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The fire burned bright at the bottom of the massive pit, casting light and intense heat around its perimeter in waves washing over the hundreds in gathered closely around it. The pit was massive, more than sixty feet across and twenty feet deep. At its center, surrounded by the roiling flames, was a dark pedestal of the hardest stone found on the island of Garimos. A narrow bridge of the same stone extended to the southern edge of the pit, opposite the collective of small houses and buildings clustered together on the north side of the ceremonial pit. Gray smoke rose almost lazily above the fire to be blown away quickly by the frigid wind that blew harshly and constantly from the north, but those in the crowd didn’t appear to notice.

A lone figure stood at the center of the pedestal with his arms stretched out to his sides. The flames swirled around him, but none of them touched him, seeming to ignore him as if he wasn’t there. His long, dark blond hair seemed almost highlighted by the glow of the fire and his dark eyes were open wide, staring to the north, unblinking as he seemed to not even see those gathered to watch the ceremony. His sharp features were set in dark relief as his head leaned slightly forward, flickering light casting swirling shadows across his face. He wore a dark robe that reached to his bare feet and the flames licked at the cloth, but quickly withdrew after nearing the material like a child retreating from a hot stove. The fingers of his left hand were splayed wide. His right hand was missing, having been amputated shortly after his arrival on the island and before preparations for the ritual began. Those preparations had taken quite some time, first learning the language of the residents then the details of his role as the one to supposedly lead the Faelin, but he was ready to take the final step, the one that would give him the power he needed and wanted, the power to destroy the one he saw as the person to have denied him the one thing he wanted most.

Those gathered around to watch the performance of the ritual; all dressed alike in long-sleeved tunics and thick trousers, stared intently as they intoned softly, “Aval Digas. Aval Digas.”

Todd Simms could barely feel the heat. It was more like a day at the height of a summer day in Mississippi than standing at the center of a raging inferno. He didn’t understand how he was able to tolerate it, but he wasn’t going to complain. He knew that by successfully completing the ritual he would be given control over the entirety of the Faelin community.

In preparation for the ritual, he’d learned the history of the Faelin, a group that departed the Land once the Khelaan had arrived and taken control of the People. Those remaining still considered them to be a cult worshipping the dark side of the Maelis, the god-like entities that were the spiritual focus of the natives. He didn’t fully understand it, but he knew that being in command of nearly a thousand people meant he would have the resources to finally take down the one person that had set him on the path to his new-found role with the Faelin and had taken everything from him. That person was Kyle Slade and he had become the leader of the People, referred to as the Villagers by the Khelaan. 

He hadn’t witnessed the defeat of the Khelaan, but the present leader of the Faelin, Nai Loscal, had informed him of it shortly after he’d awakened on the island, and explained that he was destined to become Aval Digas, the One-Handed Warrior to lead them back into their native land. It would give him power to be an even match for Kyle Slade and the two were destined to meet and battle until only one survived. Todd knew the training he’d been given and the abilities he would receive following the ritual, if he survived it, along with his hatred would allow him to easily defeat the one that had ruined his life at home on Earth by taking away the woman he had professed to love, Lori Satterfield.

He looked up and saw the trio he’d become closest with since his arrival standing at the far end of the bridge. Nai Loscal stood with his arms folded across his chest, watching almost suspiciously, like he had no faith in his own belief of Todd being the chosen one. Beside him stood the woman that revealed the most about the ritual and his role. Avela Ryisha was the daughter of the Village’s Sayer, Vima Ryisha, and had the same connection to the Maelis he had, though she dealt with the dark side of the god-entities. And beside her stood the one guy from home that turned out to be a true friend. David Patterson was a short, skinny guy with a shock of red hair, pale skin, and dark green eyes. Todd had always thought of him as a nerd, but he’d proven there was more to him than Todd had known before they’d arrived on this strange world. During the process of revealing the details of the prophecy to him, it had been noted that David fit the characteristics of the Needy Prophet, the one to go before him and announce his imminent arrival to those remaining with Slade. It would put David in harm’s way, but the guy was willing to take the chance and Todd wouldn’t stop him.

The solemn chanting continued, low and somewhat reverent, and Todd wondered how much longer he would have to endure the fire. The heat didn’t bother him and the fire wouldn’t touch him, but he was growing tired of standing there with his arms held out. He’d been in great shape before entering the portal that brought them to a new world, but standing still for that long was taxing, his balance thrown off a bit by his missing hand. The loss of the limb bothered him a bit, but he knew it had been injured beyond repair and the ritual was supposed to give him a much better replacement. He knew what he had to do, but wasn’t sure how to go about it. 

The prophecy, as had been revealed to him, claimed he had to accept the fire and allow it to become part of him. It would then be his greatest weapon and his greatest defense against the Enlightened Warrior of the Villagers, Kyle Slade. He just didn’t know how to make it happen.

As his arms grew tired to the point he didn’t think he could hold them up any longer, a requirement for the ritual, he began to focus on the fire. He knew he had to accept it and make it a part of him and he focused on drawing the heat into himself like he did on a cold night as he wrapped himself in a thick blanket. 

As he began focusing on the fire, it began to slowly swirl around him. It picked up speed gradually and a heavy roaring sound like wind through the trees during a hurricane, something he was very familiar with, built along with the fire and quickly overpowered the steady sound of the chanting. He closed his eyes and focused on the idea of drawing the fire to him, letting it fill him and consume him in a way that wouldn’t destroy him. If it did happen and he died in the process, at least the whole thing would be over and he wouldn’t have to worry about anything ever again.

He began to feel it. He could feel the fire moving toward him and somehow understood it. His eyes snapped open and his mouth opened in a silent scream as the fire shifted, became a narrow ribbon of flame spinning toward his open mouth. He didn’t try to close his mouth or turn away from it. He accepted it and allowed it to flow into his mouth and down his throat.   Surprisingly, he felt nothing more than the sensation of a long, deep breath. The air was a little warm, but he’d experienced it numerous times during summer workouts with the football team.

It took a few moments for the fire to completely pull away from the fuel at the bottom of the pit; a number of logs culled from the surrounding forest, and was completely drawn inside of him, leaving only smoking and charred wood at the bottom of the pit. Once the last of the flames entered his mouth, he closed it and slowly lowered his arms. 

He felt the fire within him, a rumble like the anger he felt whenever his thoughts turned to Kyle Slade and an evil smile crept across his face as he realized the fire was part of him and would be with him until the very end.

