing so.”


“None
at all.”


Evelynn
watched the two of them engage in banter she deemed unnecessary. She didn’t
appreciate having to wait while they renewed their acquaintance.


“Jeremiah
has made me aware of your needs during your visit,” Mr. Prescott said. “I have
a vehicle for you not far from here.”


Having
enough of being ignored, Evelynn spoke up. “Thank you, Mr. Prescott.”


“Oh!
How rude of me,” Sandra said, the women glaring at each other for a moment.


Evelynn
saw the mischievous glint in Sandra’s eyes. She neglected to introduce her on
purpose.


“This
is Evelynn,” Sandra continued.


“It’s
a pleasure to meet you. Your grandfather has spoken of you on many occasions.”


“How
wonderful. Can we leave now?”


“Yes,
yes of course.” Opening the rear of the SUV, Mr. Prescott waited as the women
placed their bags inside.


“In
you go,” Sandra said, removing the leash. Jumping into the back, the tracker
sat down beside the bags.


Closing
the hatch, Mr. Prescott opened the rear door. Evelynn followed Sandra into the
back of the SUV. A man sat in the driver’s seat but failed to acknowledge them
as they put their seatbelts on. Retrieving a compact from her purse, Sandra
checked her face in the mirror.


“Let’s
go,” Mr. Prescott said, closing his door.


The
SUV drove off leaving the private jet and eventually the airport behind.
Turning onto Grant McConachie Way, the driver followed the highway into the
city.


Evelynn
absorbed the sights of Vancouver. In all her travels, she had never been to
this city before. She found it picturesque as cities nestled close to the ocean
usually are. Unfortunately, she didn’t have time for a visit. She was only
passing through on the way to Charmington.


Pulling
onto a side street lined with deluxe homes, the driver entered a lengthy
driveway, then parked in a double garage. A second vehicle of identical make
waited inside. Everyone exited the SUV without delay. The driver handed the
keys to Mr. Prescott before leaving through a door into the house.


“Could
you open the hatch?” Evelynn asked, walking to the back of the truck.


Mr.
Prescott pressed a button on his keychain as Sandra drew near.


Evelynn
grabbed her bag, then went over to the passenger door of the second vehicle.
The hatch left open, the black dog slipped out and wandered over to Sandra
standing with Mr. Prescott.


“This
is for you.” He produced a second set of keys from an inside pocket. “Your
vehicle is equipped with voice activated GPS,” he said. “I’m sure you know how
to use one.” He motioned his head at the SUV Evelynn waited beside. “It also
has reinforced tires and is virtually bulletproof.” Next, he handed a flip
phone over to her. “Use that to contact me if you run into any trouble or in
case you need anything. My number is pre-programmed so just press the talk
key to dial.”


“Thank
you, Mr. Prescott.” Sandra dropped the phone into her purse.


“Please,
call me Anthony. There’s an envelope in the glove compartment with local
currency. Use it to buy dinner, pay for gas–whatever you want.”


“Okay.
Thank you, again. I’m sure Jeremiah will be pleased by your promptness and
efficiency.”


Smiling,
he nodded at her, then pressed a button on the wall and retracted the garage
door for the second tinted, black SUV.


The
tracking dog following closely behind, Sandra crossed the garage to their
transportation. Aiming the key at the truck, the doors unlocked with an audible
release. Opening the hatch, the retriever jumped inside, then lay down but
maintained eye contact with Sandra. “Get comfy. We’ve got a long drive ahead of
us,” she said before moving off to collect her bag.


Evelynn
got into the passenger seat. Tossing her duffel bag into the back, she checked
her phone messages while waiting for Sandra.


Closing
the hatch after placing her bag next to the dog, Sandra got into the Chevy
Suburban. “You got that address?” she asked, adjusting the mirrors.


“Just
a sec.” Evelynn skimmed over the text Jeremiah sent during the flight. Before
landing, she decrypted the encoded message by running it through a program
created by the developers in the W.A R. room. “It’s Fifteen Ellington Lane.”


With
Evelynn spelling out the name Ellington, Sandra entered the address into the
GPS unit on the dash. Looking at Mr. Prescott standing off to one side, she
smiled at him, then drove out of the garage of the American safe house on
Canadian soil.


“What
a geek,” Evelynn said. “How do you know him?”


“I
meet a lot of people as Jeremiah’s personal assistant.”


Following
the directions issued by the GPS, Sandra reached the highway and followed it
for nearly an hour until arriving at their destination.


Evelynn
glanced around at the quiet streets. The town looked unremarkable, but
somewhere within this unsuspecting community was an object Jeremiah coveted. If
she needed to turn this place inside out to find it, she was more than willing
to do so.


They
approached a stop sign. Turning left as the GPS instructed, Sandra followed a
winding road leading past an entranceway into a row of townhouses. “It’s in
there,” she said as they drove by a large sign, the words Ellington Lanes
emblazoned across it. Turning the Suburban into the complex, she guided it into
the visitor’s parking area, then switched off the engine.


Checking
her watch, Evelynn noted the time: it was nearly ten o’clock. “I’m gonna have a
look around. You hook the dog up with the transceiver. Contact the W.A.R room
and make sure they’re reading the signal.”


“I’ll
take care of it.”


Stepping
out into the stillness of the night, Evelynn walked past a number of driveways
leading to identical townhouses. Looking at the pedestrian dwellings, she knew
she could never be happy living in a place like this.


She
passed by house number fifteen. The driveway was empty, the windows shrouded in
darkness. If no one was home, it was an opportunity to get inside and search
for the medallion. But before that, she needed to get a peak at the back of the
house and see if it was as empty as it appeared.


Any
security system within the townhouse wouldn’t be difficult for her to
neutralize. She could be inside, have her surveillance devices in place, and
maybe even have time to take a quick look around before anyone returned. Of
course, she couldn’t do any of this if she found someone inside during her
reconnaissance. She would have to consider an alternate plan if someone was at
home.


The
homes were built beside the neighborhood park. Continuing along the street,
Evelynn headed towards a footpath leading to the large field. From there, she
would be able to get a look at house fifteen’s backyard.


The
pathway branched left and right, the asphalt trails lit by tall, black
lampposts. There were soccer nets on the darkened playing field and plenty of
trees dotted the landscape. Following the right path towards the rear of the house,
her senses converged on her surroundings.


Approaching
the backyard fence, a winged shape landed on the edge of the sloped roof.
Framed against the night, the large black form suddenly dived towards her.


Evelynn
ducked, the flying shadow soaring past and narrowly missing her head. Diving
through the grass, she sprang up searching the skies but it was gone. Evelynn
slipped her hand beneath her coat. Fingers resting against the cool metal of
her gun, she focused her attention on the numerous unlit zones scattered across
the park; her attacker could be hiding in any one of them.


A
lamp dimmed as a black bird fluttered past partially blocking the light.
Evelynn watched the dark shape land atop the lamppost. Seeing its silhouette,
she swore under her breath; the largest crow she ever saw gazed down at her.
Its head twisting to one side, the bird spread its wings and appeared even
larger.


The
mission just began and already it was compromised by a dive-bombing giant crow.
Jeremiah had said to prepare for anything. Surely, this couldn’t have been what
he meant.


Slinking
away from the lamppost, she gazed over at house fifteen’s yard. A piercing cry
shattered the ambiance of the park as the bird swooped down from the lamppost.
Gliding through the darkness, it rose into the air and vanished into the night.


Staying
perfectly still, she searched overhead and caught sight of it descending from
the sky. Screeching loudly, it flew straight at her. Raising her arms to
protect her face, its talons raked the sleeves of her leather coat.


Then,
as swiftly as the attack came, the crow retreated.


Evelynn
crouched seeking the direction of the next attack. She knew using her handgun
wasn’t an option. Shooting at a black bird at night would be extremely
difficult and gunfire would attract unnecessary attention and then the police.
However, she did have other resources available to her.


She
heard the crow’s call from somewhere above. Kneeling in the grass left her far
too exposed. Running for the nearest tree, the cry intensified, her winged
assailant closing the distance to renew its assault.


A
light flicked on in a backyard. Evelynn glimpsed a man peaking through the
curtains curious about the commotion taking place. The recon mission was over;
the bird had seen to it. But before leaving the park, she would make sure this
flying nuisance couldn’t interfere ever again.


She
turned and waited as the crow closed in. Its talons extended, Evelynn dove
sideways, the bird slashing through empty air. Propping herself up on one knee,
it veered over the park as it angled itself to resume its attack.


Slipping
her index and middle fingers through metallic rings attached to the left cuff
of her coat, she got to her feet, moved her hands shoulder width apart and
balled them into fists. A barely visible wire extended across the gap between
her hands. Her garrote at the ready, Evelynn placed her back against the tree
and waited for the crow to arrive.


Raising
her fists to shoulder height, she left her face exposed to provide an inviting
target. The crow came hurtling forward eager to rend Evelynn’s flesh. Dropping
to one knee, she held her arms straight above her head, the garrote stretched
tight. Feeling the wire strain, she forced her arms forward and hurled the crow
into the ground.


Stunned
by the collision with the wire and the impact with the ground, the bird weakly
flapped its wings as it lay prone on its back. Evelynn pounced, her instincts
taking over as she sought to finish the job. Punching the bird solidly in the
head, she wrapped the garrote around its throat, then pulled it tight against
her chest. The bird’s screeches were abruptly cut off, the wire slicing through
its neck, the head falling to the ground. She watched the headless body attempt
to fly, then stumble around before collapsing beside its head. Evelynn released
the metal rings, the wire retreating into its housing.


She
found it easy slicing through the muscle and tendons of the crow’s neck. It
seemed about as resilient as cutting through cream cheese, which was
unexpected. Exhaling deeply, she stood up and almost missed the dark smoky mist
swirling on the ground.


Evelynn
stepped back unsure of what to make of this latest twist. She watched the
purple mist rise into the air before blending into the night. Evelynn stared at
the ground. The bird’s body and head were no longer there.


It
was time to go. The skirmish with the crow created quite a stir and she didn’t
want a run in with the law. The mission botched, she had no choice but to leave
Fifteen Ellington Lane behind.
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Staring
through the glass doors to the back porch, Castle started barking.


“Looks
like he wants out,” Danny said, switching the television channel.


James
shut the refrigerator door. Twisting the cap off his juice bottle, he strolled
into the main room of the guesthouse and glanced at the clock mounted above the
fireplace. It was a few minutes after ten. Walking over to his dog, the two of
them gazed out at the night. James wanted nothing more from today. Collapsing
onto a beanbag chair, he guzzled some of his drink. “I’m beat...gonna go to
sleep. You staying up?”


“Yeah.
I still have some homework to finish.” Danny flipped to another station.


Looking
at James, Castle barked again.


“You
want out, don’t cha boy.” Getting up, he reached for the sliding glass door.
Castle could barely contain his excitement; he squeezed through before James
completely opened it. Watching his faithful friend race down the backstairs and
into the darkness beyond the sensor lights, he stepped onto the porch.


“Back
in a sec,” James said over his shoulder.


“Okay.”
Danny headed into the kitchen.


Sliding
the door shut, James walked across to the railing enclosing the elevated
terrace. Resting against the rail, he took in the stillness of the hour, the
night breeze invigorating his lethargic condition. “Hey boy, come on back,” he
said, his eyes searching the yard. He waited for Castle to come bounding up the
steps.


But
he failed to return.


Calling
out his name, Castle didn’t respond. James descended the steps, the medallion
in his front pocket shifting against his leg and reminding him of his new
reality. Calling for Castle once again, he didn’t see his dog anywhere around.


James
shouted repeatedly for Castle, then finally, he heard a bark. It was faint; he
was further away than he would have expected, though, that hardly explained why
he failed to heed his call.


Leaving
the lights of the guesthouse behind, James made his way through the trees.
“Castle! Come here, right now!” He heard the dog’s response as he stepped
through the edge of the grove. His bark was near the back fence of the
property.


Whatever
had his attention, Castle was unwilling to listen because of it. With any luck,
it was Galen with news of Micah’s return. But then again, Castle had never
shown a great deal of affection for the old man.


The
hairs on his arms bristled. Looking back at the guesthouse, he saw Danny return
to his seat in front of the television. He considered asking him to come along
but quickly changed his mind. He knew Danny was troubled by the events of the
past few days. The less involved he was, the better off they’d be and their
friendship could continue along without his drama infringing on Danny’s life.
Besides, even though Castle hadn’t come when called, James wasn’t expecting any
trouble. His bark didn’t indicate anything untoward taking place. So, for the
second time today, he headed towards the fence marking the perimeter of the Tai
property.


Crossing
over the windswept field, he scanned the area ahead. “Castle? Where are you?”
The German shepherd responded immediately. James spotted him sitting near the
fence opposite a large tree. As he came closer, the dog glanced in his
direction, then turned away.


“Hey,
boy, are you okay?” Patting Castle on the head, James knelt and stared into his
face. “What are you doing way out here? C’mon, let’s go see Danny, huh?”


Getting
up, James tugged on Castle’s collar, but the dog resisted. He stepped back and
glared at the stubborn animal. “C’mon, Castle! Let’s go!” Baffled by his
behavior, James looked at the large Maple tree on the other side of the fence.
Staring up at the thick branches and heavy growth of leaves, all he saw were
layers of darkness. Maybe bones are buried next to it and he’s guarding his
newly found treasure, James jokingly mused.


Unsure
of his next move, he settled on returning to the guesthouse. He was sure Castle
would eventually follow. “You wanna stay out here? Okay. See you later.”
Turning to leave, a wave of dizziness erupted inside of his skull. His legs
wobbling, James grabbed the fence and steadied himself until the feeling faded
and he felt right again.


Green
light seeped through his pocket. The medallion flickered, then dimmed but
didn’t go out.


It
was the second time in less than a day that he was overwhelmed by a dizzy
spell. And during each bout, Castle was present during the medallion’s
activation. James noticed his dog staring at him. If nothing else, at least his
unsteadiness captured the canine’s attention.


“Hiya,
buddy,” James said. “You ready to go now?”


The
dog barked, but James experienced more than just the sound of his voice:
Castle’s presence was inside of his mind, just like this morning in his
bedroom.


He
felt the emotion emanating from his dog. They were always close, but now, James
understood the true meaning of their kinship. Love flowed from Castle, a pure
and unconditional love that nothing could come between. James hugged him tight,
an uncompromising bond of loyalty resonating between them. Releasing Castle, he
gazed at his unwavering friend. Now he knew why he sat here by the fence; his
spirit was in communion with another.


James
stared up at the tree on the outskirts of the Tai property. “I know you’re
there,” he said to the night. Wind whistled all around rustling the leaves of
the Maples. “Galen! Show yourself. What do you want with my dog?” Opening the
gate, they approached the tree. Looking up, James saw a crouching figure unfurl
from its concealment behind a cover of leaves.


“You’re
mistaken, youngster. It’s not the dog I’ve come for,” said a vaguely familiar
masculine voice.


He’d
heard it before, though where or when eluded him. Backing away from the tree,
one thing was absolutely clear. He’d assumed incorrectly; it wasn’t Galen
lurking in the darkness.


James
saw the figure balance on a tree branch, his arms folded in front of him. His
head tilting as if listening to secret words, the man extended his right arm as
a large bird descended from the sky. Landing on the man’s outstretched arm, it
fanned its wings before settling down.


By
all rights, James should have been stricken with terror at finding a stranger
hiding in the dark. But for some reason, he was not. Castle was unaffected by
the presence of this man and his bird. He obviously felt safe in his company.
The bond they shared on a higher level of consciousness was starting to fray,
but not before Castle conveyed the stranger could be trusted.


“Keep
watch,” the man said.


James
thought he was speaking to him but soon realized that he wasn’t. Stroking the
head of his feathered companion, the man raised his arm, the bird extending its
wings before returning the sky. From the sound of its cry as it circled
overhead, he knew it was a bird of prey.


“James,
we don’t have much time left,” the man said. “You have to come with me right
now.”


Even
though he was unafraid, the words still chilled his skin. The man knew him and
was more than likely an associate of Micah. If not, he was heading into a world
of trouble. “Why? What’s happened? Where’s Galen?” He paused realizing he
forgot the most important question of all. “Who are you?”


“There’s
no time for questions. Micah wants to see you and the medallion, and I’m here
to bring you to him.” Leaping off the branch, the man landed softly in front of
James. He gazed at the emerald gleam emanating from the youth’s pocket. “It’s a
good thing you have it with you. It makes my life so much easier. Now, let’s
get going.”


“Do
we have to rush off? Can’t I tell Danny that I’m–”


“There’s
no time! The longer we stand around talking, the more likely we’re going to
encounter something hazardous to our health!”


The
man started up the dirt road, Castle trailing behind the stranger. Turning
back, the dog stared at James who had yet to move.


“Now,
youngster! Now! Let’s not keep Micah waiting.”


Castle
waited as James looked back at the guesthouse. The man’s voice propelling him
forward, he reached the side of his patiently waiting dog. Glancing at one
another, the boy and his dog took off at a run after the stranger supposedly
here to lead him from harm.
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Hurrying towards the parked SUV, Evelynn spotted Sandra
pacing alongside the truck. Seeing each other, the women started speaking
simultaneously, their words merging and becoming gibberish.


Evelynn
held up her hand to get Sandra to stop talking. “We have to go right now. The
mission is scrubbed.”


“What’s
happened?”


“Later,”
Evelynn said as she opened the door. “Let’s go.”


Sandra
climbed into the driver’s seat and prepared to leave. It was then Evelynn
noticed the retriever wasn’t inside.


“Where
the hell is the dog?”


“I
was trying to tell you–it ran off.”


“What?
How did it get out?” Her anger mounting, Evelynn quickly regained control; this
wasn’t the time to lose her temper. “Nevermind. Let’s just go. We’ll deal with
it as soon as we’re clear. With any luck maybe it’s found what we’re looking
for.”


“Or
at least tracking it down,” Sandra said. “Where to?”


“Anywhere!
Just drive!”


Leaving
the townhouse complex, Sandra guided the truck along the winding road. “What
happened back there?” she asked, glancing at Evelynn.


“I
ran into a problem.” Evelynn pointed at the next street. “Turn here.” Entering
another neighborhood, they found a secluded area and parked.


“What
do we do now?” Sandra asked.


“We
need to find the dog. You hooked up the transceiver?”


“Yes.
Everything checks out–the signal’s broadcasting.”


“Then
get the display up!” Evelynn forced aside her encounter with the crow. Working
for Jeremiah, she had witnessed extraordinary things before, but seeing
something dead transform into smoke was possibly the most bizarre she had ever
seen.


Sandra
removed a hand-held digital display screen from her duffel bag. Attaching it to
the dashboard, she tapped it with a stylus. The screen flickered, then after a
few adjustments, an overhead view of Charmington appeared.


Evelynn
sent Jeremiah an encrypted text while Sandra finished setting things up. She
knew he wouldn’t be pleased to hear how things went, especially the part about
gigantic crazed crows from the netherworld.


“It’s
done,” Sandra informed her. “The transceiver’s signal is coming through loud
and clear.”


Evelynn
stared at the colored dots on the screen. One a solid green and stationary, the
second glowed red and blinked repeatedly as it moved through the town of
Charmington. “It’s close by–let’s get after it,” she said, her phone buzzing
indicating a text had arrived.


***


“James!
Where are you?” Danny shouted. “Castle!” He didn’t see his friend or the big
dog anywhere. Calling their names over and over, only silence from the
deepening night answered back.


A
sense of isolation crawled into his core. With his parents in Los Angeles and
Mr. and Mrs. Kwan gone until tomorrow, his home felt large and empty. And now
that James was nowhere to be found, the feeling grew even more pronounced.


Danny
had no doubt James was called away to continue on the path Micah set him on.
Gazing around at the wide open spaces of his yard, he prayed for his friend’s
safety. With Castle also gone and most likely with his master, James at least
had his dog to watch over him, or so he hoped. Saddened, Danny returned to the
guesthouse.


James
was off getting involved in a world that shouldn’t exist, but this time had
left him out of it. His friend might think of it as an adventure as he followed
his supposed destiny, but Danny would have taken more time to consider the
words of a man he just met, shaman or otherwise. Besides, he liked his life the
way it was and preferred living in a world he understood as opposed to one
inhabited by supernatural beasts and glowing medallions. But regardless of his
feelings, he would have gone with James if he needed him because, in the end,
that’s what best friends do.


Climbing
the porch steps, he walked to the front of the terrace and looked towards the
main house. With James gone, Danny didn’t feel like staying in the guesthouse;
he’d feel more secure spending the night in his bedroom.


As
he stared at the house, a dark shape darted across the brick path. It might
have been Castle, but he couldn’t be sure; he didn’t get a good look.


The
animal crept along the edge of the darkness bordering the lighted path. Nose to
the ground, it paused to sniff the air before slinking back into the dark. It
must be Castle, Danny thought, trying to locate the animal cloaked by the
night.


Running
down the backstairs, he went around to the front of the guesthouse, the sensor
lights coming on as he rounded the corner. “Castle! Get over here, doggy!”
Danny waited, his senses alert for any sign of the German shepherd. Calling out
again, Castle didn’t show, to Danny’s disappointment. Perhaps he was mistaken
and it wasn’t James’s dog. If it wasn’t Castle, then a stray dog had somehow
found its way onto his property.


Following
the path from the guesthouse, Danny cleared the grove and searched the yard for
the trespasser. Detaching from the darkness, the animal stepped onto the brick
pathway not far from where he stood.


“Hey!
Get outta here you mangy mutt!” He saw a blinking red light on its collar.
Danny quickly realized the possibility of it being here for a reason; that it
wasn’t a stray like he initially theorized. Certainly, it couldn’t be a
coincidence James vanished just before this dog appeared? Standing there
defenseless, he wished he had taken the time to grab a baseball bat from the
guesthouse.


The
black dog advanced towards him. Danny retreated, his mind racing as to what to
do. He hesitated to run fearing the dog would catch him before he reached the
guesthouse. He didn’t want to think of what could happen after that.


“Go!
Go on, get lost!” Danny yelled.


It
didn’t seem intimidated by him whatsoever.


***


With
Evelynn providing directions, Sandra closed in on the tracking dog’s signal. The
red dot on the display screen hadn’t moved for over a minute; apparently the
tracker had reached its goal. With the mission starting off so poorly, Evelynn
hoped it had done what it was supposed to and located the medallion they were
sent here to find.


Turning
onto a circular road, they cruised past the first of two immense houses on the
dead-end street. Evelynn thought the homes were charming, but they were nothing
in comparison to Jeremiah’s estate. “The house on the left,” she said, staring
at the screen. “It’s somewhere on the property.”


Evenly
spaced ground lights lit up the front lawn. The house was mostly dark; only one
light shone through an upstairs window. Stopping in front of the house, Sandra
turned the headlights off and waited for her partner to put on a headset.


Activating
a secure line, Evelynn contacted the W.A R. room. She didn’t have long to wait
before the call was answered.


“Yes,
Miss Bone?”


“Mr.
Darrell, how many signatures on the property I’m next to, excluding the
tracker?”


“One
moment.” Evelynn heard him speaking with someone before returning to the
call. “Satellite imaging shows one person around back. There are other
signatures, three of them on the far side of the property moving steadily away.
One of them is an animal, likely a dog.


“No
one in the house?”


“The
house is empty. The tracker is in close proximity to the nearer
signature and advancing towards it.”


“Understood.
You keep eyes on the runners. I’ll handle the one in the yard.” Ending the
conversation, Evelynn removed the headset. “Go up the driveway,” she
instructed.


Traveling
up the asphalt paving, they stopped before an iron gate.


“Follow
me in after I open it,” Evelynn said, getting out of the vehicle.


Approaching
the gate, she examined the locking mechanism, then reached inside her coat and
removed a plastic gadget. Named Lock Poppers by the designers, she
peeled the adhesive backing off the round and flat device before sticking it on
the lock. Breaking a seal on the front of the popper and exposing the pressure
trigger, she pressed her hand against it, initiated the ten-second countdown
and then retreated for cover behind the passenger door.


After
the muffled explosion and clang of metal, Evelynn returned to the gate, pushed
it aside and jogged down the driveway. She expected the person around back to
know of the medallion, or better yet, that they possessed the artifact her
grandfather wanted. With the tracker showing interest, it was quite possible
she was one step closer to finding the medallion.


A
black sports car occupied a space in front of the garage. Dismissing the main
house, she noted the smaller structure a fair distance away within an enclosure
of trees. Moving past the car, her eyes were drawn to a figure moving along a
lit pathway. A boy walked backwards, his hands held up as if in surrender. She
also saw the reason why: the tracker crept steadily towards the retreating
youth.


The
Chevy Suburban pulled up beside the black car. Evelynn signaled Sandra to
follow her as she sprinted across the grass towards the boy. Covering half the
distance, she dropped down onto the lawn. Taking out dark glasses, she looked
through the customized night-vision specs, then pressed a button on the frame
to zoom in for a closer look. Sizing up the young man, she could see he was
small in stature and of East Asian descent. Jeremiah neglected to mention that
children would be involved, but then, perhaps he didn’t know.


Sandra
came up beside her and knelt in the grass. “What’s going on?” she asked.


“The
tracker seems interested in that boy,” Evelynn said. “I hope it–”


Cut
off by a piercing cry from above, Evelynn reached for her gun, rolled onto her
back and aimed it at the night.


“There’s
a bird circling overhead,” Sandra said, gazing upwards.


“Not
again!” Evelynn watched it veer away and glide towards the boy and the tracking
dog. Different from the one that attacked her earlier, the screech indicated a
hawk or perhaps a falcon this time around.


Crying
repeatedly as it descended through the dark, it startled the boy and distracted
the dog. Taking advantage of the momentary confusion, the youth ran from the
scene.


Cursing
under her breath, Evelynn chased after him. From the corner of her eye, she
spied the dog moving in the opposite direction, the bird of prey pursuing it.


She
could not believe it. Once again things were unraveling before she even had a
chance to get started. Evelynn was beginning to think there were forces
conspiring against her. And really, she asked herself, what in the
world was with all the birds?


She
reached the guesthouse, but not before the boy. Armed with the knowledge he was
the only one on the premises, Evelynn approached the front door. Checking the
handle, she found it unlocked. Entering as quietly as she could, a young face
peaked at her from around a corner ahead of her. By the shocked expression on
the youth’s face, she had not yet lost the element of surprise.


“Don’t
move,” she screamed.


But
he didn’t listen. Instead, he ran for the glass doors leading out the back way.


Racing
through the guesthouse, Evelynn reached out and grabbed a handful of his
t-shirt as he slid the door open. Pulling him back in, the boy slipped through
her grasp, then unleashed a spinning roundhouse kick towards her temple.
Evelynn raised an arm and blocked it with ease, though the impact forced her
back and provided an opening for him to get away.


This
time, he ran for the front door. He would have made it out if Sandra wasn’t
standing in his way.


Evelynn
thanked her good fortune. If not for Sandra’s timely appearance, the boy would
have made good on his escape attempt. With nowhere to go, he stepped back and
into Evelynn who grabbed his arm from behind and twisted it to control his
movements. Turning him towards the couch, she pushed him down onto it.


“My
my, aren’t you the dangerous one,” Evelynn said. Extracting her silver and
black handgun, she slipped it partway under the waist of her jeans. She could
tell by the terrified look on his face she had made an impression with that
move.


Keeping
her eyes trained on the boy, Evelynn questioned Sandra regarding the fate of
the tracking dog.


“The
dog was chased off but was able to bring it down,” Sandra informed her.


“The
dog brought the bird down?” Evelynn asked incredulously, her eyes never
straying from the young man.


“I
know, it sounds crazy but what can I say–he leaps really high.”


Evelynn
smirked, but her stare remained hard. “Round him up, then wait for me at the
truck.”


Sandra’s
brow furrowed, her gaze shifting between Evelynn and the boy. “Wait. What are
you–”


“Go!
I’ll be there in a minute!”


Sandra
acquiesced and left the guesthouse.


“Now,”
Evelynn said, turning to the boy on the couch, “I want you to relax. You don’t
need to worry about a thing.” She grinned at the frightened face staring back
at her. “What’s your name?” she asked, beginning her interrogation.


The
youth swallowed hard before finding his voice. “Danny.”


“Danny.
Hi.” He was scared. That worked in her favor. “Listen, Danny, I’m in bit of
trouble and could really use your help. I’m looking for something.” She watched
him closely, gauging his reaction. “I’m looking for something, and I bet you
know what it is.”


“What
are you talking about?” he asked, his voice trembling.


“Oh,
I think you know. You live here alone, Danny?”


Staying
silent, he stared at the floor.


Evelynn
chuckled. “Of course you don’t. What a dumb question to ask. So, you have any
brothers, sisters? Are your parents at home? Maybe there all up in that big
house I saw earlier.” She knew he was all alone, but reminding him of family
would soften his stance and shed any defiance he might have within him. With
the seed planted in his head, the answers she wanted would soon be forthcoming.


“Okay–never
mind that.” Walking into the kitchen, she leaned against the counter and waited
until he looked at her. “I’m searching for a round, wooden object–a medallion
about the size of my hand. Have you seen it?” There it was. She saw his eyes
respond to the description before he turned away.


“No,”
Danny said. “I don’t know. It...”


“Hmm,
did you mean no, you haven’t seen it? Or did you mean you don’t know if you’ve
seen it? Your answer is very confusing.”


“I
haven’t seen any medallion!”


“That’s
okay. Maybe someone else in your family has.”


“There’s
no one else here!”


“But
there will be at some point. I’ll wait and ask them.” All she had to do now was
let him reach a decision on what was more important, his family or the
medallion. It had been her experience that when forced to choose, people always
listened to their heart.


“Okay,
okay. I’ve seen it, I’ve seen it.”


“You
have?”


“Yes!
But please, if I tell you, you have to promise not to hurt anyone,” Danny
pleaded.


“Oh,
of course–scout’s honor.” Evelynn wanted him to doubt her. Fear was a valuable
tool when wanting to provide incentive. “So, tell me Danny, where is the
medallion? Is it anywhere in this house? Or the main house, perhaps?”


Danny
hesitated to answer.


Evelynn
decided the fear of death was necessary to move this along. “Stop wasting my
time! If you don’t start telling me what I want to know, the next person I see,
I will kill right in front of you. Do you want that? It’ll be a painful memory
to carry around for the rest of your life.”


“I
don’t have it–it’s not here,” Danny said, tears welling up in his eyes.


“Then
where is it?”


“My
friend’s got it.”


Evelynn
stepped forward. “What’s your friend’s name?”


“James.
His name is James.” Burying his face in his hands, Danny started sobbing.


“That’s
it? Just James? I need more than that, Danny.”


“James
Mason, okay!” He looked up at Evelynn, his face glistening with tears. “Please.
Don’t hurt him. Please...”


“I’ll
do my best. Thanks for all your help.” Reaching into another pocket, she
removed a set of plastic handcuffs. “Get comfortable. You’re gonna be here for
awhile.”


The
distraught youth didn’t resist as she attached him to the oven door handle.
Leaving the guesthouse, she was eager to start her pursuit for the boy called
James, the one possessing the medallion she was trying to find.
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The stranger bringing James to Micah climbed in behind the
steering wheel. “Get on board, we have got to go,” he said, shutting the
door. The man started the red jeep, the motor sputtering, then wheezing before
roaring to life.


Knowing
there was no turning back once he entered, James hesitated to get in. Castle
jumped into the back and made himself comfortable. Seeing his dog so at ease,
his doubt and fears were set aside. If Castle trusted this man, James assumed
it was safe to go with him.


The
jeep slid off the grass and onto the muddy road. The back tires spun spraying
mud over Castle who shook some droplets off onto James and the man. The
stranger didn’t seem to mind; he was preoccupied with maneuvering the jeep over
the slippery terrain the headlights revealed.


The
interior lighting exposed the features of the man leading James away from
unseen danger. His eyes simmered with intensity as he stared ahead at the rain
slicked road. Approximately twice the youth’s age, his hair short, blond and
shaven on the sides, he had a day or two worth of stubble on his face and a
thick goatee graced his chin. His ears were pierced multiple times and the
heavy silver chain around his neck plunged beneath his shirt. Wearing a dark
sleeveless vest, his right hand and forearm were sheathed in leather.


Turning
away, James reached over the seat and caressed Castle’s face. He was glad they
were together; it made following the stranger less traumatic. The dog’s
presence reassured him that whatever came next, he wouldn’t have to face it
alone. If the man spoke the truth, they were on their way to see Micah, the
only one with answers to the questions loitering in his brain.


His
breath catching in his throat, James was confronted by a sobering thought. The
man hinted it was dangerous to linger for too long. If that was true, what
might happen to Danny? He was all alone against some potential danger. “We have
to go back for my friend.”


“Impossible,”
the man said. “There’s no time for that. Besides, Micah didn’t mention bringing
anyone other than you.”


“But
you said there could be danger. Danny could be in trouble right now!”


The
man glanced at him. “I doubt it. You’re the one they want. You’re the one with
the medallion.”


“I
know, but...” James stared at the darkness as the jeep raced along the trail.
Looking back in the direction of the Tai property, he wished he’d been able to
speak with his friend before having to leave; Danny might have had the chance
to come with him. Praying the man’s words were true, his somber reflection
regarding Danny’s wellbeing was suddenly disrupted by a tree branch swiping
against the windshield.


“Watch
out,” James shouted as another branch crashed into the glass.


The
road narrowing around them, the man muttered to himself as they weaved past the
low hanging branches of the encroaching trees. The branches continued colliding
with the glass, the jeep plowing through each one of them until arriving at the
end of the dirt road.


“Where
are we going?” James asked as they turned onto a paved highway.


“We’re
going to meet up with Micah. He’ll keep you safe.”


“Yeah?
Safe from what?” Dryness engulfing his throat, James felt his stomach quiver. A
vision of a roaring bear invaded his mind. Running frantically, the bear was
only seconds away from catching up to him.


“You
alright?” the man asked. “You look tense.”


The
image broke apart with the interruption. James met the stranger’s eyes and
tried exuding some confidence.


“We’ll
be there soon,” the man said before accelerating past a slow moving car.


Realizing
he didn’t have his seatbelt on, James quickly locked it into place. “Who are
you?” he asked.


“Me?
I’m the guy taking you to Micah.”


“I
get that. But what do I call you?”


“You
can call me Falconer.”


“That’s
your name?” James asked in disbelief.


The
man smirked. “No, it’s not. It’s more of a job description. But it works for
right now.” Scanning the sky, he returned his gaze to the highway. “How’s your
dog doing back there? What do you call him?”


James
looked at his dog resting comfortably in the backseat of the fast moving jeep.
“His name’s Castle.”


“Castle...I
like it. Strong name for a strong-willed animal.”


“My
mother came up with it.” James frowned at the thought of her. She was going
through a tough time, and because of this business with Micah and the
medallion, he may not be there if she needed him.


“Falconer,
you didn’t answer my question. You said Micah will keep me safe, but safe from
what? And my family, friends, are they in danger?”


Falconer
cursed as a car cut in front of them on its way to an exit ramp.


“Did
you hear me?” James said loudly.


“Yeah,
I heard you,” Falconer replied. “The truth is, I don’t know. Only Micah has
answers to all your questions. My job is to bring you to him, and that’s what
I’m doing.” He mumbled his last few words, his final thoughts on the matter
undisclosed.


James
was frustrated by Falconer’s response. “It’s all because of the medallion that
I have to leave, right? Well then, I don’t want it!” Taking it out, he had
every intention of tossing it onto the highway, but Castle’s sudden barking
distracted him from doing so.


Castle
was staring at him as James looked around. The dog had quieted down but his
eyes didn’t stray from his face. Feeling the weight of the medallion in his
hand, he knew throwing it away wouldn’t instantly make everything better. If
anything, it could make things worse for him and for all concerned.


“You
alright, James?”


Turning
from Castle’s kindly gaze, he saw Falconer glance at the medallion and then at
him.


James
nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine.”


“Good.
We’re almost there. In the meantime, don’t do anything you may live to regret.
That medallion of yours is more important than you can imagine.”


Slowing
the mud streaked jeep, Falconer exited the highway. Turning onto a dirt road,
they followed it into a wooded area until it became impossible to go any
further.


“We
go on foot from here,” Falconer said as they got out.


Castle
sniffed the soil, then gazed up at his master. James peered around, his eyes
slowly adjusting to the darkness. “What are you looking at?” he asked, noticing
Falconer staring up through an opening in the tree canopy.


He
rubbed the leather glove covering his right hand. “You mean looking for,” he
said. “C’mon, we have a bit of a walk ahead of us.”


Falconer
negotiated the trees without difficulty. James stayed close behind; becoming lost
in the woods at this late hour wasn’t something he wanted to experience.


The
medallion had been dormant since leaving the Tai property, but now the emerald
gleam shone through his pocket once again, the medallion reactivating for no
apparent reason. Looking it over, James kept one eye on the man leading him
deeper into the forest.


Slipping
the thick gold chain around his wrist, he examined the silver core of the
medallion; it reflected Castle’s image like it had in the past. James stared at
his faithful companion walking by his side. Why did his likeness keep appearing
on the medallion? What was Castle’s connection with it? The longer the artifact
was in his possession, the more questions he needed answers for.


They
walked on for quite a while. James was now completely reliant on the man called
Falconer; he would never find his way out of here on his own. The medallion in
his grip, every sound around him was clear and distinct. He could even hear
each breath Falconer took, strong and even, but laden with sorrow.


The
man he followed had been quiet since leaving the jeep. James wondered if he
resented having to help him. As they continued on, James struggled to stay with
the taller man, Falconer’s longer strides steadily increasing the distance
between them.


“Hey!
Wait up,” James called out. 


Falconer
slowed his pace. “Try to keep up.”


Raising
the medallion, James saw the man’s expression revealed in the light. His
forehead creased, his mouth curving downwards, he looked like a man burdened
with worry.


“Is
something wrong?” James asked.


“No,
it’s just...I seem to have lost something.”


Stepping
over a fallen branch, Falconer pressed onwards. Clearly, he wasn’t going to
elaborate but James wasn’t about to let such a statement pass without
explanation.


“Umm,
can I ask what you lost?” he tentatively asked.


“I
expected Riff to have returned by now. Since she hasn’t,” Falconer explained as
he looked up once more, “I’ll have to assume the worst.”


“Riff?
Is that the name of your bird?”


“Falcon,
and yes.”


“Falcon–right.
That’s what I meant to say,” James said. “I’m sure she’s fine.”


“And
I’m sure she’s not!”


They
continued on in silence. James felt a wedge of uneasiness sprouting inside of
him. Whatever the danger Falconer hinted at was likely the reason Riff hadn’t
returned.


“There.”


Looking
where Falconer pointed, James saw the distant flames.


“It’s
Micah’s camp. C’mon, let’s go–no time to waste.” Falconer strode off towards
the orange glow.


His
heart racing, James was keenly aware he was likely taking the final steps to
leaving his old life behind. He was sure Micah would want him to begin his
journey to attaining the destiny he described the first time they met, a
destiny he wasn’t sure he wanted any part of. With a dangerous element wanting
the medallion he carried, a current of urgency surged through him as he headed
for the camp and the man named Micah.


Approaching
the blaze, his anxiety eased up. He was grateful for any powerful light source;
the glow from the medallion just wasn’t that strong. His spirit lifting
slightly, he looked forward to getting some answers while being protected at
the same time.


Reaching
the makeshift campfire, a figure left the shadows and stepped into the light.


“Finally,
you’ve come,” Micah said.


Falconer
placed a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Wait here,” he said before joining
Micah.


Staying
close to the flames, James watched the men greet each other with respect. The
scene looked familiar, as if he witnessed it before.


Suddenly,
James knew why Falconer’s voice was familiar; he saw him on the night Galen
brought him to Micah. He remembered the cries of a falcon over the campsite and
Micah speaking with a stranger. Falconer’s voice was known because James had
eavesdropped on that conversation through the medallion. Falconer was supposed
to be heading for the Amazon Jungle. Obviously, there was a change of plan.


His
hearing still sharp, James concentrated on listening in once again.


“If
what you say is true, we may not have much time left,” Micah said.


“Of
course it’s true! I can feel the emptiness in my head–Riff is gone! This
sinister force you spoke of is more resourceful than you were led to believe.
We need to make a stand and take the fight to them!”


“He’s
just a child,” Micah softly said. “How can he fight when he doesn’t yet
know the full extent of its power?”


James
didn’t appreciate being called a child but kept his mouth shut. He wanted their
dialogue to continue in hopes of learning more.


“Until
we know exactly what we’re dealing with, it’s much too dangerous,” Micah
said.


“So
you’re just gonna take the boy and run?”


“I’m
doing what’s best for him–what’s best for all of us!”


“Or
you’re a coward!”


James
assumed these men were friends. Perhaps he was mistaken.


“If
the boy stays, then our adversaries have the opportunity to take the medallion away
from him before he learns to use it. They cannot be allowed to acquire
another,” Micah said. “There is no way to prevent the Maiden from
awakening, and since we cannot, we have to convince her to see the world as we
do. We need to find as many medallions as we can, and we need them to
remain with us. You, of all people know this.”


Falconer
sighed. “Alright, have it your way then. If you think you know what’s best,
I’m not going to fight you on this matter anymore.”


Micah
placed a hand on Falconer’s shoulder. “I did not mean we should not fight. I
hardly think we have a choice. The Oracle warned me of an uncompromising force.
I leave it to you and Galen to gauge the abilities of our enemy.”


The
tension between them broke. Micah extended his hand which Falconer firmly
shook.


“James.
Come over here, please,” Micah called.


Crossing
the camp, Castle watched his master but stayed near the crackling pieces of
burning timber.


“This
is where we part,” Falconer said as he arrived. “He feels it’s best for you to
leave.”


