
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Ascension

__________________________________________

E. M. Aguilar

The Ascension

Copyright©: Eric Aguilar

Published: 25, December 2014

All rights reserved

The right of Eric Aguilar to be identified as author of this Work has been asserted by his in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in retrieval system, copied in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise transmitted without written permission from the publisher. You must not circulate this book in any format.

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

Cover Design by E.M. Aguilar

Cover Art by E.M. Aguilar



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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The red flags flapped in the wind. Garret gazed at the knight's crest flowing across its surface. It portrayed a black shield with a shape of a white griffon, the emblem of the Trasta family, the protector of the Kingdom of Lorn, the guardian to the mystical lands of Absalom and leader of the Knights Alliance. Garret watched as the flag shifted and moved. Knight Marshall Donnelly Trasta knighted him with his large two-handed blade, wyvern slayer, a few months ago. One of his duties was to keep Knight Donnelly's son, John, out of trouble. It was a spoken command from the Knight Marshall. 

Garret was dressed in a grey tunic and short black pants. He held his flute case. He was the principal musician for the spring solstice festival. He was proud of this lofty position. He loved being a musician as well as being a knight. His family, the Reid clan, was one of the foremost members of the Knight's Alliance. He walked into the main road toward the Baelen village and saw the food vendors and performers, who have been pouring into the city for the last few days for the commencing of the festival. 

Garret moved out of the way, as a cart filled with sweet pastries rolled pass him. Tonight, it was rumored the High Duke Tristan was supposed to be at the festivities with the Knight Marshall. Garret was going to play his instrument in front of the whole village and distinguished guests. His thoughts was interrupted with a group of merchant's kids were laughing, running down a path. Garret heard, John Trasta's, name mentioned, which meant trouble. He turned and went after the group into the east path out toward the forest.

The group was so intent in their tomfoolery; they did not see Garret stalking behind them. He did not know why John always did everything his supposed group of friends told him to do. The road started to move uphill to the mountains of the wolf bears. Garret's stomach was irritated. He knew John was doing something risky and stupid. A roar sounded up ahead in a group of boulders. Several red robins took flight from a crop of trees. The group of merchant's kids scattered and ran back to town. They looked at him as they ran past him. He saw Larry, the leader of the group, smirked at him. Garret wanted to punch him in his face. The beast up ahead growled again. He grasped for his weapon but realized he was not dressed in his knight's gear, and his sword was at home. 

He scuttled towards the noise. He climbed across several boulders and saw John standing in front of a large brown wolf bear. John was unarmed, holding up his hands. The beast snarled. Garret ran the last few feet and took hold of him. 

"Hey," John said, "I am glad you came."

He said, "Let's get out of here." 

The beast lumbered closer. John stood his ground. The wolf bear stood up on her hind legs. Garret moved in front of John. He noticed a couple of wolf pups were behind the beast. 

He said, "What do you think you are doing?"

"I wanted a wolf bear pup for myself."

The beast snarled and slashed with her front claws. Garret pushed John to the ground. A rail of pain shot from his chest. Blood started to spring from his cut. He screamed in pain and fell. John started to say something. Garret took hold of him and backed away. The wolf bear stayed with her pups. Garret grimaced and started walking onto the boulders. 

John said, "I have to stop your bleeding."

They moved several yards away. Garret saw twilight in the corner of his eyes. He willed himself to stay awake. John ripped some of his clothes and wrapped it around his chest. Another shot of pain blasted him. 

John said, "We need to get you to Marla."

He nodded. John grabbed his arm and placed it around his neck. They started back to the village. Before Garret fell unconscious, he looked for his instrument and realized it was gone. 

* * *
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JOHN SAT ON A CHAIR while Garret slept. A lantern wavered on a table. The room was in dark shadows. Marla, an acolyte healer, cured Garret's wounds a few hours ago. John wondered why Garret did not understand the wolf beast was not going to attack him. He had a gift with understanding feral animals, since he was young. Garret knew this since they both played as kids in the forest behind his father's castle. John showed him many of the times that he talked to deers and squirrels. Furthermore, John could not let his friends see him as a coward, especially his friend, Larry. 

"John," the prone figure said. 

"Yes, Garret. How do you feel?"

"Where's Marla?"

"She will be back. She said your injuries were severe. You should have let me handle the creature. I know what I am doing."