He started forward, walking slowly and confidently across the narrow bridge as the huge crowd fell utterly and instantly silent. All eyes were on him, expressions of awe and reverence on every face. Their eyes tracked him as he walked slowly across the narrow bridge to the edge of the pit where Nai, Avela, and David waited. Nai lowered his arms to his sides as Todd neared the edge of the pit. The Squire nodded as Todd stepped off the bridge and onto the frozen ground surrounding the pit, his feet leaving marks in the frozen ground as his internal heat melted easily through the layer of frost and the icy ground beneath it.

Todd turned to his left, toward the trio, and they turned to face him. Nai took a slow step forward and said, “You have proven yourself. You are Aval Digas, the One-Handed Warrior and the power is yours. Now show the people the truth.”

He turned to face the majority of the crowd and held up his right arm. The sleeve of the robe fell away to reveal the stump of the arm ending just above the wrist. As he held it up, a flicker of flame appeared along the deep scar across the stump then began growing and swirling until it took on the shape of a fiery hand.

“The power is mine.” Todd called out and grinned maliciously, “It is mine and I will use it to destroy their Enlightened Warrior, Kyle Slade, and we will return to our homes. We will reclaim the land of our ancestors.”
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The view from the top of the hill behind the former Citadel was magnificent, a vista that stretched into the distance over hills and valleys, a plain speaking of life and its promise. They’d been in possession of the massive structure for more than two months and Kyle Slade hadn’t yet taken the time to climb the hill, the edge of a small mountain, until that day. He’d been too busy working to put a new society together while helping the Villagers adapt to the technology left by the Khelaan. It was slow going, but they were smart and soon began to learn. 

He sat on a small protrusion of rock wearing the same clothing he’d been wearing since shortly after his arrival in the Village, the black leather pants and boots he’d been wearing on the day of the transference, but had discarded the matching jacket for the soft, dark green, sleeveless tunic the People had given him. He sat with his elbows resting on his things, leaning slightly forward, and stared at the view ahead of him as he thought about everything they’d gone through since things had changed completely during the Homecoming pep rally at school. It had seemed like too much at times, but he’d done as he always did and pushed through the tough times. The tough times had grown tougher after their arrival and so much had changed. Once the situation had finally been resolved, they began to shift focus from defeating the invaders to rebuilding the world’s society, restructuring it to let them advance as should’ve been before the arrival of the Khelaan. Kyle had immersed himself in the process and spent most of each day focused on the day to day tasks necessary for the growth of the People.

He’d also spent great deal of time with Lori. She was having difficulty in adapting to the idea of being pregnant without the medical facilities available at home. With the portal device working, he’d considered sending her back, at least when it was closer to the time of birth, giving her access to the hospital and doctors she trusted, but they hadn’t discussed that idea. It was all he could do to convince her she’d done the right thing in not ending the pregnancy when she’d had the chance and he’d successfully altered the genetic structure of the fetus to remove all traces of Khelaan DNA. She still had occasional nightmares about it, dreams that the baby would be born as another Mansada or Kaemos. Neither of them wanted that and it was growing more and more difficult to convince her it wasn’t going to happen, that the baby was purely theirs, though they hadn’t consummated their relationship until they’d been given the marital blessings of both Sayer Ryisha and Uncle Walt.

After a little more than two months of constant work, Kyle needed a break. He didn’t want to take what would’ve been considered a vacation and leave the area for days. He felt that a little time away from everything, from keeping the society of the Villagers intact and helping introduce them to a modern world to aiding the others from Earth in adapting to their new world would help his mental state. He wanted to get away for a few hours with nothing to occupy his mind. He wanted rest, but his body still craved physical activity. He finally decided to get up early and climb the hill to see what was on the other side. He’d only been on that particular side of the Citadel once before, when he and Matt had infiltrated to rescue a small group of girls from the prison inside, and he hadn’t taken much time to observe his surroundings. With nothing there to threaten him or the others, he could look at it peacefully and see what lay beyond it.

The vista was incredible. It felt almost like being atop a mountain looking down at a wide valley, though it was more of a canyon than a valley and the rocky terrain was less of a mountain than just a huge outcropping with the two wide rivers running through it, cutting the stone even more as the water sluiced through the canyon and made way for even more. There were few trees past the rise and only a bare landscape heading north toward the part of the land that he’d yet to explore. He had no real desire to explore and definitely didn’t have the time. There had been so much going on and so much still left to do that he was grateful for the short time he had to just sit there and relax, reflecting on everything that had happened since the defeat of the Khelaan and the ousting of their survivors.

The first thing had been to restore and calibrate the device that allowed them to travel between worlds. It hadn’t taken much once they’d restored full power to the Citadel and he found it somewhat amazing that the Khelaan Priests, the ones to supposedly worship science and technology, had been unable to properly operate the device to be more of a true portal than the random delivery system that had brought him and the others there. 

Once they’d worked with the power grid and brought it up to its maximum, the systems all started functioning properly. Again, it amazed him that a technologically advanced race like the Khelaan had been unable to figure out such simple things like converting the kinetic energy of the flowing rivers to electrical current. Their science seemed to be little more than wishful thinking, though he had to admit that the devices they found in the Citadel were quite a bit more advanced than anything on Earth. 

Though the technology was incredible, Kyle was more taken with the almost supernatural things that had taken place, especially within him, Matt, and Lori. He never would’ve imagined doing any of the things he found himself capable of after accepting the role of the Enlightened Warrior and taking the leadership role within the society. 

The Villagers had surprisingly followed his lead without question. They’d been immersed in the ancient prophecies presented to them by Vima Ryisha since the arrival of the Khelaan and his actions had fulfilled them, having them see him as their messiah. In the weeks following their arrival, Kyle had followed the steps in the prophecy to prove he was their Enlightened Warrior, though he’d initially followed the plan in hopes of getting the Villagers to assist him in attacking the Citadel to rescue the others from Earth that were imprisoned. Along the way, he’d found that he did meet the criteria and the plan proved he was the messiah of their prophecy that was to lead them to freedom. Still, his main focus had been to rescue the others, primarily Lori, and the true freedom his actions had given the Villagers was really nothing more than coincidence.

He’d been surprised as they’d worked through the plan to find that his best friend, Matt Keller, was also destined to play an important role. He’d been given abilities of his own, more magical in nature than the powers Kyle had received. Matt was known as the Magister and could manipulate forces Kyle couldn’t quite comprehend. Lori had been the real surprise, though. She had been given the ability to heal and had been extremely helpful in the aftermath of the final confrontation with the Khelaan. She’d been able to heal even nearly fatal wounds, but it sapped her strength. She needed quite a bit of rest after that and Kyle had done his best to keep her from reaching that point again.