James
started to respond, but Micah held up his hand. “I know you have questions
but–”


Castle
growled, then barked fiercely into the darkness beyond the camp. Looking where
his dog faced, James spotted a red light flashing near the camp perimeter.
Before he could make sense of anything, Castle ran towards it and disappeared
into the ebon forest.


“Castle,”
James shouted.


“Quiet,
boy. I’ll get him.” Falconer took some steps but then came to a stop. A woman
entered the campsite, a gun pointed directly at him.


“Move,
James!” Micah pushed the youth in the opposite direction.


“But
Castle!”


“There’s
no time!” Micah grabbed his arm and pulled him from the campfire light.


“Damn!
Where did they go?” the woman yelled.


“Don’t
concern yourself with them.” A white light brightened under Falconer’s shirt.
“You have me to deal with.
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Staring at the man standing by the fire, Evelynn waved her
gun back and forth. “What are you talking about? I’m the one with the gun. What
is that light?”


“What
light.”


Her
patience expired a while ago. She had spent more time and energy running around
than she ever recalled doing on any mission before. Traipsing through the woods
at night for almost an hour was more than she bargained for. She wanted this
over with, and soon.


“Are
you looking to get shot?” she asked, aiming the gun at his chest. “Turn that
light off!”


The
teen she glimpsed earlier must have been James, the boy Danny mentioned during
their chat. Slipping the night-vision glasses down over her eyes, she scanned
the area in search of her quarry. “Where did the boy go?” Evelynn demanded, her
voice tinged with impatience.


“Like
I would tell you.”


Glancing
at the man, she continued on with her search. “If you don’t tell me what I want
to know, then I’m gonna shoot you and you’ll bleed out in the middle of
nowhere.” Evelynn stepped toward some trees beyond the campsite, her focus on
finding James. “This is the last time I’m gonna say it–turn off that light!”


“Hey!”


Turning
at the sound of his voice, she was unprepared for the brilliant flash bursting
forth from his chest. Fading quickly, her vision left impaired, Evelynn could
barely see the figure rising past the treetops and disappearing into the night
sky.


“Well,
that was surprising.” Her eyesight returning, Evelynn searched overhead
but considered it a futile gesture. Why would the man stick around? He had
served his purpose by keeping her occupied while the others escaped. But they
couldn’t have gone far; less than a minute passed since she entered the camp.


Evelynn
activated her headset. “Darrell, did you see that?”


His
voice came through clearly. “Sorry, Miss Bone, but clouds are moving in over
your position. I didn’t see anything.”


“Oh,
wow, you missed quite a sight. I just saw a man with a fancy flashlight fly
away.”


Mr.
Darrell cleared his throat. “What was that?”


She
removed her night-vision specs. “Nothing. Forget it. Can you locate a pair of
signatures moving away from my position?”


Instructing
Mr. Darrell to keep an eye on the heat signatures fleeing Danny’s property
turned out to be the right call; her true target was among them. Using the
satellite, Mr. Darrell had watched James the entire time, but now it seemed
that piece of technology was about to be rendered useless by an arriving storm.


“I’m not seeing anything, Miss Bone.”


“Well,
keep looking.”


“I’m
on it.”


Her
line went quiet. Evelynn recalled Jeremiah’s advice to prepare for anything. He
should have actually said, be ready for an excursion into the realm of
magic. If he had done so, there would have been fewer surprises along the
way. When she returned home, she would have to talk with him about the
importance of being precise.


Evelynn
had left Sandra behind in the SUV. As far as she was concerned, her temporary
partner would have only slowed her down if she joined in the pursuit. Besides,
the woman had no desire to wander through the forest at night; she was quite
content waiting for Evelynn to return. The tracking dog, though, still had his
uses.


She
had followed the tracker moving unerringly through the forest. The fact it
moved with purpose meant the medallion was somewhere ahead. Reaching the camp,
they stayed well back. When the men let their guard down, they went in after
James and those helping him.


Danny
had told her the truth. She may not have actually seen the medallion, but the
boy seemed important, at least to the men in the camp. It probably meant he had
it on him, which didn’t mean a thing since her opportunity to take it had hit a
snag.


Darrell
was back on the line. “I still can’t locate them. It’s like they vanished.”


“What?
How could that happen?” The second she uttered those words, she realized they
may have done just that. She did see a man fly away only moments ago so
anything was possible now.


“I’m
done with this. I’ll be in touch with you later.” Shaking her head, Evelynn
disconnected the line. She desperately wanted to get out of the woods, fill a
bathtub with hot water and lie in it for hours. “This is unbelievable. I need
to find a hotel. Then I’m having a–”


A
low menacing growl resounded in the darkness. Castle stalked out from behind a
tree and stood on the opposite side of the campfire. Baring his fangs, he
glowered at her through the flames.


“The
dog!” She had forgotten about it.


Charging
around the fire, Castle came straight at her. Pointing her gun, Evelynn took
aim at the snarling German shepherd.


“Stop!”
a desperate voice screamed from behind, shattering her concentration.


But
it came too late. Firing one shot, Evelynn hit her target. Crying out in
anguish, the dog crumpled to the ground.


Her
aim spoilt by the scream, she didn’t know if she wounded the animal or actually
killed it. Turning to confront the man behind her, Evelynn ran into a stiff
right cross that sent her headset flying. Stumbling back, she recognized the
silhouette of the man hovering in front of her.


“You
murderer,” he screamed, flying straight at her.


The
collision knocked the air from her lungs. Losing her gun as she fell, Evelynn
landed hard on her back.


The
man came down on her chest. Straddling her as she gasped for air, he leaned
forward, took hold of her wrists and forced them to the ground. His face was so
near, she felt his hot breath on her cheek.


Thunder
exploded across the night as a heavy rain began to fall. Lightning illuminating
the world around her, Evelynn saw the circular object dangling against the
inside of his shirt, partially revealed where a button had popped open. She
recognized the object emitting a soft white glow: attached to the thick
necklace he wore was the medallion she’d been sent to find.


Danny
had lied to her; James didn’t have the medallion. Danny lied, or perhaps there
was more than one to be had.


***


“There’s
no time!” Micah grabbed James’s arm and pulled him from the campfire light.


Dragged
deeper into the forest, James looked back and saw a woman pointing a gun at
Falconer.


“We’re
here,” Micah said.


But
James wasn’t listening.


Micah
glanced at the camp. “Don’t worry about him. He can look after himself.”


“What
about Castle? I can’t just leave him here.”


“He
will be looked after. Come, we cannot afford to waste the chance we have to
leave this place.”


James
tried ignoring the commotion at the camp but found it impossible to do. Aside
from his concern for the safety of his friends, he was also curious about the
woman with the gun. Was this the person everyone was trying to protect him
from? He found it hard to believe, but then again, what did he really know
about any of it. Being a woman didn’t make her any less dangerous.


Micah
nudged James with his staff. “Step closer to me.”


His
resonant voice pushed all thoughts aside. Moving next to the shaman, he gazed
up at the tall man. “Where are we going? How long will we be gone?”


“I’m
taking you to my home. But as far as how long, that depends...”


“What
do you mean? We will come back, right?” The idea of not seeing his family and
friends shivered his soul. Already burdened with a sense of loss, Micah’s words
just compounded the feeling.


“There
will be time for questions. But for now, you must trust me,” Micah said.


James
struggled with the choice being forced upon him. He was unsure if leaving was
the right thing to do, but the woman with the gun assured him that staying
meant placing his life at risk. Feeling control over his life slipping away, he
was being pulled along the path to fulfilling his so-called destiny, whether he
wanted it or not.


Placing
an arm around James’s shoulder, Micah guided him towards an isolated tree centered
within a grouping of firs. Uniform in shape and missing its branches, the top
was crowned by a bird carving with wings extended. Further details hidden by
the night, James touched it and concluded that it wasn’t a tree at all. It was,
in fact, a totem pole.


Micah
reached into the lining of his vest. Extracting two items, he unwrapped one,
placed the contents into his mouth, then handed the other to James. “Eat it,”
he said.


James
examined the foil-like paper. “What is it?”


“Some
dried fruit. It will help us see our escape route.”


Removing
the wrap, he glanced at Micah chewing vigorously. Placing the fruit into his
mouth, James bit down on it. The taste wasn’t bad at all. It was sweet but with
tiny pockets of sour sprinkled within.


The
sky started brightening as did the forest around him. Energy patterns emerged
in a variety of shades and intensity. Flowing back and forth between the trees,
the earth, down through the night sky and even infused with the falling rain,
the patterns filled his sight with vibrant swathes of color.


James
noticed a ribbon of violet energy sparking behind the pole. It wasn’t there
before, he would swear by it. The vertical fissure of crackling power hung in
the air, a rip through the fabric of space.


Micah
stood before the shimmering slash of purple energy. Dipping the end of his
staff into the vortex, the spatial tear expanded, the entry point growing
larger.


James’s
attention was drawn by a bright flash from the camp.


“It’s
time,” Micah said. “We have to go.” Stepping halfway inside the widened gap of
pulsating light, Micah reached out and waited for James to take his hand.


Whispering
a silent prayer, James followed him in. The portal closed behind them, the
totem pole continuing its lonely vigil within the vast wilds of nature.


Moments
after the portal vanished, a black dog stepped away from the trees. Sniffing
the ground and the air around the totem pole, the tracker turned and started
back for the campfire.
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“You
didn’t have to shoot the dog,” Falconer screamed into Evelynn’s face. “You’ll
pay for what you did!”


She
wasn’t afraid of him or his anger. Having gazed into the eyes of killers
before, his glare just didn’t have enough coldness behind it. Oxygen returning
to her lungs, she stared at the partially hidden medallion beneath his shirt.


Evelynn
wanted it. With the artifact in her possession, the mission would be over and
she could leave these miserable woods. But before celebrating with a hot bath,
she needed to get this man off of her, incapacitate him and then take the
medallion from him.


“Get
off me!” Evelynn squirmed beneath him. She could tell he didn’t know what to do
with her. He wasn’t a killer; he probably wouldn’t even strike her again. His
face hovering close to hers, she intended to make him pay for that mistake.


“Please,
don’t hurt me,” she begged. Inside her scheming mind, she was delighted by his
reaction; his anger started to subside. “I didn’t mean to shoot your dog,” she
said in a sorrowful tone to disarm him further. She saw him coming down from his
adrenalin surge. His grip on her wrists easing a little, he looked weary and
was surely getting uncomfortable from sitting on her for so long. Tired of this
man, the weather and the mission, Evelynn knew it was time for her to end this.


She
mumbled under her breath. As he leaned in closer to hear, she moved her head
into position for a kiss. He hesitated and she smiled, then swiftly closed in
and bit down on his lip.


Blood
flowed freely down his chin. Releasing him from her bite, Evelynn slid her right
hand free of his rain slicked grip, then grabbed and bent his thumb back before
punching him solidly in the jaw. Rolling out from underneath him as he fell off
her, his howls of pain and frustration filled her with glee. Kicking him away,
she completed their disentanglement. Regaining her footing, she spat his blood
from her mouth, then backed away and retrieved her handgun and headset.


“Keep
the change,” she said as she pointed the gun at his chest. “I really want that
medallion you have. Remove it now.”


Lightning
split the sky as the tracker entered the camp. “And where have you been?” She
watched the dog come up beside her and stare at the man sprawled in the dirt.


Falconer
ignored the animal, his eyes never leaving Evelynn’s face as he snapped his
dislocated thumb back into place. He screamed and she imagined he burned the
image of her into his memory, not that it would do him much good; she didn’t
plan on leaving him alive.


Booms
of thunder trailing the lightning, a familiar cry pierced through the clatter
of rain. From somewhere overhead, the cries of a crow chilled Evelynn’s blood.


Reacting
without thinking, she repositioned her gun, then realized her critical mistake.
Falconer floated up, the light from the medallion exploding in her eyes once
again. Cursing, she fired wildly in hopes of bringing him down.


Standing
in the camp, her gun trained on shadows, she heard noises coming from the
surrounding forest. Hoots and tweets came from one tree, then the next and the
one next to that until the clamor of countless birds disoriented her. Gazing up
through the rain, Evelynn saw dozens more circling the treetops.


Several
descended from the skies. Flying directly at her, they veered off at the last
moment, their wings fluttering at the edge of her hazy vision. An owl emerged
from the dark and attempted to knock the gun from her hand. Crossing in front
of her from many directions, the ceaseless squawking and screeches
disintegrated Evelynn’s logic and training. Her reasons for being there
temporarily forgotten, she ran from the campsite. Fighting the undercurrent of
fear threatening to overwhelm her, she forced herself to stop and re-establish
her connection with the W.A.R. room. “Darrell, are you there? Mr. Darrell, come
in!”


His
hollow sounding voice came through the headset. “I’m here, Miss Bone.”


“Get
me back to the truck! I can’t find my way back!”


“Okay,
just a moment.”


Evelynn
started off again. She didn’t see any birds but that hardly meant a thing. They
could be watching her from any of the surrounding trees.


“I’ve
activated Sandra’s transponder,” Mr. Darrell informed her. “Follow the
arrow back to her. I’ll let her know you’re coming.”


The
tracker appeared a few yards ahead, its familiar red light blinking repeatedly.
Finding her night-vision glasses, Evelynn put them on. Activating a display
screen overlaid onto the lenses, an arrow icon indicated the direction to
proceed. “Much better. Thanks, Darrell.”


“You’re
welcome. Always glad to help.”


Periodically
scanning the skies for signs of winged pursuers, she cautiously followed the
arrow icon pointing the way back to Sandra and safety. The tracker, in front by
twenty feet or so, led the way forward. Evelynn realized she probably didn’t
need Mr. Darrell’s help; following the tracker was all she really needed to do.
If he could track energy, returning to the SUV should be quite easy for him.
She thought about giving the dog a name. It would give her something to think
about other than birds and medallions and men that could fly.


Mr.
Darrell came back on the headset. “Miss Bone? Jeremiah wants to speak with
you.”


She
would have to settle on a name later on. For now, it was back to business.
Jeremiah wouldn’t be pleased by what she had to say. It was painfully clear she
was ill-prepared to deal with the forces working against them.


“Evey,
were you able to secure the medallion?”


Evelynn
smirked. His main concern was rather expected. “No, I wasn’t. This assignment’s
more complicated than you thought it would be. You’d best consider this a
reconnaissance mission.” Pushing aside some low branches, she found a path and
followed it up an incline towards the top of a small hill.


“What
happened?”


“I’ll
explain everything later. If you really want this medallion, you’ll need much
more than–” Evelynn froze as twin lights approached the crest of the hill from
the opposite side. Resembling the headlights of a car, the greenish hue of the
nearing lights told her otherwise. Her instincts screaming to get off the path,
Evelynn disconnected the line to her grandfather before concealing herself
behind a large tree lining the trail.


The
lights leaped over the top of the hill, then charged down the path. Evelynn
stared, bewildered by the sight of two pale green horses racing by. One of the
ethereal creatures carried a rider, but they passed by so quickly she couldn’t
see anything other than his attire. His shirt was red and he wore what appeared
to be a shabby, pointed hat. Riding in the direction she was in a hurry to
leave, she waited until the apparitions disappeared from view.


The
forest quiet once again, Evelynn hurried towards Sandra and the waiting SUV.
The tracker had vanished but she felt confident she would run into it again
somewhere on the way back.


She
failed to complete her mission. She almost had the medallion, but with all the
magical interference and the enemy now aware of her, she wouldn’t get another
chance, not tonight at least. They needed a new strategy and Jeremiah needed to
be more upfront with her. Evelynn found it hard to believe he didn’t know what
she might encounter in the deep woods of British Columbia. When she returned to
the estate, she would have plenty to say to him.


***


Crouching
amongst the trees, Falconer watched the woman escape his swarm of birds. His
bottom lip throbbed and he probably needed stitches. Blood covered his chin and
was smeared along his right cheek. His jaw ached as did his left thumb and his
shirt was splattered with crimson drops. He doubted he had the stamina left to
attempt a flight to the nearest hospital even if he knew where it was, which he
didn’t.


Taking
the medallion out from under his shirt, it began emitting a soft white light,
then flashed brightly several times before returning to its dormant state.
“Thank you, my friends,” Falconer whispered.


The
birds flying around the camp and gathered on the surrounding branches dispersed
into the night. He had to let them go. There were too many to maintain
influence over and he would eventually fail from the exertion it took just to
try. He needed his strength to find his way out of here alive.


His
decision to forgo his trip to the Amazon in order to assist his former mentor
turned out to be the correct one. James was safe and his medallion secure from
the clutches of the enemy whose face he had now seen. And when he saw her
again, he would extract his revenge for what she did here tonight.


The
fire was going out, the rain trying to extinguish his source of warmth. Cold
settling into his bones from his wet clothes, he moved closer to the fire to
make use of what little heat there still was. Approaching the sputtering
flames, he saw the large body of Castle lying on the other side.


Falconer
established a connection with the dog just a few hours ago. Mastering the
abilities of his medallion allowed for communication with most animals on a
rudimentary level, even those outside the medallion’s specific domain. It was
especially easy if the animal happened to be domesticated since its interaction
with human beings was already established. The dog had sought him out after
sensing Falconer’s presence through his exposure to James’s medallion. He
considered it fortunate to have met the dog of the boy he was sent to find. It
made his task much easier to complete with Castle appreciating the stakes
involved. Without his help, convincing James to come with him would have taken
longer to accomplish and they may have lost the fight before they even began.
The leather-clad woman could have intercepted them before they reached Micah.
Who knows what might have transpired if she had.


Seeing
Castle lying there brought to mind his own loss this night. Riff, his partner
and friend, never returned from her reconnaissance. Rubbing the leather glove
covering his lower right arm, he felt the empty recess in his mind where the
essence of his friend used to be. The connection they shared was broken; the
only reason for it was death. He wished he was wrong but his guts ached knowing
that he wasn’t. He suspected the woman or an associate of hers had something to
do with it.


Falconer
stared through the sputtering flames at the corpse of the German shepherd. He
was unsure whether he should take the time to bury him or leave him as is. The
woman in pursuit of James’s medallion was now aware of his and lingering here
gave her a chance to regroup and return with others in order to take it from
him. She had witnessed his power and would be better prepared the next time
they crossed paths.


The
rainfall lessened, the canopy of leaves sheltering him from what was left of
the showers. Falconer knew he couldn’t afford the time it would take to bury
Castle. The threat remained, his medallion still at risk. He would have to
depart immediately and return to the jeep.


Getting
up to start the journey back, he heard a sound that froze him in place. He
stared at Castle, the dog continuing to whimper in pain. With events unfolding
as fast as they did, he neglected to check the dog’s condition assuming he died
from the assassin’s bullet. He hadn’t exhibited any signs of life until now.


“Castle!
You’re alive!” Overjoyed by the prospect, he forced aside the rush of guilt
tainting the moment due to his incorrect assumption. His energy renewed,
Falconer levitated over the campfire and landed by the injured dog’s side.
Castle raised his head but his wound prevented him from doing much else.


Falconer
ran his hand along the dog. “Hang in there, fella.” Offering more words of
encouragement, he searched for the bullet’s entry point. Castle had been struck
in the right shoulder, the bullet rending flesh and shattering bone. The ground
where he lay was dark, the blood still oozing from the gunshot wound.


His
initial joy at finding Castle alive faded quickly as he was confronted by the
fact he hadn’t the tools or the knowhow to save the dog. All he could really do
was provide some comfort while the animal’s life drained out into the dirt.
Choosing to stay put his life on the line, but he couldn’t leave Castle to die
alone in the middle of nowhere. If the woman returned, so be it, but he
wouldn’t leave the dog’s side. He could, however, take some precautions.


Standing
up, Falconer touched his medallion’s silver core. Castle reacted to his
movements by attempting to get up but promptly ceased his struggles. He stared
up at Falconer, his breath coming in short, rattling wheezes.


“Stay
still, Castle.” Though the flames had diminished, it was bright enough to see
the fear etched into the injured dog’s eyes. “I’m not going anywhere.”


Falconer
closed his eyes. “I am in need of some help,” he said to the night. The
medallion glowed as light streamed through the charred cracks. His request was
soon answered by the call of an owl from a nearby tree. An owl’s image formed
over the medallion’s core, the likeness fading, then reappearing within the
uppermost circle on the face of the medallion.


“Thank
you, friend. I need eyes in the sky to warn of anyone approaching who would do
us harm, particularly one who is a female of my kind,” Falconer said. Letting
out a series of hoots, the owl went off to keep watch.


Falconer
sat down beside the wounded dog. The plan Micah laid out had worked for the
most part. James was safe with the shaman and away from those seeking his
medallion. However, the woman did know of this spot and Falconer was sure she
would return at some point. Her quarry disappeared somewhere around here, and
if he were her, wouldn’t he come back to search the area by daylight?


He
gazed at Castle. Touching the canine’s head, he could tell he had slipped back
into unconsciousness by the shallow breathing. Spending the next minutes
dismantling the camp, Falconer tore down the tent, tossed the excess firewood
onto the flames and gathered up any trash left behind during Micah’s brief stay
within the clearing. Throwing everything onto the fire, he watched the blaze
surge upwards.


A
pair of greenish-white lights came towards the camp from deep within the woods.
Above him, the owl called out. Falconer extended his right arm, and soon after,
the owl he commissioned to watch over him landed on his glove.


Having
just met, Falconer didn’t have a rapport with his new friend and had trouble
deciphering what it tried relaying to him. Eventually, he got the gist of the
message the Great Grey Owl attempted to communicate. “Horse spirits, huh?” He
had heard of such things appearing in times of need. His grandfather mentioned
them in stories when he sat on the old man’s knee as a child. Perhaps there was
some truth to those tales his ancestors recited.


The
owl flew off as Falconer watched the approaching pale green shimmers. Placing a
hand on Castle, he ran his fingers along the matted fur.


“No!”
His attention shifted to the dog on the ground. Castle was no longer breathing.
“You poor, poor fella.” Fatigue suddenly took a hold of him. “You’ll pay for
what you did, you witch,” Falconer said quietly. “I swear you will.”


The
lights were close enough to confirm the accuracy of the owl’s description. They
were indeed horses, just not the kind many had seen before. The owl, however,
neglected to mention that one carried a rider. Or maybe it had, but due to their
communication breakdown, Falconer missed that bit of information. As the Mist
horses broke through the trees and entered the clearing, it hardly mattered
anymore.


Like
a living embodiment of a nightmare, the horses towered over him, plumes of mist
rising from their featureless heads. Falconer gazed at the man sitting on one
of the spectral beasts. “Thanks for coming, Galen.”


Dismounting,
the old man dropped to the ground with ease. “You are hurt,” he said, a crow
shooting out of the darkness and landing on his shoulder.


“Yeah,
but I’ll be fine.” Falconer noticed a horizontal scar across the width of
Galen’s throat. Extending past his ears, the partially healed gash vanished
beneath the old man’s lengthy hair. “What happened to your neck?”


Galen
traced the rough mark on his throat with a finger. “I...I did not know this was
here.”


“Are
you kidding? How do you suffer an injury like that without knowing?” Falconer
stared at the scar on Galen’s neck. “It looks painful.”


“It
is not.”


“You
know, I’d love to discuss your mysterious injury further, but we don’t have
time for talk–we need to leave right now.”


The
horses wandered over to the other side of the fire. Discovering Castle’s body,
they snorted even without the benefit of nostrils, the dog’s image reflecting
off their glistening black eyes.


Galen
joined the horses, Falconer following him to the lifeless body. The old man sat
down by Castle’s head. “I know this animal,” he said. Gazing at the crow on his
shoulder, the black bird cawed before flying off into the surrounding forest.
Removing his pointed hat, Galen placed it on the ground nearby.


“He
was a friend of James,” Falconer replied. “Probably his best friend in the
entire world. We really should go. The woman could return and I doubt she’ll
come alone this time.”


Galen
glared up at Falconer. “Woman?” A woman was here?” His usually placid features
were racked with pain.


“Uh,
yes,” Falconer responded cautiously. The old man’s reaction concerned him. Had
he met this woman before? “Are you okay?”


He
didn’t receive an answer. Caressing the healing scar along his throat, Galen’s
face returned to its stoic disposition as he turned his attention back to the
dog.


“You
know this woman?” Falconer’s curiosity wouldn’t let the matter go now; he had
to know if Galen knew who she was.


“It
is all so unclear to me.”


“Try
to remember! It could be important! Finding out a woman was here–that she
caused all this...it definitely spooked you.”


“She
injured you?” Galen asked.


“I
hate to admit it, but yeah, she got the better of me.”


“Come.
Sit. I will tend to your injuries.”


But
Falconer didn’t move. “We shouldn’t stay here any longer than we have to.”


Galen
stared at the dog lying before him.


Falconer’s
patience was slipping away but he held his tongue in check. He watched the old
man place his hands on Castle’s head, then close his eyes and mumble to
himself.


“Galen,
please. Do we really have time for this?”


Stopping
his chant, he gazed up at the impatient man. “This animal’s spirit still dwells
within. It is lost and cannot find its way.” Starting up once again, his voice
increased in power.


Knowing
he wasn’t the one in control, Falconer had little choice but to wait for Galen
to finish.


The
old man’s wrinkled face tensed up, his eyes squirming under trembling eyelids.
His fingers were splayed and extended as they hovered over Castle’s head.
Falconer thought it looked as if he was trying to draw something forth from the
corpse. He mentioned a lost spirit. Was he attempting to retrieve it?


Castle’s
body began to shake. Floating up off the ground, the dog shuddered violently as
a brilliant emerald beam shot out of its mouth and eyes and into the sky with
enough force to send Galen rolling backwards several feet. A strong wind tore
through the campsite and pushed Falconer back a few steps. As the gale died
away, the body settled back to the ground.


“What
just happened?” Falconer asked.


Galen
got up and looked around. “The animal’s spirit could not find its way. I guided
it free of its mortal shell.” Spotting his hat lying nearby, he went over and
picked it up. “Come, I will help you return his body to the earth.”


Walking
over to the fire, the old man reached into his hat. Tossing a substance onto
the flames, it roared and flared with renewed vigor.


Falconer
understood the meaning of Galen’s act. Castle would be cremated here tonight,
his physical form reduced to its most basic components, his ashes scattered
throughout the great forest by the mournful wind.
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James didn’t know what to expect as he left his world
behind. He did know he just placed his trust, perhaps his life as well, into
the hands of a man he only recently met. He would find out soon enough if he
had made a mistake.


The
shimmering violet portal seemed to be nothing more than a doorway. James didn’t
experience any sense of movement as he stepped through the gateway and found
himself standing somewhere entirely unfamiliar.


Letting
go of the shaman’s hand, he gazed around at the white beach he stood upon. The
sand was perfectly smooth–untrampled by man or animal–excluding the footprints
left by Micah and James.


Gazing
out over the vastness of water stretching beyond his sight, he noticed the
absence of waves and tides, the water smooth and still along the beach it was
next to. He didn’t see anything against the horizon, not a boat or sail or a distant
land mass. As flat as a sheet of glass, James imagined this ocean of stillness
might support his weight if he walked out onto it. “Where are we?”


“We
are in the void between worlds.”


“Looks
like a beach to me.” The pristine white sand beneath his feet followed the
contours of the terrain before disappearing far ahead around a gradual bend in
the grass covered landscape. The only feature James found of any real interest
was the tower of rock protruding into the sky. It looked a long ways off from
his spot on the beach.


Staring
past the massive pillar, James gazed into the cloudless sky. The day reminded
him of summer even though the sun didn’t seem to be anywhere above. There was
ample light, although the source of it remained hidden from view.


“This
way,” Micah said as he turned from the shoreline and started heading inland.


James
glanced behind in search of the portal he’d just come through, but it was
nowhere in sight. Putting his faith in Micah once again, he trailed behind his
mentor as they ventured through a field of tall grass stretching to the pillar
of stone.


“Hey,
Micah, we should bring a lawnmower next time we come this way.”


Micah
turned and smiled at the youth. “A fine suggestion. After our business is over
and the medallions secured, I’ll leave you here to become caretaker of the
grassy fields.”


James
grinned knowing he was just kidding around. Up past his knees, each blade of
grass was uniform in shape and the same shade of green. Looking back the way
they came, the grass they trampled upon had sprung back into position and each
broken blade somehow repaired. Even though The Void seemed familiar with beach,
grass and water, James felt the nuances of this place telling him that he was
very far from home.


It
was silent as could be. He didn’t hear or see any birds, animals or people
anywhere around. The sound of the surf was also absent, which was hardly
surprising considering the water didn’t move, if it indeed was water. The noise
of machinery or any kind of technology was also missing. James was almost sure
he and Micah were the only life in the void.


Something
else struck him as alien in nature; the air was absolutely still. Since his
arrival, he had yet to feel great gusts of wind or even a gentle breeze. It was
almost as if he was sealed within an enclosure masquerading as the outdoors. It
was as good a theory as any to explain the manufactured feel of this place.


Micah
led the way towards the sheer, ivory-colored pillar. James thought it resembled
a giant forearm bursting through the ground only to become frozen in place as
it reached for the sky. The top of it even resembled a fist. A series of caves
dotted the base of the stone tower; one of them had to be their destination.


“This
place–you said it’s between worlds so this isn’t where you live, am I right?”


A
slight smile passed across Micah’s lips. “You are. We have to enter a second
portal to reach my home.”


“Glad
to hear it because this place sucks.” James nodded at the oddly shaped tower
looming ahead. “I guess the other portal is in there.”


“You
guess right.”


“So,
nobody lives here?”


“Nothing
lives here...but there is something, a force, perhaps a spirit that
maintains order within the void. It makes sure all who pass through do just
that. It isn’t wise to stay here for very long.”


James
couldn’t agree more. He didn’t want to be here any longer than necessary. It
may look like an ideal setting, but he found the place unsettling. “Have you
seen this spirit?”


“No,
I haven’t. I always pass through without delay,” Micah answered, “but I know
someone that did. I don’t think its nature is of any particular alignment, it’s
just here to urge travelers to continue on with their journey.”


“Who
would want to stay here?”


“No
one.” Micah paused before continuing. “But there have been trespassers in the
past–those who found their way here by accident or by some other means. Their
fate is always the same.”


In
an effort to put those ominous words behind him, James counted the entrances
lining the base of the pillar. There were five dug into the rock in exactly the
same size; nothing else distinguished one from the next besides positioning.


“Do
you think Castle will be okay?” James asked during a quiet moment crossing
through the field. “I feel awful having to leave him. If only Danny was there,
I know he’d look after him.”


“If
Danny was there, he would also have been in danger. I am sure Falconer will
look after your dog.”


“I
hope so, but that woman with the gun might not give him the chance. Do you know
her?”


Micah
shook his head as he transferred his staff to his other hand. “No, I don’t, but
her intent was clear. She was there for the medallion you carry.”


“You’re
sure?”


“I
am.”


“Well,
she can’t get her hands on it now,” James said, patting the pocket the
medallion rested in. “God, I hope she didn’t shoot him.”


“Falconer
is a resourceful man. It’s my hope for you to attain what he has been able to
achieve.”


James
didn’t understand his meaning but would have to ask for clarification at
another time; they had arrived at the base of the pillar.


Wide
steps extended up to all of the cave entrances. James followed Micah into the
first gloomy opening from the left. Proceeding deeper inside, they walked out
into a large circular chamber with a high ceiling and smooth walls. Orbs of
spinning light floated above, bathing the room in a cascading dance of color.
Counting nine orbs in total, each was a different size and emitted a distinct
shade of light. One orb in particular–a shimmering globe of orange and yellow
and the brightest one of all–was suspended in the middle, the remainder
revolving around it at varying speeds and distance. Mesmerized by the display,
James recalled seeing this particular arrangement before: it was a depiction of
the solar system.


Losing
interest in the orbs, he noticed the totem poles spaced around the chamber wall.
All facing the center of the round room, they stood over eight feet tall and
resembled each other for the most part, though there were subtle differences in
their design.


But
James didn’t have time to absorb the finer details of their construction. Micah
stood in front of one of the poles and James wanted to be near him. With all
the portal hopping, he needed to make sure there was no chance he could be left
behind. He didn’t know the intricacies of how the portals actually worked, and
if for some reason the two of them became separated, he knew he would never
find his way home.


“These
totem poles trigger the portals between worlds,” Micah said. “From here, we can
travel to different parts of Earth, to my world or even other realms you
wouldn’t care to visit. There are more rooms like this one inside the pillar.
You saw the other entrances.”


James
nodded, his imagination producing vile creatures roaming alien landscapes.


“The
poles on your world are quite different from these ones,” Micah continued. “On
Earth, the poles mark the location of the portals. Those portals lead only to
the void, nowhere else. Think of it as a security measure. Only those with an
understanding and the necessary tools to move beyond The Void should be
here–those able to move from world to world will survive. All others will
remain trapped here, and as I mentioned before, staying here for too long is an
unwise decision.” Micah smiled at James. “But I’ve said more than you care to
hear.” He pointed his staff at the totem pole. “This one will activate the
portal to my home.”


“Can’t
wait,” James said. “I don’t like this place.”


“You’ve
mentioned that.” Removing a black feather from the tip of his staff, Micah
placed it into his hand, then whispered an incantation. The feather stiffened,
its suppleness gone. Inserting the feather into a groove above the third face
on the totem pole, he turned it clockwise before pulling it from the slot.


The
pole began to glow with a purplish tinged light as the feather crumbled to
dust.


The
ornamental carving at the top of the pole depicted the head of a bear. Its jaws
open and large teeth on display, James couldn’t suppress the shiver running
through him as he recalled his own encounter with one not long ago. He hadn’t
known it then, but that moment was the start of all this; it was the point when
his life slipped out of his control.


The
light swam up the pole, gathering within the eyes of the large bear head. Twin
beams of radiance shot out striking the ground before Micah’s feet. Permeating
the floor, the light seemed to liquefy and then something started rising from
the shimmering puddle of purple light.


An
oval window framed by tightly coiled tree branches rose out of the sparkling
pool. Infused with sparks of violet energy running along the wooden framework,
James was thrilled to see massive tree trunks in the window. As it continued to
rise, he eventually saw treetops and then the sky above them. Wind played with
the leaves; it seemed as if they waved at him in greeting. Sunlight streaming
through the openings in the canopy, the light broke up the shadows huddled
along the forest floor.


The
energy crackling along the frame abruptly ceased as the portal into Micah’s world
finished ascending from the light puddle. James looked forward to leaving The Void
behind and stepping out into a world more familiar.


“That
is my home,” Micah said, gazing at the portal. “That is Nilvanya.”


“Looks
just like Earth. Can we go through now?”


“Yes.
Just step over to the–”


Before
Micah could finish delivering his instructions, James entered the portal, then
strolled out onto a hilltop. Turning around, he waved at Micah standing on the
other side. Looming behind the portal he just came through was a duplicate of
the totem pole Micah activated in the chamber. Gazing up at the bear head, it
wasn’t nearly as intimidating seen in the light.


“It
looks like we’re back where we started–that we’re back on my world,” James said
as Micah stepped through.


“We
are not back where we started. Our worlds may look similar, but listen
also. What do you hear?”


Doing
as his companion asked, James heard birds chirping and the wind rustling the
treetops. There wasn’t anything remarkable about that. “I don’t hear anything.”


“I
know. It’s quiet here, isn’t it?”


James
didn’t understand the point he was trying to make but agreed with the shaman’s
premise. It was, without a doubt, extremely quiet. He found it quite unnatural,
but considering the way he arrived here and visiting places like the void, he
shrugged his shoulders and just accepted it.


“So
you see,” Micah began, “we are not on your world any longer. We are in my home,
my world, the beautiful land we call Nilvanya.” He breathed in deeply savoring
the air of his native land. “That, my young friend, is air that is truly
fresh.”


James
could hardly believe it. With the stress of the past few days, moving from
moment to moment with barely an instant for clarity or reflection, he hadn’t
been afforded an opportunity to truly understand the significance of where his
supposed destiny may lead. Now, as he stood next to Micah, he wondered if he
might truly be the first person ever to set foot on another world. “Are we
really on another planet?”


“Not
exactly. Nilvanya is an alternate plane of reality connected to Earth through
the portals.” Picking some blueberries off a nearby bush, Micah tossed them at
James.


Catching
the tiny globes of fruit, his stomach rumbled in anticipation. Putting some
into his mouth, he enjoyed the burst of flavor provided by each. “Man, these
are so good!” He couldn’t remember loving blueberries as much as he did right
then.


Micah
laughed at the expression on the young man’s face. “There are many bushes along
the way, so eat as much as you like. Just try to keep up if you decide to
stop,” he said as he reached the edge of the hilltop. “Come. We still have a
ways to travel. We should make it to my village before nightfall if we move at
a good pace.” Stepping onto a well traveled path, he began descending the tree covered
hillside.


James
kept him in sight as he plucked more berries. Satisfied he had enough, he ran
down the hill, stumbling here and there until catching up.


Micah
whistled a tune James was unfamiliar with. Melodic and upbeat, he sounded happy
to be home again. Dining on more berries, James took in the breathtaking view
beginning to emerge the further down they went.


The
trees thinned out revealing a majestic panorama. A long distance away to his
right was a mountain range with snowcapped peaks. Most were below the cloud
cover; only a few penetrated the clouds hanging over the entire range. Midway
up the highest peak, a frothing white waterfall plummeted down the side, its
destination hidden by the mountains before it. A rainbow arced across the
falling water adding a swath of color against the white and gray of the
mountainside. James imagined it was quite an undertaking just to get there.


Other
than the clouds overhanging the distant mountains, the rest of the sky was
clear, blue and bright. Birds of all kinds and colors crisscrossed overhead and
James even heard an eagle’s cry.


A
wide plain separated the hill they walked down from the perimeter of an immense
wooded expanse. Stretching beyond the horizon, the ground was blanketed in a
thick covering of tall vibrant trees.


“The
Trees of Nokomis,” Micah said, pointing at the woods with his staff.


James
glanced at him. “Hmm?”


“We
call them the Trees of Nokomis. They are a gift from our goddess.”


“Oh,
how nice for you,” James replied, his tone registering his disinterest as he
placed another berry into his mouth.


“They
are a valuable provision for sustaining the life we have created here,” Micah
explained, ignoring the youth’s attitude. “We build our homes with the wood. We
pick the fruit and tap the sap flowing inside. The bark provides protection and
even some garments and tools.”


They
maintained their march down the hill. As James finished the last of his
berries, a sweet scent swirled in the slight breeze and played under his nose.
He thought it might be perfume of a sort, but did they even have that here in
Nilvanya?


The
scent reminded him of his mother. As Susan’s image became lodged in his mind,
he longed for home and the life he once knew. He’d been gone for hours now, and
those he cared about would soon worry, if they weren’t already. He didn’t have
a way to appease their minds but as soon as a chance arose, he would let them
know he was safe. There just wasn’t a way to do it right now.


Continuing
their descent, more of this new world’s exquisite scenery came into
view. Off to the left, a large section of the field was covered in a variety of
colored flowers laid out in an orderly fashion. There were red and yellow roses
arranged in alternating rows and circular arrangements of daisies were set at
each corner and at the heart of the flowering field. Darker shades, the blue
hibiscus and purple lilacs, ran between the circles of daisies to create a
border separating the blossoming field from the surrounding grass. The sweet
scent James noticed earlier grew stronger as they continued downwards.


The
colorful layout of flowers must have been maintained by somebody; it was far
from a natural formation. Partially concealed within a thicket of trees, James
saw his first sign of civilization. A crude yet sturdy looking log cabin sat in
isolation. Small and quaint and perhaps one half the size of Danny’s
guesthouse, the front door stood open, though he didn’t see anyone inside.


“That’s
Rikayla’s home,” Micah said as they reached the bottom of the hill. “She loves
flowers and spends most of her time tending to them. I guess you could say it’s
her passion.”


James
saw an elderly woman relaxing under a tree. She raised an arm in salutation
which Micah returned in kind.


“She’s
also the caretaker of the portal. No one can go through without seeing her
first. She picks and dries the fruit from those trees she’s sitting under and
gives it to those that have permission to travel. It’s the same thing we ate to
see the portal in your world. Without the Bird-Rock fruit, we would be unable
to see the portals, and if we can’t see them, then it’s almost impossible to
access them.”


“Bird-Rock?
That’s a strange name.”


“It
gets its name from its egg shape. Let’s keep going. We still have a ways to
go,” he said, pointing his staff towards the tree line.


James
looked around at the wide open space between the hilly terrain and the forest
Micah called the Trees of Nokomis. “Castle would love it here,” he muttered.
“Micah, isn’t there any way for you to check if our friends are okay? I mean,
with all your powers and stuff, you must be able to see if they’re safe or
not.”


“I
cannot see anything from here,” Micah said. Once we reach my village, I
will take steps to find out what has happened to them.”


James
stared at him, a frown upon his face.


Micah
returned his stare. “Do not think you are alone with your concerns. They are
mine as well.”


Turning
away, James couldn’t help feeling guilty for leaving Castle behind. When the
woman with the gun suddenly appeared, that changed everything for everyone. If
he could predict the future, he would have left Castle with Danny.
Unfortunately prognostication didn’t seem to be one of the abilities the
medallion offered.


Micah
led James into the forest. Birds sang cheerfully, fluttering from one tree to
the next and lifting the young man’s spirit. Black squirrels ran back and forth
along branches while chasing one another around. The forest was alive with
activity.


But
something else was going on. James felt energized and alert as every cell in
his body started resonating at once. He shuddered involuntarily, his body
trying to compensate for the sudden wave of sensitivity welling up inside. It
took a moment, but he adjusted to the sensation of his senses opening up.


Micah
glanced back at him. “How do you feel?”


“Weird...but,
wow, I feel amazing. Amazingly great!”