"Your father told me to protect you."

"Hah, I do not want to argue about this again."

Garret tried to get up from the bed but fell back down. "No, you were about to be killed." Sweat beaded on his forehead. 

"You need some rest."

"Wait," Garret said, "I need to play my solo at the festival tonight."

"Sorry, you cannot play. You are not well."

Garret tried to get up again and plunked back down. 

John said, "Here is your instrument." He gave him the box. "I returned to get your flute. It is undamaged."

Garret smiled. He turned toward the doorway. John eyed Marla looking at them. 

She said, "Garret, are you feeling better?"

Garret nodded. "I'm fine, but I'm tired."

John stood and walk toward her. He said, "We should let him rest."

Garret said, "John please tell your dad, I am sorry I could not play tonight."

"Sure, do not worry about it. They made other plans."

Marla said, "John, your Grandmother was looking for you."

"Oh no," John said. "I am late."

He rushed outside Marla's house and ran down the street to his father's castle. 

* * *
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GWEN WENT ON FOOT TOWARD the village. She sensed the person who will open the closed gates of Absalom was there. Wagons of varying sizes hulked into town. She wore a large green cloak with her cowl over her head. Her kind was not welcome here. She sighed thinking how much have changed. Before the closure of the mystical lands, any magical creatures could seek protection by the Knights Alliance. Now, her kind, an Eriel, cannot seek asylum anywhere but in her own lands. Yet, she was here for help. She walked passed a group of acrobats and minstrels. She sensed the black knight was close by staying in the forest. She evaded him several leagues back, but the black knight was tenacious. He will find her and take her back to the evil wizard, Suprum. 

She felt for her pouch and touched the unholy chalice she stole from the evil mage. If anybody knew what she possessed, they would shun her or worse kill her. A man bumped into her. "Sorry. Are you here for the festival?"

She said, "Yes,"

"I heard the High Duke will be there."

She nodded moving away from his cart. 

"Take this," the man said. He held a pastry in his hand, "it is free."

"Thank you." She had not eaten since yesterday. She took the morsel trying not to show how hungry she was. 

"If you want more, I have a stand. Look for Stan the Baker."

She walked into the streets staring at the crowd moving along the canopies and merchants. She took bites of her food. Merchants called to her to buy some of their wares. Several people talked about the fireworks they will see tonight. She did not understand human customs. Today as she surmised was the start of the spring season. She read about this in her father's books. 

Children ran by her with paper wind spinners in various colors, twirling. She moved with the group toward a large striped red and white marquee. Several long benches were set in front of a wooden stage. Next to the high platform was a large fire pit filled with white lumber. The sun slowly set on the horizon. 

Gwen had never seen so many humans in one place. She waited for the Knight Marshal to appear. She knew from her studies the Knight Marshal signaled the beginning of the spring festival by starting the fire pit, which symbolize the white flames of the Gods blessing the harvest. 

The crowd started to move closer. Lanterns were lit on the stage. She felt the excitement of the people close by her. The crowd hushed. A group of knights walked in two rows. Their armor glinted from the lights. They moved toward the fire pit and separated when they got close and made a semi-circle in front of the crowd. 

Gwen saw the Knight Marshall at the end of the procession. He dressed in a golden armor replenished with a deep burgundy cape. Next to him was another tall man attired in a scarlet doublet and silk pants. The Knight Marshall held a torch lit by a fire. Gwen sensed the firebrand was bewitched by a wizard. The flames danced around in his hands and changed colors. He strolled to the pit and threw the torch onto the white logs. Instantly, the flames rose toward the sky in a brilliance of fireworks. Gwen laughed with joy. The crowd before her started clapping and chanting in unison. The knights dispersed. The group next to her started to move and danced round the blaze. She was swept up along with them. She was jostled and pushed. Minstrel started to play music on the stage. 

She fell to the ground. People kicked and stomped on her. She tried to stand but she fell again. She had no choice. Gwen reached for her magical center and created a blast of wind. People around her fell away like leaves. She stood. The music stopped. People were amassed in clumps of arms and legs. 

"Stop." Several knights pushed through the throng of people. The Knight Marshall looked down on her. 