She was pregnant with his child, though it had started out as a Khelaan embryo, and he’d used one of his abilities to alter the DNA of the embryo and replace the Khelaan DNA with his own. Now, the child would be fully his, but it didn’t feel quite right for some reason. It definitely wasn’t the traditional way of conceiving a child for two people in love, but he would learn to live with it.

He was undeniably in love with Lori Satterfield. They weren’t married in a conventional sense as it would’ve been on Earth, but the relationship was definitely there. He hoped that they would one day return to Earth and legitimize the relationship, go through the more traditional wedding ceremony, but the time hadn’t yet arrived and he didn’t know when it would happen.

He also had to deal with the grief brought about by the great losses they’d suffered. He’d mourned for Mai Loscal, the Village Squire, and the others that died during their battles and as a result of the Khelaan actions prior to his arrival, but the hardest one for him to deal with was the death of his mother.

She’d vanished from his life when he was a child, barely out of elementary school and had long been thought that she’d run away with their family’s oldest friend, Walter Gordon. The two had a mutual scientific background in Physics and had worked together on a few projects before Kyle’s birth.  She’d left the research field and found a position as a teacher, as had the man he called Uncle Walt. A couple of years later, the two had mysteriously vanished.

It had been believed, mostly by his father, that his mother and Uncle Walt had run off together, most likely having left the country to sell their technology to another country. The truth was far stranger and turned out to be an even bigger surprise than that of being dragged through a portal to another world. The technology the two had been working on had inadvertently created a portal to this world, the one that still had no name, and arrived to find the Khelaan already in full control of the land with the inhabitants subjugated.

The Khelaan had taken the technology and, with his mother’s help, developed it into a method of traveling between worlds. The problem they’d been unable to correct was the focal point of the energy required to transport matter through the portal. It focused like a cone. It could center on one location, sending people from this world to another, but the return trip spread them over a wide area. It had taken Kyle a while to figure it out and make the necessary adjustments to have both ends of the quantum tunnel open in specific locations. It had to do with the dynamic of the initial transit point and the spatial dimensions of the generator. With a little tinkering and a little math, he’d figured it out and had the tunnel operating the way he needed.

Uncle Walt had been impressed and mildly surprised that he hadn’t thought of the idea first. It was, after all, partially his invention, but he did appreciate Kyle’s intellect and ability to solve those kinds of problems, harboring no ill feelings toward him for having resolved the issue so quickly. It had been years since Walt had anything to do with the project and Kyle’s mother had made so many modifications to the original design that it was hardly the same device he remembered, making Kyle’s fresh look on it a better way to fix it. 

They’d all gone through so much and Walt had suggested there was more to come. He hadn’t yet explained any of it, claiming he needed to do more research with the numerous books of prophecy in his possession and several other volumes Ryisha still held. He’d been working on it a bit over the past few weeks, but hadn’t yet revealed anything to Kyle. When asked about it, Walt had simply stated that he didn’t want to speculate and wouldn’t say anything until he had it all figured out as best he could. It was frustrating, but Kyle was patient and would wait as long as Walt felt was necessary.

There were, after all, a number of things that still needed to be done. The portions of the Citadel damaged during the final battle were in the process of being repaired, but they were far from complete and other sections damaged during the LifeShip’s initial crash onto the planet were almost beyond repair. Bart Marcovich, the football player that had been the chief flunky of Todd Simms, the guy who’d been after Kyle for quite a while, was now with them and had been putting his brute strength and surprising knowledge of construction to use in coordinating the repair efforts. He'd turned out to be quite a good person and was well on his way to becoming a friend. He was, like Kyle and Matt, a DNA donor to keep the pregnant girls from giving birth to children that would be half Khelaan. He’d chosen to remain there, claiming there was nothing left for him at home and he felt more useful and comfortable with the Villagers than with his own family. Kyle understood that completely.

As he looked out over the rocky ground and the winding rivers, he wondered if he would ever return to Earth. It felt like a different lifetime, a bad dream, and wasn’t sure he would ever feel like going back. He knew part of it stemmed from his social status in school. He’d been seen as a tough guy ready to jump into a fight at any provocation, with no friends and no hope for the future. After having been on this planet for a few months, he was leading the native civilization into a new era. They were free of Khelaan subjugation for the first time in nearly three decades. They’d taken control of the Khelaan Citadel, the remains of their LifeShip that brought them to the world. There didn’t seem to be anything left other than to continue growing as a civilization, building a better life for the Villagers and those from Earth now seen as part of them.

Still, the fear of something else, some other entity arriving to challenge the survival of the Villagers, remained in his mind and felt a twinge of anxiety as he thought about it. He wished Uncle Walt would finish his research and tell him what to expect.

After a short while, as the sun began its descent toward the horizon behind him and the shadows in the valley began to deepen, he heard something behind him, the sound of loose rocks falling down the steep slope between him and the Citadel. The sound was too regular and even for it to be a natural occurrence and he knew that someone was approaching. Rather than turning around to wait and watch, he closed his eyes and stretched out with his senses. He’d been given the ability to let him focus on an individual and determine their precise location. He’d since learned to use the ability in another way, to reach out and determine the identity of anyone close to him. With that, he reached out and found the person moving slowly up the hillside. A warm smile crossed his face, almost hidden beneath the thick beard he’d grown since arrival, as the comforting image of Lori appeared in his mind.

She climbed the hill easily. She’d grown a little thinner since their arrival, spending more time working on the rebuilding than she should, but she wouldn’t listen to Kyle and focused on the reconstruction rather than taking care of herself. She wanted everything to be ready when the baby arrived. He worried about her condition a great deal, but he trusted her to know what she was doing and he didn’t try to argue with her or tell her what to do. 

He turned around as she reached the top of the hill and started toward him. She flashed him a broad smile, stretching her full lips to reveal her perfect teeth. Her long hair, light brown bordering on blond, flowed around her shoulders. It hadn’t been trimmed since their arrival and it was a little ragged at the ends, but she didn’t care. There were more important things to worry about. She was wearing the jeans and t-shirt she’d picked up on their final visit home. She had a few pair and kept them all immaculately clean, knowing it would be a long time until they would be able to return for a shopping trip and she wasn’t ready to start wearing native clothing. Her emerald green eyes, flashing with a touch of gold, seemed to stand out and that sight always took Kyle’s breath away. Those eyes, set in such a perfect face, presented an incredible visage, one he could look at for the rest of his life.

She walked toward him and said, “I wondered where you went. Gara Omak finally told me you were here.”

Kyle frowned, “How did he know?”

She shrugged and moved up beside him, “I don’t know. I guess the Squire has to keep tabs on the Enlightened Warrior, just in case.”

“I guess so,” he said as she sat down beside him. “Now what brings you here?”