“You
should,” Micah said, grinning at the youth by his side. “The trees recharge the
cells of our bodies, allowing us to function at peak efficiency. That’s what
you’re feeling, young James–your cells being repaired and filling up with
renewed life and vigor.” He pointed at a tree as they wandered deeper into the
woods. “For every tree we use, we replenish the forest with a new sapling.
Everything our land gives us, we strive to give back. If we don’t, the people
of Nilvanya would wither and when our goddess awakens, she would take it all
away from us.”


“I
hope she keeps on sleeping then,” James said with a big smile on his face. In
truth, he couldn’t stop smiling. He felt so full of energy, he wanted to run
and jump and climb a tree in no particular order. His stomach rumbling, he
craved more berries to eat.


“I
don’t think she will remain that way for very much longer,” Micah said quietly.
“But that is a discussion for later.” He looked at James. “Your medallion is
active.”


James
saw the light seeping through the fabric of his dark green khaki pants.
Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the medallion. Because of this small,
intricately carved piece of wood, he was able to visit the world Micah came
from. Perhaps it was a good thing he found it; he wouldn’t be here if he hadn’t.


Green
light crackled within the blackened grooves. Slowing his pace, he looked at the
image forming over the center, the details becoming clearer until the shape of
a black squirrel appeared. The moment the image sharpened, it quickly vanished,
then reappeared within the circle on the right section of the medallion.


“That’s
new,” James said as he studied the artifact closely.


“Keep
up, James,” Micah called out from ahead.


The
medallion dimming, he put it away, then jogged until catching up. Out of the
corner of his eye, he noticed more bushes laden with berries. James looked up
at Micah who nodded and waved him towards the shrubbery full of fruit.


“Don’t
be long,” he said as he continued on through the woods.


James
started plucking berries. Snagging them at a much faster rate, his hand was
full before Micah traveled more than ten steps. He assumed he had the squirrel
to thank for his increase in speed and dexterity. Running up to Micah’s side,
he offered up some of the delicious fruit.


“That
was fast,” Micah said, accepting the offering. “I guess we have the medallion
to thank for that. Would you like to hear more of the story?” he asked before
eating some berries.


“About
the medallion?” James felt a stirring deep inside.


“And
the reason they exist. The how and why they were made.”


“Yeah,
that would be great!” He had forgotten about the story Micah started when they
first met. Now that he was reminded of it, he wanted to hear the rest of the
tale. It could help him understand what the others expected of him. Falconer
mentioned fighting against a sinister force, which by all indications looked to
be true. The appearance of the woman with the gun was likely just the beginning
of what was to come. That being the case, he would need to acquire as much
knowledge as he could before the next confrontation. And there would be a next
time; he didn’t plan on staying here forever.


“According
to the ancient tales,” Micah began, “there once existed a tree of immense
mystical properties. Called the Bloom Tree, many considered it a gift,
and a conduit of sorts between the Spirit Maiden and her people of the Western
lands. The stories say this tree remained unaffected with the changing of the
seasons. Even through the coming of fall and the harshest of winters, it
remained vibrant and alive and always stayed that way.”


Micah
placed the last of his berries into his mouth, then continued with his tale.
“One day, a shaman who went by the tree to pray stumbled across a branch lying
on the ground. He knew it had fallen from the tree but had no idea how. It was
a small branch, no larger than a strong man’s forearm. The shaman picked it up
and was instantly flooded with thoughts and images not belonging to him.
Returning to his tribe with the branch in his possession, he instructed the
wood carvers to construct some items. The medallions were created from this
branch. How many were made remains unclear. Some say five, others say more than
that.” Changing direction, Micah started following a worn footpath. “We’re not
far now,” he said. “We’ll reach my village soon.”


“Great,”
James said dismissively. “What happened next?”


“Do
the youth of today have no patience?” Micah asked before continuing the tale.
“The shaman felt burdened because he alone knew the truth. His world, his way
of life, was coming to an end. The Spirit Maiden who watched over them was
leaving the lands, for she felt tired and wanted to enter the period of long
sleep. She knew she wouldn’t be able to stem the tide of change, and in her
heart, she didn’t want to. It would deplete all of her energy just to try.
Change always comes and she had little desire to stand in the way. But before
entering the state of long sleep, she needed to surrender most of her
power. If she didn’t, her connections with the world would remain intact and
her slumber would be constantly disturbed by the chaos of the world. So, Spirit
Maiden gave up her power to the shaman who followed her instructions on what to
do with it.”


James
listened carefully to Micah’s words. “Her power, it’s in the medallion.”


Micah
nodded. “Yes, but not only yours. All the medallions share a portion of what
she left behind.”


The
trail they followed sloped gradually downwards. James was amazed by the story
Micah told. Last week, he would have scoffed at the idea of godlike beings with
unimaginable power, but after everything he witnessed these last few days, he
was ready to believe every word of Micah’s story.


Micah
stayed silent apparently reaching the end of his tale.


“Is
there more of the story?” James asked, his eagerness evident in his tone.


“There
is, but it will keep for now,” Micah said.


James
heard noise flowing through the trees ahead. Voices and children’s laughter
came from somewhere nearby. He saw movement and colors and the clear sound of a
hammer pounding on metal. Leaving the cover of the forest behind, they strolled
into Micah’s village.


James
suddenly felt anxious. There were people everywhere and many took notice of
their arrival.


“Welcome
to my home, James,” Micah said, his smile growing wider as he looked at the
various faces staring at them.


A
heaviness descended over the young man, his future clouding over as the tiniest
slivers of doubt penetrated his courage. Being here in Micah’s village was the start
of trying to attain something much larger than he was. If he should fail, many
could suffer because of it.
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Sitting at his desk, Jeremiah looked through a series of
photographs Mr. Darrell sent him a short while ago. “Dr. Lee, could you meet me
in my lower office?” he said into his speaker phone. “We need to go over a few
things.”


Hanging
up after the doctor agreed to come by, he shifted some of the images around on
his desk. They were grainy and from a long distance away, but he was confident
what he saw was accurate as he examined another photo through a magnifying
glass. Still, he wanted a second opinion.


“What
do you think? Is that man flying?”


He is.


“Who
is he? Do you know?”


I do not.


A
knock on the door ended the discussion. “Enter,” Jeremiah instructed.


Dr.
Lee walked in, his silver laptop in hand, and sat in the chair across from him.


“Good
morning, Steven. You want some coffee?”


“No,
thank you.”


“Suit
yourself. I’m having some.” Jeremiah got up to pour himself a cup. He preferred
his coffee strong and stopped adding cream and sugar long ago.


Sitting
back down, he placed the cup on the desk and watched the steam rise. “Evey’s on
her way back?”


“Yes,
I believe so. Do you want me to find out for sure?”


“No
need, no need. We have things to discuss.” Raising the cup to his lips, he took
a sip. “So what have we learned in the last twelve hours?” Gathering up the
photos, he placed them to one side of the metal desk.


“We
gathered plenty of data during Evelynn’s confrontation in the woods. There were
some minor variations between our initial readings from Charmington and those
we analyzed from last night.” Opening his laptop, Dr. Lee stroked a few keys
before relaying his findings. “We believe yesterday’s energy bursts and the
energy we analyzed a few days ago originate from the same source. Our tests on
your medallion indicate its power also comes from this source.”


“So,
it seems all of the medallions access the same power supply,” Jeremiah said.


“Or
during their construction, they all consumed a common source of energy.”


“Interesting.
Either way, the energy traces will be the same. Continue with your report.”


Dr.
Lee nodded. “We’ve concluded that the variations in the readings have to do
with the conduit for that energy. In other words, since two unique sources interacted
with the energy, two sets of readings were recorded.”


Jeremiah
considered the doctor’s words. “Unique sources...is that your way of saying two
different people?”


“Yes,
that’s right, two different people.”


Jeremiah
pinched his chin between his index finger and thumb. “In your opinion, would
you say that two people are sharing one medallion or do you believe a second
medallion was activated within the same region by, maybe the man in the
photos?”


“I
spoke with Mr. Darrell. Evelynn told him the man she encountered wore a
medallion connected to a chain around his neck. A chain is a personal item and
something people aren’t inclined to share. She also indicated he was quite
adept at using its power. My opinion is two medallions were active last night.”


This flying man owns the second medallion. It cannot be a
coincidence he was in the area when the boy eluded Evelynn. He has information
we must obtain.


“I
agree, it can’t be. And we will,” Jeremiah replied.


“Pardon
me?” Dr. Lee glanced up from his laptop and gave him a quizzical look.


“Nothing
at all, Steven,” he said with a smile. “What else do we have? I’ll assume the
video has been analyzed.”


“It’s
all in preliminary stage. It’s being cleaned up–the quality was quite poor due
to the weather. But from the infra-red analysis, I can tell you that Evelynn’s
initial target...” He paused, staring at the screen. “James Mason, is that
correct?”


Jeremiah
nodded. “That’s one of the names pulled from our database search. Evey
corroborated the information during her mission. Please, continue.”


“Young
Mr. Mason seemed to vanish from the scene. We’re not sure how as of yet. We do
know he had assistance in his apparent escape.” Dr. Lee paused. “Unfortunately,
our satellite was configured to pick up the unique energy of the medallion. Any
anomalous energy sources within the area would not have registered, and my
feeling is they may have escaped through the use of some device we are unaware
of. I don’t know how else to explain how they vanished so quickly.”


“Let’s
get a team up there and go over the area,” Jeremiah said. “Help put it together
and assign Dalton to lead it. Weapons tech can wait. I have need of his field
work expertise for this.”


“Yes,
Mr. Bone.” Dr. Lee started typing away at a furious pace.


“Thank
you for the update. That’s all for now, Steven.”


The
doctor looked up from his computer screen and nodded. Shutting his laptop, he
stood up, then headed for the door.


“One
more thing, could you take these pictures with you? I don’t have a use for them
any longer.” Picking up the pile from his desk, he held them out for the doctor
to take. “And close the door behind you, would you please?”


Sticking
them under his arm, Dr. Lee left Jeremiah’s office.


Getting
up from his desk, the elderly man started pacing back and forth along the gray
stone floor.


What bothers you?


“All
this technology and we still lose track of the boy.”


Have patience. I am confident we will see him again.


“It
seems there are forces conspiring against me. The boy had help–and this flying
man...”


Your child is on the way. She will assist you on this
matter.


“She’s
cross with me right now and has every right to be. The mission turned out to be
more dangerous than I planned.” Jeremiah stopped pacing, then pulled out his
pocket watch. Flipping it open, he gazed at a picture of Evelynn as a teenager.
“And she nearly paid with her life.”


This is not the time for sentiments.


Shutting
the watch, he slipped it back into his pocket. “It’s time for you to return to
The Wayward. We need a new plan so I suggest you get started on putting one
together.”


***


Evelynn
crossed the tarmac to the helicopter waiting to take her home. Jacob nodded as
she climbed inside but that was the extent of his greeting. Not being in the
greatest of moods herself, she didn’t care if he harbored a grudge against her
for threatening him the first time they met.


The
copter rose into the sky. Looking out the window, she watched Sandra talking
with her chauffer as he opened the back door of the limousine. She held onto
the tracker’s leash, the dog standing by her side. Both women had formed a bond
with the silent tracking dog and Evelynn even settled on naming him Orion, a
mythological hunter and tracker.


After
escaping the woods last night, Evelynn promptly contacted Mr. Prescott to let
him know they would be departing British Columbia as soon as possible.
Frustrated and a little unnerved, she wanted to put as much distance as she
could between herself and the town of Charmington. They needed to regroup and
come up with a new plan if they wanted to acquire another medallion. Mr.
Prescott had met the team at the airport and escorted them back to the waiting
jet. After some hasty goodbyes, Evelynn, Sandra and Orion boarded the plane for
the return trip to Florida.


Jacob
landed the helicopter and she walked to the mansion without acknowledging any
of the greetings received along the way. Heading straight to her room, Evelynn
tossed her bag onto the bed, removed her clothing, then spent the next hour
soaking in the tub. When ready, she went in search of Jeremiah only to discover
he was not on the premises. Nobody seemed to know where he was.


Having
more time to herself, she spent it eating a meal and drinking red wine. The
Balcony Bar had its usual complement of people but her body language and facial
expression warned everyone to keep their distance.


Receiving
word of Jeremiah’s return and his desire to meet with her in his private study,
she left the bar and headed downstairs to the mansion’s main floor.


“Jeremiah,”
Evelynn said loudly as she entered the quiet room. She didn’t see him at first,
but then an arm rose up from one of the over-sized recliners in front of the
fireplace. Like most of Jeremiah’s personal spaces, the library was dimly lit,
the light coming from wall lamps in the shape of candles.


Evelynn
found him staring into the fire. “Jeremiah?”


“Evey,
daughter...I hope you can forgive me.” He looked up at her as she stood next to
his chair.


Taking
a seat in the adjacent recliner, she gazed into the flames licking the pieces
of wood. “The mission was a total botch. I wasn’t ready for what happened out
there, and honestly, if I was dealing with an enemy just a little bit darker, I
doubt I would have survived the experience. He could have killed me easily if
he wanted. Stealing from the competition, breaking into buildings, that I
understand, but this?”


“Evey,
I’m–”


“No!
I’m not finished!” Still feeling the lingering effects of the wine she consumed
earlier, Evelynn sought to keep her anger under control before continuing. “I
now understand why you didn’t want me to go on this assignment alone. If you
knew, or even suspected what I might run into, you should have been smart
enough to tell me beforehand and not send me in blind. Telling me to prepare
for anything is just not good enough.” She paused, collecting her thoughts.
“We’re dealing with something far beyond what I’ve been trained to handle.”


“Yet
here you sit unscathed and unblemished even after the events of last night,”
Jeremiah replied. “But, do go on.”


“You
weren’t there! You didn’t see what I saw, feel what I felt! You knew what I
would run into yet you deliberately kept me in the dark!”


“You’re
wrong about that. I had no idea you would have to deal with men having the
talent to fly. You witnessed incredible power last night.”


Therese
entered the library carrying a tray with two cups of green tea and a plate of
freshly baked cookies.


“Talent?”
Evelynn glanced at her grandfather. “Interesting word to use.” Smiling warmly
at her friend bearing the tray, she reached for a cookie. “Thank you, sweetie.”


Returning
her smile, Therese promptly left the library after delivering the hot beverages
and sugary snacks.


“I
am sorry for what happened last night,” Jeremiah said. “I would hate for
anything to have happened to you. We’ll take every precaution the next time
you’re out in the field.”


Evelynn
remained silent as she enjoyed the last of her desert. Even though their
discussion was work related, it had been a long time since they shared a moment
like this.


“This
man you encountered last night, he had a medallion?” Jeremiah asked.


Evelynn
sipped her tea. “Yes, just like the one you have. I assume you want to add it
to your collection, to control the power it possesses, hmm?”


“You
always were highly intuitive.”


She
couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or sincere but decided it didn’t
matter. “Have we located my original target? This kid, James?”


“Not
yet. I’m sending a team to investigate the scene up close. Satellite images can
only show so much.”


“What’s
our next move?”


Jeremiah
stared into the fire. “We go after the flying man.”


***


Night
eventually gave way to the morning as Danny sat on the kitchen floor. Hours
passed since the woman left him cuffed to the stove. He knew it was just a
matter of time until he was found. The Kwan’s were scheduled to work today, and
eventually, Mrs. Kwan would come by to clean the guesthouse. He just didn’t
know exactly when.


The
woman left in a hurry in pursuit of his best friend. Danny doubted she knew
where to find him. How could she? Even he didn’t know where James might be.
After his disappearance last night, he could be anywhere by now.


During
his time spent dangling from the oven door handle, he decided telling the truth
wouldn’t serve him well. It would lead to more questions for himself and for
James, and no one would believe him if he told the truth anyway. Constructing a
more plausible story, he hoped no one would see through his deception.


Hearing
hushed voices outside the guesthouse, Danny observed shadows crossing the
threshold of the door the woman left open in her haste to leave. They sounded
worried as they spoke to each other in Mandarin. 


“Help
me!” Danny strained against his restraints.


Mr.
Kwan stepped inside. “Dan? What’s happened here?”


“Oh
my God,” Mrs. Kwan screamed out seeing Danny handcuffed to the stove. She gazed
around at the mess within the guesthouse.


“Can
you get me out of these?” Danny asked Mr. Kwan. “There might be something in
the garage you can use.”


“I’ll
be right back,” he said before exiting in haste.


“Danny,
dear, are you hurt?” Mrs. Kwan looked frightened out of her mind and he thought
it best not to add to it. “I’m okay, Mrs. Kwan, really,” he said attempting to
comfort her.


“What
happened?” She looked at the overturned chairs before kneeling down next to
him.


Danny
rehearsed this moment during the time spent attached to the stove. “I don’t
know. I was jumped from behind, guess I was knocked out. I woke up cuffed to
the stove. Danny paused, then licked his lips. “Can I get some water? I’m
really thirsty.”


“Yes
dear, of course.” Grabbing a glass from inside the dishwasher, she opened the
faucet of the kitchen sink. Handing the glass over, her hands shook as she did
so.


As
Danny drank, Mr. Kwan returned with a large, red handled set of bolt cutters.
Sliding the blades over the thin chain links connecting the cuffs, he looked
down at Danny sitting on the floor by the stove. “Keep still, okay?” Pressing
the handles together, Mr. Kwan sliced the middle link in two and freed Danny
from the stove.


“Thank
you,” Danny said as he stood up. Mrs. Kwan rushed in to give him a hug while
Mr. Kwan ruffled his hair.


“Are
you injured?” he asked, setting the bolt cutters on a counter.


“No,
I’m not.” 


Mr.
Kwan had doubt in his eyes.


“I’m
fine, really.” Danny rubbed his wrist where the cuff used to be.


“Okay.
I’m calling the police.” Mr. Kwan pulled out his phone and pressed some keys.


Danny
had been dreading this moment. He wanted to tell him not to call the police but
how could he do that without raising all kinds of questions and suspicion.
Nevertheless, he was resolute in his plan to protect his family and his friend.
He would stick to his story knowing if he revealed the truth, the woman might
return and make good on her threats to hurt his family. He had no desire to see
her again, at least not unless it was on his own terms.
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James and Micah followed the walkway past the wooden
structures lining both sides of the street. Made from planks of wood pressed together,
the sidewalks crossed in front of the stores and cabins along the dirt road
cutting through the center of the village. Plenty of people were using them;
James had to sidestep the crowds on more than one occasion.


The
awkwardness he experienced when first entering the village had disappeared.
Many villagers greeted Micah with smiles and warm greetings as they passed by,
and even though he didn’t introduce James to anyone, they still smiled at him.


The
roadway was busy and full of chaotic energy. People flowed over it from both
sides of the street while trying to keep out of the way of each other. James
thought the village resembled an Old West town he saw in a movie once, though,
this version was a lot more crowded.


A
group of fierce looking men with dark hair and tanned bodies rode by on horses.
Arrows adorned with colorful feathers protruded from the quivers strapped to
their backs. Some of the men carried intricate bows as they guided their horses
along the road. James watched the horsemen with growing interest. Their arrival
seemed to escape Micah’s attention; his pace hadn’t slowed in his hurry to get
to his dwelling.


James
tapped him on the arm. “Who are they?”


Micah
gazed where James pointed. “Those are the hunters of the village. They are
tasked with providing meat for the people. They also conduct trade with the
other villages.”


The
hunters wore leather vests of black, light-brown or gray. With summer in full
bloom, James could hardly fault anyone for riding around seminude even though
it left him feeling slightly inadequate as he inevitably compared their tanned,
chiseled physiques to his own less muscular frame.


Some
of the horsemen kept their hair short, others left it long and free. However,
the most peculiar thing about the horsemen had nothing to do with the varying
lengths of hair. James noticed they all wore jeans of one sort or another.
There were dark jeans and lighter shades of blue, but he wasn’t mistaken; the
riders wore clothing James thought exclusive to his world.


The
horsemen rode towards the end of the village James just traveled through. Most
of them already passed by and none of them took notice of the stranger in their
midst or acknowledged Micah in any way like other townsfolk had done.


Micah
watched the procession of riders go by. His forehead wrinkling up, he gently
tapped his staff on the walkway and stared at the horsemen until one of them
stopped and turned his horse back around.


“Wait
here,” he said to James. Stepping onto the dirt road, Micah stood in the middle
of the bustle while waiting for the lone horseman to arrive.


The
horseman dismounted and swept up Micah in a tight bear hug. From his vantage
point on the walkway, James could see the strength of their bond by the warm
greeting the two of them shared. Releasing his grip, the horseman listened
intently to Micah’s words. The one-sided discussion over, the young man nodded
in agreement, then the two men embraced once again. Soon after, the man mounted
his steed and rode off towards the end of the village. But he didn’t lead his
horse in the direction his fellow hunters had taken. Instead, he rode straight
into the forest and disappeared within the depths of the Trees of Nokomis.


Micah
joined James on the walkway. “Let’s continue, shall we?”


James
wanted to ask who the horseman was and what they discussed but decided against
it. He didn’t want Micah thinking of him as being nosy. If Micah thought it
important for him to know what they spoke about, he would more than likely tell
him. Keeping his silence, James walked with the shaman towards his home.


The
village may have reminded James of the Old West but he could hardly say the
same of the people. Many wore skins and garments created here but a few were
dressed like him. Or rather, not quite like him, but with clothes that must
have come from Earth. Jeans and shorts seemed a popular choice for some, and
now that he looked closer, practically everybody wore athletic footwear. Cowboy
boots were also quite prevalent; a number of people had those on also.


“There’s
stuff here from back home,” James said.


“We
bring items of necessity back from your world–clothes and shoes, some tools,
even cooking utensils. They make for ideal presents.” Pausing, Micah smiled at
a couple passing by. “We may not live there anymore but the old world still
provides many useful things we’ve incorporated into our life here.”


“Like
blue jeans and sneakers,” James said with a smirk, “some of the greatest
inventions of the modern world.” Amused by the revelation regarding the people
of Nilvanya, James considered their lives in the village. It couldn’t be all
that bad; everyone looked happy and seemed to have purpose. Lost in his
thoughts, he almost got knocked over by a group of young children rushing past
in pursuit of an older child. The sound of their laughter trailing behind them,
they ran around a corner of one of the stores along the walkway.


James
thought it must be nice not having a care in the world but what to play.
For him, those days were likely gone forever. Only a few years older than those
kids, no one wanted them to be anything more than just children. He, on the
other hand, was expected to face his destiny head on and he wasn’t sure if
flinching would even be allowed.


The
sun had almost sunk past the horizon. Reaching a crossroads, Micah turned right
and followed the intersecting roadway. They passed a man lighting covered
torches along the street. Moving from one post to the next, he provided a spark
for each to light the way for those wandering the village at night.


Reaching
the end of the roadway, Micah stepped onto a dirt footpath lined with white
stones leading up to the front door of a log cabin. It looked like every other
cabin people built around here, which disappointed James because he assumed
Micah’s place would be larger due to his role as shaman.


Turning
the knob, Micah opened the door. Stepping out of the night and into the bright
interior of the shaman’s home, James’s mouth dropped open as he looked around
in sheer wonder. It was huge on the inside, much bigger than the cabin
indicated from the street.


“Now
that’s more like it.” James saw plush couches and comfy looking chairs and
suddenly realized he’d been on his feet for a long time. Heading for the
closest couch, he sat down and relaxed his weary body and mind.


“Make
yourself at home,” Micah said as he headed for a staircase leading upstairs.
“I’ll be back in a moment.”


The
couch felt so comfortable, James couldn’t deny what he really craved. Kicking
off his basketball shoes, he brought his legs up onto the couch, reclined his
body and closed his eyes to shut everything out.


He
heard Micah moving around upstairs. The sound started to fade as he drifted
into slumber. James dreamt about his mother, her voice intruding into his
fitful sleep. Starting to wake, the dream didn’t go away; he still heard a
woman calling out to him, or more precisely, yelling at him.


“Hey,
wake up!”


James
opened his eyes.


“Who
are you? What are you doing in here?”


His
senses came alive as he realized it wasn’t a dream. Now fully awake, he turned
towards the source of all the commotion and found a girl staring at him from a
doorway across the room. Jumping up off the couch in surprise, he neglected to
take into account how close he was to a coffee table and smashed his shin heavily
into the wood. Crying out in pain, he lost his balance and fell back onto the
couch.


“Who
are you? What do you want?” The girl took some steps forward, her eyes ablaze
with suspicion as she brandished a large knife.


“Whoa!
Hey, take it easy!” Confused from being jarred awake by the sudden appearance
of this hostile girl, James glanced around for Micah but didn’t see him. “I’m
here with Micah!” He hoped mentioning that name would help ease her hostility.


Not
that it mattered. Micah quickly descended the stairs and promptly took control
of the situation. “It’s alright, Kay!” he reassured the young girl. “This is
James. He’ll be staying with us for a while.” Micah looked at him and smiled
sympathetically. “James, meet Kay, my sometimes impetuous granddaughter.”


Sitting
on the couch, he rubbed his shin. He looked at the girl with shoulder length,
dark brown hair and tried thinking of something witty to say in order to make a
good impression on this girl he just met through awkward circumstances. But
nothing came to mind. “Hi,” he finally said.


Kay
smiled but didn’t answer him. “Grandfather, your young friend has hurt
himself,” she said, turning to Micah. “He’s very clumsy.”


Micah
took Kay into his arms and hugged her tight. Kissing her forehead, he held her
heart-shaped face in his hands. “Now, Kay, you’re not much older than he is,”
he said with a grin.


Kay
wrapped her arms around her grandfather’s waist and rested her head against his
chest. “Welcome back, grandfather. It’s good you’ve come home. I’ve missed
you.”


James
sat quietly. He didn’t dare interrupt their moment for fear of igniting
hostility within the girl called Kay once again. But at the same time, his eyes
never wandered from the reunion taking place before him. Kay glanced his way
and he quickly averted his eyes. He felt quite foolish for doing so, but it was
already too late.


His
heart pounded fiercely. Feeling as though his chest could no longer contain it,
the rhythmic beating echoed in his ears and thumped against his ribcage. He
wanted to look at her, to soak up her beauty, but he couldn’t bear it for
longer than the span of a few heartbeats. His hands dampening with sweat, he
wiped his palms against his pants.


“Can
I make you something to eat?” Kay asked her grandfather as she unlocked her
embrace. “We have some fish and rice, there’s corn...”


Kay
looked at James. “How about you? Are you hungry?”


James
gazed into her big brown eyes and almost forgot to reply. After a brief moment
of silence, he found an answer. “Yes.”


She
smiled, pleased by his response. “I’ll call for you both when supper is
prepared.”


James
watched her leave, taking with her some of the tightness lodged in his chest.
Glancing around for Micah, he found the tall man staring at him.


“Just
remember why we are here,” he said in a serious tone. “We have a lot of work to
do and you cannot afford to be distracted. Come, we have things to discuss
before we eat.” Heading for the stairs, he beckoned James to follow.


Candle
lamps embedded into the wall lighted the way as they headed up the creaking
stairs. Micah entered a small, dimly lit room at the end of the hall. Two
flickering candles on top of a wardrobe looked close to going out. Reaching
into the pouch hanging at his side, he tossed a powder onto the flames. The
candles flared pushing the darkness back into the corners. Sitting down on a
black, bearskin rug covering most of the floor, Micah crossed his legs, then
brought his hands together in his lap. James sat opposite him on the carpeting.


“I’ve
taken steps to find out what happened to our friends at the camp,” Micah said.
“It shouldn’t be more than a day until we get some news.”


James
nodded, then gazed at the floor. The shaman’s words brought reality crashing in
on him like a storm surge. All the peace and tranquility he felt since arriving
in Nilvanya was nothing but a mirage. James was ashamed for feeling so good and
for momentarily forgetting the plight his faithful dog and the man called
Falconer were left behind in.


Micah
kept silent for several moments. James was sure he purposely stated this to
remind him of the seriousness of what was happening and what was yet to come.


“Do
you remember the story I told you earlier about the medallions and their
creation?”


“Yes,”
James replied.


“You
understand it wasn’t a coincidence that you came across one?”


“It
has to do with my ancestry, that’s why I have it.”


“The
same blood flows through you–the same traits that were present during their
creation centuries ago are within you.”


James
stood back up. He was feeling uncomfortable on the floor and wanted to move
around, though, what he really wanted was to run away and leave all this
behind. Now that he had taken the first steps along the path of his new life,
he wanted nothing more than to see his parents, to see his friends again. He wanted
his old life back; he just didn’t know how to go about getting it.


Reaching
into his pocket, James extracted the medallion. “Do you want it, Micah? I’ll
give it to you if you want.”


Micah
got up from the floor. “I know you feel burdened by expectations, but the
medallion is utterly useless if another possessed it. Sure, I could access its
most basic properties–most anyone could with a little effort and understanding.
But only you, my young friend, only you can truly master it.”


“But
why? Why do I need to?”


“Because
if you don’t, the woman at the camp and the forces she represents will take it
from you and everything you know and everyone you love could be lost.”


“I
could leave it here. She can’t get it then,” James said.


“Search
your heart. Do you honestly believe that is the correct path? Leaving it here
will not help you when you return home. They know who you are now. Do you have
the strength to stand up to them without the power of the medallion?”


James
shook his head. He knew there was no way to return to his old life, not after
everything he’d been through these last few days. What he once considered an
adventure had turned into something far more sinister. Friends may have been
hurt, or worse, just getting him to this point. For some reason, everyone
thought he was the key to resolving all of their woes. But he knew better. It
had nothing to do with him and everything to do with the circular piece of wood
he carried.


“What
should I do?”


“You
should start believing in yourself.” Micah placed an arm around James’s slumped
shoulders. “Tomorrow at first light, we’ll start your training. But for now,
why don’t we go check on supper?”
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Falconer gripped the cold metal railing as he gazed out at
the twinkling lights of downtown Seattle. He always enjoyed the view from his
penthouse balcony; it helped clear his mind and buoy his spirit. The way he
felt right now, he could be outside for a while. Sipping some of the bitter tea
he prepared after spending the day in restless sleep, he welcomed the breeze accompanying
the descending night.


Galen
left hours ago with a promise to return as soon as possible. Falconer was
starting to understand why Micah trusted the enigmatic old man. Before leaving
the campsite, Galen had produced a vial of ointment from his straw hat.
Applying some of the contents to Falconer’s torn lip and swollen thumb, it
immediately numbed the pain. By the time they arrived in Seattle hours later,
his injuries were healed, the swelling all but gone away. Without Galen’s help,
he wouldn’t be at home staring over the cityscape in search of solace in the
lights. He may not have owed Galen his life, but he owed him a great deal just
the same.


He
was alone now, one of the last obstacles standing in the way of the unknown
forces seeking the medallions. He had fought the woman but the enemy was more
than just her. Micah told him their rival was vast with access to resources far
beyond them. There was little reason to doubt his mentor’s words.


Only
days ago, Falconer visited the temple and spoke with the Spirit Guardian on
Micah’s behalf. The Guardian had permitted him entry into the room where the
Spirit Maiden slumbered. Falconer understood if she was to awaken, the
reckoning would begin and the world may not survive her judgment, especially if
their enemies possessed enough medallions to manipulate her into reshaping the
world to fit their ideals. He knew other medallions existed besides his and the
one James carried, though, where they were was another matter entirely. He
prayed their locations were a mystery to the enemy as well.


Finishing
his tea, he returned to watching the shimmering lights of the city he loved.
Living in Seattle for almost a decade, he worked at establishing his business
while quietly doing his part in making the city a little safer whenever
possible.


In
his youth, he listened to the tales from both his father and grandfather but
didn’t necessarily believe them. Hearing stories of ancient magic stored within
receptacles of power and of the goddess who demanded their creation, he couldn’t
help being anything but skeptical. It was easier to dismiss the stories as the
ramblings of those living in the past than to give them any credence.


After
the medallion became his and he realized the error of his thinking, he then
presumed the task of safeguarding the world would fall upon the shoulders of
someone from a future generation, perhaps an offspring or even beyond that. He
always thought he would die of old age before the hunt for the medallions
became necessary. He believed he wouldn’t live to see the Spirit Maiden rise.


Losing
Riff, his partner and friend, couldn’t have come at a worse time. If he was
expected to battle against those searching for the medallions, losing his
partner so early in the fight severely limited his effectiveness. 


Riff
was with him for close to five years. They traveled throughout the world
putting on a show that thrilled the crowds gathering to watch the exploits of
the man and his diverse flock of highly trained birds. The inseparable pair
explored the planet together, and during the quiet moments between events, they
often helped those in need. Stopping an assault here or a mugger there helped
alleviate some of the restlessness Falconer felt when confined to nondescript
hotel rooms during his travels. He hardly ever enjoyed being cooped up inside
four walls. Being up high in the sky, that felt more like home.


Gathering
up the tea cup, he left the balcony and wandered into the kitchen of the
extravagant penthouse, one of only four on the entire floor. He could afford
such things due to the success of his show which had everything to do with the
medallion attached to the heavy chain around his neck. It was included in the
inheritance left by his father along with enough money to live comfortably. As
he mastered the abilities the medallion granted, the idea for his show started
taking shape.


Being
an only child, the task of keeping the medallion fell to him after his father’s
passing. But he never took the responsibility all that seriously; they were
just stories told to him as a youth. As his grandfather instructed him in the
ways of the medallion and he realized it held power beyond his comprehension,
it dawned on him that if one side of the equation was real–if the medallion
contained great power–couldn’t the other side of the equation also be true?
Couldn’t the stories be genuine as well?


But
he remained unconvinced, that is, until Micah came into his life. His
grandfather had introduced them when he couldn’t help him progress any further.
How they knew each other was never explained in detail. Micah helped Falconer
push through the final phase of his training and conquer the fear blocking his
way to attaining complete mastery over the powerful artifact. During the time
they spent together, Falconer came to trust the shaman. If Micah believed the
old stories, he also found some truth in the tales heard as a child.


Placing
the cup inside a stainless steel dishwasher, he flicked off the kitchen light
before heading for the back of the condo. He had converted one of the extra
bedrooms into an aviary. Having replaced part of the bedroom window with a
two-way swinging hatch, it provided Riff and her offspring with a route in and
out of the room. He provided a home for his friend, but in no way would it
double as a cage.


Unlocking
the door, he entered the room and gazed at the large wire mesh and wooden
enclosure extending to the ceiling. The single tree his former partner nested
in stood quiet and alone. The hatchway his raptors used opened and a falcon
poked its head in. Pushing its way through, the falcon landed on a branch, then
screeched loudly. Turning its head from side to side, it flapped its wings
before settling down. Talon, Riff’s only son, had returned home from his
nightly hunt.


Falconer
looked up at the young falcon sitting quietly. “Hello, Talon. How was the
hunt?”


The
bird nodded before turning his attention to his wings.


“I
have some bad news,” Falconer said as he brushed his fingertips along the wire
mesh of the aviary. “Your mother and I got caught up in something, some bad
business we had to deal with.”


Leaving
the branch, Talon landed on the floor covered in wood chips and soil.


“I’m
sorry, so very sorry...”


Flying
to the doorway, the falcon stopped on the ledge. Looking back at Falconer, he cried
out softly, then nudged the hatch open and flew out into the night.


Falconer
didn’t have to finish what he wanted to convey to the young Peregrine Falcon; Talon
understood the meaning behind his words.


***


“Come
in,” Jeremiah ordered as someone knocked on the door to his private office.
Pressing a button beneath his desk, the lock on the heavy wooden doors
unfastened and granted the visitor entry.


Carl
poked his head in, then stepped inside


“Care
for a drink?” Jeremiah asked.


“After
that flight, I could really do with one,” Carl replied, heading for the liquor
cabinet. “You want anything?”


“No,
no thanks. Congratulations on the success of your mission, to you and your
team.”


“Thanks,
but there wasn’t much to it.”


Jeremiah
smiled. “Perhaps you’re right. But still, it’s good to know the people who work
for me will carry out their assignments, even if they’re...objectionable.”


Carl
sat down on the black leather recliner on the opposite side of the desk. Taking
a mouthful of his drink, he grimaced, then swallowed it down. Easing back into
the comfortable chair, he dangled the glass in his right hand while looking
across the desk at Jeremiah.


“My
men are professionals. They get paid to do a job and regardless of any
objections, they’ll carry out their orders.” He raised the glass to his lips.


“As
I have come to expect,” Jeremiah said.


“Evelynn
and the others back?”


“Yes,
they arrived during the afternoon.”


“How
did it go? Was she successful?” Carl asked, setting the empty glass on the
desk.


“I’m
afraid not, but all is not lost. You were.” Jeremiah leaned back in his chair.
“Is the package being stored away?”


“I’ve
already taken care of that bit of business.”


“Good.
Keep one of your men posted at all times. Omega Team will be handling all
aspects of this detail. None of the estate’s security will be involved in any
way.”


The
head of security nodded, then started to rise, but Jeremiah held up his hand
and motioned for him to sit back down. “You’ve demonstrated a great deal of
patience. You haven’t pried and you haven’t pestered me with questions. If you
have any, now is a good time to ask.”


Carl
leaned forward in his chair. “I do have questions but I’ll start with the
basics. What are you up to, Jeremiah? It’s obvious you’re planning something
and my gut tells me it’s not going to be pretty.”


“I’m
preparing for war,” Jeremiah said.


“Excuse
me? Since when are we in the war business? Did you suddenly become a
politician?”


Jeremiah
chuckled. “I’m not speaking of a war between nations. I’m talking about a war
for the very soul of the world.”


Smirking,
Carl grabbed his glass off the desk. Getting up, he returned to the liquor
cabinet. “From what I’ve seen, I didn’t think this world even had a soul.”
Pouring more scotch into his glass, he drank back some of the contents before
returning to his seat.


Opening
up a drawer, Jeremiah pulled out a file folder and dropped it on the desk.


“What’s
this?” Carl asked.


“Some
of my notes–information I’ve gathered over the last year or so. Go on, take a
look.”


Reaching
into his suit, Carl removed his eyeglasses from his shirt pocket before opening
up the file. The first item he saw was a picture of the medallion. “It’s the
artifact the archaeologist recovered.”


“It
is.”


Sifting
through more documents, he glanced over some images of various reptiles. “Is
there some connection between the medallion and these animals?”


“Very
good,” Jeremiah said with a smile.


Closing
the folder, he slid it back across the table. “Okay, I’m intrigued. What’s the
next step of your plan?”


Jeremiah
pulled the folder closer to him. “These medallions contain immense power.
Unfortunately, not all of us are able to wield it, to tap the entire spectrum
of power each contains.”


Carl
remained silent for a moment. “How many medallions are there?”


“I’m
unsure of that. We know of at least four.”


“Four?
You have one–Evelynn went after another in Canada.”


“We’re
searching for one in the Amazon,” Jeremiah said.


“Okay.
And the fourth?”


“Owned
by a man that prevented Evey from completing her mission.”


“Really?
Who is he?”


Jeremiah
could see Carl becoming completely involved with what he was learning. “I don’t
know as of yet, but I have people working on discovering his identity. It’s
only a matter of time now.”


“And
the package? What is that about?”


“As
I said, I’m preparing for war. The package you brought in will be my very first
soldier.”


***


Evelynn
scanned the Seattle Times article on display in her browser. A small story from
a couple of years back, it regarded a man claiming he was saved from a vicious
beating by a man that could fly. The article also noted his savior being
accompanied by some type of predatory bird. After searching the Internet for
flying men, it was the second such story she came across describing the heroics
of a man defying gravity. Both incidents took place in the Seattle area, and
even though there was some question concerning the validity of the stories,
Evelynn believed they were true. It was a good place to start her search for
the flying man; she couldn’t dismiss the fairly close proximity between Seattle
and the town of Charmington.


Her
phone lit up. Answering it, she accepted the invitation Sandra extended to join
her and Orion on a morning walk around the grounds. Slipping on her running
shoes, Evelynn left her sunlit bedroom. She found it mildly surprising Sandra
invited her to come along. Perhaps their relationship was thawing out because
of the mission they shared.


Exiting
through the sliding glass doors, Sandra was already waiting at the top of the
marble steps leading from the courtyard. Orion lay at her feet but immediately
got up as Evelynn approached.


“He’s
happy to see you,” Sandra said.


Evelynn
patted the black dog on the head. Orion, as she had come to expect, remained
silent although his tail did sway back and forth. “I’ll assume the entity,
spirit or whatever, it’s still inside of him?”


Sandra
nodded before descending the stairs. “I don’t think it’s going anywhere. I
think we’re beyond the point of being able to separate them.”


Following
one of the wide concrete paths, the two women strolled by the tennis courts.
Passing the Gardens Cafe, they headed towards the part of the estate where it
was mostly grass with a scattering of Guava and Palm trees.


“Have
you decided to keep him?” Evelynn asked.


Unfastening
the dog collar, Sandra let Orion go in search of a suitable tree. “That’s up to
Jeremiah. I’m looking after him for now, but I’m not sure if Orion can even be
considered a pet. He’s more than just a dog...” Sandra touched Evelynn’s elbow.
“I can hear him in my mind.”


Evelynn
stared at her. The merging process would have changed Orion, and perhaps even
improved him in some ways. After the strange events in the Pacific Northwest,
Evelynn could hardly call Sandra a liar.


Having
finished his business, Orion wandered back. Sitting by Sandra’s feet, he waited
while she reattached the collar.


“I
have some information you’ll be interested to hear,” Sandra said as the women
headed back to the mansion. “I can’t say if it’s true or not–I’ll leave that
for you to decide. It’s about James, the boy you lost in the woods.”


“What
about him?” Evelynn had all but forgotten about her original target, her
thoughts now preoccupied by the flying man.


“I
mentioned hearing Orion in my mind. While working on our nonverbal
communication, he told me about something he witnessed in the woods.”