The knights had their weapons swords pointed at her. Gwen stood slowly and took off her cowl. The knights gasp. 
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Chapter 2
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The black knight crept among the trees and faced the village of Baelen. He knew Gwen headed toward the Knights Alliance to help her protect her, but it will not do her any good. He will catch hold of her sooner or later. It really did not matter. His master, Mage Suprum, will have her again. Yet, he wondered why his master told him to wait. He was ready right now. He can sneak into the village and take her back. The fireworks will be starting soon. 

There was a time when he was one of those knights watching the beginning of the spring festival. Except, those days were over. After he became the disciple of the dark wizard, he never looked back. He turned and moved into the shadows. He stared into the forest and saw the plague spreading on the trees, leaves and grass. The plants were wilted and stilted. Soon the plague will overtake everything. Suprum told him as much. He believed they would be the rulers of this kingdom.

The black knight traversed to his steed. He rubbed his horse's neck and looked into the glowing scarlet eyes. He smiled. This warhorse was given to him as a gift for his service for killing many of the knights of the alliance. Nobody could best him, except maybe Donnelly, the knight Marshall himself. He jumped onto the horses back and had the beast sprint through the trees. His vision was greatly enhanced by the wizard. He can see through the darkness of the night. 

They traveled for a league. He stopped at a large cave and dismounted. He sensed eyes was staring at him. He heard a noise. 

The knight said, "I am here on behalf of Suprum, the Mage."

He waited. Phantoms coalesced in midair. 

"What do you require, dark knight?" a voice said. 

The knight said, "My master wants your allegiance in the coming battle."

The voice laughed. "There will be no battle. Your little plague will not harm us."

The knight felt the creatures touch his armor. He knew these monsters could kill him at the slightest touch. 

The knight said, "There will be a time when Suprum will be the ruler of these lands."

"Your powers cannot match the Knights Alliance. There is one that can defeat you."

"Nobody can defeat my master."

The creatures laughed. "Ah, you think so. That will be your undoing. Sir Knight."

"Will you join us?"

"We need to contemplate your proposal. Be gone from us."

* * *
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JOHN RAN OUT OF HIS room. He strapped on his breastplate while his sword hung over his arm. His armor clanked as he sped down the steps. 

"John!"

He turned to find his Grandmother staring at him. She wore a long green shiny gown. Her ladies in waiting trailed behind her. They giggled as he stopped. 

"Grandmother," he said as he bowed his head. 

Her green eyes flashed. "You are late. And your armor is barely on you."

She came close to him and finishing strapping on his breastplate. 

"Thanks Grams."

She smiled. "Go. Be careful. I will be there in a few minutes."

John walked through the front and saw Marla waiting for him on the castle's steps. She had a long blue low-cut dress. He had almost mistaken her for one of her grandmother's handmaidens. 

"Marla, you look nice."

She smiled. "Thank you. Are you going to escort me? You owe me."

"Just follow me. I'm already in trouble."

"Tell your dad, it was my fault. I made you wait for me."

She grabbed his hand. They walked toward the village. The fireworks shot across the sky. 

"John," she said, "remember when we were kids, we wanted to be like the maidens and knights there. Now we have become them."

He nodded recalling the days of childhood. They pretended they were the lords over the land commanding whole legions to battle. "Yes. I remember. My mom was still alive then."

Marla squeezed his hand. "She was beautiful."

"I know. Even though my dad took all the paintings of her and hid them in the castle rooms, I found them in the attic. I go there often to read some of her journals and look at her paintings."

"Why did your dad hide all her things?"

"I think he was in such pain when she died. He could not stand the sight of her portrait."

Their path slope downward. He could see the multitude of people gathering in the middle of town. He said, "I wished we could have seen the grand entrance. The High Duke is here."

"I do not like him. He is stuffy."

John heard people screaming. "Oh no." He sprinted. Marla ran with him. He saw underneath the main pavilion groups of people stacked on top of each other. He almost laughed except for the clear voice of his dad saying over the sounds of protest. "Stop. How dare you use magic against us?"

He saw a woman, as delicate of a young girl, but she had something different about her. Her eyes were golden emeralds, and her face was sculptured with high cheekbones and a fine delicate nose. For a brief second, he was reminded of his mom, but the thought was fleeting. The knights surrounded her, pointing their swords toward her direction as if she was an enemy. 

John pushed through the crowd of people watching her. He thought he saw a subtle green aura glowing around her, but it ceased. He moved through the knights and stood close to her. 