“It’s Uncle Walt,” she said almost solemnly. “He said he’s found something in those old books and wants to talk to you about it. He wouldn’t tell me what it was, but he didn’t seem to like it very much.”

Kyle nodded slowly, his frown remaining, “He said there was something else coming and I guess he knows what it is now. I’ll have to talk to him about it, but not right now.”

She leaned against him and he placed his right arm around her shoulders, pulling her a bit closer. She then leaned her head against his shoulder, feeling the soft fabric of his tunic against her cheek.

“What are you doing out here anyway?” she asked.

He glanced down at her and said, “I just needed a break and I’ve never really taken a good look at this area before. The last time I was here, Matt and I didn’t quite get this far before we got in the river and broke into the Citadel.”

She looked up and let out a light sigh, “That was the day you rescued us. It feels like a lifetime ago.”

He nodded, “Yeah, it sure does. So much has changed since then, but at least most of it’s for the better.”

“Yeah,” she nodded as well and looked out across the rocky ground. “But it is a great view. I hope it helps you relax a little. You’ve been really tense since the big battle.”

“I’m trying,” he said. “There’s just so much that has to be done and I’m effectively in charge of this whole thing now. I’m not sure I can handle it.”

She sat up and looked at him, glaring, “You can handle it, Kyle. You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met, and I don’t mean just physically. You do need a break from time to time, though. Everyone does.”

He nodded and pulled her close again, “There’s not much time for that right now. Maybe once we get everything squared away in the Citadel, I’ll take a day or two and we’ll go exploring or something.”

“Before the baby gets here, I hope.”

“Definitely,” he nodded. “And before you get too far along.”

“Right,” she said and shifted away a little. “But I think you need to go talk to Uncle Walt. Let’s see what he has to say.”

“Right,” he grumbled, groaning slightly, then started to stand. “Let’s get it over with and move on.”

He stood up then helped Lori to her feet and they started toward the Citadel hand in hand.
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Walter Gordon sat in the large room he’d claimed as his office on the lowest level of the Citadel, adjacent to the room serving as his quarters. He knew the Khelaan had used the small chamber as a holding cell for their male prisoners, but it was just the right size for his intended purpose, which was merely a place to sleep. He’d grown more than accustomed to the small space in the mountain cave high where he’d lived after his initial escape from the Citadel and the period when the Villagers, the People, had seen him as their spiritual guide, a position he’d taken shortly after he’d reached the cave and encountered the man that was truly the spiritual guide of the People. The small room at the base of the Citadel was just what he needed.

He’d often felt responsible for Kyle and the others from Earth being there due to his part in creating and modifying the device that opened a portal between worlds, but he knew his work had helped fulfill the prophecy leading to freedom for the People. Still, he couldn’t help feeling guilty about the situation and did everything he could to help remedy it.

His hope had been for them to succeed in removing the Khelaan from power as had been stated in the prophecy and return to Earth, leaving this small world in their past, but Kyle had changed that plan by deciding to remain and continue his role as the Enlightened Warrior, the new leader of the People. It had further surprised him that a few others chose to remain as well, particularly the five girls impregnated during the Khelaan experiments. It wasn’t that much of a surprise that Lori, bearing Kyle’s child, and Paula, bearing Matt’s, had chosen to remain with those men. He hadn’t been sure about Bart at first, but he was proving to be a useful individual and a devoted follower of Kyle. Of course, with his choice to remain, the girl that had chosen him to provide the DNA to help remove the Khelaan influence, Chelsea Graham, had chosen to remain as well. It was the other two, Corinne Jameson and Stacy Kingston, that worried Walter the most. Neither of them had anyone to act as father for their child, but Corinne had chosen Matt to provide the DNA and Stacy had chosen Kyle. After discussing the matter with Lori and Paula, the idea had been accepted, but Walter had no idea what would happen once the children were born. 

There was still more ahead for them and he hoped it wouldn’t affect their situation as much as it seemed from what he’d been reading. There had been hints of additional troubles in the original books of prophecy, the ones detailing the rise of the messiah and the eventual fall of the Khelaan, but it hadn’t gone into specifics. It had taken him quite a while and a great deal of research to find the particular passages relating to the next part of the ancient prophecy. They were well-hidden in the books, spread out over nearly a dozen volumes, and it had taken him more than a month to piece it all together into something coherent, something to give him an idea of what to expect.

He didn’t like it at all. Unlike the quest to prove Kyle was the Enlightened Warrior, this one had no defined outcome. He wouldn’t be trying to prove himself again. He was to be given a task challenging his position within the society, but it had the potential for reuniting two factions separated since the arrival of the Khelaan. There was an additional factor involved, but he didn’t quite understand what it meant. He hoped that Kyle would be able to give him some insight into it through his own natural intelligence and ability to work through such word puzzles. 

He just didn’t know where to begin. Of course, it would start and end with Kyle, but Walter seemed to have no part in the process. He hadn’t learned enough from the man that had been in the position previously and hadn’t delved far enough into the mythology and prophecy to go beyond the one concerning the arrival of the messiah and his freeing of the People. The old man hadn’t even suggested there was anything more and Walter had just happened on it while researching the things Kyle needed to do in order to remove the Khelaan oppression. Now, after having studied it for a while, he was afraid Kyle might not survive.

It was too much to think about on his own. He needed Kyle’s input before he could make a decision. From what he’d read so far, it seemed like there was nothing anyone could do. It was going to happen, if it was as reliable as the prophecy concerning Kyle’s initial quest, and those things would happen. It might be better if Kyle knew about them and at least attempt to figure out what it all meant.

He’d found Lori a short while earlier as she was making her way from the dining area to the quarters she shared with Kyle. She was looking for him and Walter suggested he might be behind the Citadel, a place he’d recently talked about visiting. He said he needed a break after all he’d been doing for several weeks and wanted a little time to himself. Lori had been reluctant to go after him, knowing Kyle was under a great deal of stress, but Walter claimed it was important and she told him she would find him. He tried estimating the time it would take her to reach the area, find Kyle, and convince him to return, but he underestimated it and grew anxious as he waited.

He looked through his notes for the hundredth time and shook his head as he once again tried to make sense of it. There were things mentioned he’d never before heard of, such as the Faelin and the Beraz. All he could gather was that those referred to some sort of groups. He just needed more input and was reluctant to go to one of the People with it until Kyle had seen it. He didn’t want to start another panic like what had happened when Kyle had first arrived and started fulfilling their prophecies. 

Finally, as the anxiety was starting to get the better of him, Kyle appeared in the open doorway of the room he called his study. He appeared silently, as he always did, and just stood there for a few seconds before Walter noticed his presence. Kyle liked to do that, just stand there and wait without making a sound until he was recognized.