Evelynn
studied the dog walking by Sandra’s side. He was at the campsite and could have
seen what happened to James. “What did he see?”


“He
told me–and these are his words, not mine...he saw two people step through a
rip in the night behind a tower of many faces.”


“What?
What do you think it means?”


“I’m
not sure. I asked Orion to be more specific but he just repeated what I told
you,” Sandra said. “He’s unaccustomed to our language.”


Evelynn
grinned. “Yeah, I suppose he is. Well, it’s something to go on.” She found the
idea of a dog being unfamiliar with a language spoken by humans comical yet
slightly terrifying. Yes, she knew it wasn’t actually a dog anymore, not in any
real sense, but she still saw the humorous side of it. She had to otherwise she
might as well scream until they came and escorted her off to the asylum. These
were indeed very strange times, and Evelynn had this gnawing feeling in her
insides that it wasn’t about to let up any time soon.


Arriving
back at the steps, the women entered the courtyard and then walked into the
mansion.


“I’m
sure you’ll figure it out eventually. Good luck, Evelynn.” Shaking hands, the
women went in separate directions.


Deciding
to pay the W.A.R. room a visit, Evelynn used the stairs to the labs, then rode
the elevator to the second level of the vast underground complex. Exiting onto
the W.A.R. room’s northern foyer, she confirmed her identity through the
retinal scanner on the wall. As she entered the noisy chamber full of busy
employees, she spotted Dr. Lee speaking with a woman sitting in front of a
computer down in The Pit. The doctor noticed her and excused himself from his
discussion.


Climbing
the steps, he stopped in front of her. “Miss Bone, this is a surprise. Can I
help you with something?”


“If
I said to you, tower of many faces, what comes to mind?” Evelynn asked, getting
right to the point.


“Hmm,
tower of many faces?” Dr. Lee’s eyes widened slightly and he glanced upwards as
if the answer clung to the ceiling. “Do you have any other details?”


“British
Columbia. That’s the location of it, this tower.”


Dr.
Lee gazed at her. “You were just up there, right?”


Evelynn
stayed silent. She didn’t feel compelled to discuss it with him.


The
moment passed and Dr. Lee moved on. “Well, we’ve established the medallions are
of Native American origin.”


Evelynn
watched the doctor mull things over as he tapped his lips with his left index
finger and stared at nothing a long ways off. Pointing at her with the same
finger, he wagged it up and down as he spoke. “I have the answer. It must be a
reference to totem poles. They’re known to be in the region.” Dr. Lee walked
over to a desk and touched the mouse to bring the monitor back to life. Evelynn
followed, her curiosity pushing her along to see if his assertion was correct.


Sitting
down, the doctor activated the browser, then typed totem pole into the
search field. Clicking on the images link, the screen filled with results.
Evelynn saw the thumbnail pictures of the totem poles; they all had carved and
painted faces along their entire length.


“That
has to be it. Good job, doctor.”


“Glad
to help, Miss Bone.” Dr. Lee shut the browser, then spun around in his chair.


“Dalton’s
at the site where James was last seen,” Evelynn said. “Can you contact him?”


“I’ll
give him a call right now.” Picking up the desk phone, he proceeded to dial.
After a few moments, he turned to Evelynn. “He didn’t answer. Let me try the
sat-com.”


The
doctor and Evelynn made their way to a glass enclosed room filled with
computers and communication equipment. Once inside, he activated the
transceiver and tried to contact Dalton again.


“Dalton,
are you there? Respond if you’re hearing this.” Dr. Lee looked at her and
shrugged his shoulders.


“Keep
trying.” Evelynn knew Dalton well enough to know this was out of character for
him to be unavailable. A voice in her head issued a warning as her stomach
tensed up.


“Still
nothing. I spoke to him not more than an hour ago. We went over the checklist
of what he was supposed to be doing up there.”


“Try
the others on his team.”


Dr.
Lee attempted to do so but was equally unsuccessful.


“I’m
going to call Jeremiah,” Evelynn said, taking out her phone.


“You
think something’s wrong!”


Evelynn
didn’t answer. She needed to contact her grandfather right away.
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Riding his private elevator down to the W.A.R. room,
Jeremiah was eager to see the video footage of Evelynn’s clash with the flying
man. Stepping off, his phone hummed as he arrived at the security door.


“Yes,
Evey, what is it?” He listened to what she said about her inability to contact
Dalton or any member of his team and agreed something had likely gone wrong. As
to what, he could only speculate but was prepared for the worst. The stakes
were high and he fully expected his opponents to retaliate with aggression.


“I’ll
be there momentarily.” Hanging up, he entered the W.A.R room from the south
entrance and immediately saw Evelynn on the other side of the chamber. She
pointed towards the sat-com station. Dr. Lee held the transceiver, clearly
upset.


The
doctor set the device down as Jeremiah entered, followed by Evelynn.


“An
update on the situation, Steven.”


“No
one’s responded. It’s absolutely silent from everyone on Dalton’s team.”


“Thank
you. You can go now, and please, I want to see the video footage captured from
a couple nights ago. Have someone upload it immediately.”


Dr.
Lee straightened his lab coat. “Yes, Mr. Bone.” Excusing himself, the doctor
quickly left the room.


Jeremiah
turned and faced Evelynn. “What do you think, Evey?”


“I
don’t like it. Dalton is not the kind of man to disregard protocol. The fact no
one from his team is responding...it’s concerning. We need to get eyes on the
location, see what’s going on.”


“Agreed.”


“Can
we use the satellite?” Evelynn asked.


“It’s
currently monitoring events elsewhere. It will be some time before it can be
repositioned,” Jeremiah said. “We need to find out what happened and as soon as
possible. We need someone to physically get out there.”


“I’ll
go. I want to go back up there anyway. I have business in Seattle.”


“What
business is that?”


“I
have a lead on the flying man.”


Jeremiah
was pleased to hear this. It showed Evelynn was now fully invested even though
motivated by her own agenda.


“He
lives in Seattle?” he asked, heading for the door.


“I
believe so.”


“You
have a name?”


“No,
but his face is etched in my mind.”


Jeremiah
and Evelynn left the W.A.R. room through the south entrance. “My dear, Seattle
is a big city. How do you expect to find him with so little to go on?”


Evelynn
placed an arm around his shoulder as they entered his private elevator. “I
expect you’ll have all the information I need by the time I get there.”


Entering
his office, she excused herself in order to prepare for the upcoming mission.
Exiting through the large wooden doors, Evelynn left Jeremiah alone in the
gloom of his personal space.


Sitting
down at his desk, he rubbed his temples while collecting his thoughts. Things
couldn’t have gone more awry. He never considered the possibility of his field
team disappearing. Dalton had included security personnel but he may not have
taken enough. Hitting redial on his desk phone, he waited for Carl to answer.


“I
need to meet with you,” he said after the called was received. “Can you come up
to my office? Yes, yes there has been a change of plan. I need you to
accompany Evelynn back up to British Columbia. Some of our people have gone missing.”


***


Evelynn
walked into the weapons lab half expecting to see Dalton smiling at her from
the other side of the counter. Bypassing the barrier, she entered the storage
bay just as a young man strolled into the lab through an adjacent door.


“Can
I help you?” he asked, barely looking at her before turning his attention
towards a locker. Opening it up, he started counting the items inside.


He
looked to be in his twenties, perhaps a year or two younger than she was.
Evelynn watched the man diligently count the devices stored within. He couldn’t
have known who she was, for if he did, he would be giving her his full
attention. “I’m Evelynn Bone, and yes, you can help me.”


The
man stopped his count and turned around. “My apologies, Miss Bone. How can I
help you today?”


Evelynn
enjoyed the trace of panic gracing his features. “I haven’t seen you before.
What’s your name?” she asked as she handed her coat to him.


“Bryan.
I’m new here. It’s my second week.” He glanced at the gun in her holster before
taking the coat. Placing it on a vacant desk, he seated himself in front of a
computer and pulled up the previous records on her coat specs.


“I’ll
need a few minutes,” Bryan informed her.


“That’s
fine. I’m heading down to the shooting range. If you have any questions, come
find me there.” Leaving the weapons lab through the back door, she descended a
flight of stairs. Swiping her key card through the reader, the door unlocked
and granted her entry.


The
range was empty, which didn’t surprise her at all. She would occasionally find
a security guard firing off a few rounds, but more often than not, she was the
one making use of the range on a regular basis. Even though it had been over a
year since she was down here, she still felt at home amongst the spent
cartridges, bullet riddled targets and glaring lights.


Pressing
a switch on the wall, a new target swung into place. Her left hand supporting
her gun hand, she fired rounds into the target hitting it multiple times in the
left chest cavity before her last bullet penetrated its forehead. But shooting
didn’t appease her mind; she continued pondering different scenarios regarding
what could have happened to Dalton and his team.


A
soft knock on the door disrupted her thoughts. “Miss Bone? There’s a man
upstairs that wants to speak with you,” Bryan said through the door.


“Who
is it?”


“Oh,
I’m sorry, I didn’t ask. Umm, but your coat is ready. There wasn’t much to do,
just replace a couple items. Most of your inventory is still intact.”


“Okay.
I’m coming.” Opening the door, Evelynn found Bryan standing in her way. “Well,
let’s not stand around blocking doorways.” Stepping by, she mounted the stairs
two at a time in hopes the mission was about to get underway. Pushing the door
open, she found Carl waiting for her. “What’s up?” she asked, entering the lab.


Before
he could answer, Bryan bounded up the stairs and stopped beside Evelynn. “Find
something to do, Bryan,” she said without turning her head. The young man
nodded before disappearing through a side door.


“I’m
coming with you,” Carl said.


Evelynn
nodded. “Jeremiah asked you to.”


“He
did.”


“It’s
a good idea. I don’t know what I’m heading into and could use some capable
backup.”


“I’ve
been briefed on the situation. The field team is still out of contact. We
should assume it a hostile act and go in accordingly.” Carl turned and headed
for the exit. “I’m bringing a couple of my men with us,” he said, stopping at
the door. “Safety in numbers.” His lips curled upward but his face remained
grim. “The jet is being prepped. We leave for the airport in twenty minutes.”


Evelynn
grabbed her coat off the hanger Bryan placed it on. Slipping her arms through
the sleeves, she checked it over and found everything was in order.


***


Following
the path to the cave, the familiar voice in his head had yet to make itself
known. Losing track of one medallion only to discover the existence of another,
Jeremiah wondered how many were created. He owned one, so did James, and the
third one he knew of was hidden inside a temple his people were searching for
within the depths of the Amazon rainforest.


And
now a fourth medallion owned by a man able to tap its power with ease had
entered the fray.


Before
arriving on The Wayward, Jeremiah studied the shoddy video of Evelynn’s
skirmish with the flying man. Some of it was rendered useless due to poor
weather conditions, but they still acquired enough footage to confirm Evelynn’s
version of events.


Jeremiah
left instructions with the W.A.R. room to isolate and enhance an image of the
flying man’s face and then search through every Seattle database–starting with
the Department of Licensing–until a match was found. It wouldn’t be long until
they discovered his identity and where he lived. It was information Evelynn
needed to make her visit to Seattle worthwhile.


A
swirling shadow shifted against the rear of the cave.


You have returned.


He
regarded the low resonance of the intrusive voice a small price to pay in
relation to what he got out of the Faustian bargain he entered into ages ago.
If their current plans succeeded, he would receive nothing less than the entire
world which could then be molded into something more to his liking before
placing himself as absolute ruler of all. As far as he was concerned, the
sooner this came about the better it would be for everyone, for the sorry state
of the world needed a man with his vision to carry it forward before it
crumbled under the weight of its own decadence.


Jeremiah
had long ago moved past the desires of most men. He already had everything he
could ever want and wealth meant nothing to him. It was a tool he wielded to
maintain control and to assert his power and influence in matters he considered
important. And what was more important than ensuring the survival of the world
before it spiraled further into unending chaos. To achieve this lofty goal, he
needed to be the only voice resonating above the din of humanity; the man
everyone turned to when faced with impending doom.


“The
package is in my possession. How should we proceed?” Jeremiah asked.


You will need to bring the prisoner here.


“Why?”


We need to replace the soul with one we can manipulate.


Jeremiah
stayed quiet for a moment pondering what he heard. He didn’t know his partner
had the ability to do such a thing. “Don’t you have another container I can
take back with me like the one with the tracker? It would be easier than
transporting the prisoner here.”


That was for a lower life-form and the essence provided
could only perform one function:
tracking. The process is not as simple as unsealing a bottle when it comes
to replacing a human’s soul. For that, we require a different procedure. We
need the use of machines and bio-software that I have within my ship–devices
only I can operate.


“I
see,” Jeremiah said as he watched the shadowy form change from a floating mass
into a snake-like tendril. He braced himself for what came next.
Although he’d been through it plenty of times before, that didn’t make the
experience any easier.


He
stood motionless, his eyes fixed on the walls of the cave. A wisp of black dust
and particulate matter weaved its way towards him. An almost inaudible sigh
escaped Jeremiah’s lips and he opened his mouth as if ready to be prodded by a
dentist. The stream of dark matter entered his gullet slowly at first, but the
rate of entry steadily increased. Jeremiah’s head started convulsing, his upper
body shuddering with spasms. Collapsing to the cave floor, he coughed and
retched as if at any moment, he would vomit up the blackness he just ingested.
But soon, his spasms subsided and he rose to his feet. Running his fingers
through his hair in an attempt to tidy his appearance, he straightened his suit
and adjusted his tie until satisfied he was presentable again. Brushing away the
dirt clinging to his pants, he picked up his cane lying on the cold stone.


There
would never be a time Jeremiah didn’t consider the sensation of swallowing
something that vile as anything but utterly disgusting. He must be the only
human being ever who knew what death tasted like on a regular basis.


Stepping
out of the cave, Jeremiah looked out over the desolate landscape of the
asteroid ship his partner called home. Looking up, he noticed they were no
longer within the asteroid field.


“You
going somewhere?”


I’ve set the ship’s path towards your planet.


He
couldn’t help being surprised by this. “What for?”


I am fully committed to what you want and believe it’s time
to move my base of power closer to yours.


Jeremiah
considered what he heard and found it made sense. The creature he called
Ebondust only wanted what was best for him and his world. They desired the same
thing: to place Jeremiah in position as ruler of the Earth.
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Under the bright sky of a new day, James ran with the wild
horses galloping across the open field. Exhilaration shining in his eyes, his
grin widened as he easily kept up with the fast moving herd of heavily muscled
animals. Barely an hour into his training session, he found it easy utilizing
the medallion’s power, far easier than he expected.


He
felt the weight of it in his pants pocket, the green light leaking through the
fabric as he scanned the terrain ahead. Even though he found it all so
absolutely thrilling, he needed to be careful and alert to the environment. One
misstep could lead to a fall, and with the speed he was running, it could
easily turn into a dangerous tumble.


Completely
surrounded by horses, James felt a kinship with the animals charging across the
plain. They came in all colors and sizes: Solid black stallions, brown mares of
various shades and tanned colts with white splotches made up the majority of
the herd. None of these majestic beasts seemed bothered by his presence and he
even picked up an impression of their feelings on occasion. There wasn’t a
trace of fear emanating from any of them. They respected and accepted him as
part of the group.


James
wasn’t sure how far he ran, but he felt as fresh as when he first started this
phase of his training. During the early morning hours, his lesson had consisted
of understanding basic meditation techniques. Micah spent nearly an hour
teaching him how to sit and breathe properly in order to clear his mind of all
thought. He kept insisting James learn how to meditate and that they wouldn’t
proceed until he attained an acceptable level of spiritual peace. He claimed it
was crucial James focus on keeping his mind free of unnecessary clutter if he
wanted to access the entire spectrum of power residing within the medallion.
Eventually Micah’s instructions got through to him and he reached a state of
inner calm, but only after realizing his instructor would not relent.


Glancing
over his shoulder, he spotted Micah riding with the herd. Seated on the back of
a dark brown mare, he gripped the reins with one hand, his feathered staff held
aloft in the other as he urged his horse onwards. He looked to be enjoying
himself as he rode with the horses over the open terrain.


After
the meditation session, Micah had peppered him with information regarding the
medallion. Apparently, they all functioned in exactly the same way, yet at the
same time they were quite unique from one another. One of the commonalities
they all shared was granting the bearer the ability to communicate with
animals, or more accurately, a specific grouping of animals. This was the most
rudimentary of abilities the medallion bestowed and James had already
experienced this at certain times with Castle.


Being
a basic power, communicating with animals could be achieved by almost anyone
possessing a medallion. All they needed was a whole lot of concentration and to
be forearmed with a working knowledge of what they were dealing with.
Nevertheless, it was still a difficult feat to accomplish and only descendents
of the original medallion designers could ever hope to master each power
residing within.


Guiding
his horse through the herd, Micah came up beside the running youth. Through the
thunder of hooves colliding repeatedly with the ground, James heard the order
to stop. It seemed the training session was over. Slowing down, James watched
the remainder of the herd pass him by.


Micah
stopped next to the sweaty young man. “Did you enjoy yourself?” he asked,
smiling broadly at the teenage boy.


His
hands on his knees, James looked up and grinned. “That was amazing!”


“How
do you feel?”


“Great!
I feel great–just a little out of breath.”


“Only
a little? You just ran for almost two miles nonstop.”


James
had never done that before; he wasn’t exactly the athletic type. Watching the
horses recede into the distance, the bond between them still intact, he knew
this moment would stay with him for the rest of his life.


“Hop
on.” Micah reached out and helped him up. “Should we continue with the training
or do you need a break?”


His
breathing back to normal, James felt invigorated by the run. “I’m ready for
more.”


“Okay
then.” Turning his horse around, Micah prompted it forward at a slow trot.
“This wasn’t the first time you absorbed an animal’s abilities because of the
medallion.”


James
held onto Micah as the horse moved across the unending plain. “You’re right. It
happened yesterday when I was picking berries. And Castle...” He recalled the
incident in his bedroom when the medallion flared wildly and suddenly his dog’s
presence invaded his head.


“What
about him?” Micah asked.


“I’ve
felt him in my mind. It wasn’t the same sensation I get from other animals,
like those horses.” Turning back for a look, the horses had diminished to the
point that they were just specks on the horizon. “It was like Castle was
sharing my headspace–as if we were one.”


Micah
nodded. “When you are bonded with an animal like you are with your dog, things
like that will happen. You’ll get used to it eventually.”


“The
medallion hurt me too,” James said, “in my head.”


“That’s
because your brain is adjusting to its new way of receiving information. But
don’t worry. This will pass in time, if it hasn’t already.”


“My
brain is what?” James blurted out in shock. “What do you mean, don’t worry! How
could I not worry about something like that?”


“If
you want to use the medallion–if you want to wield its power–it’s a change that
you must go through. Anyway, it’s too late, it’s done.”


His
initial panic began to fade. He felt fine and as long as he did, he would trust
in Micah. Besides, he didn’t have any choice having already come this far. “You
know so much about this stuff. Where did you learn it all?”


“That’s
a story for another day,” Micah said, shifting around on the horse. “What you
just accomplished–running with the herd–that can only be done by someone the
medallion has imprinted itself upon, like yours has with you. No one can use
your medallion and do what you did, no matter how hard they try. And also, just
so you know, once an animal’s skills are stored, it resides within the
medallion for a very long time.”


“Like,
forever long?” James asked, but it was far from a serious question.


“No,
not that long. The medallion can store a certain number of abilities. As newer
ones are absorbed, older ones are lost.”


“So,
I can run as fast as a horse whenever I want.” James found it an exciting
premise to run as fast as the wind.


“Yes,
but it’s not a toy, keep that in mind.”


“I
understand. Where are we going now?”


Micah
pointed at the distant mountain range. “We’re heading there.”


James
stared at the jagged mountaintops cutting across the faraway sky. It was the
same range he admired when descending the hill. The peaks partially covered in
snow, they resembled the Rocky Mountains he visited on a road trip with his
parents during happier times spent as a family.


“Seems
a long way off,” James said.


“It’s
half a day’s travel, depending on the weather. There’s a village on the way to
the mountains. We’ll head there first.”


They
traveled for a while before stopping by a flowing stream for a brief respite.
Micah supplied a meal of dried fruit and some type of spicy jerky. After
quenching their thirst with cold stream water, they started towards the
mountains once again.


The
warmth of the afternoon began to fade, the air growing colder as they continued
on. Before long a light snowfall drifted with the breeze and gathered on the
ground. Pausing briefly, Micah removed a pair of fur-lined jackets from a pack
strapped to the horse and handed one to James.


The
land was white ahead of them, the falling snow heavier and obscuring the
mountains. “What happened to the weather?” James asked, his breath dissipating
into the air as he wrapped his jacket tightly around him trying to stay warm.
He found the sudden weather shift highly irregular.


“My
world exists simultaneously in all of the seasons. Nilvanya is not divided by
borders or large bodies of water, but by zones where the seasons remain
constant each and every day. Right now, we are moving from one climate zone
into another, from summer into winter.”


James
peered over his shoulder and saw the remnants of the summer zone in the
distance. Gazing at the sky, he could actually see where one zone ended and the
other began as the warm blue sky buffeted against–but did not drift past–the
grayness of winter’s clouds. As the sun inched lower, the increasing chill grew
more uncomfortable.


Approaching
the rim of a shallow valley, Micah raised his staff and pointed. “There. That
is our destination...the village called Anarqui.”


James
looked down into the valley and spotted a series of small fires on top of an
immense circular hill. He saw a structure as well but couldn’t see it clearly
due to the heavy snowfall. The structure was quite large, but his attention was
solely on the inviting warmth of the fires.


Anarqui
was still a fair distance away. James shivered as the temperature continued
dropping with the coming of night.


“The
cold will toughen you up,” Micah said. The frigid temperature didn’t seem to
bother him much.


“S-Sure
it will,” James replied through chattering teeth. “I heard s-shivering makes
you t-tougher.”


Micah
chuckled. Untying the pouch hanging from his waist, he searched around inside.
“This should help.” Removing his loosely clenched hand, he raised it to his
mouth and exhaled on his palm. An orange glow appeared between the gaps in his
fingers. Opening his hand, he released a shining sphere into the darkness.


James
was mesmerized by the floating orb of swirling orange and yellow light. The
size of a tennis ball, it supplied light and radiated heat.


“Wow.
Cool trick,” James remarked.


“I
thought you might appreciate it.”


The
horse snorted. James sensed her contentment with the appearance of the hovering
orb. After the brief connection with Micah’s mare, he immediately knew the
animal’s name.


The
bobbing globe of light led the way down and across the valley. Arriving at the
base of the hill, some people bearing torches approached them through the heavy
snowfall.


“Let’s
dismount,” Micah said, the wind picking up and blowing snow in their faces.
Climbing off, he assisted James to the ground.


Staring
up at the rise Anarqui was built on, James thought the incline made it
impossible to climb. To make matters worse, everything was covered in a layer
of ice.


“Cover
that up,” Micah said, nodding at the light emanating from the medallion.


Seizing
the cloth Micah tossed at him, James stuffed it into his pocket and concealed
the glow. He wasn’t sure why the medallion was active. Perhaps getting
acquainted with the horse had triggered it.


James
counted three men in the posse. They were covered head to toe in white furs,
their faces partially concealed behind bulky scarves.


“Quite
a storm to be out in,” the first man said, his voice slightly muffled by his
facial covering.


“Yes,
it is,” Micah replied.


The
spokesman for the band of men gestured towards the glowing orb hovering by the
horse. “Don’t see those too often...unless you’re a caster.”


The
orb drifted towards the men. Warm light revealed their faces and James saw
hardness reflected in their eyes.


“Control
your Stardrop Orb,” the spokesman demanded.


“Yes,
of course.” Extending his arm, Micah whispered some words. Retreating from the
agitated group, the orb settled into the shaman’s palm. Opening his pouch, he
placed the orb inside, then pulled the drawstring tight.


“So,
you are a caster,” the spokesman said as he looked Micah up and down.


“I
am. But I am also the Shaman of Eyotamaka!” He punctuated his words by slamming
the end of his staff on the ground and sending a shower of snow and ice into
the air.


Micah’s
aggressive display forced the spokesman back, the men with him muttering to
each other. His statement seemed to make an impression on the men from Anarqui.


“I
apologize. We were not told to expect your arrival,” the spokesman said. “You
are most welcome in Anarqui, Micah of Eyotamaka.”


Micah
nodded at him. “Thank you,” he said before glancing at James. “Bring the horse.
We go on foot from here.” Without looking back, he walked towards a path James
failed to notice.


Surprised
that the man knew the shaman’s name, James concluded someone in Micah’s
position must have established his reputation long ago among the different
villages in Nilvanya. They may not know him by face but they would surely know
his name. He didn’t know how long Micah had been a shaman but would wager he’d
been one for a very long time.


“Come,
Sheefa,” James said to the horse. Gripping the dangling strap, he tugged on it
but it was hardly necessary. He knew the horse would follow them wherever they
went. He felt the animal’s loyalty to Micah. It pleased him to know the horse
now counted him among those she could trust.


James
followed Micah along a crude path winding its way up and around the steep hill.
Wide enough to walk side by side, James didn’t have the energy to catch up so
he remained behind the shaman as they ascended towards Anarqui.


The
path was carved into the hillside. Resembling a tunnel with the outer wall
absent, a thick wooden railing ran along the open side to prevent people from
falling off the edge. The rail was propped up by shafts of wood spaced every
six inches or so. These upright beams driven deep into the ground reminded
James of baseball bats. The path’s inside wall was reinforced by curved planks
of wood stretching up to the ceiling. It was a preventative measure designed to
keep the path from collapsing and cutting off the only route to and from the
village.


Micah
stopped. “We’ll spend the night in town and begin again tomorrow morning,” he
said as James caught up to him. “Hopefully, the weather will improve. If it
doesn’t, we’ll work on your meditation and practice what you’ve learned until it
clears.”


Resuming
their steady rise to the top, they passed a man clearing snow off the path with
a shovel. He looked at them briefly, but it was more than enough time to see
his eyes mirroring the icy weather all around.


“The
people here aren’t the same as the ones in your village,” James said.


“How
so?”


“Umm,
they don’t seem as nice.”


The
sound of Micah’s laughter filled the tunnel. “My young friend, you wouldn’t
have a warm disposition either if you lived in a cold environment all the
time.”


“Why
would they want to live here when they could live in the summer zone?”


“Some
do leave, but others choose to stay,” Micah answered. “Don’t judge them too
harshly. They are honorable people and have business to tend to in this frigid
land.”


“Whatever.”
James couldn’t fathom any reason to live here when a more suitable climate was
available.


They
continued along the open tunnel. The heavy snowfall and steady wind slowed
their pace but it was a great deal better than standing in the full brunt of
the storm. James peered over the rail. Now a good distance from ground level,
it would be nearly impossible to survive a fall from up here. Spotting several
shapes sprinting across the wintry landscape, he watched the pack run towards
the shelter of a nearby forest. Seconds later, a haunting, high-pitched howl
resounded through the valley.


“Wolves,”
Micah said. “They’re common in these parts.”


“I
hope running with them isn’t part of the training.”


Micah
looked at the young man. “It’s not. What you’ll be doing will be far more
dangerous.”


James
scanned Micah’s face but couldn’t tell if he was serious or joking. Before he
could ask for an explanation, the end of the covered pathway came into view and
Micah walked out and left him standing in the relative shelter of the open
tunnel.


James
trailed him onto the flat terrain at the top of the hill. His opportunity for
clarification regarding Micah’s cryptic comment would have to wait; the
blustering wind drowned out any attempt to speak.


The
snow hit them with renewed ferocity. James saw a large, dark structure through
the raging storm but didn’t see any signs of a village.


Robust
bonfires marked the perimeter of the hilltop, the same fires he spotted from
afar. Sheltered inside partially open cocoons of clear resin and clay, the
fires were well protected from the elements. A man tended to one of the fires
while another sat in a nearby hut.


James
and Micah followed a route lit by covered torches on either side. The dark
structure slowly came into view. It was a wall constructed from huge,
vertically placed logs fastened tightly together. On the left side of the wall,
a thin tower rose up beyond the top and served as a lookout post, though, how
anyone could see through this storm, James could only wonder. Looking at the
wall’s construction, he realized the village of Anarqui was actually a fort.


James
stroked Sheefa’s face. He felt her nervous vibe and wanted her to know that
everything was fine. Though in truth, he needed some reassurance himself. The
grim attitude of the Anarqui villagers made him hesitant about what lay beyond
the wall. He trusted Micah, but was glad to have the medallion in his pocket
just in case. He may not have mastered it yet but he knew how to use it.


Approaching
the wall, an opening appeared as a gate slid back and men came spilling out.
Many had shovels and started cleaning snow off the path and clearing the area
in front of the gate. Several came their way, and like the men they encountered
at the bottom of the hill, they glared at them with cold stares and suspicious
glances.


“Hello,
travelers, you must have urgent business to be journeying in such a storm!”


Micah
raised his voice in order to be heard over the wind. “We were caught after we
began! We’re here to see Olivia!”


The
disposition of the men gathered around changed entirely. “The shaman?” The men
stepped aside and one waved them through. “You may enter!”


James
followed Micah past the men and through the gate. Now beyond the wall enclosing
the entire area, he gazed around at the snowed covered village. Anarqui had a
random element in its design with structures of various shapes and sizes facing
many different directions. Save for the men hanging around the gate, the
village looked empty as if abandoned long ago.


Trudging
through snow up past their ankles, they stopped in front of a stable. Micah
pushed aside the large door and James stepped inside thankful to be out of the
storm.


The
wind screaming and resisting his attempt, Micah forced the door closed. “We’ll
let Sheefa rest up here,” he said, rubbing the side of his horse.


“Who’s
Olivia?” James asked, stomping his feet to dislodge the snow.


“She’s...”


Footsteps
crossed the floor above, then a rotund man descended a flight of stairs.
Approaching from across the stable, he waddled past the hay covered stalls
sheltering a number of horses.


“Hello
there. It’ll be two seeds per night.” Leading Sheefa to an empty stall, the man
returned to finish his business.


“We
only need one night,” Micah said. “Your fee includes feed and water?”


“It
does. And you can return for your horse any time tomorrow. I’m always open.”


James
found this man a pleasant departure from the other villagers he’d met so far. A
short man with a good sized belly, he smiled a lot which made him the first
person he saw from Anarqui that did.


Brushing
snow from his clothes, James kept an eye on Micah. Up until now he wasn’t even
aware the people of Nilvanya exchanged any type of currency. But like all
civilizations, they had to develop a system of exchange in order for business
and transactions to occur. The man mentioned seeds, but James didn’t think he
was being literal. There was a great deal he didn’t know about life in Nilvanya,
though, in his current situation, it hardly mattered what he did or didn’t
know. He had a guide in this strange world, a world where others wanted to help
him unlock the potential residing inside of him.


Micah
reached into the lining of his fur coat and pulled out what resembled a test
tube, only smaller and opaque. Unsealing the top of the cylinder, he tapped a
pair of dark nuggets into his hand.


Handing
them over to the stable’s proprietor, the man looked pleased by what he
received. “Many thanks. My wife will be very happy. These look to be fine apple
seeds.” Returning to the back of the stable, the heavy set man climbed the
stairs to the upper floor. Fragments of conservation drifted down as he spoke,
presumably, to the wife he just mentioned.


Smiling
at what he observed, James understood how seeds might be considered valuable
and worthy of trade. It may not be applicable on his world, but he could see
their value in Nilvanya where food wasn’t manufactured on a large-scale
industrial basis. Everything the people consumed was grown and harvested or
hunted. The convenience of supermarkets and fast food outlets on every street
corner didn’t exist here, and he knew they never would.


James
reached into his pocket and removed the cloth and medallion. Returning the
handkerchief to Micah, he used the artifact and communicated with Sheefa. She
was comfortable here and didn’t mind spending some time in the company of other
horses.


Micah’s
voice interrupted his concentration and he abruptly lost his connection. “Come,
we still have our own shelter to reach.”


Leaving
the stable, Micah shut the doors, then slid the lock into place. Anarqui was
darker than before they entered the stable, the only illumination coming from
randomly placed torches shoved into the ground. The wind caused the flames to
flicker but they didn’t seem in danger of going out.


His
stomach growled, the pangs of hunger reminding James he hadn’t eaten since they
stopped by the stream. But he was sure that would be remedied soon because in a
town the size of Anarqui, it wouldn’t take long to reach the home of the woman
called Olivia.


Micah
led the way towards an isolated cabin shrouded in darkness; the torches weren’t
lit in this part of the village. Windowless, the wood cracked and worn, it
looked abandoned and forgotten like many of the buildings in town. Climbing the
few steps, light immediately filled the cracks around the frame of the door.


Footsteps
approached from the other side followed by the sound of a lock snapping open.
The door swung open and soothing warmth enveloped James. Within moments, the
chill in his flesh and bones vanished entirely.


“Welcome,
Micah Warm-Feather. Come in from the storm.”


James
couldn’t help staring at the woman in the doorway. With smooth ivory skin and
raven hair down to the small of her back, he expected someone closer to Micah
in age. It was an incorrect assumption; Olivia was perhaps twenty, if not
younger.


“Thank
you for the warmth. My young friend was in need of it.”


Olivia
gazed at James and he felt heat rush to his cheeks. “You are welcome in my home
as well,” she said, staring at him with the deepest green eyes he ever saw.


“Talkym!”
she called out. “Take our visitors wet things.”


A
young boy appeared, bowing courteously at the new arrivals.


Turning
from the doorway, Olivia strolled down the hall, her violet gown trimmed with
white fur trailing behind. James waited for Micah to enter first.


“Hello,
Talkym. How are your lessons coming along?” Micah asked, removing his coat.


The
boy grinned. “I’ve begun levitation lessons. Want to see?”


Micah
chuckled. “Yes, I do, but show me later. I would like to have something to eat
first.”


“Okay.
After supper then?”


“After
supper.” Micah nodded at the boy, then strolled down the hall in search of
Olivia.


“Your
coat, please,” Talkym said to James.


Removing
his jacket, James handed it over.


“Your
pants are also wet. Remove them also.”


“What?
Dude, I can’t walk around here with no pants on,” James said, embarrassed by
the request.


Talkym
grinned. “I know. Follow me.”


After
hanging the wet garments in a closet, Olivia’s young apprentice led James down
a darkened corridor, then into a bedroom. Opening a chest, he pulled out two
pairs of pants and held them up. “Which would you like to wear?”


“I
don’t care, just toss me one.” Catching the pair coming towards him, James gave
it a quick scan and found them adequate enough.


“I
have to go start supper,” Talkym said. “Oh, I don’t know your name. What are
you called?”


“James.”


“James,”
Talkym repeated. “When you’ve changed, leave your things on the chair. I’ll
collect it later.”


“Okay.
Thanks for your help.”


Talkym
smiled warmly, then left the room.


Changing
clothes as fast as he could, James went in search of Micah. Feeling comfortable
in the warmth throughout Olivia’s home, he retraced his steps to the main hall
and caught a glimpse of shadows moving around an open doorway at the far end.
Entering what felt like a living room, he saw Micah and Olivia engaged in quiet
conversation. It abruptly ended with his arrival.


An
immense, black rug covered the floor and decorative pillows of white and gold
were piled in front of the fireplace. A full-length, wood framed mirror stood
in one corner of the room, a wooden rocking chair and small table on the
opposite side. An assortment of drawers and small cabinets were lined against
the walls of the heated room.


“Please
sit and enjoy the fire,” Olivia said as she waved a hand towards the pillows.
“I’m sure you must be hungry after your journey from Eyotamaka.”


James
smiled and nodded. “I could do with something to eat.”


“My
apprentice is preparing a meal. I’ll check on his progress.” Her gown flowing
behind her, she gracefully exited the room.


Propping
his staff against a wall, Micah sat on the rug. Crossing his legs, he shut his
eyes and placed his wrists on his knees, palms up. “We’ll spend the night, then
set off for the mountains after sunrise,” he said, forming circles with his
thumbs and index fingers.


James
remained standing. He had questions regarding tomorrow and wanted some answers.
Micah hinted at danger and he had to know what he meant. “What will I be doing
at the mountain?”


Micah
breathed in deeply, then exhaled completely before answering. “You’ve learned
to communicate with the animals around you, you’ve been able to channel
abilities absorbed by your medallion. The third phase of your training will
require more from you.”


“Right,
I get it. The deeper we get into this, the harder it’ll be. What will I be
doing there?” he asked again.


Micah
opened his eyes and glanced at the inquisitive youth. “What you’ll be doing is
attempting to assert your will over that of a beast. You’ll be attempting to
seize control of an animal much larger and stronger than you.” Closing his eyes
once again, he returned to his breathing exercises.


“Oh,
is that all? Lots of animals are bigger than me, like the horses I ran with, or
cows, even deer–”


“Where’s
the challenge in that?” Micah said, a slight smile creasing his mouth. “Those
animals are usually safe to be around.”


They also don’t live in snowy mountains, James thought. The words larger and stronger
echoed through his mind.


“I
can sense your anxiety. I have full confidence in your success. Remember, I
will be nearby so there is no need to worry.”


“As
will I.” Olivia had returned.


Micah
stared at her as she entered the room, his eyes narrowing slightly. “As you
wish,” he said before getting up.


“A
meal has been prepared. Come with me.”


The
two companions followed her out but all the while James had this feeling his
training was about to take a more serious turn.
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Carl handed the binoculars to Evelynn. Lifting her
sunglasses, she scanned the area ahead.


“Looks
clear,” she said before handing them back.


“It
does.” Carl signaled the two men in black military garb to advance. Breaking
cover, the members of Omega Team moved off through the trees. “How far are we
from the clearing?” Carl asked from their crouched position behind a fallen
tree.


“Not
far,” Evelynn said, looking at the digital screen in her hand.


Jeremiah
had sanctioned the repositioning of the satellite. The disappearance of
Dalton’s team made everyone edgy and he decided to focus most of the W.A.R.
room’s resources on Evelynn and her team. He wanted to know what happened to
his people, but the risk of sending in additional assets without keeping track
of them this time around was a mistake he wouldn’t repeat.


“Let’s
move out,” Carl said.


Evelynn
slipped in behind him as he weaved his way through the forest. It wasn’t long
until they reached an Omega Team member gazing at the clearing through the gun
sight of his assault rifle.


“Anything?”
Carl asked his associate as he and Evelynn knelt beside him.


“Nothin’.
No movement, no sound. I don’t think anyone’s here.”


“Where’s
Budanski?”


“He’s
circlin’ around to the other side of the clearin’,” the associate replied.


“Okay.
Let’s keep moving.” Carl moved ahead with Evelynn trailing and the associate
covering the rear. Soon, they breached the clearing where she first encountered
the flying man. Nothing looked out of place, but being here revived some bitter
feelings.


“Fan
out and look the place over,” Carl ordered.


Even
though Evelynn was technically in charge, she let Carl take the lead. He had
experience with this type of operation, more than she did. It wasn’t critical
for her to assert her leadership when their goal was to find the missing team.
When they went after the flying man, then she would take control.


The
associate beckoned to Carl and Evelynn. Kneeling down, he ran his fingers
through the damp soil and matted grass. “Look here,” he said as they reached
his side.


“What
you got, Johnson?” Carl asked.


“Somethin’
was dragged through here, somethin’ heavy...and this...” Wiping his hand across
a dark smudge on the ground, he rubbed the substance between his thumb and
fingers. Looking up at Evelynn, he finished his thought. “It’s blood.”


Johnson
followed the trail of blood across the clearing. Carl went with him leaving
Evelynn free to look around.


“You
there, Darrell?” she asked, adjusting her headset.


His
voice came through the earpiece. “I’m here.”


“There’s
no sign of them,” she said, glancing around.


“That’s
very bad, very bad news.”


“Tell
Jeremiah it’s likely Dalton and the others are dead. We found blood at the
campsite but we’re still investigating.”


Mr.
Darrell sighed, his breath shuddering through the headset as he absorbed the
news. “I’ll tell him,” he said softly.


“I’ll
be in touch.” Even though she expected this result, Evelynn was still hoping to
find them alive. She may have given Dalton a hard time more often than not, but
he was a good man and didn’t deserve to die out here in the middle of nowhere.


She
stood by the remains of the fire, the ashes piled within the confines of where
it used to burn. It was here she shot the dog that threatened her. Evelynn felt
she had no choice but to shoot; the dog had been seconds away from attacking
her and she couldn’t afford to be injured. It was an instinctive reaction and
also an easy decision choosing her wellbeing over the boy’s dog.


A
slight commotion drew her attention to the men. Budanski had returned and was
speaking rapidly to Carl and Johnson. His arms moved as he spoke and he pointed
repeatedly at the direction he just came from. She couldn’t hear their
conversation; they spoke in hushed tones for some reason. Their discussion
over, Carl turned to her and placed his index finger to his lips, signaling for
silence.


As
he summoned her over, the sun broke through the cloud cover and glinted off
something on the ground. Hoping for a clue, Evelynn retrieved two objects lying
in the dirt on her way to joining the men. Picking up an arrowhead and broken
shaft lying beside it, she only had time for a cursory glance; Carl was waving
at her to get over to his position.


Evelynn
joined the men waiting at the far side of the clearing. Budanski seemed
agitated and she thought he looked pale. Johnson was down on one knee peering
through his binoculars at something in the woods.


“What
you got there?” Carl whispered, noticing the objects in her hand.


“I
found this.” Handing him the pieces, he held up the arrowhead and examined it
closely.


“I’ve
never seen this design before. It’s crude, but still looks effective. We’ll
bring it with us and have the lab boys examine it.” Slipping his backpack off,
he dropped the pieces into a plastic bag before putting everything into his
backpack.


“Oh,
crap! We got company, boys!” Johnson stood up and backed away from the tree
line.