When Walter noticed, he sat up with a start and looked quickly over his shoulder. He relaxed and heaved a tired sigh when he saw Kyle then said, “Come in. I desperately need to talk to you.”

“What is it?” Kyle asked and entered the room, his footfalls still silent against the metal floor.

Walter picked up his notes and shook the pages as he said, “This is the problem. I told you there was something else coming, something else you’d have to deal with, and this is it.”

Kyle frowned and looked around, spotting another chair in the corner of the room to his right. He walked over, picked it up, and brought it to Walter’s massive desk. He placed it on the floor at Walter’s left and sat down.

“Okay,” Kyle said with a sharp nod. “Tell me what’s going on.”

“That’s just it,” Walter said. “I don’t really have a clue. This doesn’t make a lot of sense to me. I’ve translated what I can, but there are still a few things that I’ve never seen before and can’t translate.”

“Let’s hear it,” Kyle said and placed his hands on his knees, leaning slightly forward.

“Okay,” Walter said and looked at the page in his hand. “This came from a number of different sources, but they all appear to be connected. The first one mentions a prophet, but not like the ancient prophets foretelling the future. This one is more of a speaker. It says he will come ahead of the Hand. He will declare the intention of the Hand, to claim his rightful place as leader of the People. He will challenge the Enlightened Warrior with the aid of those that have been deposed and will disrupt the flow of the past.”

He looked up and asked, “What do you think that means?”

Kyle thought about it for a second then said, “Well, it seems to me that someone is coming from somewhere else and wants to take what we’ve built. He wants to be the one to lead the People. I think the deposed it mentions could be the Khelaan. They’re the only ones I know to have been deposed.”

“Right,” Walter nodded. “That makes sense. But what about disrupting the flow of the past?”

“Not sure,” Kyle shook his head. “It could just mean he plans to change things.”

“But who could it be?” Walter frowned. “I thought we were all that remained.”

Kyle shrugged, “I have no idea. What else does it say?”

Walter looked at his paper again and read, “The Faelin Hand of Fire and the Prophet will claim what has been usurped and will remove it. The Enlightened Warrior will be displaced and his focus will be challenged. Great changes will occur to be repaired with the aid of Beraz.”

Kyle again thought about it, replayed the words in his mind, then rubbed his grizzled chin with his left hand and said, “It seems this Hand is planning to take over. We claimed the Citadel and the power of the Khelaan. Maybe they’re going to attack and retake this building.”

“I don’t know,” Walter shook his head slowly. “The line about removing it doesn’t seem to fit. How will they remove the whole thing?”

Kyle sat up and said, “Maybe they’ll attempt to destroy it, blow it up or something.”

“Could be,” Walter nodded slowly. “Or it could be about something else entirely. It could be taking about your power. You claimed it and this Hand might try to claim it for himself.”

“Well, we won’t know until they try,” Kyle said and drew in a deep breath. “What about the other part? Faelin? What is that? And what is Beraz?”

“I have no idea,” Walter said and looked at him directly. “I’ve been searching for those names in the books I have, but there’s nothing there. Of course, there are a couple of books with missing sections and there are some volumes missing. I guess we’ll have to ask someone, most likely Ryisha or Omak.”

“If it’s that big a deal, maybe we should,” Kyle said and sat up straight, shrugging. “It can’t hurt to have as much information as possible.”

“Right,” Walter said and turned his chair toward Kyle. “I’ve been a bit reluctant to speak with anyone about this until I had your input. Now, I think we should both talk to them and get the information at the same time.”

“Well,” Kyle leaned forward, ready to stand up. “I know Ryisha was on the top level working through Mansada’s control room. Let’s talk to him first. He’s more likely to have more information.”

“Good idea,” Walter said and they both stood up.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Vima Ryisha walked slowly around the chamber that had once been the seat of power for Lord Mansada, the Supreme Patrarch of the Khelaan dynasty. Now, it lay in ruins, partially due to the man’s final confrontation and demise. There had been a fight and his anger had also been partially responsible for the damage done to the chamber. Ryisha didn’t know why he was there, exactly. He just felt there would be something about it that would give him a clue as to the real purpose behind the presence of the Khelaan and where they’d come from. It wasn’t vital for him to know these things, but it had been plaguing him since their arrival a generation past. He didn’t understand the mentality of people so desperate to control another.

As he thought about it, he considered it might not be a good idea to know those things. If he understood why they chose to be as they were, he might succumb to their way of thinking and do something to harm the People. He believed he would never do anything like it, but there was always a chance. It was a risk to delve into the information, but he was willing to take the risk to satisfy his own curiosity and possibly shed some light on the true reason the Khelaan had chosen to remain so long. He also hoped it would allow him to do something beneficial for the People or at least learn enough about the Khelaan and be prepared should more of them arrive. 

Unlike the natives, the Khelaan had not recorded their daily activities, but he’d hoped to at least find a journal of some sort Mansada would’ve kept to eventually inform his homeworld of their activities. He would have been proud of his accomplishments, at least until the arrival of Kyle Slade, in subjugating the People and forcing them into slavery as well as their advances in technology.

He moved slowly through the surprisingly spacious chamber and looked over everything carefully. The massive desk against one wall was in ruins, shattered beyond repair and almost split in half. He expected any recording Mansada might have made of his activities would be an electronic recording and most likely connected to the desk. In its current state, Ryisha doubted anything would remain. He felt certain either Kyle or Walter would be able to repair it or at least find a way to extract the information, but he still wasn’t sure he wanted either of them to know his reasons for wanting it.

He continued to look around, moving slowly and examining everything, trying to touch nothing. The hard soles of his lightweight boots practically rang against the metal floor, but he barely noticed. His attention was elsewhere, his thoughts confused and frustrated. He had altered his mode of dress since Kyle’s arrival in the Village that seemed to now hover in the distant past of his memory. Instead of the traditional Sayer’s robes he’d worn through the final conflict with the Khelaan he’d adopted a more informal wardrobe. He wore loose trousers of a lighter gray than those most of the others wore while his tunic remained the same dark red of his robes. If the robes weren’t there to display his position, the color of his tunic would. 

There wasn’t much else in the chamber signifying the former Khelaan presence. There were no symbols or designs indicating Mansada had once occupied the chamber and Ryisha took that as a good sign. It meant their presence had not been intended to be permanent and Kyle’s intention of using it to house the People was most likely the right thing to do. Most of them still thought of themselves as Villagers, their history having been taken away and corrupted by the presence of the Khelaan with the force behind it provided by Kaemos and his cadre of Warlords. They needed a reminder of who they were and their rich history, but it wasn’t yet time for it to become a monument to the past. Once the situation was settled and their position in the building was secure, he would make sure they all remembered everything about their history.