“Get
back!” Carl shoved Evelynn towards the middle of the clearing.


Maintaining
her balance, she watched the three men separate, then take aim at the trees.
The roar of a large and angry animal filled the clearing and she involuntarily
retreated a few more steps while pulling out her handgun.


An
immense shadow swayed just beyond the trees. Even if she never saw one up
close, she recognized the outline of a bear well enough. Entering the clearing,
it roared once again but was quickly drowned out by automatic gunfire, the
three men taking the opportunity to practice their aim. The huge black bear
flinched not knowing which way to turn as bullets penetrated its hide. Seconds
later, it lay on the ground, its life spilling out through the holes riddling
its body.


Carl
and his men gathered around the carcass. Budanski prodded the lifeless animal
with the butt of his rifle.


“You
know where the bodies are,” Carl said to Budanski. “Lead the way.”


Evelynn
holstered her handgun before rejoining the men by the dead bear. “You found
something?” she asked Johnson as the others entered the woods.


“Budanski
came across some bodies.” Johnson gazed at the bear by his feet. “He said the
bear was snackin’ on their flesh.” He looked at her, wiping the sweat off his
ebony brow.


She
knew Johnson was being morbid to get a reaction but she wasn’t about to give
him any satisfaction by doing so. Inwardly, Evelynn’s stomach twisted into a
knot, but years of training her body and mind allowed her to maintain control
over her emotional response.


“Johnson!
Move it,” Carl yelled.


Evelynn
stepped past the large mercenary and made her way to the others.


“You
think the bear killed them?” she asked.


“And
what, then dragged their bodies and piled them up in one spot?” Budanski
replied as if she was incapable of coherent thought.


Carl
glared at him. “Shut up, Budanski! Lead the way!”


Trailing
Budanski through the woods, the overwhelming stench of rotting flesh assailed
her senses. Fighting the urge to run, Evelynn forced aside her own needs and
inched closer to the tangle of bloodstained limbs partially covered in branches
and leaves.


“We
got this,” Carl said. “You tell Jeremiah what we found.”


“Alright.”
Relieved at having something else to do besides looking at the half-eaten
corpses of people she once knew, Evelynn activated her headset. Moving away
from the zone of death, she left the men behind but stayed within visual range.
She didn’t want to wander too far in case another bear happened upon them.


Evelynn
waited for Mr. Darrell to respond, but before he did, she found herself
distracted by Budanski. He had moved away from the others and was vomiting.
Steadying himself against a tree, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand
but then leaned over again. Evelynn quickly turned away, the smell of the
corpses combined with the sound of Budanski hurling up his last meal making her
queasy.


Counting
backwards from ten, she closed her eyes and concentrated on images of beautiful
beaches and clear blue water. Shutting out the world, her composure soon
returned and everything settled back into place.


“Man
up, Budanski, you soft little worm,” Johnson said.


Evelynn
decided she didn’t like Johnson very much. He may not have known them, but
having respect for the dead should still be in effect instead of being loud and
abrasive while bodies of people she once knew lay in the dirt by his boots.


“Shut
your mouth,” Budanski shouted between spits and groans.


The
sound of Budanski was more than she could take. She would risk running into a
bear if it meant she didn’t have to listen to the idiotic banter between the two
Omega Team members any longer.


Leaving
the area, Evelynn bypassed the clearing and ventured deeper into the
surrounding woods. Besides her main directive of finding the missing team, she
wanted to see if a totem pole was hidden nearby. Not entirely convinced about
the tale of James vanishing near a totem pole, she would consider it negligent
not to at least search for one in the vicinity. Having lived through plenty of
strangeness these past few days, she couldn’t afford to dismiss what Sandra told
her, especially if it might provide a clue as to where James went. And if she
was able to find the teenage boy, she could secure another medallion for her
grandfather.


Mr.
Darrell’s voice came through her earpiece. “Miss Bone, are you there?” 


“Yes,
yes I’m here! What took so long?” Pushing aside some thin branches, she gazed
around for anything resembling a totem pole.


“My
apologies, I had another matter to tend to,” he replied. “Everything
alright, Miss Bone?”


“No,
everything is not alright! I want to speak with Jeremiah!”


“Okay,
just a moment.”


Less
than a minute later, Jeremiah’s voice came on the line. “Yes, my daughter,
what have you found?”


Evelynn’s
heartbeat pounded in her ears. She felt the knot of rage festering in her
stomach, her soul fracturing into frozen shards of vengeance. Having time to
ponder Budanski’s words, she found they rang true. The bear wouldn’t have
killed Dalton and the rest, then dragged their bodies around only to pile them
in one spot. It had happened across the bodies, perhaps even sought them out
after catching a scent, and decided they were worthy of a meal. That being the
case, the bear already paid with its life for the role it played in the
gruesome chain of events.


But
someone else, the real killer, was still out there. Evelynn promised when she
found the one responsible, she would leave them gasping in a widening pool of
their own blood before ending their existence on this earth.


“Evey?
You there?”


Crawling
out of her head, she turned her attention back to the here and now. “You
watching the satellite feed?” she asked.


“No,
I’m not,” Jeremiah replied. “I have people for that. You do understand
I’m a very busy man, right?”


“I’m
not stupid! Of course I know that!”


“Evey?”


Evelynn
breathed in deeply before continuing. She had been able to keep her emotions in
check thus far; now wasn’t the time to lose her grip. “They’re all dead...their
bodies piled on top of each other and left to rot out in the open.” Gazing
around, she spotted something a short distance away that was a darker shade
than its surroundings.


“I
see. Any thoughts as to what happened?”


“They
were murdered, that’s what happened!” Evelynn didn’t appreciate her
grandfather’s cavalier attitude. He seemed to take the news as if receiving a
stock update.


Jeremiah
stayed quiet for a few seconds before responding. “Yes, and it’s such a
tragedy. Dalton will be hard to replace. As for you, my dear Evelynn, keep your
wits about you. You still have a job to do.”


“I
know I do.”


“I
have some information to pass on,” Jeremiah said.


“What
is it?” Evelynn pushed her way closer to the dark and vertical object. As she
pressed forward, depictions on the wooden pole coalesced into faces.


“A
name and address for our flying man. He does reside in Seattle as you deduced
from your Internet research. His name is Shane Carter.”


Evelynn
seared the name into her brain. He may or may not have been involved with what
happened here, but she was willing to bet he’d know something about it. Regardless,
she still had a measure of payback to deliver and looked forward to crossing
paths with Shane Carter again. The fate of Dalton’s killer would have to be put
on hold, for her own retribution against Shane Carter–the flying man–took
precedence.


“I’ll
leave for Seattle right away. We’re done here,” Evelynn said, appreciating the
resourcefulness of the men and women in the W.A.R. room. “But I want Carl and
his team with me.”


“Of
course, take them with you. I’ll be better served with them at your side.”


Stopping
in her tracks, Evelynn tilted her head up; she found what she’d been searching
for. Looming large before her, Evelynn’s imagination gave life to the column of
leering faces and she suddenly felt vulnerable under the scrutiny of so many
eyes. Pushing the feeling aside, she began examining the totem pole.


Jeremiah
started speaking again, his tone diverting her attention. “Listen to me
carefully, Evelynn. You may have reasons for seeing Mr. Carter dead, but they
are not mine. I want you to bring me the medallion, and I want Mr. Carter
delivered to me alive and uninjured.”


“I
wasn’t planning on killing him, just breaking him a little,” she replied.


“But
now you’re not. Do as I say–bring them both to me.”


“Yes,
Jeremiah.”


He
hung up and Evelynn removed her headset. Stuffing it into a pocket, she pulled
out her phone and snapped off a series of pictures of the totem pole from all
sides. Towering over her, the pole depicted both human and animal faces. A
carving of an eagle with open wings sat at the very top. Splotches of what
appeared to be faded gold paint stained the wood, but most of the painted
surface had long eroded away. Finding a totem pole not far from the clearing,
Evelynn was inclined to believe Orion’s story. But what to do about it was a
question she couldn’t answer.


She
considered leaving one of the men behind to keep an eye on it but soon changed
her mind. She would likely need all three of them for the mission in Seattle.
It would be foolish to underestimate Carter. He possessed unique and powerful
abilities and may have more power at his disposal than what he showed during
their previous encounter. Evelynn couldn’t even be sure the four of them would
be enough to bring him down, but at least they would have the element of
surprise on their side; he couldn’t possibly know they were coming.


If
they wanted to solve the mystery of the totem pole and how James used it to get
away, Jeremiah would have to leave the satellite to monitor the area whether he
liked it or not. James owned a medallion and Evelynn knew her grandfather would
put his other projects on hold to keep an eye out for his potential return, and
perhaps learn more about the method of escape.


Eager
to start the Seattle phase of her mission, she glanced around one last time
before starting back towards the clearing. Following a different route, Evelynn
stepped over a puddle, then stopped and looked down at it. Someone had left a
shoeprint behind. A sizable print, it pointed towards the clearing where the
murders took place. The groove pattern left by the shoe resembled a type of
athletic footwear. She doubted Dalton or anyone from his team wore basketball
shoes or sneakers. Could it belong to the killer? She would have to ask Carl
his opinion on this matter.


Searching
the ground as she continued on to the clearing, she found a second print and a
large reddish-brown smear on the ground beside it. It was blood; she was sure
of it. But whose was it? Perhaps the killer had been injured? Or better yet,
she hoped with a vindictive heart, he lay dead somewhere out there in the
unending expanse of Mother Nature.


Entering
the clearing, Evelynn found Carl and Budanski waiting there. Carl spoke into
the mouthpiece of his headset. As she approached, she noticed he held the
broken arrow in his hand.


“I
understand, sir,” he said. “Of course...I will.” Carl’s discussion over, he
turned and held up the arrow for her to see. “We found this.”


Evelynn
assumed he was holding the same one she found, but his was broken in an
entirely different section of the shaft.


“I
pulled it from Dalton’s chest.”


“Looks
like they were all killed the same way,” Budanski said in a subdued voice.


Evelynn
noticed thick smoke rising into the sky.


“Johnson’s
taking care of the remains,” Carl said, following her stare. “Whoever did this
is deadly with a bow. What are we dealing with here?”


“I’m
not exactly sure but I know where we can start our search for answers. Contact
Jacob and tell him to prep the jet. We’re flying to Seattle as soon as we
return.” With this whole sad mess over with, Evelynn reverted back to being in
charge. They had found out what happened to the missing team. It was time to
get on with the next assignment.


“One
more thing,” Evelynn said, pulling her headset out and placing it into
position. “What kind of shoes were they wearing?” She motioned her thumb
towards the smoke.


“Standard
military issue,” Carl replied.


“All
of them?”


“Yes.”
Carl stared at her. “What’s this about?”


“I
found some footprints out there. Think they belonged to the killer. I also
found blood so he may have been wounded.”


“We’ll
spread out and search the area,” Carl said. “Budanski, you–”


“No,
forget about it. We have our mission in Seattle to carry out now. He’s wounded
and dying or already dead. It really doesn’t matter. Our assignment was to find
out what happened and we did.


“I
really think we should–”


“No,
Carl! No! We head for Seattle. There is no debate here.” She started along the
same route she traveled a few days ago. Back then, she had only one thought on
her mind: she wanted to get away from the flying man, this Shane Carter. Now,
as she started the walk back to the vehicles parked at the edge of the forest,
she looked forward to seeing his face again as she brought his world crashing
down around him.
















30


Descending the stairs, Jeremiah swiped his card through the
reader and unlocked the gray metal door. Pushing it open, he entered the gloomy
hall with steel doors lining both sides. A lone guard stood watch and quickly
straightened his posture when seeing his employer.


Jeremiah
spoke with Evelynn less than five minutes ago. She confirmed what he already
suspected. When the field team went missing, he assumed his opponents struck
back at him through them. The fact the entire team was assassinated showed the
ruthlessness of his enemies and the lengths they were willing to go in order to
prevent him from acquiring a second medallion. In the future he wouldn’t leave
anything to chance and dare underestimate his adversaries again, though a part
of him couldn’t help but admire their commitment to their cause.


Evelynn
asked him to keep the satellite trained on the area. She had a theory as to
what happened to the boy–something about a totem pole–and wanted to see if it
panned out. Jeremiah agreed to have the satellite keep watch for as long as she
deemed it necessary. If it could reveal anything regarding what happened to
James, he was all for it.


How
his enemies knew he sent a team to investigate James’s disappearance bothered
him a great deal. It indicated the tight ship he’d built had sprung a leak;
that someone was a traitor and informed his enemies of Dalton’s field
assignment. But he also found it hard to believe there was a mole on his
estate. All of his employees were well compensated, and before being hired,
everyone was subjected to screening for personality traits best suited for
working in the environment he’d created. Not only that, but information was
compartmentalized so only a few people knew of Dalton’s mission. Whoever
betrayed him was not only risking their lives but those of their loved ones as
well. Some of his most trusted people were discreetly looking into the matter
and a report was due a few days hence.


There
was a need to move things along more quickly now. With the theory of someone
working against him from within his organization, the need for secrecy would
have to become a top priority in all matters of importance and even those he
considered less so.


I feel the urgency coursing through you.


Jeremiah
didn’t respond. He didn’t think he needed to confirm what Ebondust already
knew.


The
solitary guard stood at attention next to a door partway down the hall, the
omega emblem on the shoulder patch of his black military gear illustrating his
standing as part of the team. Jeremiah reached the guard just as the door into
the hallway unlocked once again. Glancing over his shoulder, he wasn’t
surprised to see Dr. Grace Sanborn coming towards him pushing an empty
wheelchair before her.


A
tall woman with short black hair and sharp green eyes, Dr. Sanborn was the head
of his bioengineering division and someone he trusted on matters of discretion.
A qualified medical doctor, one of only two he had on staff, she also possessed
some skill as an interrogator. A former FBI operative, he’d brought her into
the fold after learning of her disenchantment working for the bureau. Having
the opportunity to run her own department coupled with a substantial pay raise,
she was more than happy to apply her wide array of skills to Jeremiah’s estate.


“Grace.”
Jeremiah extended his hand which she firmly shook. “Thanks for not making me
wait.”


“I
wouldn’t dare,” she said with a playful grin. Her smile disappeared as she let
go of his hand. “I heard what happened to Dalton. It’s such a tragedy. Do we
have any leads?”


“People
are looking into it. We’ll have some answers soon.”


Looking
the guard over who in turn completely ignored her, she turned her gaze back on
Jeremiah. “It’s been a while since I’ve been down here.”


I have never seen this female. The number of units working
for you seems endless in number.


Clearing
his throat, Jeremiah turned to the guard standing at attention. “Take the rest
of your shift off,” he said. “Go and enjoy the amenities my estate has to
offer.”


The
guard hesitated, his eyes darting back and forth between Jeremiah and Grace.


“I’m
serious,” Jeremiah said, placing a hand on the man’s arm and gently nudging him
towards the end of the hall. “Go get a meal or some drinks at the Balcony Bar.
Go, enjoy yourself.”


The
guard saluted before heading down the hall.


Jeremiah
waited for him to leave before turning to Grace. “You brought the serum?”


She
patted the breast pocket of her lab coat. “Got it right here.”


Facing
the door, Jeremiah pushed the view panel aside and looked through the small
pane of glass behind it. The room was large considering its purpose, extending
back from the door exactly fifteen feet. Illuminated by intense fluorescent
bulbs inside the out of reach ceiling, the lights remained on depriving
occupants of restful sleep. It tended to make those residing within more
pliable and forthcoming when answers were needed to questions being asked.


The
concrete floor and smooth walls were painted white, adding to the brightness of
the room. A stainless steel toilet and sink were bolted into the right wall.
Any occupant using the facilities didn’t have any privacy: they could be seen
from the small porthole in the cell door as well as the camera in a corner of
the ceiling.


Keeping
Grace at his back, Jeremiah punched in his personal access code on the
numerical keypad built into the door. The door slid open, allowing them entry
into the cell.


Jeremiah
saw his prisoner lying with her back towards him, the steady rise and fall of
her shoulders indicating her deep slumber induced by sedatives. She wasn’t
covered in the sheets and blanket that were provided; they remained folded on
the floor at the foot of the small mattress. Near to where his prisoner slept
was a clear plastic jug half-filled with water.


The
prisoner responded to the movements within the cell. A small moan escaped her
lips as she attempted to roll over but was unable to do so.


“Get
a chair and some restraints from the storage closet,” Jeremiah said.


“Be
right back.” Grace left and soon returned with a folding metal chair in hand.


Setting
his cane against the wall, Jeremiah took the chair from her, unfolded it and
set it on the floor. “Let’s get her up.” Lifting the prisoner from the
mattress, they supported her over to the metal chair.


Jeremiah
stared at the woman slumped semiconscious in her seat. Head tilted forward, her
disheveled black hair hung down obscuring her face. She looked grimy, and
Jeremiah decided she needed a bath before the day was over.


She is to be our first soldier?


“Yes.”


Grace
looked at Jeremiah. “Should I?” she asked, removing a pair of thin black strips
from her pocket.


“Go
ahead.”


Grabbing
the prisoner’s wrists, Grace secured them to the back of the chair. After
checking the restraints, she removed the syringe, but Jeremiah held up his
hand.


“Just
a moment. Revive her first.”


Dropping
the syringe back into place, she picked up the jug, grasped the prisoner’s hair
and pulled her head back. Pouring some water down her partially open mouth, the
prisoner began choking on the sudden rush of fluid down her throat.


Her
eyes snapped open, terror and confusion radiating profusely from her wide-eyed
stare. Thrashing about in the chair, she continued to spit up water as Grace
emptied the remainder of the jug’s contents onto her head. Water dripping from
her hair and chin, the woman’s eyes glazed over before closing. Seconds after
that, her head sagged forward.


Tossing
the empty jug onto the mattress in the corner, Grace stood by as Jeremiah
stared at the prisoner. “The sedative hasn’t worn off,” he said.


“Not
completely, but I’m sure she’s also suffering from fatigue due to extreme
stress.”


“Wake
her.”


Grace
reached for the syringe. Removing the protective plastic tip, she went around
to the back of the chair, plunged the needle into the prisoner’s left shoulder
and emptied the contents. Placing the spent syringe into her breast pocket, she
gazed across the room at Jeremiah. “Who is she?”


“Why
don’t you ask her that question,” he said. “You’re the interrogation
expert.”


Walking
around the chair, she looked the prisoner over. “Can you hear me? Nod your head
if you hear my voice.”


The
prisoner’s head moved in response to the question.


“Good.”
Grace looked at Jeremiah standing off to one side.


“Continue,
doctor.”


Turning
back to the prisoner seated before her, she started the interrogation process.
“Can you speak?”


“Yes,”
the prisoner responded weakly.


“Good.
I would like to know your name. Could you tell it to me?”


The
prisoner lifted her head, following the contours of Grace’s body until reaching
the doctor’s face. Pulling weakly against her restraints, she stared at Grace
through bloodshot eyes. “Why am I stuck to this chair?” she whispered before
slumping forward again, her tangled wet hair hanging down to her lap.


“It’s
for your protection,” Grace replied. “Now, please answer the question. What is
your name?”


“Susan.”


Jeremiah
nodded at Grace, confirming the prisoner’s response.


“Susan?
Can you tell me where you live?”


Though
her voice sounded fatigued and she looked completely drained, she continued
answering the doctor’s questions. “Charmington.”


Jeremiah
nodded once again.


“And
where is Charmington?”


“Near
Vancouver.”


Jeremiah
was pleased to see the serum working as intended. Now it was time for him to
ask the questions. “Thank you, Grace. That will be all for now. I’ll take over
from here.”


Grace
stared at him. She opened her mouth and started to object but seemed to change
her mind. “Sure, whatever you want. You’re the boss.”


“I
am indeed.” He reached for his cane leaning against the wall. “I have one more
thing I need you to do. Could you return in an hour to make sure she receives a
bath and a change of clothes? Have the guard assist you. I’ll make sure he
returns to his post when I’m done here.”


“That’s
not within my realm of expertise.” Grace was clearly annoyed by the imposition.


“I
realize that, but the need for discretion is paramount. I want to keep the
number of people that know she’s here to a minimum. Besides, this task needs a
woman’s touch. I won’t trust the men to carry this out for me, not without your
supervision at the very least.”


“Fine–I’ll
do it because you asked so nicely.”


Jeremiah
noted the sarcasm in her voice. It didn’t bother him. He knew she would do what
he asked. “Thank you. You can send Therese to pick up new clothes for her. And
make sure they’re appropriate attire for cold weather. It’ll be freezing where
we’re going.”


“Is
that it? Anything else?”


“Actually,
there is. I want her brought to my private chambers when you’ve finished
cleaning her up. Make sure she’s sedated and bring her in the wheelchair. It’ll
be easier to travel that way.” Jeremiah walked over to where Grace stood. “This
woman is important to me. I’m trusting you to carry out what I’ve asked. Make
sure it gets done.”


Grace
looked away from Jeremiah’s penetrating stare. “I will.”


He
smiled at her before she turned towards the open cell door. Listening to the
click of her heels fade down the hall, he waited a moment before making sure he
and Susan were the only ones left in the hall of cells.


She was not pleased.


“That
doesn’t matter. She’ll do what I ask.” Stepping back into the cell, he shut the
door, then turned around to find Susan staring at him.


“Where
am I?” she asked.


Surprised
by her sudden clarity, Jeremiah thought the serum Dr. Sanborn supplied had
failed. Whatever the case, he still needed to press on. “You’re safe here,
Susan. May I call you that?”


“Yes,”
she said, her head drooping forward once again.


“Thank
you. I have some questions to ask you, Susan.”


She
failed to respond but raised her eyes to meet his.


“You
have any children?” he asked.


Following
a brief moment of silence, she answered the question. “Yes, I do.”


“How
many?”


“One.”


“I’ll
guess you have a son,” he said with a smile.


“Yes,
James...James is my son.”


Jeremiah
was mistaken. The serum was still working. “Where is he now?”


“I
don’t know.”


Her
answer wasn’t unexpected considering James had seemingly vanished in the middle
of nowhere during Evelynn’s pursuit. If his estate didn’t know his whereabouts,
how could she? But it didn’t matter; this line of questioning was over. It was
time to move on to the more important issue at hand.


Kneeling
before her, he reached into his suit and pulled out the medallion he’d been
carrying. “Susan, I need you to look at something for me.”


Lifting
her red and tired eyes, tears began trickling down her cheeks.


“I
miss him,” she said, her voice quivering.


“I’m
sure you do. You’ll see James again, but for now, I need you to look at this.”
Holding the medallion in front of her face, he waited for a reaction. To his
disappointment, she failed to do so. She behaved as if she never saw one before
in her life.


Let her touch it.


“How?
She’s cuffed to the chair!” Standing up, he looked down at the woman seated
before him.


I understand. Let it touch her. Place it on her lap.


Jeremiah
nodded, following Ebondust’s instructions. A golden light immediately erupted
from the medallion and filled the prison cell with an unearthly glow.


His
hands on his hips, Jeremiah raised his head towards the ceiling and laughed.


You are pleased, as am I.


“We’re
one step closer, my faithful companion. She may not know what it is but I’m
sure it knows who she is.” Picking up the medallion, he curled his free hand
into a fist as the golden light faded from sight. “You can try to keep your
power from me,” he scolded the circular piece of wood in his hand, “but there are
other ways to wield the power you possess.”


Slipping
the medallion inside his jacket, he grasped the crystal orb on top of his cane
and spun it hard. Letting go, he watched his cane spin in place. Wobbling as
gravity took hold, he seized it before it fell noisily to the ground. Swinging
it upwards, the tip hovered only inches from Susan’s face. “Thank you, my dear.
You don’t know how happy you’ve made me. We’ll see each other again very soon.”


Susan
didn’t answer. She didn’t even look up as Jeremiah exited the cell.
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“That’ll be twenty-nine ninety-five,” the cashier said.


Taking
out his wallet, Falconer removed some bills and handed them to the woman
handling his purchases. Placing the items in a plastic bag, he left the store
and started the short walk back to the condo.


Enjoying
the glorious sunset, he sensed Talon’s presence for the first time since his
hasty departure. Looking up, he searched the skies but failed to see the young
falcon; he could be perched on a ledge of any building along the way home.


But
he didn’t need to see Talon for his presence to have an effect. Just knowing he
hadn’t abandoned him lifted Falconer’s spirit and lightened the heaviness he
carried around these last couple of days. After the violent confrontation with
the gun toting woman and the deaths of Riff and Castle, he needed a positive
occurrence in his life.


He
entered the grounds of the condominium complex. Following the winding roadway
looping around to the lobby entrance, he reached for the front door just as a
shadow passed overhead. Looking up, he watched a large crow touch down on the
hand railing of a gazebo nestled inside a cluster of nearby trees.


Screeching
loudly, the black bird stared at him while shaking its wings. Utilizing his
medallion’s power, Falconer tried communicating with it but his attempt proved
unsuccessful. Striding from the front entrance, he stepped onto a woodchip path
leading over to the gazebo. But the crow didn’t wait for his arrival. As he
drew closer, it flew around the side of the building.


Falconer
felt compelled to follow. He suspected it wasn’t a bird but a message from
Micah in the form of one. Rounding the corner, he spotted his jeep parked near
the rear entrance of the building. It was a clear sign Galen had returned; he
borrowed the jeep the night before last.


The
crow landed on the hood of the mud smeared jeep. As Falconer approached it, two
young women exited the condo’s back door, causing the crow to fly off. The
women muttered and glanced at the filthy vehicle, then something caught their
attention and they suddenly stopped. Whispering to each other, they stared at
something inside of the jeep. Seeing Falconer walking up, the women continued
on their way.


Stopping
alongside his vehicle, he saw what they were looking at: a young man he didn’t
know lay curled up in the backseat. Wearing only blue jeans and black running
shoes, he was naked from the waist up. His right shoulder bandaged in gauze
soaked with blood, he shivered in the coolness of the coming night.


Falconer
couldn’t fathom why Galen brought the injured man here instead of taking him to
a hospital. At least he dressed the wound and probably applied his healing
salve, he mused.


The
man was cold and his blood loss didn’t help matters. He needed immediate help
or his condition would worsen. Retrieving a blanket stashed in the back of the
jeep, he covered the injured man up. Unsure of what to do next, Falconer stood
beside his jeep and stared at the young man with long dark hair and tanned
skin. If he had to guess, he would say he hailed from the same place as Micah.
They may even be related; his features were similar to those of the shaman.


And
where was Galen through all of this?


The
keys were in the ignition. If the injured man was related to Micah, he had to
do what he could to help him. Even if he wasn’t, he still had to do something.
Dropping his groceries onto the passenger seat, he slipped in behind the
steering wheel.


“Who
are you?” the man asked weakly.


He
was awake. Turning the key, Falconer revved the motor before glancing at the
man struggling to get up. “Keep still,” Falconer ordered. “I’m going to help
you. I’m taking you to a hospital.”


“No!
No hospital!”


Falconer
was surprised the man found the strength to yell so loudly. “You’re hurt and
should see a doctor.”


“My
wound is healing,” the young man said. “Where is Galen?” Pushing himself up
from the backseat, he looked around in search of the strange old man.


“I
don’t know where he is.”


He
pulled the blanket tightly around him. “He is nearby. I can feel him.”


“You
really should go to a hospital,” Falconer said as he scanned the loading zone
and garbage bay in hopes of seeing Galen.


“No,
I won’t. I don’t trust your medicine or your doctors.”


“My?
Wait a second...” Falconer’s suspicions were correct; he did come from the same
place as Micah. Realizing this, he also understood that taking him to a
hospital was no longer an option. His intentions were good, but now that he had
a moment to think, he knew the doctors would have questions regarding this
man’s identity and how he received his injuries. He was also sure the man
didn’t have any identification. Considering his injury and lack of I.D., the
law could become involved. It was a complication Falconer didn’t need. The
young man he felt obligated to help didn’t need it either.


Shifting
the jeep into drive, he headed for the underground parking lot. Driving down
the ramp, his mind occupied by the crisis he faced, he failed to see the crow
flying in behind him.


Arriving
at his parking space, he switched off the engine, then jumped out of the jeep.
The young man watched him through moist and tired eyes. Reaching out, Falconer
attempted to assist him from the vehicle, but he hesitated to accept his help.


“I’m
here to help you,” Falconer said, trying to reassure him. “If I wasn’t, why
would Galen bring you here?”


The
two men stared at one another. Falconer could see him pondering his words.
Nodding his head in agreement, he relented and accepted Falconer’s help.


“What’s
your name?” Falconer asked as the young man leaned against him.


“My
name is Wren. Where are we going?”


“I
live here. We’re going up to my condo.”


Still
wrapped in the blanket, Wren moved unsteadily on his feet, his uninjured arm
around Falconer’s shoulder. Leaving the parking space, they were startled to
find Galen standing next to the concrete pillar.


“Dammit,
Galen,” Falconer shouted.


Galen
looked at him and then at Wren, his expression unchanged by Falconer’s
outburst.


Before
Falconer could question him, a slamming metal door distracted the group. They
glanced in unison towards the direction of the sound. A security guard, one
Falconer was familiar with, walked towards them while chatting on a two-way
radio.


“I
will assist Wren. You talk with him,” Galen said.


The
old man stepped forward to support the injured man. Standing in front of his
companions, Falconer nodded at the large, dark-complexioned security guard
sauntering up to him.


“Hi,
Mr. Carter,” the guard said with a friendly grin. “Everythin’ okay here?” He
glanced at Wren and Galen, his eyes lingering briefly.


“Yep,”
he answered with a tight smile. “My friend had too much to drink while we were
out.” Falconer was thankful Wren was still wrapped in the blanket. It hid his
injuries from prying eyes and kept the guard from asking questions he didn’t
have any answers for.


“Man,
your jeep is just covered in mud,” the guard said.


“Yeah,
we were off-roading. What’s the point of having a jeep if you don’t get it
dirty every once in a while?”


The
guard nodded. “Sure, I get it.” Removing a small notepad from his jacket, he
started jotting things down.


Galen
assisted Wren past Falconer and the curious security guard. He looked them over
once again, but regardless of what he was thinking, Falconer knew he wasn’t interested
in creating more work for himself unless he really had to, and he wasn’t about
to give him any reason to do so.


“Have
a good shift,” Falconer said, leaving his parking spot.


“Thanks,
boss.”


He
hadn’t gone more than five steps when the guard called out to him. “Hey, Mr.
Carter, did ya see a large black bird anywhere down here?”


“A
what?”


“I
saw some huge bird fly inna the garage on the surveillance cameras but lost
sight of it. It came in right behind ya.”


“No,
I didn’t see anything like that.” Falconer didn’t have time to think about the
bird; there were more urgent matters to deal with.


“Okay.
I’ll keep lookin’. Have a good night.”


“Thanks,
Earl.”


The
guard moved off in search of the bird. Falconer joined Galen and Wren by the
entrance into the condo. Letting them in, they entered the elevator bay,
summoned one, and waited for it to arrive.


“How
are you feeling?” Falconer asked.


Wren
smiled weakly. “I am tired.”


Falconer
looked at Galen. He had questions for the old man but wasn’t in the mood for
his cryptic responses. Besides, this wasn’t the time or place. Once they were
settled upstairs and Wren taken care of, there would be time to speak with
Galen.


An
elevator arrived and a family strolled out before the men went inside. Pressing
the button for the penthouse floor, Falconer hoped for a nonstop ride to the
top. But the elevator stopped at the lobby, the door opening wide to allow
additional riders in. The couple standing there took one look at the trio
within and politely declined with apologies.


Riding
the rest of the way uninterrupted, they exited onto the penthouse floor.
Slipping a key into the lock of his apartment door, Falconer entered first
followed by Galen and Wren. Flipping on the lights, he beckoned his companions
to follow him to the bedroom.


“We
need to change his dressing,” Falconer said.


Galen
dropped Wren onto the unmade bed. Moaning from the jarring stop on the firm
mattress, Wren shut his eyes as he grappled with the pain shooting through his
shoulder.


“Hey!”
Falconer glared at Galen but soon realized he was oblivious to his
carelessness.


The
old man knelt next to the bed. “I will change it. You prepare nourishment,” he
said as he began removing the bloody bandages from Wren’s damaged right
shoulder.


Thinking
about what to prepare, Falconer remembered his bag of groceries. With all the
distractions since returning from the store, he had accidentally left it behind
in the jeep. There were some items he bought that Wren would probably
appreciate. Shaking his head at the oversight, he started to explain the
situation but decided against it.


“I’ll
be right back,” he said. It was all they needed to know.


Descending
to the underground lot, he walked briskly to the jeep. Picking up the bag of
groceries, he saw the blood Wren had left across the backseats. His vehicle
needed a thorough cleaning, both inside and out.


Scanning
the interior for further bloodstains, he spotted something jutting out from
underneath the passenger seat. With all the chaos since Galen’s return, it was
hardly surprising he hadn’t seen it earlier.


The
object lay partially exposed for all to see. If Earl glanced inside the jeep
during his rounds, he would notice the blood and see the broken black bow
stuffed beneath the seat. He could only imagine where that would lead.


He
didn’t know Wren but the bow had to be his; he just couldn’t imagine Galen
using or even owning one. Hearing footsteps approaching from behind, he turned
around and saw Earl coming over once again.


Having
lost the opportunity to dispose of the bow, he headed back to the condo in
hopes of drawing the guard from the jeep. Earl joined him as Falconer suspected
he would, and they entered the condo together.


“Did
you find the bird?” Falconer asked, summoning an elevator.


“Nah,
I didn’t see it anywhere. Probably got out same way it got in.”


The
elevator arrived and the two men entered the empty compartment.


“Oh,
I almost forgot,” Earl said as the door closed. “A girl came by earlier lookin’
for you.”


“Really?
Who?” His body began slickening with sweat.


“She
didn’t leave a name. I asked, but she didn’t wanna leave a message. Said she
was gonna surprise ya.”


Falconer
shivered involuntarily as a bolt of ice spread through his stomach and into his
chest.


The
elevator door opened on the main floor. Falconer followed Earl into the lobby.
He planned on heading upstairs, but after hearing about his mysterious visitor,
he needed to confirm what his guts were trying to convey. If he was right, then
he and his companions were in grave danger.


“What
did she look like?” He tried to remain calm but his expression betrayed him.


Earl
raised an eyebrow, his smile changing to a frown. “Somethin’ wrong, Mr.
Carter?”


“Earl,
please! What did she look like?”


“Cute
white girl, long reddish hair tied back inna tail. She had this cool leather
coat on, one a’ those long ones, ya know?”


“Oh,
no...”


“Kinda
hot to be wearin’ it, though.” Earl gave him and inquisitive look. “Who is
she?”


Falconer
ignored the question, asking one of his own instead. “What did she say to you?
I need to know exactly.”


“She
came in and asked for ya, that’s it.”


“By
name? She asked for Shane Carter?”


“Yeah,
she did. What’s goin’ on? Are you in some kinda trouble?”


But
Falconer was already heading for the elevators, each step feeling agonizingly
slow as if wading through water. From behind, he heard Earl issuing an apology
but didn’t have time for it. He needed to get upstairs to warn the others.


Stepping
inside an elevator, he leaned against the wall, his heart pounding as his mind
raced through the jumble of thoughts colliding in his brain. How could she have
found them? Was it too late to get away? He doubted the woman hunting him would
be alone this time. Falconer touched the medallion beneath his shirt as the
elevator reached the top floor.


Exiting
cautiously, he didn’t see a soul. Opening his front door, he dropped the
groceries on the floor, then sprinted down the hall to his bedroom. “We have a
problem. We have to go right now,” he said as he entered the room.


“What
is it?” Wren asked as Galen finished applying the clean dressing to his wound.


“Someone
knows we’re here, someone with bad intentions.”


Wren
swung his legs off the bed. “Who?”


“You
don’t know her. I’ve dealt with her before and she’s extremely dangerous–we
have to go now!”


“She...”
Galen’s voice sounded like it came from afar. He was closing the bottle
containing his healing salve but stopped upon hearing that one innocuous word.
Turning around, he stood face to face with Falconer. “The girl with the gun.”
Galen’s straw hat instantly appeared in his hand and he dropped the salve into
it. Snapping his wrist as if flinging water off his fingertips, the hat
vanished before everyone’s eyes.


“Yes!
It has to be her! The description I got from security, it fits!”


Reacting
as if someone had called out his name, Galen jerked his head up, his eyes
settling on the ceiling.


“What?”
Falconer asked.


“A
noise.” The old man pointed above his head.


Wren
looked up. “I don’t hear anything,” he said in a hushed voice.


“It
doesn’t matter! We have to go,” Falconer said, leaving the bedroom.


Wren’s
eyes flitted back and forth as he stared dumbfounded at his two companions.
“There are three of us. Why should we be intimidated by one woman?”


“You’re
hurt, what help can you be,” Falconer reminded him. “And if you think she’ll be
coming alone...”


Galen
nodded in agreement.


Vibrations
moved through the penthouse and shook the picture frames and paintings on the
bedroom wall. A glass of water slipped off the edge of a side table and smashed
into pieces on the floor. Everyone heard the low, steady drone coming from
beyond the ceiling.


An
image penetrated Falconer’s mind. In an instant, he understood everything that
was happening around them. “They’re here! There’s three of them on the roof!”


Falconer
hurried his companions towards the front door. Before reaching it, a screeching
falcon flew through the open balcony doors and landed atop the crystal
chandelier in the living room.


“Talon!
Thanks for the heads up!” Falconer was grateful the young falcon was soaring
nearby and had a perfect view of what was unfolding on the roof. Their bond
wasn’t as strong as the one he once shared with Riff, but Talon could still
send a mental image of men exiting a military helicopter floating soundlessly
just inches above the building. White light shining from his medallion, he
forged a link with Riff’s offspring.


Sounds
and hushed voices came from the balcony as black shapes moved around outside.


“Help
us, Talon. Get their eyes!”


The
falcon launched itself off the chandelier and headed towards the shadowy forms.
The bird of prey screeched, his cry tinged with rage as he raked his claws across
the face of one of the men garbed in black. Screaming, the man staggered back,
Talon continuing to inflict damage to his face before flying up and vanishing
into the night.


Falling
to his knees, the wounded man dropped his weapon, then cradled his face with
both hands.


“Budanski!
You okay?” a male voice yelled.


Anticipating
a second attack, Falconer watched the two upright intruders sway their weapons
around. Through the large open doorway, he recognized the long coat of the
woman he fought in the Canadian woods a few nights ago.


Reaching
for the light switch, Falconer turned the chandelier off, plunging the living
room into darkness. Rolling into the kitchen, he concealed himself behind the
countertop island and spotted Galen leading Wren back towards the bedroom.


The
woman dove into the condo, finding cover behind the chairs of a glass-topped
dining table. Her partner, having checked on the injured man, stepped through
the balcony door, his semi-automatic assault rifle raised and ready.


“Shane!
Shane Carter,” the woman shouted. “You have something we want! Give it to me
now and we’ll leave!”


A
light flicked on from the weapon the man carried and he scanned the living
room. “Enough of this,” he said, unhooking a canister from his belt. “Put your
mask on, girl.” Tossing the metal cylinder, he stepped back as smoke billowed
forth and started filling the living room.


Falconer
knew what it was. He could already feel its effects on his eyes and throat.
Before long, the kitchen would be saturated with tear gas, leaving him helpless
to deal with the intruders wanting to take from him what defined his very
existence.


“You’re
out of time, Carter,” the woman said. “You have five seconds to surrender and
hand the medallion over to me...or I’ll kill everyone in this building!”


He
stayed behind the counter, panic eroding his composure. Was she bluffing? There
was no way of knowing, and could he really take the chance? She had arrived in
a military helicopter. What else might she have at her disposal?


The
gas obscured the living area. The trespasser remained stationary, his gun light
roaming the condo.


Tears
flowing from his burning eyes, each breath stinging his lungs, Falconer
couldn’t risk innocents being killed because of him. Rising up, he staggered
towards the man now aiming the light directly at him.


The
man stepped forward. “Down on your knees!”


Falconer
lowered himself to the ground, the light from the assault rifle shining in his
eyes. He heard footsteps approaching but couldn’t see anything other than
blurry shapes and colors.


“Hmm,
just how I like my men–on their knees.”


She
stood right in front of him. Though her voice sounded muffled, he still
recognized the condescending tone of the woman with the gun. He also realized
Micah had seriously underestimated what they were up against. In order to have
found him as quickly as she did, there must have been plenty of money and
resources behind her. Whomever she worked for was formidable, and now they were
all on the defensive.


“Hold
his arms,” she instructed her accomplice.


Strong
hands grabbed his wrists from behind. Falconer strained against the force
pulling his arms back.


The
man restraining him wrenched an arm into a painful lock. “Keep that up and I’ll
break them,” he said.


Crouching
in front of him, her face covered with a gas mask, Falconer felt cold steel
placed against his throat.


“I’m
not afraid to die,” he said, ignoring the blade and staring straight at her.


“Die?”
She sounded confused and slightly put off by the idea. “I’m shocked you think
I’m capable of such things. You, on the other hand, seem to have mastered the
act of murder. Or perhaps it was one of the guests you have stashed away that
murdered some colleagues of mine.”


He
didn’t know what she was talking about, but it was obvious they had been under
surveillance if she knew about Galen and Wren. Surely, they didn’t commit this
act she spoke of. But then, he never did get an explanation as to how Wren
received his injury. “The only murderer here is you, so you better kill me
because if I get the chance, I won’t hesitate to send you to see your
colleagues rotting in Hell!” His eyes still burning, he shut them and welcomed
the darkness.


Feeling
the knife slide down his throat, it hooked the chain around his neck.


“Aww,
you’re so harsh,” she said with a playful lilt in her voice. “You had your
chance couple nights back. If I remember correctly, you hesitated when you had
me on the ground and were sitting on top of me.”