He knew the original purpose for the chamber. It had been a secure command post for the commander of the ship as it transported the Khelaan through the vastness of space from a home of unknown origin to a destination never decided. He didn’t understand how it worked, but he knew it to be true. The chamber wasn’t the primary control center, merely a secure location for one person to control the ship. He imagined Mansada had taken command of the ship before it crashed, possibly having done something to cause the crash, and had directed its final functional moments from the room. Once it was on the ground and been made functional the best they were able, he had taken the chamber as his personal throne room, a place to rule over the others. It was secure and would keep the others out while he performed whatever functions he could from there.

Ryisha had never considered that part of it before or its implications. It made no sense for the Khelaan LifeShip to have crashed on their world. From what he’d learned prior to the arrival of Kyle and his friends from Earth, the ship had been fully functional until it landed. He didn’t know enough about the science involved, very little at all, and couldn’t quite speculate on what had transpired to cause the crash. He was sure Kyle or Walter would have a better idea, but he hadn’t approached them with that question and most likely wouldn’t for quite some time. It was something he would continue to ponder until he couldn’t stand not knowing any longer.

Shaking his head, he decided it was time to leave the place and return to the lower levels where he could do something productive. He’d been trying to assist as he could with the work going on to rebuild the structure, but he was of little use with physical labor. He was old and had never learned much about construction or anything else that might be of use. He’d spent quite a bit of time with his books of prophecy, but there was little left to them. He’d spent most of his adult life preparing for the arrival of the Enlightened Warrior and, now that he’d arrived and taken his rightful place in their society, there was little left for the Sayer to do. He supposed he would eventually remove himself from the center of society and retire somewhere to write the tale of the Enlightened Warrior for future generations. He figured he should start on that soon, before his memory of those events started to fade and those able to give further details of his adventures departed.

As he turned to leave, he heard the rattling groan of the central lift at the end of the wide corridor outside the chamber slide open followed by the sound of fairly light footsteps moving rapidly toward him. He stopped near the center of the room and waited, the thought of an attack passing only briefly through his mind. The heavy door to the chamber was slightly ajar, forced as far open as had been possible, and he watched it to see who would feel the need to approach the chamber. As far as he knew, no one had been there since the final battle.

After a few seconds, he could tell more than one person was approaching. Little sound came from the second and, knowing him well enough, he knew Kyle Slade was approaching and the heavier footfalls most likely belonged to Walter Gordon.

Kyle entered the room first and didn’t seem surprised to see Ryisha there. The older man stiffened a bit and waited until both of them were in the room before making a sound.

“Is there something you need here?” Ryisha asked.

Kyle nodded and said, “We need some information only you can provide.”

Ryisha returned the nod and said, “I will tell you all that I know.”

“Good,” Kyle said and glanced around. “Let’s find a seat.”

There were two chairs close to the huge desk, both having been tossed aside and slightly mangled, but they were still functional. He set them upright then looked to the much larger chair behind the desk.

He gestured toward the desk chair and said, “Please, take the seat.”

“No,” Ryisha shook his head and moved slowly toward one of the damaged chairs. “The Enlightened Warrior should take it.”

Kyle didn’t argue, just shrugged and moved around the desk as Ryisha sat down with Walter on his left.

Kyle leaned forward and said, “Uncle Walt has uncovered some new information, some lost prophecy, but it makes little sense. There are a few terms we need your help to decipher.”

“Of course,” Ryisha nodded and sat back, his hands clasped together in his lap. “What are these terms?”

Walter shifted slightly, turning a bit toward Ryisha, and said, “The first is Faelin. The reference is the Hand of Faelin.”

Ryisha gasped and his eyes opened wide. He stared at Kyle for a second then said softly, “It is a term we have not used in quite some time.”

“But what does it mean?” Kyle asked, leaning forward and clasping his hands together in front of him on the desk.

“For that, I must tell you a tale,” Ryisha said. “It is not a tale you wish to hear.”

Kyle nodded sharply, “Trust me. I may not want to hear it, but I have to.”

Ryisha leaned slightly forward and said, “You are familiar with the Maelis, the powers that support us and give us strength and gave you the abilities of the Enlightened Warrior. The People have long seen the Maelis as the force of good in the world. The few to actively worship the Maelis, those you have not yet met, are the Maelin Priests. However, the Maelis is only one side of the universal coin. The other side is Faelis. The Faelis is considered the evil side of the coin. There were many more followers of the Faelis prior to the arrival of the Khelaan. They had nearly taken control of our society and acted as harshly as the Khelaan. However, they were less forceful and did not try to enslave those following Maelis. When the Khelaan arrived and began taking over, the Faelin were incapable of fighting them and rather than submitting to their rule, chose to depart. It is not known where they settled, but it is believed they settled far to the north, across the Frigid Sea. That is an assumption based on the report of a witness to see them leaving in that direction, moving away from the crashed vessel. No word has been heard from them since their departure and it is assumed they have created their own society in another land. There is some prophecy concerning them, but I have never explored it. I have always been focused on the Maelis and their actions, the prophecy of the Enlightened Warrior, not the evil to have departed.”

Kyle sat there for a moment, nodding as he took it all in. He understood the history, but he still wasn’t sure how all the mystical stuff worked. None of it meshed with the science he’d learned on Earth and it was difficult for him to process those supernatural concepts. He’d never been able to figure out spirituality on Earth and it was quite a bit different when those deity types actually spoke to you. As he'd done with the Maelis from the beginning, he would just have to accept that the Faelis existed as well.

“Okay,” Kyle nodded. “What about the Hand of Faelin?”

Ryisha looked at him for a few seconds then shook his head, “I have never heard the term before.”

Kyle scowled. If Ryisha didn’t know what it meant and Walter had been unable to find any reference to it, they were in deep trouble if it turned out to be a potential threat. 

Kyle then looked at Walter and asked, “What was that other term you couldn’t identify?”

“Beraz,” Walter replied and looked at Ryisha. “It said changes will occur to be repaired with the aid of the Beraz.”

“Of course,” Ryisha nodded and looked from Walter to Kyle. “The Beraz is a race native to this world, though they live deep in the jungle on the other side of the mountains. We have not had dealings with them since long before the Khelaan arrived. I was but a child the last time one of the Beraz was seen in this part of the world.”

“Who are they?” Kyle asked, leaning a little closer. “Are they friendly?”

“They have been in the past, from what I remember,” Ryisha nodded. “I heard no tales of animosity once they left our lands. I imagine they remain isolated for their own reasons, but their isolation could have been related to the Khelaan presence.”