Her
accomplice shifted his stance, then cleared his throat. “Let’s speed this up. We
have a timetable to keep.”


Grabbing
his shirt, she tore it open revealing the medallion gleaming softly within its
chain housing. Using her knife, she lifted the chain and medallion up over his
head. “Thank you, Shane. You’ve been most accommodating, but my friends and I
really must be going now.”


He
forced his eyes open. They burned but the sensation wasn’t getting any worse.


“Oh,
I almost forgot. You’ll be coming with us. I know someone that wants to meet
you. Apparently you’re important, though I really don’t see what’s so
remarkable about you. I don’t see it at all.” She looked at her accomplice
holding Falconer’s arms. “Bring him.”


The
man behind him twisted his arm into a painful hold. Falconer screamed in agony
before receiving an aerosol spray in the face.
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Carl released his arm and Carter collapsed unconscious to
the ground. “I’ll get Budanski, then we’ll round up those others. They could
have info about Dalton’s murder, especially the injured guy,” he said before
striding onto the balcony.


Evelynn
stayed close to the balcony doors. The breeze flowing into the condo pushed the
gas away and into every nook of the penthouse. Collecting by the front door,
the gas started drifting down the main hallway.


Placing
the medallion around her neck, she flipped up her mask, pulled out her two-way
radio and contacted Johnson who was assigned to drive the getaway vehicle.
“Johnson, you there?” she asked, watching Carl help Budanski up, the blood
dripping out between his fingers as he attempted to hold the shreds of his face
together.


A
voice crackled before clearing up. “Yeah. Mission accomplished?”


“Yes.
I’m coming down. Make sure you’re waiting by the lobby entrance–out.”


Assisting
Budanski into the living room, Carl suddenly let go and moved his weapon into
position. Stumbling to one side, Budanski fell to his knees.


“Step
out of the shadows,” Carl shouted, aiming his rifle at the hallway entrance.


“What’s
happening?” Budanski asked, his voice muffled by his hands over his face.


Evelynn
saw a figure standing in the hall. Hidden by the swirling gas, he held
something in his hand but she couldn’t see what it was. Sliding her mask back
down, Evelynn reached the side of her ally pointing his gun at the shadow
immersed in the gas cloud. They exchanged a look, but their masks prevented
each from gauging what the other thought about the man apparently impervious to
tear gas. Slipping her hand under her coat, Evelynn touched the butt of the gun
resting in the holster.


“Step
forward!” Carl ordered. “Now!”


The
figure complied. Moving through the gas, an old man emerged from the cloud and
stepped into the light from Carl’s rifle. His long hair tied back, he wore
jeans and a red, long-sleeved shirt with black buttons. His eyes smoldered as
he looked at Evelynn, though, his features remained stoic as he firmly gripped
a pointed straw hat.


With
Carl and Budanski in charge of surveillance, this was the first time Evelynn
laid eyes on the old man. And although she didn’t recognize him, his hat tugged
at a memory, even if the specific instance where she saw it eluded her.


“Who
are you?” Carl asked gruffly. “Where’s the other guy?”


But
the old man ignored him. He stared at Evelynn, or more exactly, at the
medallion hanging around her neck.


“It
does not belong to you,” he said, his eyes shifting to Shane Carter lying on
the ground.


“Sorry–I
really don’t have time to chat. I’m on a schedule, I’m sure you understand.”
She glanced at Carl. “Take care of this.”


“Fine.
Can you help Budanski?”


Evelynn
headed for the front door, a smirk creasing her mouth. “I don’t think so. He’s
your problem, not mine.”


But
she didn’t get the chance to open it; the old man was beside her before anyone
could react. Grabbing hold of the medallion, he wrenched it away, shattering
the chain. Links cascading down and ringing off the floor, the force of his tug
sent Evelynn tumbling to the floor.


Gunshots
echoing through the condo, the old man jerked his arm back as bullets pierced
his forearm. Losing grip on the medallion, it fell to the ground and Evelynn
reached out and grabbed a hold of it.


“Go,
Evey! I’ll deal with this!” Gazing through his gun sight, Carl focused on the
assailant.


Getting
up, Evelynn stuffed the medallion into a pocket, then opened the door to leave.
The old man tried to stop her but was thrown into the wall as a bullet
penetrated his shoulder. He didn’t scream or react to being shot. Just like the
tear gas, he seemed unbothered by the bullets tearing through his arm.


The
old man’s wounds didn’t bleed. Instead of crimson liquid dripping everywhere,
bluish-black fumes rose from the bullet holes. Evelynn saw this shade of smoke
before after decapitating the large crow and wondered if they were somehow
connected.


Stepping
into the hall, she slammed the door behind her and cursed her grandfather for
involving her in this. The pursuit of items bestowed with power beyond her
understanding was becoming more work than she cared to have. Summoning an
elevator, she waited for its arrival.


Shots
had been fired and the police were surely on the way. They had taken the law
into account when setting their timetable in motion, so as far as Evelynn was
concerned, she would be gone before they showed up. But if not, she had plenty
of firepower to keep them distracted. The stealth copter was retrofitted with
enough armaments to devastate entire city blocks at a time. She was sure that
would keep the cops occupied if it became necessary.


Evelynn
watched the number rise as the elevator ascended to the penthouse floor. In
fact, two of them were coming, one slightly behind the other. Donning a black
baseball cap and dark glasses, she entered the first to arrive and pressed the
button for the lobby.


Hearing
the arrival of the second elevator, the security guard she spoke to earlier
fidgeted with his gear as he walked past. Looking her way as he strolled by,
Evelynn couldn’t resist blowing him a kiss as the door sealed shut.


Descending
without a stop, she exited onto the lobby. A second security guard stood behind
a large counter, a voice emanating from the walkie-talkie next to his ear.
Evelynn assessed the situation. Besides the guard, the only other person in the
lobby was a woman gazing at her phone while retrieving her mail.


Reaching
into a pocket lining the inside of her coat, she fished out a pair of opaque
glass beads. Tossing them onto the floor, they rolled out ahead of her as she
walked towards the exit.


“Lady–hey
lady,” the security guard called out, setting his radio on the desk.


The
marbles exploded into brilliant flashes of white light. Blinding the guard, the
lobby dimmed before going dark. The woman by the mailroom screamed, her phone
and all other electronics within the lobby rendered useless by the tiny
electro-magnetic pulses emitted during the light show.


Approaching
the exit doors, Evelynn stepped outside and saw the black van pulling up in
front of the lobby.


“Where
are the others?” Johnson asked as she climbed inside.


“Drive.
I’ll explain on the way.”


Police
sirens wailing in the distance, Johnson drove the van out of the condominium
complex as Evelynn sent Jeremiah an encrypted message.


***


“Good
to see you, Marcus,” Jeremiah said, smiling at the man on his laptop screen. “I
trust the flight was adequate?”


The
ruggedly handsome man with ruffled blonde hair winked and smiled back. “Yes, and
I’d expect nothing less from you, old friend.”


“How
far are you from base camp?”


“At
least three hours.” Marcus glanced at something off screen. “Looks like my
ride’s here.”


“Then
I’ll wish you luck and see you within a day or so,” Jeremiah said as his phone
chimed. Reading over the decrypted message, he nodded in approval.


“Who
needs luck? I’ll find it–it’s what I do. See you when you arrive.” Marcus waved
and then his image was gone.


Jeremiah
shut the laptop. Forging a friendship after finding common ground with their
passion for archaeology, Marcus and Jeremiah had gone into business together
decades ago. Of course, the dynamics of their relationship changed after
Jeremiah discovered the secrets within the crystal skull and began ascending
the ladder of power and wealth. But through his rise, Marcus remained a loyal
friend while continuing to scour the planet for anything of interest. Able to
pursue his passion through a generous stipend from Jeremiah, Marcus went on to
discover many amazing things, most of which ended up in Jeremiah’s possession.


And
now, Marcus was seeking another medallion somewhere within the depths of the
Amazon Jungle.


Calling
Dr. Sanborn, Jeremiah instructed her to bring Susan to his office. After
hanging up, he reached for his personal phone and started answering another
text that came through. But before he could finish, Ebondust intruded into his
thoughts.


Things are starting to form.


“If
by that you mean things are coming together, then yes, you’re right.”
Forwarding his message, he set his phone aside.


Your connections in the southern land mass can be trusted?


“I
believe so. Money has a way of building trust,” Jeremiah said with a sly grin.
“Besides, Marcus will be leading the expedition, and he’s one of the few people
in this world that I do trust.


Trust does not equal success.


“That’s
true, but he’s familiar with the region and I have complete confidence in him.
Marcus will find this temple of yours because he’s the very best at finding
lost things.”


Then I believe you, Jeremiah, for I trust you.


“Glad
to hear it,” Jeremiah said, checking his appearance in a full-length mirror.
“Very soon now, a third medallion will belong to me.”


It is not as simple as you may think. The temple will not
surrender it, not without extracting blood as payment. My findings say as much.


“Grim,
but then I didn’t expect it to be easy. Marcus’s experience will help him avoid
any pitfalls and he’ll have guides and some mercenaries to pay any...necessary
toll.”


The
discussion over, Jeremiah contacted the W.A.R room. “Mr. Darrell, I want the
satellite repositioned to focus on the Amazon region in and around Peru. James
and those helping him will have to wait. We’ll revisit the matter when we’ve
finished assisting Marcus. Let’s have it repositioned within the next twenty
four hours. I want all tools available to help Mr. Quint complete his mission
successfully.” After receiving confirmation that his instructions would be
carried out, he hung up, then glanced at his watch.


He
didn’t have to wait long before the lab security informed him of Dr. Sanborn’s
arrival. Deciding to ride his elevator to meet her, Jeremiah stepped inside and
descended to the labs. The door opened and Grace pushed the occupied wheelchair
inside.


“She’s
sedated?” Jeremiah asked.


“Heavily
sedated. She should remain dead to the world for at least a couple more hours.”


He
looked Susan over. Asleep in the wheelchair, her head slightly forward, she was
dressed appropriately for cold weather. “Thank you, Grace. You’ve done
everything I asked of you.”


“I’m
here at your leisure,” she said, pushing the wheelchair into Jeremiah’s office.
Placing it next to the desk, Grace turned and stared unflinchingly at him. “Is
this woman an enemy of yours? She looks harmless enough.”


“No,
she’s not an enemy. In fact, she’s going to be a big help to me.”


“I
see. Well, have a good trip, wherever it is you’re going.” Heading for the
door, the doctor quickly left Jeremiah’s office.


Gazing
into the retinal scanner, he muttered his current password unlocking the door
into his private quarters. Taking hold of the wheelchair’s handles, he pushed
it through the halls and straight to the small room where he kept the crystal
skull. Donning his winter gear, he performed the ritual and activated the
portal to The Wayward.


Stepping
through the indigo tinted gateway, Jeremiah was greeted by the familiar plunge
in temperature. “Which way?” he asked, glancing down at Susan still asleep in
the chair.


Follow the stairs.


Jeremiah
reached a wide spiral stairway leading under the surface. Peering into the
dimness, he realized he wasn’t up to the task of trying to guide the wheelchair
down without sending Susan and the chair crashing all the way to the bottom.
“Hope you have a way to get us down because we can’t take the stairs–they’re
too narrow for the wheelchair.”


Then I will take her down.


“Be
my guest.” After his last uttered word, Jeremiah felt the tickle at the back of
his throat followed by the urge to vomit. Turning his head upwards, the black
stream of particulate matter spewed from his mouth and nose.


Jeremiah
collapsed to his knees. The trauma of Ebondust’s exit always left him drained.
Rising from the frozen rock, he brushed the frost from his pants, then glanced
around to find his symbiotic partner.


The
black haze hovered over the wheelchair. Lowering onto Susan, she rose slowly
from her seated position suspended inside the levitating mass of churning ash.
Now upright with her arms at her side and head drooped to the left, Susan was
completely immersed in the rotating speckled cloud as it drifted down the
stairs. Moaning softly, she remained asleep as the descent into the bowels of The
Wayward began.


Jeremiah
followed them down. Staying close behind Ebondust, he proceeded with caution
down the narrow and slippery steps, the bone chilling cold dissipating the
deeper they went. A thin ribbon of what appeared to be liquid gold provided a
source of light. It ran along the wall of the plummeting staircase and reminded
Jeremiah of blood pumping through veins.


The
staircase straightened towards a landing, then continued downwards past the
area of flattened rock. But it didn’t seem like his ally planned on descending
any further; it stopped in front of a large tunnel extending from the landing
platform.


She is starting to waken.


“How
much further?”


We are close. I will return for you.


“What?
Wait!”


Ebondust
and his cargo entered the tunnel, the swirling blackness melding into its
surroundings, then vanishing altogether deep inside.


“Crap,”
Jeremiah muttered. “Who knew it could move that fast?”


Unwilling
to wait as an urge to explore took hold, Jeremiah stepped inside the tunnel.
Lit by the same system of gold veins, the passage was circular and large enough
for a being twice his height. He noted the smoothness of the walls, the perfect
shape of the tunnel, and doubted it had been constructed by anything other than
a mechanical process. Ahead of him, the tunnel veered off in separate
directions: The left branch sloped steadily downwards, the right a continuation
of the original passage.


Arriving
at the crossroads, Jeremiah stared along the length of each tunnel in search of
a moving shadow signifying Ebondust’s return. But the tunnels remained quiet.
Making a decision, he stepped towards the left passageway.


Entering
the sloped tunnel, he attempted to reach out to his partner’s mind but failed
to connect. They needed to be in close proximity in order to communicate, which
meant either Ebondust wasn’t nearby or that he was ignoring him on purpose.
Perhaps he was too preoccupied to respond.


A
woman’s frightened scream drifted down the tunnel. Racing forward, Jeremiah
followed the sound of her sobbing pleas to a hole in the tunnel wall. Pushing
his way past thick vines hanging throughout, he stepped into an octagon-shaped
chamber and immediately saw Susan strapped to an upright circular device near
the back of the room. Shackled to the metallic framework by her wrists and
ankles, Jeremiah thought it looked like she was attached to the side of a giant
hamster wheel.


“Help
me!” she cried out, tears streaking her face.


“My
dear,” Jeremiah said, “it’s you who will help me.” He spotted his partner
hovering next to a series of multi-colored orbs protruding from a wall. “Why
didn’t you come for me?”


There was no need. I knew you would find your own way. Let
us begin.


Unsatisfied
with the answer, Jeremiah started to respond.


But
Susan spoke up. “Do I know you?” she asked, her sobs slowly subsiding. “You
look familiar.”


Jeremiah
turned and faced the woman attached to the metallic circle of silver. “No,
we’ve never met before,” he lied.


“What
do you want?” Her voice full of frustration, Susan was alert to everything
going on around her.


“I’ve
told you, I need your help.”


“How
can I help you tied to this? Get me down and I’ll help you in any way that I can.”


“You’ll
serve me better up there,” Jeremiah replied.


I am ready to begin the transference.


“By
all means.”


Twin
objects materialized at the center of the chamber. Susan strained against her
shackles at the sight of them. Side by side on the floor, the flask-shaped
containers were solid black except for a series of tiny diamond portholes
encircling their bases. One flask was empty; the other contained a shimmering
golden light swimming within.


A
hum began within the chamber and the room brightened considerably. Jeremiah
watched Ebondust by the panel of colored lights. The creature floated in front
of them, strands of its form stretching out and touching some of the shimmering
orbs in the wall.


The
racket of grinding gears and straining metal filled the room. The circular
device Susan hung from began inching forward. Jeremiah had missed it earlier
but the large wheel was attached to a metal spoke jutting out through the back
wall. Bit by bit, the spoke extended from its housing and pushed the metallic
circle towards the containers.


“Help
me,” Susan pleaded. “Please! I’ll do anything, anything you want!”


The
metal spoke scraped against its stone casing as it continued pushing the giant
wheel forwards. Susan sustained her cries for help, but Jeremiah had stopped
listening.


The
gears clanged and changed pitch as different components came online. The top of
the wheel tilted forward ever so slowly. Susan wailed, the tortured sound of
her ceaseless anguish increasing in desperation.


All
motion ceased as the wheel reached a forty-five degree angle. Susan, her body
now positioned above the twin beakers, struggled fiercely against her bonds.


Ebondust
caressed a sequence of colored orbs as Jeremiah stepped back anticipating the
soul transference about to take place. He had never witnessed such a thing
before and imagined it wouldn’t be a pleasant experience.


Her
head arching backwards, Susan screamed, her torment ringing throughout the
chamber. Drool dribbling from the corners of her trembling mouth, Jeremiah knew
she was in a tremendous amount of pain as he watched her bulging eyes transform
into glowing orbs of pure white. Shaking violently against her restraints, he
thought she was close to breaking free. But then, the light in her eyes
vanished, the screaming stopped and her head slumped forward, the last of the
convulsions coursing through her body waning until she became quite still.


A
shiver passed through Jeremiah as silence replaced the pain wracked screams of
a woman drawing her last breath. The wheel remained stationary, Susan dangling
from her restraints like a rag doll. Wondering what came next, he looked over
at Ebondust.


Open both containers.


Kneeling
down, Jeremiah grabbed hold of the empty flask and pulled out the stopper.
After unsealing the one containing the golden sheen, he retreated as a
precaution and waited to see what happened next.


The
container shattered as a beam of golden light shot up into the chamber.
Bouncing off the stone ceiling, the light-form wriggled all over as if
searching for a way out.


Jeremiah
didn’t know what to make of the golden cord of light colliding repeatedly with
the ceiling. “Is it supposed to do that?”


It will find its way.


His
partner spoke the truth. The light strand wormed its way to the center of the
room and gathered above the device holding Susan in place. Condensing its form,
the light morphed into a large golden dewdrop hanging precariously from the
ceiling.


The
drop of light released and fell onto Susan’s back. Scrambling upwards, it
covered her entire head, then started seeping into every opening. As it
penetrated Susan’s lifeless body, a glimmer appeared underneath her sweater.
Soon after, a sudden explosion of white sparks erupted from her chest. Floating
in the air above the empty flask, the tiny sparkles swayed in unison before
spiraling towards the open container.


The
sparkles drifted down into the open bottle, and after the last one found its
way in, Jeremiah picked it up and shoved the stopper back in place. Holding it
aloft, he peaked through the diamond portholes. The cluster of sparks floated
around like shining flakes of drifting snow.


The
unseen machinery behind the back wall started up again, the chamber filling
with grating noise. The wheel retracted steadily as it moved back into an
upright position. Coming to a jolting stop, the chamber shifted back into
silence.


Jeremiah
started towards the wheel but received a warning.


Step away from her.


“I
want to get her down.”


The process is not yet complete.


As
Ebondust touched another orb jutting from the wall, Jeremiah felt energy brush
over his exposed skin. Spasms coursed through the lifeless body hanging from
the wheel. Lasting only seconds, he stared up at Susan dressed in the winter
clothes he requested. Her body limp, her head drooped to one side, there were
no signs of life; she remained dead to the world.


Opening
her eyes, Susan’s head jerked upright and she stared at Jeremiah through orbs
of gleaming gold.


His
breath catching in his throat, Jeremiah quickly regained his composure. Meeting
her gaze to establish his dominance, he found her new eyes extremely alluring.
After a moment or two, he turned to question his partner about Susan’s
transformation only to find he was alone in the chamber. Ebondust no longer
hovered by the panel of lights, and at first glance, it didn’t seem to be
anywhere around. But Jeremiah did notice a change in the room; the far right
wall of the octagon chamber was missing.


“Are
you in there?” Jeremiah asked, moving closer to the opening.


I am.


“What
are you doing, using the facilities? C’mon, we still have work–” Jeremiah
choked on his last words as a large unfamiliar shadow appeared before him.
Stumbling back from the opening, he didn’t know what to make of the immense
two-legged creature stepping into the chamber.


Jeremiah
stared up into the face of a monster. It towered over him, and he was willing
to bet his entire bankroll, it stood taller than any basketball player in
history. In structure, the creature resembled a human being as he counted two
arms and legs. The head was another matter entirely. It seemed to be a union of
human and reptile with features more akin to a crocodile than man. It had a
large protruding jaw with plenty of missing teeth. The scale-like quality of its
skin looked mottled and dry and had actually crumbled away in some areas
revealing flesh underneath reminding him of beef jerky.


“What
is this? W-What’s going on?” Jeremiah couldn’t stem the surge of rising fear.


The
large head bent forwards, its faded yellow eyes gazing down at him. Be at
ease.


Looking
up into those dim and lifeless eyes, he realized what stood before him hadn’t
been alive for quite some time. He also understood his partner had taken up
residence inside of it, having momentarily forgotten Ebondust’s ability to
inhabit both the living and the dead.


“Why
are you in there?” Jeremiah asked, annoyed by the whole affair. He didn’t
appreciate being scared silly. “What are you up to?”


I need this instrument’s strength.


Ebondust
shambled past and headed for the metallic circle holding Susan in place. She
watched the monster approach. If she felt fear, if she felt anything at all, it
didn’t register on her face.


The
stench from the lizard monster compelled Jeremiah to cover his mouth and nose with
a handkerchief as he followed it to the stationary wheel. Having had enough of
this place, he looked forward to returning to the comforts of home. The entire
experience had become extremely taxing. Even the benefits to his health from
the time spent inside the Rejuvenation Module didn’t help beat back the
exhaustion creeping into his old bones.


As
Ebondust moved in behind the circle, Jeremiah gazed up at Susan and hoped all
this trouble was worth it. His partner had guaranteed the effectiveness of this
plan. A few hours from now, he would know if it told him the truth.


From
its position behind the giant wheel, the lizard creature grasped a handle and
pulled it down. The metal bindings locking Susan’s wrists in place released.
Her arms dropping to her sides, she stared at Jeremiah, her golden eyes
reflecting his image. Clenching and unclenching her hands, she took hold of her
left wrist and began massaging it.


The
shackles around her ankles parted and she fell heavily to the stone floor. The
flask still in his hand, Jeremiah set it on the ground before hurrying to her
side in order to assist.


I will return.


“Make
it quick. I want to leave as soon as we can.”


The
monster walked to the opening, then disappeared through it.


Jeremiah
helped Susan up but her knees kept buckling and he struggled to keep her
upright. “Can you stand?” he asked as the pair of them stumbled around in a
drunken dance. He looked at her face–at those eyes hovering so close to his–and
saw a glimpse of an emotion pass through them. But it was fleeting and vanished
so quickly, he wondered if he just imagined it.


Her
mouth parted and she began resisting his embrace. Releasing his grip, Susan
faltered but managed to keep her footing. Massaging her wrist once more, her
mouth moved but she had yet to utter a sound.


But
that didn’t last for much longer.


“Acc...acc...sessing–accessing
linguistics, speech functionality deciphered and synchronized.”


Jeremiah
stared at her. He found her choice of words completely baffling. “What is she?”
he mused aloud.


A
movement caught his attention. Ebondust had returned in his true form and was
churning its way toward the panel of lights.


“Reduction
of pain receptors initiated.” Letting go of her wrist, Susan glanced around.
Seeing Ebondust by the light panel, she walked towards the swirling cloud of
blackened ash. Passing through its perimeter, she stopped within Ebondust and
lowered her head.


They
were communicating, Jeremiah was sure of it. He didn’t like being excluded from
the conversation feeling it necessary he be aware of every detail of the
unfolding plan. But right now, he was just too tired to bother. In the future
he would see if these incidents became a regular occurrence, and if called for,
he would correct their oversight at that point.


Susan
exited the cloud. Moving without hesitation, the entity residing within seemed
to have asserted full control over the body.


She will lead you to the surface. I will follow shortly.


“Fine.
I’m more than ready to leave this ungodly place.”


Jeremiah
followed the being once known as Susan to the opening used to enter the octagon
chamber. Before pushing the vines out of the way, he looked back in time to see
the beaker on the ground fade into nothingness taking the sparkling fragments
of Susan’s soul along with it.
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Icy wind stung his face as he looked out over the white
terrain from atop the sturdy horse. Snow-covered mountains cut a jagged line
against the clear morning sky, and for a moment, James wished his companions
could conjure up a camera. But then again, he wasn’t exactly on vacation.


Bundled
up in winter clothing Olivia provided, he sat behind her as they rode along at
a leisurely pace. Micah followed a short distance behind on a horse rented from
the stable, his Stardrop Orb darting about lending warmth to the riders and
their steeds.


Sheefa
shook her head and whinnied. Releasing his grip around Olivia’s waist, James
stroked the side of the majestic horse, sensing her impatience. She wanted to charge
across the snowfield, not walk along at this measured pace.


Taking
full advantage of the fresh blue skies that accompanied the morning, they
started their journey immediately after enjoying a meal Talkym had prepared.
James liked Olivia’s apprentice. He was quick to smile and eager to please and
both shamans seemed to appreciate his efforts.


The
journey across the winter zone wasn’t as arduous as expected. The skies
remained clear, the threat of falling snow nonexistent at the moment. It was
still cold, but with the orb providing some much needed heat, it wasn’t as much
of a bother.


James
looked forward to finishing up the training sessions. He wanted to return home
to see his family and friends, even if only for a short while. Others may have
expectations of him, but he had every intention of satisfying his own needs first.
He didn’t let it be known but he worried about the others and what might have
happened to them. The image of a woman pointing a gun at Falconer while he and
Micah fled the campsite had yet to fade. Until he knew the fate of those left
behind, he could never release the twinge of guilt overlaying everything he
accomplished here.


“You
are quiet,” Olivia said. “What’s on your mind?”


Her
tone full of softness, James was captivated by the musical quality of her
voice. They had just met, but Olivia gave an impression that she cared about
him. “I’m just thinking about home.”


“You
miss it.”


“Yeah,
I do. I miss my family, my friends.” He paused momentarily. “I’m also worried
about Falconer and my dog. We left them behind, and there was this woman...she
had a gun.”


“And
you feel guilty for leaving them?”


He
stayed silent leaving the question hanging in the air. “Yes,” he finally said.


“And
what do you think you could have done had you stayed? Remember, you were the
one she was after. To remain on Earth would have given her exactly what she
wanted. I have met Shane Carter,” she continued, “the one you call Falconer. Do
not underestimate him. He has power and skill she couldn’t hope to match. I am
sure you worry needlessly. You need to focus on your own task, to master what
you now possess.” She glanced over her shoulder at Micah. “He was right to
bring you here. This woman was after your medallion. If she had succeeded in
taking it from you, the forces gathered against us would have been impossible
to overcome.”


“But
why?” he asked, noticing she counted herself as his ally. “There are other
medallions than just mine. If we can find some of those...”


“There
are, but yours is special. Yours is more powerful than any of the others.”


He
hadn’t known this. Micah failed to mention that fact before. It was something
he would never have considered, the medallions being of unequal stature. He
swallowed, his throat drying out. If he felt pressure before, which he did,
this new revelation didn’t help matters.


They
rode on in silence, Olivia continuing to lead the way toward the mountain
range. James peeked over his shoulder at Micah. Ever since her decision to join
them, he had become somewhat subdued. He didn’t understand the motivation
behind Micah not telling him what he just learned about the medallion he
carried. He would have thought this an important detail to know. Perhaps it was
an oversight. Whatever the reason was, James was sure it was a valid one.


Approaching
the edge of a wooded terrain, Olivia led the party over a trail winding its way
through the sprawl of dead trees. Snow coated the barren branches and was piled
up against the trunks and even lodged in the grooves of the frozen bark.
Gnarled and cracked roots lay exposed on the hardened ground, their ability to
supply nutrients having ceased long ago. It was quiet, the snow crunching
beneath the hooves the only sound of their passing through this lifeless
forest. On occasion, a brisk wind whistled through the woods like the mournful
wails of the dead in a land of perpetual ice.


Her
head swaying from side to side, Sheefa’s nostrils flared as she snorted and slowed
her pace. Patting the horse, James looked over at Micah who had closed the gap
between them.


“We’re
being stalked,” Micah said, riding beside them. “But I don’t believe we’re in
any danger.”


James
continued to stroke Sheefa as the other horse began displaying similar signs of
uneasiness. “What is it? What’s stalking us?”


“Wolves,”
Olivia said before Micah could respond. “But they won’t attack us grouped
together as we are.”


Glancing
around at the desolate woods, James failed to see any sign of being followed.
“Don’t worry, Sheefa, you’re not in any danger. We’ll protect you.”


The
tension left her body, the horse reassured by his words. Grasping the medallion
inside his coat, James connected his mind to the horse Micah rode on.
Immediately sensing the animal’s alarm, he sought to reassure him as well.


Micah
nodded at James. “Well done. He’s stopped trembling.”


James
felt his confidence growing with each use of the medallion. Just now, he was
able to communicate with Micah’s horse with barely any effort.


He
peered around at the ashen trees but the wolves remained invisible. The end of
the woods appeared ahead of them. Looking past the trees, James saw an ocean of
ice and snow, the mountains looming in the background much closer than before.
“Can you tell me anything about this part of my training?” James asked in order
to forget the idea they were being hunted by wolves.


“Of
course,” Olivia said. “You will use your medallion to establish dominance over
a beast–to bend its will so that you can command it. If you are able to do
this, you will move on, but if you fail, then your training will be
incomplete.” She looked over her shoulder at him. “Hasn’t Micah told you what
is expected of you?”


“He
did but was kind of vague about it.”


“I’m
sure he would have told you everything you needed to know once we reached the
mountain,” she offered.


Leaving
the trees behind, they started across the expanse of snow. To the left and to
the right, the plains of ice appeared never-ending, a flat and unspoiled region
of pure white. On the far side of the frozen field, the craggy base of the
mountains waited for their arrival.


Storm
clouds gathered over the mountaintops, the brightness of the day already
surrendering to the approaching storm. Nudging James, Olivia raised an arm and
pointed towards the largest mountain in sight. “That is our destination. We
call it Mount Pipinook. The location of your next trial is within.”


James
stared at the mountain peak. “I hope you don’t expect me to climb up there.”


“That
would be quite impossible for you,” Olivia said. “Many have died trying to do
so. No, you will be entering a cave at its base. You will enter it, find the
beast you are to tame, and then be judged.”


James
didn’t like the sound of that. Micah didn’t mention anything about being
judged. “Judged? What does that mean?” Looking back at his mentor, he was again
confronted by the fact Micah had left out an important detail. “And by who–is
it you, or Micah?”


“You’ll
do fine. Do not be overly concerned by what I have said.”


Micah
brought his horse alongside them. “We won’t reach the mountain before the storm
is upon us,” he said, peering at the clouds concealing the peaks.


“That’s
true. Do you want to turn back?” Olivia asked, not bothering to look his way.


Micah
glared at her. “There is no shelter that way either.”


“Then
it’s settled–we press on.” Olivia urged Sheefa to quicken her pace.


The
horses galloped across the icy tundra towards Mount Pipinook. As the first
traces of snow descended from the sky, it took less than a minute before everything
was obscured by heavy snowfall.


James
looked for Micah but couldn’t see the shaman through the severe whiteout.
However, his orb still trailed Sheefa, the snowflakes venturing near it melting
away faster than they fell.


Through
the wind howling over the icy fields, James heard a sound that chilled his
soul. It was another howl, one quite different from the wind.


Sheefa’s
anxiety flowed out in waves. A second howl drifted through the air, much closer
than the first. James tried locating the wolves through the hard driving
snowfall but couldn’t see anything beyond the sheets of pouring white.


Olivia
encouraged Sheefa to run faster. The orb, having maneuvered itself in front of
the galloping horse, lit the way forward to Mount Pipinook. The haunting cries
of the canine predators emanated from several directions at once leaving James
even more confounded as to where they were. Most sounded a long way off, but
some were much closer, though, he still couldn’t see them.


Reaching
the base of the mountain, Sheefa veered left, then charged down a crude slope
ending near the edge of a wide river covered with ice floes.


Searching
upstream, James spotted a cave. “Is that where we’re going?”


Before
Olivia could answer, Sheefa whinnied loudly, reared up on her hind legs and
sent her riders tumbling off into the snow. Leaving them there, she raced
towards the cave entrance not far from the riverbank.


James
heard the menacing growls before locating the feral animals. Glancing at Olivia
getting back to her feet, he followed her gaze to the top of the slope. Two
wolves glared at them, their coats as white as the falling snow.


Heads
forward and slightly lowered, their parted jaws displayed sharp fangs and
rending teeth. The wolves stood at the ready, their muscles taut as if at any
moment they would hurl themselves down the slope and straight at James and
Olivia. One of the pair raised its head to the darkened sky and unleashed a
howl for all to hear.


James
stayed perfectly still as he stared into their yellow and black eyes, his fear
a palpable stench he prayed they wouldn’t notice. Watching the wolves from her
position, Olivia had also yet to move. As the wolves glared at them from the
crest of the slope, a thought wandered through the young man’s mind. What
happened to Micah?


Slipping
his hand under his coat, his eyes never straying from the menacing beasts,
James took hold of the medallion. The power it contained gave them a fighting
chance; he wasn’t sure if Olivia could deal with both on her own. With Micah
missing, he would have to do what he could to help them survive.


Launching
themselves down the slope, the wolves leaped at James. Cleaving through the air
towards the youth, one suddenly cried out in anguish before crashing heavily
into the snow.


Pulling
out the medallion, James rubbed his thumb over the silver core and quickly
sidestepped the remaining wolf. The medallion glowing with its familiar green
light, he felt the power flowing through him, his skin tingling from a mixture
of adrenalin and magic fueling his body.


Regaining
its footing on the slippery surface, the wolf spun around. Spittle flying from
its mouth, it snarled in rage, then charged at the young man.


But
like he had done just seconds ago, James evaded the wolf’s attack, its jaws
snapping through empty air. Fused with increased dexterity and speed, he found
it easy to avoid the wolf. Rolling out of the way of its next lunge, he rose to
his feet and saw the injured wolf, the one forced to the ground before it could
engage in the attack. It lay bleeding in the snow, its chest heaving as it
struggled to get air into its lungs, the crimson stain from the blade in its
side spreading out over the whiteness.


James
looked at Olivia. Gripping the handle of a gold and silver dagger in each hand,
she flung one at the wolf readying itself for a renewed assault. The gleaming
dagger penetrated deep into its chest, a fresh rivulet of blood spilling onto
the newly fallen snow. The White wolf now smeared with its own blood and
howling its agony and rage at the world, took some unsteady steps forwards
before collapsing to the ground.


“Get
to the cave!” Shifting her remaining dagger to her right hand, Olivia faced the
slope.


Retreating
a few steps, James expected more wolves to come bounding over the slope in
search of their kin. One of them had howled before they stormed down the hill.
He was sure others heard it.


“Hurry!”
Olivia glared at him.


James
sprinted along the trail Sheefa left in the snow. Entering the mouth of the
cave, he was greeted by the horse, her muzzle touching him gently as he watched
Olivia and the orb floating beside her. Swiftly, the orb rose up to the top of
the slope and hovered there. James waited for more wolves to appear and was
ready to leave the cave to assist, but none came.


The
orb remained motionless, though it continued revolving in place, its yellow
light a beacon in the gloom of the blizzard continuing to pound the mountain
range.


Looking
at the medallion, James saw a squirrel displayed over the silver core. He recalled
his speed and dexterity increasing during his first encounter with the black
squirrels amongst the Trees of Nokomis. The medallion had absorbed the animal’s
quickness, allowing him to pluck the delicious berries at a rapid pace. He
considered himself fortunate the medallion had done so. He wouldn’t have been
able to avoid the attacking wolf if it hadn’t. But he also doubted he would
have been in any real danger if his luck had failed; Olivia seemed more than
capable of keeping him alive.


A
shadow moved behind the orb. Stepping into the light, Micah smiled at the
shining sphere, his mouth uttering words James was out of range to hear.
Relieved to see his friend and mentor once again, James wasn’t surprised that
he found them after becoming separated; all he needed to do was follow the
orb’s light through the storm.


Leading
his horse down the slope, Olivia greeted him. After speaking briefly, she
pointed at James lingering by the cave entrance.


Micah
made his way to the cave and the young man staring at him with questions blazing
in his eyes. “Are you injured?” he asked before James could speak.


“I’m
fine. What happened to you?”


Olivia
entered the shelter of the cave. “Your horse has been wounded,” she said,
approaching her companions. “Let me tend to it.”


Micah
handed the reins to her. “His injury is not too severe.”


James
eyed the gashes on the left hind leg of the horse. The injury looked painful
but it was only a flesh wound and he was sure the animal would recover.


“I
know what you did...and I thank you,” Olivia said before leading the horse to
the other side of the cave, Sheefa following close behind her.


“What
did you do?” James asked.


“The
wolf pack was gathering courage with the storm’s arrival. I gave them a target
to focus their attention on.” Micah stared out of the cave at the wolves lying
dead in the snow. “Most paid interest to me as I veered away from you, though I
see not all.”


“That
wasn’t me,” James said, looking over at Olivia tending the horse’s wounds.


Smiling,
Micah placed a hand upon the slender shoulder of the youth standing before him.
“I know that. I do not believe you carry daggers upon your person, especially
those forged within the Fireglades. And even if you did and it somehow escaped
my notice, I know you couldn’t throw them with the force and precision needed
to bring those wolves to their end.”


James
looked down at his feet. “You’re right, I couldn’t.”


“I
did not mean it as an insult. You have your own talents, and here within this
cave, you will discover more of them.”


James
spun around, gazing into the depths of the cavern. Somewhere within this cave,
his next training session was set to begin.


Micah
joined Olivia as she finished covering the horse’s injuries with an aromatic
balm. “You did well in protecting the boy, as I knew you would. It was the
reason I could lead the wolves away while the two of you came here.”


“A
well played gamble, though you put a lot of faith in his ability to use the
medallion. He could have been killed.”


“Yet
he lives. Wielding it is becoming as natural as breathing for him,” Micah said,
observing the young man peering into the deeper darkness of the cavern.


“Was
this a test, then?” Olivia asked.


“No,
but it was an opportunity to gauge his reactions in the face of peril. Besides,
I believed the risk was minimal. I knew you wouldn’t let him perish due to any
oversight of mine.”


Olivia’s
eyes narrowed before she turned and gazed outside. With the horse looked after,
she cleaned her hands, then exited the cave. Kneeling next to a dead wolf, she
grasped her dagger and pulled it from the corpse.


Reaching
Micah’s side, James watched Olivia extract the daggers. “She saved my life.”


“Perhaps
she did, but I’m sure you contributed to your survival.” Micah paused as he
watched her clean the weapons off in the snow. “It was good that she joined us,
after all. But she will have to remain behind from this point on.”


“What?
But why? I’m sure she could be of some help.”


“I’m
all you will need for this.”


James
couldn’t argue the point. A feeling of losing control over his life washed over
him like a thunderous waterfall. “Will the wolves return?” he asked, voicing
another of his concerns.


Micah
shook his head. “They will not. The pack has been diminished and is in need of
a new leader now. If they do regroup, they will go in search of easier prey,
which is not the three of us.”


Although
glad to hear the wolves wouldn’t return, James still had to deal with an
element of danger supposedly residing within this cavern. “Micah, what am I supposed
to be doing? Olivia said I would be judged on how well I do in taming whatever
lives in here.” He paused, staring into the impenetrable blackness lining the
rear of the cave. “Is it really necessary to do this?” he asked, his
nervousness prevalent in his tone.


“It
is if you want to master the medallion you carry.”


“Fine.
Then let’s get this over with. It’s cold and I’m hungry and this day has
already felt really long.”


“It
has, indeed.” Micah reached into the lining of his coat and pulled out what appeared
to be giant raisins. “Here,” he said, handing the pieces of dried fruit over.
“Eat these. It will clear your head and help you to focus, as well as fill your
stomach.”


James
ate the fruit without question. He was famished and welcomed the opportunity to
eat something before having to venture further into the cavern. It was also a
chance to delay what was to come for a few moments longer. He wouldn’t admit it
to anyone if asked, but he was apprehensive about what lay ahead. He wasn’t
necessarily afraid of the animal he would be trying to tame; Micah would be by
his side if things went awry. The fact he was being judged, that made him
anxious because he didn’t want to let anyone down by being found unworthy of
the medallion he owned.


“We’re
set to begin,” Micah said as Olivia returned from collecting her daggers. “Will
you watch the horses?”


“I
suppose someone should,” she replied. “I shall await your return.” Striding
over to James, the woman only a few years older than he straightened the collar
of his coat, then placed a hand on his chest. “I believe you will succeed,” she
said softly, her face glistening from melting snow. “I believe you are the one
to obtain the mantle of Beastkeeper.”


“Let
us be off, James,” Micah said.


James
stared at Olivia as he followed Micah. He’d never heard that word before, but
regardless of what Beastkeeper meant, he knew it was important to everyone
involved that he take control of the beast dwelling within the cavern beneath
the mountain and pass this phase of his training.
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The orb lit the way forward as they ventured deeper into
the cave. Wandering through a series of tunnels, a glimmer shining off large
stalactites appeared ahead of them. Initially, James thought the light dancing
along the ceiling came from the orb, but quickly realized his mistake. The
orb’s light was yellowy-orange, the flickering above a whitish-blue.


“What’s
that light?” James asked.


Micah
spoke quietly. “It’s from a pool of water a little further up.”


James
mimicked the shaman’s hushed tone. “Micah? What does Beastkeeper mean? Olivia
mentioned that word but I don’t quite get what she means.”


“Beastkeeper
is the name given to the one who masters the medallion you carry,” the shaman
said. “There are things you still have to learn about the item in your
possession–properties about the medallions you have yet to discover.”


“For
example?”


“For
example, as you know, all medallions grant the bearer the ability to
communicate with animals and utilize the power and skills of any that are
nearby. However,” Micah continued, “your medallion is attuned to warm-blooded
animals only, mammals if you prefer.”


“I
don’t understand.”