“Okay,” Kyle sat back. “We’ll just have to see what happens. I don’t think we should go looking for them without a reason. If they play into what’s about to happen, we’ll just play it by ear.”

“Sounds good to me,” Walter said and started to get up. “I’m going to see what I can find out about this Hand of the Faelin.”

“Good,” Kyle said and rose to his feet. “I’ll get back to work. If there is a threat coming, I want to be ready for it.”

As Walter then stood and the two left the chamber, Ryisha slowly stood up and let out a sigh of relief. He was glad they hadn’t asked why he’d been in that chamber or what he planned on doing.

Once he heard the lift door clang shut, he returned to his examination of the technology.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Matt Keller had never been particularly good with physical labor, but he gave it his best effort. He’d been helping a crew of Villagers rebuild a portion of the Citadel in hopes of making it more habitable and useful. He wasn’t sure of the plan Gara Omak had created with Kyle and Walter, but he could read the plans and the magical power he’d been given made the physical part of the labor quite a bit less intensive. 

He’d learned to use it well since the Khelaan had been defeated and their few survivors had vanished into the wilderness, hopefully never to be heard from again. He hadn’t been one of their captives, but he’d learned enough from Paula and a few others to know that it hadn’t been a pleasant experience. 

The thought of Paula brought a warm smile to his face as he looked over the plans drawn on what passed for paper to the Villagers. He still couldn’t believe she’d actually chosen him to be the father of her child, more or less. There was no way anything like that would’ve happened at home, no way she would’ve ever chosen him over the myriad choices she had there, especially since she’d been dating Todd Simms before the Khelaan had shown up during a pep rally and started taking prisoners.

Matt had never liked Todd and was one of the few that saw him for the bully he really was. He’d also understood that Todd had never really been interested in Paula, not in the sense of an actual relationship. He’d only been using her in an attempt to make Lori jealous and want him back. Of course, Lori had set her eyes on Kyle well before Todd made a big mistake in cheating on her, but it gave her a way out and allowed her to pursue the one guy she really wanted and the one she knew was already a man and not just a high school kid playing at being one.

Paula, though, had been something of a bitch even before she’d started dating Todd. She had been a cheerleader and destined to be the Homecoming Queen, but that was in the past along with everything else that had seemed to be so utterly important at home. Despite her attitude, he had always thought she was absolutely gorgeous, but had never liked her as a person until they’d been brought through the portal and stranded together in the mountains. He’d done his best to take care of her, just being himself, and she soon changed her tune. She’d become a fairly decent human being and had actually fallen for him. That had been one of numerous surprises that had come to him since their arrival and he was sure more were on the way. It had been too long since anything had happened and he had a feeling that something was just around the corner.

With her being pregnant, she’d been taking it rather easy for the past couple of weeks. He understood that and actually encouraged it. The strain of being on an alien world without family or medical professionals waiting nearby to assist with the delivery was enough stress for her and he didn’t want to add more to it by even suggesting that she help with the rebuilding project. She did, however, help with the cooking and cleaning, a couple of things he never would’ve expected her to do at home. And she did it all without complaint and without being asked. She’d become a totally different person and he really liked that.

He stared at the drawing for a long time without really seeing it. His mind elsewhere, focused on Paula and the other things going on around them, he hadn’t been focusing on the work at hand. It also struck him pretty hard that he would soon become a father. He wasn’t even eighteen years old yet, but he was no longer constrained by the traditions of life on Earth. He’d stepped up when Kyle needed him, had accepted the power offered to him, and done his part in freeing the Villagers from Khelaan oppression. Now, he would have to step up and be the father of a child that technically wasn’t his, only shared his DNA thanks to Kyle’s intervention. But he was ready for the challenge and would do everything necessary to take care of both Paula and the baby. 

The bad part was that his Catholic upbringing forced him to feel that he should “do the right thing” and marry Paula before the baby was born. That was still several months off, but he saw no way to perform the ceremony properly in that situation. There were no priests and he hadn’t seen or heard of anyone within the Village that was likely to perform a similar ceremony. He thought that Kyle, as the Enlightened Warrior and the leader of the Villagers, would be able to do something, but he hadn’t yet approached Kyle about it. 

He wasn’t sure how Kyle felt about the whole marriage idea. He’d been living with Lori since they’d returned from the brief visit home, as he’d been doing with Paula, but Kyle had shown no signs he was even considering marrying Lori, at least not officially. It was the same with Bart and Chelsea. They considered themselves to be in a relationship, but neither couple had come close to suggesting marriage. 

Then there were Corinne and Stacy, both pregnant and hadn’t returned home for their own reasons. Matt hadn’t really grown close enough to either of them to find out why they’d chosen to remain, but assumed it had something to do with the DNA donor they’d each chosen. Stacy had chosen Kyle and Corinne had chosen Bart. In a way, Matt felt a little left out, being the only one of the three remaining males from Earth to not be considered the father of more than a single child. But he also felt good about it. He didn’t feel ready to take on the responsibilities of being a father and would have to work up to it. Since there was only one child to consider, he felt he was actually better off than the other two. 

He had talked to Lori about the situation, concerned that the idea of Stacy bearing Kyle’s child as well would put a strain on their relationship, but she claimed she completely understood and preferred for Stacy to have Kyle’s child rather than one of the Khelaan. She didn’t want any more of those “monsters” roaming the world. Corinne, though, was another story. She wasn’t the brightest girl he’d ever met and she seemed just as infatuated with Bart as Paula had been with Todd before all of this began. Matt had begun to think Corinne was using the situation to try and get Bart away from Chelsea, but that didn’t seem very likely. Bart had turned out to be a really good guy, if a bit gullible, and was doing the proper things for Chelsea. He would definitely be a good father.

He finally shook his head to clear all those thoughts and focus on the task at hand. There were several metal beams that had been put in place and temporarily attached until a better way of securing them could be found. The technology of the Villagers was not advanced enough to have created any type of welding device, though Matt was sure he wouldn’t be able to operate it if it did exist, but there was something he could do.

The plans on the makeshift table showed him the points where the beams intersected and where they needed to be joined. He thought he would be able to use his power to do something about that. He hadn’t tried it yet, but he was confident that it would work.

He began to draw on that energy, feeling a deep reserve within him, and turned to face the dozen or so workers as they struggled to get things in place. With a nod and a firm set to his jaw, he moved forward and began preparing to handle the situation.
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Night had fallen deep in the woods to the west of the Citadel. A small fire burned in a clearing, casting a bit of light and warmth on the eight gathered around it. A small creature none of them had been able to identify roasted on a spit above the fire, fat and grease crackling as it dripped into the fire and caused it to burn just a bit brighter for an instant.