“Then
I shall explain further. There are different groupings of animals on Earth.
Your medallion cannot interact with all of them, only the mammals. So, let’s
say you happen upon a snake or an alligator, or you want to take on the
abilities of an ant. Since they are reptiles and the ant an insect, your
medallion cannot grant you any of their abilities, nor will you be able to
communicate with any of the examples I just gave you.”


“Oh,
I see.” James thought over what he just discovered. “These other medallions
then, they can talk to snakes and bugs and stuff?”


“Yes,
but snakes and insects are obviously different, so each requires their own
medallion. Each one is linked to specific forms of life. Yours is connected to
the mammals, Shane’s with the birds–”


“Wait
a minute, Falconer has a medallion? I didn’t know that!”


“No,
I suppose you didn’t.” Micah paused, his eyes losing focus as if watching
images unfolding within his mind. “He was your predecessor. I taught him the
ways of his many years ago.”


“Wow.
And he’s mastered it, I guess.”


“He
has, yes.”


“Great!
I can’t wait to ask him all about it. I’m sure he’ll have lots of advice to
give me.” Finding out Falconer owned a medallion and that he knew how to use
it, James felt reassured whatever occurred back at the camp was within his
capabilities to handle. Olivia had said as much and believed one woman with a
gun could not hold her own against him. Now he understood why.


Micah
looked at the faint light adorning the ceiling. Placing a finger to his lips,
he let James know the time for talk was over. Retrieving the orb, he placed it
into his pouch, then cautiously approached the semi-lit region of the cave.


Anxious
and alert, James stayed close to Micah as they crept towards a ledge. Crouching
down, Micah motioned for James to do the same. Together, they peered over the
side of the short cliff encircling the area below.


Ice
covered the bottom of the large pit. A circular pool of shimmering blue water
was positioned at the center of the icy floor. Scattered around it were large
rocks and chunks of ice that had fallen during the passing of time. Scanning
the area, James failed to see any type of animal lurking about.


“I
don’t see anything,” James whispered.


“Patience.”


“What
do I do when it shows up?”


“Attempt
to communicate with it,” Micah said. “After establishing contact, you will suggest
an action for it to perform. The key to success is keeping your mind trained on
what it is you want done. Emotion has no place here if you are to succeed.”


James
listened to the shaman’s words. It didn’t sound all that difficult to
accomplish, though, he did remember Micah hinting at an element of danger. But
with the shaman by his side, he knew Micah would be watching over him; it
provided the courage he needed to carry on.


“Do
you have any questions?”


“No,”
James replied. “I’m ready to do this.”


“Good.
Keep your command to something basic such as stop or speak. Don’t
ask it to do something contrary to its nature.”


“Like
what?”


“Like
never direct an animal to injure itself or attempt a feat it couldn’t possibly
do. For example, if you ever ordered a cat to fly, your command would fail. The
cat ends up distrusting you and any future attempts to control it will be much
more difficult, perhaps even impossible.”


“Okay,
okay.” It was a lot to absorb, but James thought it made perfect sense.
Besides, he would never command any animal he dealt with–now or in the
future–to do anything that might cause it harm.


James’s
attention was drawn back to the pool as something large and white suddenly
appeared inside. Seconds later, a huge bear broke the surface, then pulled
itself out and onto the icy surface. Swallowing nervously, James felt warm even
though it was cool within the cave. He’d never seen a polar bear up close
before, but he couldn’t imagine them ever being that big.


“Ready?”
Micah whispered.


“Wait!
I’m not going down there!” James whispered back.


“You
don’t have to. Do it from up here.”


Staring
at the polar bear from his crouched position upon the ledge, James watched it
shake its massive frame and disperse the water from its fur. Groaning, the bear
sniffed the air as it looked around.


“Now,
James, before he decides to leave.”


Taking
out the medallion, James stood at the edge of the cliff and attempted to forge
a connection with the bear. The medallion flared to life, the green light
leaking through the surface once again. Breathing deeply, his focus free of
emotion, James linked his consciousness to the large carnivore’s mind.


He
immediately sensed the animal’s wariness; it knew strangers were in his home.
He felt its confusion being confronted by smells seldom found in his dwelling.
But there was something else about this bear, something James had not expected.
There was a presence to it, an aura of intelligence he had yet to perceive in
any other animal he bonded with.


The
bear turned its head and gazed up at him. Rearing up on its hind legs, it
glanced at the medallion, then back at James.


Quieting
his mind, James uttered the first command that came to him. “Sit.”


The
greenish hue enveloping the medallion flared briefly. Dropping back to the ice,
the bear sat on its rear end.


Astonished
at how easy it was, James looked over at Micah. “That wasn’t so hard. I thought
you said this would be dangerous?”


The
shaman grinned. “You’ve concluded you’re done?”


“Umm...”


Micah
stood up and pointed out a path James failed to see. “Follow it down. I’ll be
right behind you.”


James
stared at the trail descending from the cliff to the icy floor below. “You said
I didn’t have to go down there!”


“Not
while attempting to command the bear. But that’s over with now.” Micah stood
next to the pathway. “Don’t worry. Nothing will happen to you.”


Passing
Micah, James took a few steps down before making sure his mentor was behind
him. Seeing that he was, he continued following the trail, keenly aware he
could no longer see the bear from where he was. But he trusted Micah and
eventually reached the bottom.


Stepping
onto the icy surface, the first thing James noticed was the smell. It stank of
old fish and wet fur which made him even more nervous than he already was. Then
he saw the polar bear in the exact spot he saw it last. Still sitting, it
stared at him, its lips pulling back into a smile as James took some tentative
steps forward.


Micah
moved past him. Stopping a short distance in front of the bear, he bowed his
head.


Suddenly,
a voice boomed from all around. Welcome, keeper of the beasts.


James
looked about unsure of where the words came from.


I am here.


Looking
up into the bear’s coal colored eyes, he saw intelligence gazing back. It was
then James realized the voice wasn’t coming from somewhere around him, but
instead, it echoed inside of his head.


The
sound of splashing caused James and Micah to look towards the pool. Two cubs,
their fur as white as the surrounding ice, started climbing out of the frigid
water.


The
polar bear stood up from its seated position, then dropped down onto all fours.
Wandering over to the pool, it gently nuzzled its massive head against one of
the cubs while the second eyed the strangers in their home.


“What’s
going on here?” James asked, keeping an eye on the curious cub.


“Nanukk
will answer your questions in a moment.”


“What’s
a Nanukk?”


Micah
chuckled softly. “He is one of several totems that make this land their home.
Along with his brothers and sisters, they watch over the land the Spirit Maiden
created for us.”


James
recalled Olivia telling him he would be judged. This bear had to be the one
rendering the verdict.


The
polar bear was in communion with the cubs. Separating some moments later, the
young bears returned to the pool and disappeared under the surface.


Nanukk
turned and faced the youth and his mentor. Young man from beyond this realm,
I am Nanukk, leader of the great bears that roam over these ice-covered lands.
I see you carry one of the Maiden Medallions.


James
stared dumbfounded at the bear. Unsure of what to make of it all, Nanukk’s
voice continued ringing in his head.


I understand your confusion. I will do my best to clarify the situation and what is
expected of you.


“Please
do,” James replied.


You are here today, not only to complete the next step of
your training, but because it is your destiny to stand before me. You wield the
power the medallion grants with ease. It is obvious to me that it comes
naturally to you–I’m sure
the Shaman of Eyotamaka would agree. Your command compelling me to obey was
strong and free of malice. It came from a true place inside of you. If it had
not, you would have failed and your training would end since your character
would be considered flawed to take on what awaits you. But, as you stand there,
I can sense your strength and your unwavering aura of justice and goodness.


James
bowed his head. “Thanks, I guess,” he said before returning his gaze to the
bear’s kind face.


You are a direct descendent of the designers that created
the instruments housing the Spirit Maiden’s power. Though it is true that with
monumental effort and perseverance, almost anyone can activate the basic power
residing within, only you and others like you, other descendents of the
original builders, can attain full mastery of the medallions in their
possession.


Nanuuk
paused. James was thankful for the silence in his mind he suspected would be
short-lived.


The
polar bear’s voice invaded his head once again. And know this...after a
medallion has bonded with its possessor, that bond cannot be broken, nor will
you be able to activate any other medallion you may come across. The only one
you can wield will be the one that you have.


Shutting
his eyes, James lost his balance, the voice resonating in his skull making him
quite dizzy.


Micah
steadied him before the boy succumbed to his loss of equilibrium. “Are you
alright?” Taking out another large raisin, he handed it over to the pale
looking youth.


Eating
the dried fruit, James felt better after doing so. “How do you know all of
this?” he asked, his vertigo subsiding.


I have this knowledge because I was created by the Spirit
Maiden. I reside in this land, as do others like me. We are here to guide any
deemed worthy. But most of the medallions have yet to be found and remain
hidden on your world–on
Earth. You are only the second descendent to come to our land. The man
possessing the medallion linked to those that fly was the first.


“I
know him. He helped me when I was in trouble and needed to get away.”


From those who would take your medallion. Yes, I have been
made aware of this. You know there are others seeking out the medallions but
you do not know the reason why. It is because, as each medallion is discovered
and activated, the Spirit Maiden draws closer to awakening. And when she is
fully awake, she will pass judgment on your world. She will behold it and see
if the world she left behind is one she finds acceptable.


“That
doesn’t sound good,” James said.


It is not for us to say whether good or ill will come from
her verdict, but her judgment can be swayed by those owning the medallions.


“Meaning?”


She will look upon the ones in possession of the
medallions, and thus portions of her energy, as trustworthy. If they are
dissatisfied with the ways of your world and desire change, she will consider
their words when passing her final verdict. And if that bodes ill for your
societies and its peoples, I’m afraid little regard will be given to that. It
is safe to assume the ones after your medallion are aware of this, and in order
to enact their agenda, they will scour the Earth to find as many of her energy
infused relics as they can. The more they own, the more influence they will
have over her. It will be up to you, the Avianlord and others willing to help
you to show the Spirit Maiden the goodness of your world and its people. When
she awakens, show her the abundant beauty of Earth and convince her to leave it
as is...or perhaps just a small change or two. That decision I leave to you and
those following you.


James
listened to the words bouncing around in his skull. “Just so I’m sure, the Avianlord
is Shane, right?”


Yes. Just as you are the Beastkeeper, he is the Avianlord,
friend of all that make their home in the sky.


“So...this
is the destiny I’ve heard so much about.” James looked at Micah who was staring
intently at him. “I have to stop some people from trying to change the world.”
James stayed quiet for a moment. “The way things are today, who’s to say
changing the world is such a bad idea?”


That is your head talking. Lead with your heart and you
will find the lie in your words.


“I
know, I know. You’re right, you’re right.”


Nanukk
stared at James. You are a boy willing to help those in need. If you were
not this way, you would never have been brought before me.


“I
suppose that’s true.” Averting his eyes, James gazed at the icy floor. “I guess
I really don’t have a choice if I want to help my family and friends.”


No, you do not.


“But
how do we know if the other’s agenda is really all that bad? Maybe they’ll
change things for the better?”


Micah
stepped forward. “I wish that were the case but when meeting with the Oracle of
Nilvanya, she told me otherwise. She spoke of a great evil masquerading as a
leader of men and the driving force behind what opposes us.”


No matter what you may hope for, an altruistic side of the
enemy is something that doesn’t exist.


A
shadow passed overhead followed by the screech of a bird of prey echoing
through the chamber.


“Hmm.”
Micah gazed at the polar bear, then bowed his head. “Wise Nanukk, you are
familiar with the sign of the Oracle. She would not send it unless it was a
matter of importance. If there’s nothing left to discuss...”


Nodding
his large head, Nanukk sauntered over to the pool. Child of Earth, I wish
you well. If the opportunity arises, come and visit me again. The bear
climbed into the water, waded about and then slipped beneath the surface.


“Come,
James,” Micah said, heading for the path leading out of the icy pit. “The
Oracle has summoned us.”
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James spotted Olivia pacing by the cave entrance. Sheefa
stepped forward at the approach of the youth and the elder shaman.


“You
saw the sign of the Oracle,” Olivia said as they arrived. “Good. I had little
interest in searching for you if you had missed her summons.”


“Do
you know what she wants?” Micah asked, prepping his horse to leave.


“Yes.
She said your grandson has returned.”


“Wren
has returned? Something must have happened for the Oracle to consider it a
matter of importance,” he said, attempting to mount his steed.


Olivia
frowned at Micah. “That horse is in no condition to make the return journey to
your village. His wound has not yet healed enough to travel such a distance.”


“Then
what do you suggest I do?” Releasing the reins, he stepped back from the
injured animal.


“We
return to Anarqui. You can acquire a fresh horse from there and then continue
on to your village.”


Micah
shook his head. “No! James and I will ride Sheefa from here. The Oracle would
not have contacted us unless Wren’s return was of vital importance. Too much
time will be wasted returning to Anarqui just to procure a sturdy ride. No Olivia,”
Micah said, bringing Sheefa up alongside him, “I’m afraid this is where we part
company.”


She
stared at Micah, and after a few tense moments, nodded in agreement. “You are
right, of course. It has never been wise to disregard the Oracle. I, of all
people, know that.”


James
didn’t know what the shamans were talking about, which was often the case when
it came to matters pertaining to this land he was visiting. Taking the reins
from Micah, he led Sheefa out of the cave.


“Where
are you going?” Micah called out.


“I’m
leading Sheefa up the slope.” James tried keeping the irritation out of his
voice but failed. “She won’t make it to the top with the two of us on her
back.” Things were moving much too fast for his liking. He hadn’t even been
afforded some time to reflect upon what the polar bear–what Nanukk told
him–before something else arose that needed to be dealt with. After being in
the company of the bear residing beneath the mountain, James wanted to return
home as soon as possible.


Sheefa
stepped around a dead wolf. Her distress at having to leave her newfound friend
was palpable. “Don’t worry, Sheefa. Olivia will take care of him,” James
assured her. He glanced back at the cave, the other horse observing their
departure as Olivia prepped him for the trip back to Anarqui.


James
led Sheefa up the slippery slope the wolves charged down not long ago. The
snowfall was finally letting up and patches of blue sky broke through the
overhanging gloom. The boy and the horse waited for the others to join them. After
gathering on the ice fields within the shadow of Mount Pipinook, goodbyes were
exchanged and then the group split apart.


Riding
away, James turned back and watched Olivia diminish in the increasing distance.
He liked her and hoped for the chance to be in her company again. “The wolves
won’t come back, will they? Olivia’s by herself now.”


“I’m
sure they won’t, but she is a capable young woman. You saw that for
yourself.”


They
rode across the ice and then back through the dead trees. Stopping once along the
way, the shaman fed Sheefa the same oversized raisins James had eaten before.
Soon after, the horse was filled with renewed vigor and ready to complete the
trip back to Micah’s village.


“Wren
is your grandson, so he’s Kay’s brother?” James asked as he climbed onto the
horse and settled in behind Micah.


“Yes,
he’s Kay’s older brother.”


“And
this Oracle person...she thinks he’s important?”


“I
think she considers what he learned to be of importance.” Micah spurred the
horse to ride faster as they left the snow and cold behind and entered the zone
of eternal summer.


“Much
better,” James said, removing as much winter garb as he could without falling
off his ride.


“I
agree. The winter zone takes some getting used to.”


“I
never will.”


Both
shamans mentioned Wren’s return, and if James was to place a bet, he would wager
he was returning from Earth. He was also reasonably sure that in the end,
everything would center on him, the medallions and the upcoming struggle to
convince the Spirit Maiden to spare his world when the time came.


Cresting
a hillside, James gazed down into a wide valley. Immediately recognizing
Micah’s village, he was mesmerized by the panoramic display of nature’s beauty
all around with the quaint village snuggled within. He hadn’t been afforded
this view when descending the hillside the portal stood upon.


James
saw the intricate system of irrigation canals winding their way throughout the
valley. Connected to a lake stretching beyond the horizon, the canals supplied
water for the numerous crops and immense tree gardens growing between the lake
and the village a fair distance from its shore. Tiny figures tended the fields
while others gathered the various fruits and vegetables growing all around.


Sheefa
headed down the gentle sloping hill and straight for the village. Making their
way through the bustle of the main street, Micah guided the horse towards home.


Approaching
the cabin at the end of the dirt paved road, the two companions dismounted and
left Sheefa to graze in the front yard. Using his staff, Micah pushed open the
front door that hadn’t been properly closed. But before they could enter, Kay
was there, her young face looking tired and etched with worry.


“Grandfather!
I’m so glad you’ve returned. Wren’s been hurt but I put some healing salve on
his wound. It looks like he was shot and, oh! Why was he there anyway! We don’t
need any supplies and, oh yeah, your crow spirit is also here and–”


Holding
up his hand, Micah signaled for a moment of silence.


Knowing
the grimness of the situation, James tried not to smile but had trouble keeping
one suppressed. He knew things were serious but that didn’t stop him from
thinking how cute Kay was the entire time she spoke. She failed to notice him
for which he was thankful; it saved him from having to explain why he looked
pleasedwhile she relayed bad news to Micah.


“Where
are they?” The shaman stepped past her and gazed around the living room.


“Wren’s
upstairs in his room. He’s resting, but I know he wants to speak with you,” she
answered. Looking at James, she waved him inside, then shut the front door.


“And
Galen? Where is he?” Micah asked before mounting the steps two at a time.


“He’s
outside in the back,” she replied as he disappeared up the stairway.


Excusing
himself, James went in search of Galen. Kay referring to him as a crow spirit
didn’t surprise him at all. During their first meeting Micah indicated Galen
was not what he seemed, that he was much more than a man. It would also explain
why crows appeared more often than not these days. He had even been saved by
them when the bear was about to kill him that day in the woods. It all seemed
so long ago now, but it was hardly more than a week ago he was almost killed
during the hike with his friends. He would have to remember to thank Galen for
saving his life. Ever since finding the medallion, the list of people was
indebted to for keeping him safe kept growing.


Taking
off the winter coat he still wore, the gloves and scarf Olivia provided stuffed
into various pockets, he removed the medallion before dropping the fur-lined
coat onto a chair next to the backdoor. Happy to be rid of it, he pushed the
door open and stepped out into the warmth of a bright day he imagined wasn’t
all that unusual for a place with never-ending summer. Almost immediately, he
saw Galen standing nearby gazing at the sky.


“Galen!”
James couldn’t believe he was actually happy to see the strange old man. And
even if he’d come to realize that he wasn’t a man at all–which accounted for
his behavior and the stilted way that he spoke–he knew Galen was someone he
could trust.


Dressed
in the same red shirt and jeans, Galen looked his way. Holding his straw hat in
his hands, he nodded at the youth walking towards him before turning back to
the sky full of puffy clouds.


A
warm breeze raced through the grassy fields and rustled the nearby trees.
Reaching the old man’s side, James also looked up, and without a word, the two
of them stared at the flock of multi-colored birds passing overhead. James
relished this moment of peace. He knew the road ahead wouldn’t provide many
more of them.


“Nice
to see you, Galen,” James said, ending the moment.


The
old man glanced at the youth mimicking his behavior. “I have news.”


“I
was hoping you would.” Now that he was close to learning about the fate of his
friends, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to hear it. If Galen had good news or bad,
one had no way of knowing by the dispassionate look on his face.


“Where
is Micah? I must speak with him.”


“He’s
inside with his kid, I mean, grandson.”


Galen
started to leave, but James grabbed his arm. “Wait, I have to know. Are they
alright?”


The
old man stared at him but remained silent.


Having
to deal with Galen’s incomprehension, his frustration came pouring out. “Tell
me! Is my dog okay? What happened to Castle and Shane, you big dumb spirit!”


Galen
nodded. “I will speak on the fate of your dog, but the other matter, that will
be dealt with when Micah is present.”


Fate of my dog, James thought. His heart felt constricted as those words penetrated
his soul. For the first time ever, he saw a trace of emotion on the old man’s
face. James braced himself for bad news.


“Your
dog has been killed.”


Ice
pierced his chest and his stomach suddenly ached. His vision blurring, James
wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “How? What happened?” he asked
softly.


“I
arrived after he received his mortal wound. He was shot by the woman with the
gun and eventually passed from physical existence.”


James
turned and stared at the sky. Tears streaked his face as he attempted to regain
his composure; this wasn’t the time or place to properly mourn. Fighting to get
his emotions under control, he put away his sense of loss unwilling to face it
at this moment in time. But now, something else was surfacing through the
turmoil in his heart. A cold rage encircling his mind and imprisoning all
thoughts of forgiveness, he prayed for the chance to see this woman again. He
had power now and intended to show her just how lethal he could be.


“Are
you alright?” Galen asked.


James
had momentarily forgotten where he was. The old man was looking at him, his
eyes searching the boy’s face as if seeing someone he didn’t recognize.


“There
is more.” Galen paused, waiting for permission to continue.


“What
is it?”


“Your
dog is dead but his spirit lives. It dwells on Earth and refuses to leave.
Perhaps there is some task that it needs to carry out, although I cannot be
sure. Your dog is still bonded with you, and the medallion you carry ensures
that bond can survive even beyond the physical realm.”


James
heard the old man’s words but they didn’t help extinguish how he felt. At least
now, he may have an opportunity to tell his loyal companion how sorry he was
for leaving him alone so far from home to be needlessly gunned down.


“James!
Galen! Please come inside. We have things to discuss,” Micah said, holding open
the backdoor.


Galen
walked towards the cabin but stopped when realizing James hadn’t moved. “Are
you not coming?”


“I’ll
be right there. I just need a minute.”


“I
understand.”


Galen
left him alone in the windswept fields. The warm breeze felt pleasant against
his skin, but James found everything much harder to enjoy now. He regretted not
being able to share this place with Castle. He was sure his friend would have
appreciated this fresh and clean world with its wide open spaces.


James
felt guilty for enjoying most of his time here while others suffered because of
some destiny, that up until a week ago, he never could have imagined. He
thought about Danny but pushed him from his mind. He didn’t want to pursue that
dark train of thought.


Pulling
out the medallion, he fought the urge to throw it as far as he could. His
attention entirely on the circular piece of wood turning his life upside-down,
he failed to see the person coming towards him until they reached his side.


“I
have something for you,” Kay said, looking at the medallion and then at James.


Glancing
at her, he could see she held something behind her back.


“Is
something wrong?” she asked.


James
wiped the remaining wetness from his face. “I just got some bad news.”


“Can
I help in any way?”


“I
don’t think so. What are you hiding behind your back?” he asked in order to
change the subject.


Kay
smiled at him. He was sure he’d never seen one so radiant in his entire life,
and for a moment, all his troubles seemed distant and less important.


“I
made this for you,” she said, revealing a dark brown leather strap.


“What
is it?


“It’s
a belt,” she told him while handing it over, “for your medallion.”


Taking
it from her, James admired the craftsmanship. It could easily slip through the
belt loops of his pants. He noticed a circular frame of hardened leather
attached to the middle of its length. With dual gold and green clasps shaped as
acorns holding the spherical piece in place, the hardened leather circle looked
about the right size for the medallion to slide into.


Kay
took the belt back and demonstrated how it works. “See?” She unhinged the top
clasp. “You put the medallion in here. Now you won’t have to carry it around in
your pocket or hold it in your hand. You could lose it very easily that way.”


James
could see the medallion wouldn’t fit with the gold chain attached. Unfastening
the chain, he dropped it into a back pocket, then slid the medallion into the
open end of the circular sheath. After Kay refastened the clasp, she handed the
belt back.


“Thank
you,” James said. “That was very thoughtful of you.” He looked the belt over
once more making sure the medallion fit snuggly with little chance of accidently
slipping out.


“This
part comes off,” Kay continued, taking the belt back from him. Pressing down on
both clasps simultaneously, the circular housing popped loose from the belt.
“And see here,” she said as she attempted to bring another detail of the belt
to his attention, “these holes allow you to change this part into a necklace.
Just slide a chain through and wear the whole thing around your neck.”


“Oh,
that’s cool.” James examined the two holes drilled into the top portion of the
leather, then looked at Kay who was watching him closely. “It seems like a lot
of work. Why did you do all this?”


“I
don’t mind, really. Do you like it?”


“I
do, very much. Thanks, thanks a lot.” Slipping the belt through his pant loops,
he reattached the circular component and locked it into place. He had to agree
with Kay’s opinion. It was much easier carrying the medallion around this way
than having to constantly fish the thing out of his pocket each time he needed
it. And with the medallion secured but exposed at the same time, he could still
access its powers by touch.


“James,
are you ready for our meeting?” Micah asked, his head jutting out through the
rear door.


“Yes.
I’m coming now.” He looked at Kay before leaving. “Duty calls. Thanks again. I
really do like it.”


Kay
smiled and James did the same. Hesitating for a moment, he quickly remembered
the reason he was here. He had a job to do and feelings had to be pushed to the
side until then. Besides, he had yet to find out what became of Shane, the man
he called Falconer but also known as the Avianlord. He hoped the news regarding
his newfound kindred turned out to be better than what he received about
Castle.


As
James reached the door, Micah stepped aside to let him through. Looking at the
strap around the young man’s waist, he nodded in approval. “Ah, I see you have
the belt. She does good work, doesn’t she?”


“Yeah,
she’s excellent.” Looking back, he watched Kay stroll towards a group of
children playing nearby.


“Yes,
well it’s time for us to formulate a plan. And I’d like you to meet my
grandson.”


James
followed Micah into the living area. He immediately recognized the man lying on
the couch, his right shoulder bandaged in gauze. He saw him the day he first
came to the village. It was the same man Micah spoke to when the hunters on
horseback rode by. He remembered their embrace and how close they seemed. Now
he understood the bond between them.


Galen
stood behind the sofa, his face placid and hat still in hand. He nudged the
couch causing the injured man to open his eyes.


“Wren,
this is James,” Micah said.


“The
Beastkeeper.” Wren looked him up and down as if judging his worthiness.


Hearing
that word again, James thought he was the last person in the land to know of
the title everyone labeled him with. He didn’t like being called Beastkeeper
but decided to keep that to himself. He was willing to accept it if it pleased
the others to call him that, though, it seemed as if Wren had some doubts about
him.


“Tell
James what happened.”


“Yes,
grandfather.” Wren propped himself up. “I was sent to your world to meet with
Galen and find out what happened to the ones left behind after your escape. But
when I arrived through the portal, there were men, men with guns–soldiers and others.
One saw my arrival and tried to alert his brothers so I had little choice but
to put an arrow through his heart.” He paused, looked down, then gazed at
James. “Unfortunately, the others heard his death scream, and soon I was in a
battle for my life. I had to kill all of them. I’m not happy having done so,
but the secret of the portals must be protected. Your world can never know of
their existence.” Reaching for a cup, he took a healthy gulp of its contents.
“Soon after, Galen arrived. We placed the bodies beneath some branches in order
to conceal them.”


“Who
were they?” James asked.


“They
belonged to the woman with the gun,” Galen said.


“You’re
sure?” Micah asked.


“They
would not have been there unless she wanted it so.”


“Hmm.
Yes, I believe you’re right.”


“Okay,
so then what? Where is Shane?” James wanted to resolve this quickly. He needed
to get home as fast as he could. The longer they lingered here, the more of a
head start the forces against them would get to acquire another medallion. If
he was to succeed in stopping them and convince the Spirit Maiden to spare the
world when the time arose, he would need Shane’s help.


“Not
long after we arrived at Shane’s home, the woman with the gun came with
soldiers,” Wren explained. “They had weapons and gas and they drugged him and
took him away.” He stopped and looked out a window. “She also has his
medallion. We couldn’t stop her–we couldn’t stop any of them. If not for my
injury, I may have been of some use...”


James
did not want to hear that. Without Shane, he didn’t know how he could overcome
an organization employing assassins, soldiers and who knows what else.


“The
soldiers left as the law arrived,” Wren continued. “We escaped the notice of
the officers and summoned the Mist horses to take us to the nearest portal.”


An
uneasy quiet flowed through the room. James looked around and found the others
staring at him. “What!” he said loudly. “Don’t look at me! I don’t know what to
do!”


“It’s
not expected of you,” Micah said. “We will figure it out together.”


James
bowed his head and stared at the floor. “I want to go home.”


“And
you will, but first we need a plan. Even though your training is unfinished, I
cannot deny the fact the situation has now changed. I did not foresee our
adversary being able to find, much less overcome a man like Shane. Our enemies
now have two medallions. We have to make sure another doesn’t fall into their
hands.”


Micah
turned to Galen. “Visit the Spirit Guardian. See if he knows anything more
regarding the location of the medallion hidden within the Amazon.” Micah
paused, then began again. “Tell him whether he wants it or not, the Spirit
Maiden’s awakening has begun–he cannot stop it now.”


Galen
nodded, then left the room.


“I
want to help, grandfather,” Wren said, attempting to get off the couch.


“A
noble gesture, but really, your first priority is to heal. Your injury won’t
allow you to use your bow.”


“But
I can help,” a voice said from behind.


James
turned around and found Kay standing in the doorway.


“You’ve
been listening? How long have you been eavesdropping?” Micah asked, the
wrinkles on his forehead deepening, his mouth forming a frown.


“I
heard enough to know that you’ll need my help,” she answered.


The
shaman’s features eased up. “I have a feeling you’re not going to listen if I
refuse the offer.”


“Why
should you refuse? You know I can help.” Her eyes lingered on James’s face. “I want
to help you.”


James
looked at Micah. “I don’t have a problem with it.”


Micah
seemed to consider the idea. “I can’t deny the both of you, and I do believe
you can help us, so...yes, you can come. Now go and get ready.”


“Oh,
thank you, grandfather.” Kay bowed, then quickly departed the doorway.


“I
have preparations to make. I will return shortly.” Grabbing his staff leaning
against the wall, Micah followed his granddaughter out.


“James.”
Wren was staring at him. “I see you didn’t deny my sister’s request. Because of
that, I’m putting it on you to watch over her. She has skill and can look after
herself in most instances but your world and its ways are things she has never
experienced. You accepted her help without thinking it through, so the
responsibility of her well-being is on your shoulders.”


Rising
off the couch, Wren stood face to face with James. “Do not fail her, for if you
do, you can consider me your enemy as well.”
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Shane’s accommodations reminded him of a scene in a movie
he once watched as a youth. With painted white walls, the cell was brightly lit
and contained bathroom fixtures of cold stainless steel bolted into the
concrete. Though the cell appeared clean, he doubted he was the first person to
spend time in here.


It
had been hours, perhaps almost a day since the auburn-haired harpy stole his
medallion and her people rendered him unconscious. He didn’t know how he
arrived here but had a vague recollection of being hoisted upwards. He also
recalled seeing shadowy figures inside a military helicopter, but that was the
extent of it; further details of how he ended up in this cell were unknown.


A
plastic tray with a cold sandwich and a carton of milk lay on the floor in
front of the cell door. Eating the cheese sandwich, he drank most of the milk
before tossing the garbage onto the tray. His upper arms and shoulders ached.
Massaging the purplish-blue bruises he assumed were from his handlers, he
glanced around for anything that might help him escape.


Footsteps
approached his prison cell. The door hatch slid open and a face peered through
the glass. He recognized the voice the second he heard it.


“Our
guest is awake,” Evelynn said with a sweet sneer. “Open the door.”


The
door slid into the wall. A guard entered first, his shotgun aimed directly at
Shane’s chest.


“Wait
in the hall. He’s in no position to do anything.”


“Yes
ma’am.” Stepping outside, the guard stayed within view of the open door.


“So,
how are things?” Evelynn’s tone dripped with insincerity. “I hope the
accommodations are to your liking. Your stay is going to be an extended one.”


“Why
did you bring me here?”


“My...boss
wants to meet you.”


“And
like all good little soldiers, you just follow orders, right?” He saw it on her
face. He had touched a nerve.


“You
should consider yourself lucky. If I had my way, I would have left you in the
same condition my people were in, you know, dead.”


“I
had nothing to do with that.”


“Then
who did? Who murdered my team?”


Shane
hesitated, unsure of the answer. He did, however, have his suspicions.


Evelynn
stared at him, her eyes sharp and unblinking as a frown shaped her mouth. “Your
medallion is ours now, and that means you’re powerless. Since you’ll be here
for awhile, you will eventually answer all of my questions, so get
comfortable and enjoy the view.” Exiting the cell, she nodded at the guard.
“Lock it up.”


After
pressing a sequence of keys on the pad, the door slid shut.


She
was right and he knew it. Without the medallion, he was indeed powerless. But
they had let him live and even went so far as to bring him here. That told him
they needed him alive, but for what, he could only guess.


***


Susan
stared at Jeremiah, her golden eyes shimmering in the dim light of his bedroom.
Seated on a chair, she sat straight, her body frozen as if unaccustomed to
sitting in one.


Jeremiah’s
spirit was buoyed by the recent successes of his people: Evelynn had returned
from Seattle and delivered the second medallion while Carl brought in the man
that used to own it. Shane Carter, now locked away in one of the holding cells,
was cut off from the world. Soon he would suffer the same fate as Susan and
become Jeremiah’s second soldier. But that would take place after his trip to
the Amazon and his rendezvous with Marcus.


Placing
the medallions in Susan’s lap, Jeremiah stepped back and waited for a reaction.
To his disappointment, there was none; her eyes remained fixated on his face.


“My
dear, could you do me a favor? I want you to choose one of those.” He pointed
at the objects resting on her thighs.


Gazing
down, Susan picked one up.


“Very
good,” Jeremiah said with a broad smile. Picking up the remaining medallion, he
placed it into a safe hidden behind a painting entitled The Storm on the Sea
of Galilee.


“It’s
time for us to go.” Holding out his hand, Susan took hold of it.


She responds to you.


“Yes,
she seems to, which makes things easier for us.” Jeremiah grabbed a pair of
dark sunglasses from his side table. Sliding them over Susan’s eyes, he
escorted her out of his quarters.


They
left the mansion through the front door where the usual mode of transport–twin
black Range Rovers–waited to take them to Gainesville Regional Airport. From
there they would fly to Peru and meet with Charles, Jeremiah’s previous pilot,
who would then deliver them to Marcus Quint. Having located the hidden temple
with help from some of the locals, Marcus already cleared it of traps so that
Jeremiah could walk in and recover the medallion without repercussion when he
arrived.


Having
neutralized Shane Carter, Jeremiah expected his enemies to be more cautious from
this point on. Though it was still unclear who murdered Dalton and his team, he
was sure Carter wasn’t the killer. Using a bow didn’t fit his profile, which
meant the murderer was still at large. It was the reason why both Evelynn and
Sandra were accompanying him. He wasn’t about to take any chances being so
close to adding a third medallion to his growing collection.


Carl’s
report indicated one of the men he encountered when invading Carter’s condo had
exhibited some strange abilities. Jeremiah suspected these men had something to
do with the murders. Pity his people didn’t have time to bring them in as well
before the police arrived.


Sandra
and Carl engaged in casual conversation by one of the vehicles. Sandra’s smile
disappeared the moment she saw the stranger by Jeremiah’s side.


“Who’s
this?” she asked, her eyes roaming over the woman wearing dark sunglasses.


“Some
outside help.” Opening the rear door of the backmost vehicle, Jeremiah assisted
Susan inside.


Sandra
stared at the woman getting comfortable in the back. “Will I need to safeguard
her as well?”


Jeremiah
smiled. “I doubt it. Oh, and one more thing,” he said as Sandra opened the
front passenger door, “she doesn’t understand our language all that well, so
don’t speak to her.”


Shooting
him a questioning look, she shrugged her shoulders before entering the vehicle.


“I
heard a member of your team was injured during the mission,” Jeremiah said to
Carl. “How is he?”


“Severe
cuts to his face and eyes but he should recover, though his time with Omega
Team is likely over. It’s doubtful he’ll regain full vision.”


“I
see.” Jeremiah rubbed his chin. “Have accounting issue him a generous bonus
check. Perhaps a position as a security officer on the estate grounds might
serve him better in the future. Whatever the case, see that he’s looked after.
”


“I’ll
take care of it,” Carl said, the men shaking hands. “You’re absolutely sure you
don’t want any Omega Team members present?”


Jeremiah
released Carl’s hand. “Yes, I am. I have local mercenaries performing the same
role that Omega Team would. Those men know the area and are also
expendable, while team members are not, especially considering the time and
expense dedicated to train each one.”


Carl
nodded. “Then, I wish you good hunting, sir.”


Evelynn
strolled through the front door.


“Is
our guest comfortable?” Jeremiah asked.


“As
comfortable as he could be in a cell, I suppose.” Evelynn paused. “What exactly
do you want with him?”


“I...need
some information. I plan to speak with him when we return.” It was a lie, but
she couldn’t possibly know that.


Evelynn
climbed into the back of the lead vehicle, then stared through the window at her
grandfather.


“And
we’re off,” Jeremiah said to himself.


***


The
gruff-looking men stood around in the stifling heat, the still air stinking of
sweat and cigarette smoke. Wiping his forehead with a drenched handkerchief,
Marcus gazed past the hired mercenaries to the temple beneath the jungle
canopy.


A
small pyramid made from blocks of heavy stone, plenty of blood had been shed in
order for him to gain entry. But for the money Jeremiah was paying, the
spilling of local blood was a small price to pay from his point of view.


Marcus
didn’t know how Jeremiah came across the information regarding one of the
medallions being stored within this temple. The information proved correct,
however, and now his old friend was coming to personally collect what was
located inside. He thought it odd Jeremiah would come all this way just to
recover a hidden artifact. He had seldom done so in the past, especially in
recent years. The fact that someone had placed the medallion within a pyramid
full of traps made him uneasy about the whole affair. But Jeremiah paid him
well for the service he provided, and even if things didn’t feel quite right,
he trusted his friend and always would.


Charles,
another of Jeremiah’s trusted associates, departed the area not more than an
hour ago. It would be quite a few hours until he returned with Jeremiah and his
entourage.
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James waited outside with Kay as Micah spoke to the
caretaker of the portal. They were here to obtain the fruit they needed to
access the gateway between worlds.


“Thank
you,” Micah said, stepping out from the cabin. “I will do my best to bring you
new gardening tools, but I can’t promise. There won’t be any shops where we’re
going.”


Rikayla
followed him out. With pink flowers in her long, graying unkempt hair and
dressed in cut off jeans and a t-shirt smeared with soil, it was clear their
arrival had interrupted her gardening. “Well, that’s disappointing. My old
tools will have to do then, at least until the next supply trip.” She looked at
James and then at Kay. “Dressed for battle, child?”


“We’re
heading into dangerous territory so I have to be prepared,” Kay replied. Her
upper body was sheathed in a full-sleeved, dark leather vest adorned with white
fur along the shoulders and around the wrists. Knee-high leather boots were
wrapped in the same fur and a burgundy pouch, similar to that of her
grandfather, hung from her waist.


Rikayla
smiled at the young girl. “Yes, Earth can be a dangerous place. But dressed
like that, you’ll be drawing eyes to yourself.”


“We
aren’t traveling to any cities,” Micah said. “She’ll be fine where we’re
heading.”


The
smile vanished from the elderly woman’s face. “And where might that be?”


“We’re
going to the jungle,” Kay informed her.


“Hmm,
I guess I really won’t be getting those tools I asked for. Well, good
luck, good luck to you all.” Walking from the cabin, she headed for a flower
patch and resumed her gardening.


Micah
led the way up the hill to the spot where the totem pole stood. As it came into
view, they saw Galen standing in front of it.


“What
did the guardian have to say?” Micah asked as everyone gathered around the old
man.


“He
revealed the area, but could not be more precise. The exact location of the
temple was lost long ago. He wishes to meet with you and James when this is
over, no matter the outcome.”


“That
will be fine.” Micah handed out pieces of dried fruit to the youngsters before
placing some into his mouth.


James
chewed on the sweet and sour morsel. Gradually, the energy flowing around him
became visible. From the nearby trees to the ground beneath and the sky above,
everything gave off some form of it. Even his companions emitted energy,
especially Galen who glowed much brighter than the others.


The familiar ribbon of shifting blue energy
pulsated before the pole. Micah placed the end of his staff into the churning
vortex. The portal expanded outwards, the chamber within The Void coming into
view. After the framed portal finished rising from the chamber floor, Galen
stepped through followed by Kay, James and finally, Micah.


“Which
gate do I need to activate?” Micah asked Galen, the portal they just used
sinking back into the ground.


The
old man pointed across the chamber. The shaman crossed the room, Galen
following close behind.


James
gazed around at the circle of evenly spaced totem poles placed along the wall.
Turning to ask Kay a question, he found her staring at the representation of
the solar system, her eyes sweeping over the depictions of the celestial bodies
rotating above.


“Do
you know why it’s there?” James asked. “There must a reason for having a model
of the solar system hanging from the ceiling.”


Kay
continued looking upwards. “This place, The Void, it’s powered by the universe.
That beautiful arrangement up there, it’s one of the connections between this
place and that source of power.”


“James!
Kay! Stay close to me,” Micah yelled from the other side of the chamber.


Standing
in front of a totem pole, Micah removed a black feather from his staff, then
shook it like a thermometer before inserting the now rigid feather-key into a
groove in the pole. Turning it, the pole immediately flared with violet light
that shot up into the vacant stare of the topmost carving. A likeness of a
large feline with its jaws open and fangs bared, the empty sockets filled up,
then twin beams of purple light burst forth. Striking the ground, a framed
portal began rising through the collected pool of violet energy.


“This
will take us to the Amazon Jungle,” Micah informed his youthful companions.


“We
have some distance to travel when we reach the other side,” Galen said as he
stood before the portal, the others standing nearby.


An
image of a lush, damp jungle with a shallow stream and nearby waterfall
appeared through the gateway. Large moss covered rocks lay haphazardly within
the stream and overhanging branches from bent trees jutted across sections of
the flowing water.