Warlord Ladar, the most junior of the Khelaan survivors, crouched beside the fire and slowly turned the spit to ensure that the creature was evenly cooked and all of it could be consumed. In the weeks since their defeat, the group had been moving slowly to the west. They had no destination in mind, but they were focused on staying away from the one known as Kyle Slade, the Enlightened Warrior. It seemed impossible, but he had defeated Lord Mansada and had easily killed him. They had no desire to face him without the experience and strength of either Mansada of Chief Warlord Kaemos, another casualty of their demise.

As he continued to turn the carcass, Ladar eyed the lone female in their group, the traitor to the Villagers that had managed to survive and was now one of them. Ferra Loscal had once been the daughter of the Village Squire, Mai Loscal, but she had been corrupted by Kaemos and inspired to betray her own people, her own family. She had been cast out with them and she had proven to be quite a bit of entertainment since their departure. Knowing that a female Villager was incapable of producing offspring with the Khelaan allowed them to do whatever they wished with her. It helped that she was willing, but she never seemed to enjoy it as much as the males.

Ladar had no designs on her, wanted nothing more than the occasional night, or portion of a night, with her sharing his bed. Tanen, now Chief Warlord Tanen, had staked a claim to her, though he was more than willing to share. He did occasionally like to stand back and watch as the act was performed. Ladar didn’t like it, but there was little he could do about it other than to challenge and defeat Tanen. He hadn’t been trained well enough to consider doing so, but he was learning more every day and felt he would soon be in a position to at least make the challenge. In earlier times, such a challenge would result in the death of one participant, but the situation had changed since their arrival on that little world. With the massive deaths and the sterilization of their women as a result of their forced landing, Mansada issued an edict stating all Khelaan lives were sacred and any such challenges would be adjudicated to determine the winner so both of the combatants would live to continue the existence of their race.

With so many killed in battle, Sannik, having claimed the title of Supreme Patrarch, had further stated that those challenges and any conflicts between them would be satisfied with a less violent approach. It had initially been seen as weakness on Sannik’s part, but he forcefully and quickly defended himself, explaining why it was necessary. They were all that remained of their race and he would not allow them to perish by their own hands.

Seated beside Ferra, her choice for the night, High Priest Nelif sat with his stained and torn robes draped around his thin body. He had been very vocal in his support of Lord Sannik, but he had spoken against him, slyly, on a few occasions since their departure from the Citadel. Ladar knew that Nelif had designs on the seat of authority and was waiting for the right moment to remove Sannik from that position and possibly from the world of the living. 

Dyris, another Warlord, sat directly across from Ladar’s position. He was a bigger man than Ladar and carried himself with supreme confidence. He’d once confided to Ladar that he intended to one day become the Chief Warlord, but that was before the battle that had claimed so many lives and banished them from their home. Now, Dyris seemed prepared to take on Tanen and usurp his position. Ladar had seen Dyris in action and knew he was incapable of matching Tanen’s fighting ability. 

The other two priests, Modag and Sevrik, sat beside Dyris, both wearing the tattered and filthy remains of their robes. Those robes weren’t as elaborate as the robe Nelif wore, telling Ladar they were of lower rank, though they did try to present themselves as Nelif’s equal. Sannik sat to the left of Ferra, rather close, and wore the dark armor of the Supreme Patrarch. Of course, as High Advisor, Sannik had been responsible for Mansada’s clothing and undoubtedly prepared his own matching uniform long before Mansada’s demise, most likely planning to assume the seat of power well before the arrival of Kyle Slade and those they’d taken from the world known as Earth. Those ideas no longer mattered, though. Mansada was dead and so were his plans for total conquest and the continued enslavement of the Villagers.

The only thing Ladar didn’t like about being assigned to handle the cooking of their meal was that his back was left undefended. He didn’t like turning his back on his compatriots; he didn’t trust them. Having no one at his back was only slightly preferable. His real fear, though, was of something in the jungle, some unknown creature, ready to pounce at any moment to catch him unaware, mauling him and ripping him to shreds before any of the others were able to react. Without weapons, they were essentially defenseless and only the makeshift staves and rods they managed since leaving the Citadel gave them any hope of defense. 

“I hope we find something soon,” Dyris said loudly. “I’m tired of this hunting for food. I need someone to bring it to me.”

“Shut up, Dyris,” Tanen said, cutting his eyes toward the other Warlord. “We no longer live such a life and I suggest you adjust to the facts.”

Dyris shook his head slowly, smirking, “I am sure another group like the Villagers is out here somewhere. We just have to find them and take control.”

Sannik leaned slightly forward and looked at him, “Dyris, I am not surprised one with your limited intellect would think such a thing. However, Chief Warlord Tanen is correct. We are no longer the dominant force on this world. Mansada and Kaemos were too confident in their power to see what was going on around them. We are paying the price for their arrogance. We cannot return to the Citadel and we cannot resume control over the Villagers. We do not have the force or numbers to do more than survive, if we can manage to do so much longer.”

“I beg to differ,” a robust voice called out from the jungle behind Ladar.

The young Warlord spun around and shot to his feet, looking around for a weapon as the others stood up as well. 

Tanen moved quickly around the small fire, grabbing his makeshift spear as he moved, and stood beside Ladar as they both stared into the dark forest with narrowed eyes. After a moment, at the edge of the firelight, they saw hints of motion in the darkness. They couldn’t quite make out details, but there appeared to be a number of people moving through the trees.

“What do you want?” Tanen called out after a moment. “We are no threat to you.”

“No,” the voice called back. “You’re not a threat. Nor am I a threat. I’m here to help you, and I can tell you definitely need it.”

Sannik moved closer to the two Warlords and asked, “Who are you?”

“I am Aval Digas,” Todd Simms said and stepped into the light. “But you’ve seen me before.”

“The injured one,” Nelif said and moved around the other side of the fire. “You escaped. And now you return?”

“More than that,” Todd said and looked at him. “I’m here to help you return to your home.”

Sannik snickered and said, “How can you, a refugee from the other world and former prisoner of the Khelaan, help us reclaim the Citadel?”

He took another step closer, fully revealing himself in the light. He now wore a pair of dark tan leather trousers with a matching tunic, open at the neck to reveal a portion of his smooth, muscular chest. He held up his right hand, no longer a stump. A golden fist was now attached to his severed wrist.

“I am Aval Digas, the Hand of the Faelin,” he said. “I have the power of fire and the strength to defeat the Enlightened Warrior. I will drive him and the People from the Citadel and allow you to reclaim it, but the Faelin will join you. I will, however, take over leadership for a time.”
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