Galen
entered the framed portal sparking with intense purple energy. Appearing on the
opposite side, he moved off a short ways, looking upstream towards the waterfall.
Kay stepped through next; James quickly followed with Micah close behind.


James
couldn’t understand the lack of sensation as he moved from one world to
another. He likened it to stepping out of a closet and into a room. Perhaps
someday in the future, the portals would be adapted for traveling around the
globe, that is, if he’s able to convince the Spirit Maiden to leave the world
as is.


A
light rain was falling, the jungle glistening and slick as the last traces of
sunlight were locked behind thickening storm clouds. Holding his pointed hat at
shoulder height, Galen shook it once; black birds shot out and landed on a
nearby branch.


Six
in total lined up in a row, the crows sat quietly and watched Galen approach.
“Seek out the temple. It will be west of here. Speak with your cousins and find
its location, then return to me.” One of the crows screeched before flying off
into the jungle. The rest quickly followed after it.


Galen
faced the others. “I will summon the Mist horses.” Nodding at Micah, the old
man sprinted off through the trees.


James
looked at each of his companions in turn. “I know he’s called a crow spirit,
but to see him in action like that...I always thought of him as just a strange
old man.”


Kay
grinned but didn’t say a word.


“We
wait here until Galen returns,” Micah said, gazing up through the treetops at
the darkening sky. “When he does, we will ride the horses the rest of the way after
the crows return with the information we need. In the meantime, Kay, you should
erect a shield to shelter us from this rain and protect us from any unseen
dangers.”


“Yes,
grandfather.” The young girl reached into her pouch. “Move closer to me,” she
said to her companions. Taking her hand out, she held something in her fist.
“Do your stuff, Crystal-dust,” she spoke into her closed hand. Flinging
her fingers open, Kay tossed a bronze powder into the air.


Floating
above their heads, the substance began to sparkle, the individual particles
spreading out and then downwards. As the powder drifted towards the ground, it
left a solid yet semi-transparent bubble behind enclosing all three of them.


Micah
smiled at his granddaughter. “You were right to insist on coming with us.”


“I
said you would need my help.”


“Does
everyone in your land have power?” James asked, staring at the see-through,
bronze colored bubble. 


Kay
giggled. “Of course not. My brother doesn’t.”


“No,
he’s just an excellent shot with a bow,” James replied sarcastically.


Micah
interrupted their conversation. “Let’s rest until Galen returns. And James, you
should practice the breathing techniques I showed you. I feel you need to
refocus your mind.”


James
found himself in agreement with his mentor. Sitting down on the damp jungle
floor, the rain tapping gently against Kay’s shield, he shut his eyes and
steadied his breathing. Inhaling through the nose, then exhaling through his
mouth, he let go of all thoughts and relaxed his body. Maintaining his
breathing exercises over the next few minutes, James began to sense a presence
inside of him, but he wasn’t afraid. Reaching out to it, he suddenly connected
with a force beyond his understanding. Feeling as though he was breathing in
unison with the jungle, images and emotions flashed through his mind before he
succumbed to a wave of animal consciousness. The edges of his sanity beginning
to unravel, he forced open his eyes and ended his meditation, but not before
catching a glimpse of a familiar face: the woman with the gun was traveling
through the jungle by jeep with a group of armed men.


“She’s
here,” James mumbled.


“What?”
Micah turned away from the beam of green light shooting out from the medallion
and up through the shield into the clouds. The medallion dimming as it returned
to its docile state, the beam shut off, the surrounding jungle bathed in shadow
once more.


James
opened his eyes to find Kay and Micah standing over him. “What happened? I feel
strange.”


“You
were meditating and then your medallion woke and blasted light into the sky,”
Kay said, her eyes scanning his face.


“Really?”


Micah
helped him up. “Who’s here?” he asked.


“What?”
James stared at him, his eyes blinking rapidly.


“You
said she’s here just before coming out of your trance,” Micah continued.


“I...,”
It started coming back to him. “I saw images in my head. The woman with the gun
was in one of them. She was with a group of armed men. They were driving
through the jungle.”


“They
always seem to be one step ahead,” Kay said.


“Then
you believe what he saw is true?”


“Yes. Don’t you?”


Micah looked at the medallion secured safely within
the belt. “You may have just accessed a new ability without the benefit of my
guidance. Unprecedented, but not impossible I suppose.” He paused, staring at
the young man. “It appears your destiny to become the Beastkeeper cannot be
denied.”


“I
still don’t know what happened,” James said.


“It’s
not important at the moment. If we assume your vision is accurate, our task has
suddenly become all the more difficult. Do you know what animal abilities are
stored within the medallion?”


“The
squirrels, for sure. I was able to evade the wolves by using their speed.”


“What
else? You can check by touching the silver core.”


Unlocking
the protective sheath the medallion resided in, James brushed his thumb over
the reflective circle. The image of a black squirrel appeared over the polished
surface. Touching it again, he saw a horse, and as he repeated the process,
Castle appeared. He swallowed down the feelings the last image conjured. “The
abilities of a horse...and a dog. Why do you ask?”


“We
have to assume they know where the temple is,” Micah said. “They’re driving and
will likely reach it before we do. I want to be sure you have enough abilities
to draw from. We cannot afford to have your medallion fall into their hands,
and leaving you behind is out of the question. Your power is needed if we’re
heading into battle.”


The
image of the gun toting woman wormed its way back into his mind. “I’ll be
ready,” James said.


Micah
placed a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “I know you will. As a suggestion,
before we reach the temple, you might want to find an animal you can
communicate with and have it assist us.”


“And
make sure it’s something big and mean. A mouse can’t help us,” Kay teased.


James
grinned. “I’ll do my best.”


“That’s
all any of us can really do,” Micah said.


Kay
leaned over and adjusted her boots. “Our enemy wouldn’t be here if they didn’t
know where the temple was.”


Micah
nodded. “I agree. They’re extremely resourceful and quite cunning. The fact
they located and captured Shane with ease shows how dangerous these people are.
During my discussion with the Oracle, she expressed concern regarding the scope
of our enemies.”


“They
don’t know we’re here. We still have that on our side.” Kay wandered to
the perimeter of her protective shield. “Look!” She pointed at a pair of
luminescent green streaks coming at them through the jungle.


“The
Mist horses!” James was glad to see them. Knowing his enemies were in the area,
he wanted to get moving and find the medallion before they did. Or, if
necessary, take it from them by whatever means available.


“Drop
the shield,” Micah said.


Kay
placed her hands on the semi-transparent bubble. “Jobby-Doney.” Her
magical phrase uttered, the shield disintegrated into nothingness.


Galen
rode one of the pale green horses galloping inches above the ground. Reaching
his companions, the spiritual creatures stopped in front of Micah.


“None
of your crows have returned.” Placing a hand on the unoccupied horse, Micah
climbed up.


“Let
us still ride west,” Galen said. “They will find us.” Reaching down, he
assisted James onto the horse.


With
Micah and Kay atop the other, the twin emerald steeds charged into the depths
of the jungle. James looked back at the totem pole marking the portal they used
to enter the Amazon and glimpsed the ferocious face of a large jungle cat
crowning the marker.
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The jeeps arrived and parked in the area cleared of
tropical forest. Getting out, Evelynn left her coat behind, the jungle not
conducive to her preference for leather. Stiff from the long and arduous ride
through the jungle, she limbered up her body, feeling the eyes of the Peruvian
men by the temple entrance ogling her from across the clearing.


The
handful of mercenaries guarding them through the jungle joined the men gathered
by the temple. They greeted each other, and she knew by their tone and her
limited understanding of Spanish that she was the subject of their discussion.
Smiling coldly at the leering men, Evelynn tapped her holstered gun as a
warning to any man considering approaching her.


Ignoring
the laughter her behavior incited, she spotted Marcus walking towards Jeremiah
and the woman by his side. Tossing away his cigarette, the disheveled man
greeted her grandfather warmly. They were old friends, Marcus younger by almost
a decade. She didn’t know his entire history but had known the man her entire
life.


Finding
Jeremiah keeping company with a stranger had surprised her. The woman didn’t
speak to anyone during the flight and her oversized sunglasses stayed in place
during the entire trip. She was a mystery to be sure, one Evelynn was
determined to solve. She obviously had some role to play in Jeremiah’s quest for
the medallions, but Evelynn would have to wait in order to see exactly what it
was.


“Something
about her eyes, did you notice?” Sandra asked, coming to stand beside her.
Together, the two of them watched the stranger next to Jeremiah, the woman he
introduced as Susan.


“I
didn’t notice anything. I haven’t been watching her as closely as you have.”
Evelynn looked over at Sandra. “What about them?”


“I’m
sure I saw a glow from underneath her shades when she adjusted them.”


Evelynn’s
eyebrows arched upwards. Studying her grandfather, Susan and Marcus, she
noticed the men did all the talking while Susan watched on in silence. One of
the Peruvian workers approached Marcus who began translating what the man was
saying for the benefit of the others standing by.


Charlie
joined the impromptu meeting taking place in front of Evelynn. Relieving Marcus
from his translating duties, the sandy-haired man left the group and began
walking towards her.


“Evey!
What a pleasure to see you.” He glanced at Sandra. “And you too.”


“Hello,
Marcus,” Evelynn replied. “I see you’ve made yourself at home.” She looked him
over as he attempted to clean up his appearance.


“My
work does tend to leave me somewhat dirty.”


“More
like filthy,” Sandra said.


Everyone
laughed. Excusing herself, Sandra headed off to join her employer.


Do
we have to stand here for much longer?” Evelynn asked.


“As
soon as Jeremiah is ready, we can enter the temple.” Reaching for his cigarette
pack in his shirt pocket, he fished one out and lit it up. “I’m surprised he
brought you along. Is he expecting trouble?”


“He
didn’t say. Maybe he is.”


“Who’s
the broad with him?”


“I
don’t know. I just met her myself.”


“Doesn’t
seem his type.” Marcus exhaled a plume of smoke into the air. Taking another
drag of his cigarette, he dropped the butt, then crushed it under his boot.
“Looks like it’s gonna rain soon,” he said, staring up into the darkening sky.


“Yes,
it does.”


Jeremiah
waved the two of them over. “It’s time to go in. Are you ready?” he asked as
Evelynn drew near.


She
nodded. “Sure. Now is as good a time as any.”


“Beats
standing out in the rain,” Marcus said.


“Then,
by all means, you lead the way.” Taking Susan’s hand, Jeremiah stepped aside
and let Marcus pass.


Before
joining the archaeologist by the temple entrance, Jeremiah left instructions
for Charlie. “Send the workers home. Their services are no longer required. I
want you and those armed men to wait out here, and stay alert. Tell them
they’ll be well compensated for the job they’ve done so far. And, if any of
them want any future opportunities with me, this isn’t the time to start
slacking. Mr. Darrell is monitoring the satellite so keep a line open at all
times in case he needs to contact you.”


“You
got it, boss.” Joining the mercenaries, Charlie relayed Jeremiah’s instructions.


Marcus
led the way inside, Evelynn walking behind and to his right. Jeremiah and Susan
were directly behind her with Sandra trailing them in the role of bodyguard.


The
top corners of the rectangular entranceway were partially covered with thick
cobwebs. “We got rid of the spiders making parts of this temple their home,”
Marcus said, moving past the webbing. “Some of them were quite large and I
didn’t think you’d want to run into any.”


“You
got that right,” Sandra said, looking around and then down the wide hall
stretching away from them. “You sure you got them all?”


“Reasonably
sure,” the archaeologist replied with a mischievous grin.


“Everyone,
please stay focused on the task at hand.” Jeremiah stepped in front of Marcus.
“Which way?” he asked, scanning the main hall and the mouths of the smaller
passages leading from it.


“Follow
the lit torches. And please, watch your step.”


With
Jeremiah now in front and Susan by his side, the party followed the burning
torches embedded in the walls.


Continuing
along the hallway constructed from blocks of white stone, Evelynn stepped past
a section of floor that had given way. Looking down as she strode past the
makeshift barricade placed around the pit, she couldn’t see the bottom, only
endless black. Further up, a section of the ceiling had collapsed, the mound of
stone covered with a tarpaulin to conceal the dead men beneath the fallen rock.


The
end of the hall loomed just ahead. Jeremiah entered an unobstructed entranceway
leading deeper into the pyramid and gazed around at the large, grim chamber
with a low arched ceiling. Shadows danced on the walls as the small number of
mounted torches flickered in the draft flowing through the enclosed area.
Standing at the top of a wide staircase descending into the dust filled recess,
the object Jeremiah sought rested on a round pedestal of carved stone against
the back wall.


Everyone
saw the large gap partially covered with wooden planks in front of the base of
the stairs.


“That’s
the last of the traps,” Marcus said. “We jammed the collapsing stairs so you
don’t need to worry about sliding down to the bottom and into the pit. I didn’t
trust the integrity of the original covering so I replaced it with those
planks. This way, everyone can see the gap beforehand, so no surprises there.”


“Is
it safe to remove the medallion?” Jeremiah asked. “The last thing I want is the
ceiling to fall in or the floor to give way because of an oversight.”


“I
believe so,” Marcus replied. “I had one of the workers pick it up, despite his
reluctance, and nothing happened. As you requested, we left the medallion in
place until you arrived.”


“Commendable
work.” Jeremiah stepped back. “Now, if you would escort Sandra to the
medallion, we can all get out of here.”


“Me?”
Sandra looked surprised by his request.


“My
dear, you are paid to take risks. I want you to go down there, pick it
up, and bring it to me.”


Marcus
complied and descended the stairs. Crossing the planks, he waited on the other
side as Sandra tentatively followed him down. Crossing the chamber together,
they stopped before the pedestal.


Sandra
stared at the circular piece of reflective wood placed upright in a slot on the
flat surface. Snatching it up, she quickly retraced her steps, then handed the
medallion to her boss.


Jeremiah
grinned. He looked delirious, almost on the verge of maniacal as he gazed at
the medallion in his hand.


Evelynn
felt the hairs on the back on her neck bristle as she saw her grandfather’s
face. He looked different, his face registering a darkness she knew he had but
seldom saw. Now, it surfaced for all to see: the essence of evil residing at
the core of his soul.


She
glanced around at the others to see if any shared her observation. Susan stood
stoically by his side unfazed by anything occurring around her. And Marcus, he
appeared amused while Sandra wasn’t paying attention at all. Her focus was on
something else, something fluttering around the chamber entrance.


A
black bird retreated from the archway and landed quietly on the tarp. It
remained stationary for only a few seconds before flying down the hall and out
of sight.


Evelynn
understood the reason she was here now; Jeremiah had been expecting
trouble. Watching the crow fly off, she recalled her previous encounters with
winged creatures and realized she was starting to hate all birds.


***


James
clung to Galen as the Mist horse raced through the jungle. Four of the six
crows had returned with the temple’s location. Adjusting their route, the
horses kept the birds in sight as they followed them to the medallion.


The
crows had done what was asked of them. After pairing up, they spread out and
communicated with the native birds. Moving consistently westward, it wasn’t
long before they acquired the information leading to the temple’s location.
With four crows guiding them, the remaining two were scouting the area and
acted as a beacon for the others to follow.


Gliding
down through the treetops, a crow circled the horses before landing on Galen’s
shoulder. The returning scout squawked and flapped its wings, its head hovering
close to the old man’s ear.


Micah
maneuvered his vaporous steed next to Galen. “What is it? What have you
learned?”


“There
are armed men outside the temple.”


“We
can deal with that,” Kay said from her position behind her grandfather.


James
looked at her. He admired her courage but thought she was being foolhardy.
Recalling the warning her brother had issued, it may have been a mistake
agreeing so readily for her to come along. If they were going to have to fight
for the medallion, he couldn’t afford to keep one eye on her while doing so.
And with armed men around the temple, any sort of altercation just became all
the more deadly.


“What!”
Kay stared back at him. "We can deal with them. They won’t be ready
for what the four of us can do.”


“Just
be smart about it. There must be others besides the armed men,” James warned.
“They’re probably inside the temple right now. I mean, why else would they be
guarding it?”


Kay’s
eyes glinted with annoyance.


“These
people captured Shane,” he continued, “that’s a really good reason for us to be
cautious.”


“He
speaks the truth, granddaughter. I did not agree to have you along just so you
can flex your magical skills. This is a serious matter and we cannot afford
another setback. With Shane lost to us, we all have to survive this night.”


“I
understand.” Kay glared at James but her eyes softened by the time she looked
away.


A
movement caught the boy’s attention. Running through the jungle, an animal kept
pace with the galloping horses. Coming into view a short distance to his left,
James found himself staring into the eyes of a large, spotted jungle cat.
Nudging Galen, he pointed towards the jaguar running beside them less than ten
yards away.


“It’s
a sign,” the old man said. “Take it as such.”


He
didn’t understand what Galen meant, but he did recall Micah’s suggestion of
finding an animal to help them. This jaguar provided the opportunity to do just
that.


Touching
the medallion, the emerald glow came forth. Keeping his eyes on the running
jaguar, James emptied his mind, then entered the periphery of the jungle cat’s
consciousness. Issuing one simple command, he instructed the sleek Amazon
predator to follow them.


The
jaguar changed direction. Closing the distance, it vaulted through the trees
and started trailing the horses.


James
maintained his connection with the jaguar. It didn’t appear angered or agitated
at having to do his bidding. In fact, it regarded him with reverence.


“You
are becoming more powerful with each passing moment,” Micah said.


James
smiled, but Micah turned away. For just a fraction of a second, James thought
he saw a guarded look in his mentor’s eyes.


The
crow on Galen’s shoulder flew off. Signaling Micah, he brought his horse to a
stop and dismounted. Once everyone was back on solid ground, Galen whispered to
the supernatural beasts before releasing them to the jungle until needed once
again.


Watching
the glowing trails of waning green, James then turned his attention to the
jaguar. Partially concealed in the encroaching darkness, he sensed its
contentment with the arrival of night as it relaxed beside a tree.


The
crows flocked together on a low hanging branch and were soon joined by their
absent brother. Galen gazed at the new arrival, the bird cawing and then
becoming silent. “James guessed correctly,” he said. “I’ve been told of others
within the temple, and they have the medallion.”


“We
need to deal with the armed men before they come out,” Micah said.


“I
will deal with them.” Galen shifted into his crow form, his body convulsing and
contorting as it shrank into a black winged shape.


“I
can help,” James said, watching Galen transform. Fascinated and slightly
disturbed by what he just witnessed, he knew this wasn’t the best time to
discuss the finer points of shape-shifting.


“How?”
Micah asked.


James
nodded at the jaguar resting comfortably.


“I
forgot about him. He lies so quietly.” The shaman nodded. “Go ahead.”


James
approached the jungle cat. “Do what you can to help us. After that, you can
return to the jungle.”


The
jaguar growled softly, then slinked off into the darkness. The crows, led by
the altered form of Galen, flew up into the shrouded sky.


Crouching,
James moved closer to the edge of the clearing. Counting six men in all, he saw
them standing around a campfire engaging in small talk and sharing cigarettes.
Kay joined him as Micah concealed himself behind an adjacent tree. Without a
sound, they observed the men gathered around the flames. One of them started
talking over the others, and James suddenly noticed the headset he had on.


The
man began to yell, and even though James didn’t know the language, he got the
gist of what he was saying. The men now alert, they aimed their weapons at the
surrounding jungle until the man with the headset pointed in the direction
where they hid.


As
the mercenaries advanced on their position, one of them started waving his hand
as if warding off an insect. Seconds later, they all were shouting as small
black shapes darted around their heads before disappearing back into the night,
then returning again. One pointed his rifle but before firing a shot, he fell
over, his face crashing into the ground after a large crow collided into the
back of his skull.


In
the midst of the panicked group of mercenaries, the jaguar appeared within the
campfire light. Leaping at one of the men, he knocked him down, snarled in his
face, then bounded off towards the trees. Hidden from sight, the jungle cat
roared a warning as the men continued fending off the attack of Galen’s crows.


“The
gods are angry with us!” a man cried out. Swatting away a bird, he turned and
ran into the jungle.


Micah
stood up. “Wait here,” he said before running off in pursuit of the man
attempting to flee. Holding his staff with both hands, he aimed it at the man
trying to escape. The end of his staff flashed a dark blue, then a golf ball
sized, midnight-blue globe rocketed away. Speeding towards the frightened
mercenary, it passed through the back of the fleeing man’s neck and immediately
turned him into a stumbling figure of crumbling ash that broke apart with each
forward step until nothing remained.


The
crows maintained their assault against the remaining men. Shedding his crow
form, Galen landed behind Charlie, and with one quick motion snapped the man’s
neck.


Watching
the temple entrance, James saw shadows moving towards the opening.


“We
must get the medallion,” Micah said as he returned and noticed what the young
man was looking at. “Now, while we can take them by surprise!” Pointing his
staff, Micah unleashed a second sphere towards the figures by the entrance, the
orb closing rapidly on its arbitrary target.


Everyone
heard a woman’s cry of warning before someone stepped in front of the others.
The globe penetrating her chest, the woman crumbled into ash within seconds. As
rain began to fall, the ash washed away until nothing remained. Aiming his
staff once more, the remaining figures retreated into the temple before Micah
found another target.


James
touched the medallion and gained the black squirrel’s speed. As he stepped out
from behind the tree, Kay grabbed his arm.


“One
moment,” she said, reaching into her pouch. “Do your stuff, Halodust,”
she whispered. Withdrawing her hand, she lobbed a shining blue powder into the
air above him.


The
sparkling residue fell onto his hair and shoulders, and soon, a tingling spread
throughout his body.


“That
should keep you safe for a while.” Kay quickly kissed his cheek. “Now go and
get the medallion. I’ll be right behind you.”


James
sprinted across the clearing, arriving by the entrance in seconds. Peaking
inside, the crows flew past him and down the hall, the sound of gunfire soon
erupting within the temple. Pulling his head back, he bumped into Galen.


“The
guards have all been dealt with,” he said, his voice grimmer than usual.


“How
are we gonna get inside?” James asked. “They have guns and can shoot us if we
try to enter.”


Micah
and Kay arrived and took up positions on either side of the entrance.


“You
have Halodust on you,” Micah said. “Their weapons cannot harm you. You
and Galen enter the temple and locate the thieves. Kay and I will follow in one
of her shields.”


James
looked at each of his companions in turn. “Okay. I’m ready.”


Galen
changed form and flew on ahead. Stepping through the entrance, James entered
the temple.


***


Evelynn
couldn’t target the crows flying around the chamber. They vanished into the
shadows between dives at their heads, the continuous screeching creating chaos
for everyone. Wasting her initial volley of bullets, she needed to conserve her
remaining ammunition. With her coat left behind in the jeep, she was deprived
of her usual assortment of gadgets, including extra ammo clips.


After
witnessing Sandra’s death and the manner of how she died, Evelynn struggled
keeping the images of her former partner’s demise at bay. Knowing they had
grievously underestimated the enemy, she felt powerless to prevent more death,
at least not without some help. To make matters worse, they were trapped within
the temple with an unknown number of foes ready to kill them for the medallion
Jeremiah carried. Of the remaining people in the group, only Marcus was on the
verge of losing his composure. Jeremiah and Susan kept their cool even though
Sandra had disintegrated right in front of them.


“What
the hell is going on?” Marcus screamed.


Ignoring
his hysterical friend, Jeremiah ducked as a bird flew past. “My dear,” he said
to Susan, “I believe you’ll be needing this.” Reaching into his suit, he handed
her the medallion.


Susan
accepted it without hesitation, then produced a second one from her jacket’s
inner pocket.


Evelynn
wanted to ask why she had them both, but before she could, a huge crow swept
into the room.


“Look
out!” Marcus yelled, the crow flying directly at her.


She
recognized it right away. It was the same one that attacked her in Charmington,
the one she killed, only to see it disappear in a swirl of purple smoke. Now,
here it was, thousands of miles from where she saw it last and eager to return
a measure of revenge. Stepping aside, Evelynn avoided the bird’s talons.


Susan
made a move to help, but Jeremiah stopped her. “No! I want you to deal with
him,” he said, pointing up the hall towards the main entrance.


Evelynn
risked a quick glance. Someone stood by the entrance of the temple, a green
light gleaming from his belt buckle.


“As
you wish,” Susan said. A medallion in each hand, she left the chamber and
strolled confidently down the hallway. One of them began emitting a golden
light, the other medallion giving off a reddish glow.


A
crow flew at Marcus, but Evelynn shoved him clear. Using her gun as a bludgeon,
she sent the crow spiraling to the floor, the impact reducing it to a puff of
indigo smoke.


The
remaining crows descended on her. Raising her arms to protect her face, their
talons scraped across her skull. Her panic mounting, Evelynn wished for her
leather coat as she ran to escape the beaks tearing at her exposed flesh. Peaking
out between her fingers, the gun partially shielding her face, Evelynn searched
for the exit leading out of the chamber.


What
she saw instead was a stream of pure darkness spewing from her grandfather’s
mouth.


Evelynn
collapsed in front of Jeremiah, her gun clattering off the stone floor as she
succumbed to the shock of what she was witnessing and the relentless assault of
the attacking crows. His head thrown back as if laughing at the heavens, black
tentacles snaked outwards from the seething mass above Jeremiah’s head.
Knocking the crows away from her, the tentacles of dark matter smothered the
birds, each one turning to purplish smoke. Now, only the large crow remained.


Evelynn
saw her grandfather crumple to the ground, his body shuddering as he fell to
his hands and knees. Not more than a few inches apart, they gazed at one
another. Evelynn never experienced terror like she felt at that exact moment.
Her mind spinning, her world falling apart, she looked up at Jeremiah who
regained his footing, his sinister smile letting her know he was quite aware of
what dwelled inside him.


Refusing
the hand he offered, her feelings for the man who raised her–the man that had
given her every opportunity she ever had in life–died inside. She no longer
cared what his plans were and wanted nothing more than to leave this place and
this jungle forever.


Helping
Marcus up from the tumble he took after shoving him away, she pointed at the
undulating mass churning above her grandfather. “You see that?” she said
loudly. “That is what your friend is all about! That...thing was inside of him!”
Evelynn didn’t know how long it had occupied his body, but in her opinion, even
one day was much too long. The familial bond they shared now broken, she knew
she could never trust the man again; everything about Jeremiah was a lie.


The
large crow turned and headed for the exit. A spear-like appendage stretched out
from the black cloud and penetrated the crow, the purplish residue left behind
dissipating rapidly.


Marcus
stared at the retracting ribbon of black ash. “I don’t understand.”


“Then
I’ll explain it to you,” Jeremiah said, the wicked grin appearing once again.
“That, my friend, is Ebondust. It helped me achieve everything that I have. My
money, my status, without its assistance, well, I wouldn’t be the man standing
before you today. And now, with its help and guidance, together, we will
inherit the Earth!”


“You’re
insane!” Evelynn forced away the tears threatening to flow down her face. She
refused to shed a single one in front of Jeremiah, the man she once loved and
regarded as a father. Looking at him now, she no longer wanted any part of his
world of lies and secrets and dark ambitions.


“Now,
now, my daughter, I’m sure I taught you not to be rude to your elders. I did
just save your life, or at the very least, kept you from being hideously
scarred.” Jeremiah paused as he reached down and picked up the gun Evelynn
dropped. “So, who’s going to stand with me as I become king of the world?”


***


James
saw a figure slip out of the chamber, the torches revealing the contours of a
woman striding towards him. Closing the distance, her hands shimmered with
unearthly light, and even though the colors were not the familiar shade of
green, James knew what she held in each of her hands. The fact both were active
indicated her ability to wield more than one, unlike him. When he got the
chance, he would have to ask why no one informed him that the woman with the
gun was capable of using them. He would have thought this was important
information to know.


The
golden light brightened, the medallion unleashing a shimmering ray that blew
past him and through the entrance into the jungle beyond.


Entering
the temple, Micah and Kay stood on either side of James. Raising his staff, the
shaman summoned another dark sphere of death.


The
woman was much closer now. As she passed by another flickering torch, James
caught a brief glimpse of her face.


He
inhaled sharply. He felt certain he was mistaken, but knowing the end result of
Micah’s weapon, James needed to be sure. “Wait,” he screamed. “Pull out the
Stardrop! I want to see her face!”


“Why?”
Micah asked, his aim wavering.


“I
think that’s my mom!”


Kay
and Micah exchanged a look. Reaching into his pouch, the shaman pulled out the
orb. “Reveal her to us.”


Flying
towards the woman, the orb hovered out of reach above her head, its glow
driving back the darkness.


James
couldn’t believe it. How was this possible? “Mom? What–what are you doing? Why
are you here? How–” His voice choked off, his heart splintering at the sight of
her. A scowl twisting her mouth, she raised her hand and held out the red
medallion.


“Let’s
all step back.” Micah took hold of James’s arm and pulled him back through the
entrance.


They
all heard the faint buzzing noise coming from behind. Micah turned and gazed at
the jungle. “Kay, time for a shield,” he said, summoning the orb with a wave of
his hand.


“Whatever’s
happening is because of that woman,” Kay said. Reciting her charm, she tossed
powder into the air. As the bronze tinged bubble began forming around them,
they stared in the direction of the approaching sound.


That
is, but for James. “Mom! It’s me, James! Please, stop what you’re doing,” he
begged as he watched her standing just beyond the entrance, the medallion
sheathed in gold held high above her head, the other gleaming softly in her
lowered hand. He studied her face but her eyes were shielded by dark
sunglasses. In the end, though, it didn’t even matter. He clearly saw his words
hadn’t made an impression whatsoever.


But
he wasn’t going to give up on her. “Mom–please, please remember. I’m your son,
James. We’re a family–you, me and dad...” James stopped talking and approached
the inside of Kay’s protection bubble. Touching it, he tried pushing his hands
through to the other side.


“What
are you doing?” Kay yelled. “Whatever’s coming will be here soon!”


“I
don’t care! I have to try and reach her, no matter what!” Drawing on the
strength of a horse from his medallion, he forced his way through the sphere.


“Mom!
Please, look at me,” he said, coming towards her. Watching her wield the golden
medallion, he tended to believe what Kay had said about his mother causing the
disruption in the jungle.


Susan
gazed down at him. “Your mother doesn’t live here anymore,” she said before
shoving him away.


“It’s
coming!” Micah shouted.


James
lost his balance and hit the ground. Rolling onto his stomach, he stared at the
jungle, the buzzing noise filling his ears. A large shadow flowed out from
between the trees as hundreds of flying insects swarmed into the clearing.
Joined by ants, beetles and a variety of other bugs scurrying along the ground,
the protective shield was soon covered by legions of insects searching for a
way in.


They
were out of time. James couldn’t waste anymore of it trying to reach his
mother. He needed to knock the medallions from her grasp.


“Don’t
move, James.” A well dressed, elderly man appeared behind Susan. “Did you enjoy
your reunion with your mother?” he asked, pointing a gun at him. “Bit of a
surprise seeing her here, I bet.”


“What
have you done to her!”


“Oh,
nothing much,” Jeremiah replied. “I replaced her soul with a more compliant
one. And now, if you don’t mind, I’ll take that medallion you have.”


“Over
my dead body!” James screamed in rage.


“If
you insist.”


Jeremiah
pulled the trigger and James flinched at the sound. Expecting blinding pain as
the bullet passed through his chest, he was surprised he was able to stay on
his feet. Gazing down at the front of his hooded sweatshirt, there wasn’t any
blood or even a hole. It was Kay, James remembered. Her magical dust had
protected him from the bullet.


“Something
wrong with this gun?” Jeremiah muttered, his gaze shifting between the weapon
and James.


A
green shooting star streaked through the stormy sky. Changing trajectory, it
arched downwards and then straight towards the mouth of the temple. Passing
through the insect swarm, the emerald bolt scorched hundreds of tiny wings
while scattering plenty of insects into the rainy night. Continuing its forward
path, it went straight through Susan, then vanished within the depths of the
temple before shooting through the top of the pyramid and disappearing into the
night.


James
recognized the shape at the forefront of the emerald light. It was the head of
a dog, a breed he was quite familiar with. “Castle?”


Thrown
back violently by the force shooting through her, the medallions flew free from
Susan’s grasp. Landing hard on the floor, the back of her head cracked heavily
off the stone. Her opaque glasses now askew, James saw golden eyes shining
through rapidly fluttering eyelids.


The
strength of a horse still coursing through him, James charged forward, collided
into Jeremiah and sent the old man flying uncontrollably down the hall and back
into the shadows. Kneeling beside Susan lying semi-conscious inside the
entranceway, he cradled her head in one hand while adjusting her sunglasses to
conceal her eyes. “Mom! Can you hear me? Are you okay?”


“James!
The medallions–get them!”


He
heard the urgency in his mentor’s voice. Spotting them lying on the floor, the
glow from each had already gone out. Grabbing the one closest to him, he
neglected to secure the second medallion; it was further away and he wasn’t
going to leave his mother’s side to get it.


The
insects were retreating, the protective bubble coming into view as they crawled
off and dispersed into the jungle. “Kay, drop the shield but stay alert,” Micah
said. He ran towards the remaining medallion, but before he could wrap his
fingers around it, something yanked it out of reach.


“What
is that?” Kay yelled out, pointing inside the temple.


James
saw the old man suspended inside a floating mass of swirling black dust. He
looked injured and in a great deal of pain, yet he remained conscious, his lips
still moving. A slithering, black tentacle pulled the medallion along until it
hung inside the cloud alongside the broken man.


“James!
Get away from there! Don’t let it touch you!” Micah shouted.


But
James failed to respond. Looking at his mother lying prone on the ground, he
found it excruciatingly hard to leave her side.


Grabbing
him by the shoulders, Micah pulled him from the temple.


“No!
Let me go!” James resisted each step they retreated.


As
Kay resurrected her protective sphere and cut James off from Susan, the
seething mass of darkness enveloped his mother, and then it, along with the
injured Jeremiah, the medallion and Susan rose into the night, the continuing
rainfall obscuring them from view soon after.


Dropping
to his knees, James buried his face in his hands.
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After rejecting Jeremiah’s offer, Evelynn and Marcus were
allowed to go free. It seemed he didn’t consider them much of a threat, or
perhaps there were soft spots in his hardened heart for his granddaughter and
closest friend. Evelynn had no way of knowing; Jeremiah left them in the
chamber without saying another word.


Evelynn
had followed Marcus through a hidden passageway leading out of the temple.
Crouched in the jungle, they watched what occurred during the last few minutes.
She saw Jeremiah suffer injuries at the hands of the boy, but her days of
caring about him were now in the past. He walked arm in arm with something
sinister–something palpably evil–and she intended to dismantle everything he
owned before he could implement his plans to, as he so eloquently put it–inherit
the Earth.


He
was insane, of that she had no doubt, but he also had the money and resources
to see his plans through. With the aid of that creature and the power of the
medallions, he might very well succeed in taking the world for his own, or destroy
it in the process.


She
felt like a fool for following him so blindly. She delivered these magical
artifacts to him and never thought to ask a single critical question, even
after witnessing their power firsthand. But those days were over. From this
moment on she would work against Jeremiah and prevent him from achieving
anything substantial ever again.


Hidden
in the jungle, she saw the thing called Ebondust take to the skies with its
partners and a medallion secure in its embrace. Evelynn had been surprised to
learn the true identity of the woman named Susan; there seemed to be no end to
Jeremiah’s machinations. It was clear the boy was distraught seeing his mother
injured and then taken from him. Evelynn shouldered some of the blame, but this
wasn’t the time to make amends with James, not when emotions were still so raw.


Evelynn
had to wait for James and his companions to leave before she could take one of
the jeeps and return to civilization. She watched the young girl try to console
the heartbroken boy, the man standing over them and gazing at the trees.


Bursting
out from the jungle, twin nightmarish, pale green visions charged to the man’s
side. Evelynn had seen them before in the forests of British Columbia. The
strange trio mounted the ghostly beasts, the man on one while James and the
girl shared the other. The apparitions galloped off, a ball of orange light
suddenly appearing and leading the way into the jungle depths.


Evelynn
breathed in deeply, her stress leveling out as a quiet moment settled in around
her. Checking for any serious injuries, she felt lucky coming away with only
superficial scratches.


“Evey,”
Marcus whispered, “Do you know who those people were?”


“They’re
Jeremiah’s enemies. I guess that makes them the good guys.” Evelynn shook her
head and sighed. “Poor Sandra. She sacrificed herself and unknowingly saved the
life of a monster.”


“This
is all so crazy.” Getting to his feet, Marcus looked around as if expecting to
see creatures lurking nearby. “You’d better get going before the locals return.
They won’t be happy to find some of their people dead.”


“You’re
not coming?” she asked. “But what about Jeremiah?”


“I
can’t think about that right now. I have to sort things out–see if I can make
sense of what happened. Besides, I still have business here that I need to take
care of. I can’t afford to have a bad reputation with the locals, especially
when I’ll need their help on future excavations. I am an archaeologist, after
all.” Marcus extended his hand. “Good luck, Evey. You have my number. Call if
you need anything.”


Marcus
returned to the clearing and knelt beside one of the deceased mercenaries.


Evelynn
found the jeep with her leather coat stored in back. The key in the ignition,
she started it up, then drove off through the jungle.


***


The
rain had stopped as they followed the orb. James lost track of time, his mind
preoccupied by somber reflection. His arms around Kay’s slender waist, she firmly
held onto the horse’s mane.


His
mother’s face, a vision twisted by unreasoned anger, haunted his thoughts. And
even though they had accomplished what they set out to do and acquired another
medallion, he was left with a sense of losing something infinitely more
valuable.


No
one spoke, and after some time, they arrived back at the totem pole.


Micah
thanked the horses before dismissing them. After distributing pieces of the
Bird-Rock fruit, he placed a hand on James’s slouching shoulders. “I swear to
you, I will do everything I can to free your mother and return her to you as
she was. You will be a family again. Until that time, I offer you my home. You
can stay with us for as long as you wish.”


James
hugged the man tightly. “Thank you.”


“But
I do have expectations of you,” Micah said as James let go. “Your training
remains unfinished. There are secrets within the medallion you have yet to
discover.”


The
sky filled with an overwhelming green light. Shielding his eyes, James saw the
shooting star touch down near the waterfall. As the light faded away, the
ghostly form of a German shepherd remained behind.


“I’ll
be right back,” James said.


Kay
stepped forward. “I’ll go with you.”


Micah
touched her arm. “Let him do this. It’s a private matter.”


Crossing
the stream, James approached the flickering green form of his faithful friend. Castle’s
tail swayed rapidly as he knelt down before the dog. Attempting to hug his
loyal companion, his arms passed through the spectral image. “Oh, Castle, I am
so sorry. I didn’t mean for you to...”


Castle
barked, though it sounded from a great distance away.


“I
should never have brought you with me. I should have been smarter and left you
with Danny. We may not have been together, but you’d still be alive.” Wiping
tears away, James stared at the ground. “I hope you can forgive me.”


Sitting
back on his hind legs, Castle extended a front paw and placed it over James’s
hand. Though he couldn’t feel it, the boy understood the gesture.


Castle’s
ghostly appearance began to fluctuate and then an intense haze of
greenish-white light enveloped the dog. Rising above the trees, James watched
the emerald glow streak across the night sky before vanishing amongst the
countless stars.


“Goodbye,
my friend.” Retracing his steps, James returned to his companions.


“Are
you okay?” Kay asked.


“Not
really. But at least I know things can’t get much worse,” he said with a slight
smile. Eating his piece of dried fruit, James followed his companions to the front
of the totem pole. “I guess we don’t need to worry about Galen.”


“No,
we do not,” Micah said. “Spirits are extremely resilient. Regardless of what
happened to him in the temple, we will see Galen again.”


“Hurting
Galen is another reason to destroy that old man and his black dust cloud,” Kay
said.


“I
agree.” Micah held his granddaughter’s shoulders. “I’m glad you are here,
Kayshawni Warm-Feather. You are a strong and capable young woman and I am proud
to have you as my granddaughter. If you had not joined us, had not spoken up
and offered your help, I have no doubt we would have failed and lost everything
to what opposes us.”


Kay
smiled, her eyes shining brightly as love filled them up. Hugging her
grandfather, she looked at James.


He
nodded in silent agreement.


The
properties of the fruit took hold, the portal coming into view. As James
watched his friends enter the energy vortex, he silently vowed to return and
finish what the old man and his black cloud started here tonight.
















Epilogue


Four days had come and gone since James disappeared. The
police were relentless in their questioning, and even though Danny stuck to his
story of being knocked unconscious during his friend’s disappearance, he knew
they weren’t entirely convinced of his honesty. But no matter how hard they
tried to get him to reveal what he knew of what happened to James, they
couldn’t get information from him regarding something he didn’t know anything
about.


And
now, during this round of questioning, they dropped a bombshell on him: James
wasn’t the only member of the Mason family to go missing; Susan had also
vanished around the same period of time. Of course, Danny wasn’t aware of this
and his reaction must have shown that; they finished up their questioning
shortly thereafter.


Danny
exited the station, the police finished with him for the moment. The beautiful
day in late June escaped his notice as he absorbed this new and somewhat
ominous revelation. The fact both James and his mother disappeared couldn’t be
a coincidence, but he also couldn’t see a connection, at least not yet.


Lost
in thought, he descended the stairs to the parking spots lining the front of
the station. Reaching his car, he heard his name over the din of the outside
world.


“Danny.
Hey, Danny. Can I speak with you?”


He
glanced in the direction of the voice and was surprised to find James’s father
standing on the sidewalk.


“Mr.
Mason?”


“Hello,
Danny. Can we talk?”


“Sure.”
Danny thought the man looked different. His eyes were clear and sharp, his hair
shorter than usual. Wearing a well-tailored suit and black shoes, he approached
Danny with his hand extended.


“I
need your help,” Mr. Mason said as they shook hands. “Can you help me find my
wife and son?”
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