His father said, "John what are you doing? She is dangerous. She is an Eriel."

John held up his hand, "My lady. What is your name?"

"I am called Gwen. I seek protection." Her eyes looked upon his father. It was silent except the flapping of the flags high above them. 

John turned toward his father. His face was livid with rage and something he has seen before many of times, sadness. 

His father said, "Gwen you will come with us to the keep. I will talk to my counselors."

* * *
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"BE QUIET. I CANNOT hear." John said. He motioned for Marla to move away. They stood in the hallway close to the central throne room. The Knight Marshall Donnelly called all his councilors together for an emergency meeting. 

Marla whispered, "We shouldn't be here. We will get in trouble."

"What's the matter? We used to do this when we were kids listening to the grownups talk."

"This is different."

His father voice rose higher than everybody else. "No, we cannot help her. She is not supposed to be here. I sealed the gates to Absalom ages ago."

"Yet, she is here. We cannot ignore this. If the King knew about this, we would be in trouble. Did John recognize her kind?" 

He recognized the first governor, his father's trusted advisor, Darnel speaking.

"No, I do not think so. But we cannot let this Eriel leave here."

The voices of the councilor all spoke as one. John couldn't understand what they were saying. 

"So, John, what are you doing spying on your dad?"

"Sorry, Grandma." He turned and saw her still in her green gown. 

"Come with me and let your dad do his job. Marla follow us."

They shuffled out of the hallway and went up a flight of stone steps. John looked at Marla. She shrugged her shoulders. He sensed they were headed to the top of the tower where Gwen, the Eriel, was placed. They stopped a few feet from a long corridor. Two guards were stationed by the entrance. 

"Johnny," his grandma said, "you must have seen similarities to Gwen and your mom. I know you found your mom's portrait in the attic."

He nodded. "My mom was an Eriel."

"Yes Johnny that she was. I wanted you to know. I think you should talk to her and find out what she needs. We will reason with your dad later. You have to be a man now. Marla you should go with him."

His grandma turned with a ruffle of her dress and moved downstairs. For a few seconds, John pondered what should he do. He did not want to go behind his father's commands but he felt he had to do this. 

He stood higher and walked up to the two guards. Marla was close behind. 

A large guard he had seen before said, "Hello Master Trasta. What can we do for you?"

"Krolan, is it?" John said, "I am here to talk to Gwen."

"You father gave me strict orders to not have anybody disturb her."

"I'm here on my father's behalf. I need to talk to her."

Krolan produced a key and unlock the door. John nodded. 

"Wait, what about her?"

"Marla," John said, "is a healer. She is here to see if Gwen needs some medical help."

They moved inside. The room was bigger than most in the castle proper. Several paintings and tapestries hung on the wall. John could not see Gwen at first. She was so still. He thought she was a statue. Gwen stared out into balcony and looked at the night's sky.

"Hello," he said. 

"You are the knight who helped me."

"Yes, but I am not a knight yet."

Gwen looked at them and smiled. "You have your mom's eyes."
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Chapter 3
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John looked on at Gwen. She looked young, almost a small girl, but her eyes look older and experienced. The walls crowded around him, and he had a shortness of breath.

Marla said, "Hi, this is John and my name is Marla."

Gwen smiled. "They will not let me leave here."

John said, "You should stay. The knights can protect you." 

Gwen moved along to the bed and sat. John and Marla entered the room. 

Gwen said, "No, the Knights Alliance cannot protect me here from the Wizard Suprum. His evil disciple, the black knight, will come after me."

"So, why did you come here?"

"I need the knights to take me to the Absalom. Only a knight can open the gates."

John said, "I don't understand. The gates of Absalom was closed by your kind."

"No, that is not true. The knights closed the gates by powerful magic."

"I will take you," he said suddenly. 

Marla said, "Wait. John, I don't think your dad with agree with this."

John ignored her. "I know of a knight that will help us. But I am not sure he can open the gates."

Gwen said, "We need to get the key."

Marla said, "John listen to me. This is not a good idea. Your dad will never let you do this."

"Let me take care of my dad. You can stay here."

Marla said, "I didn't say that I would not go with you. Besides, how are you going to get Garret to go with us?"

"He will agree." He turned to Gwen. "Did you know my mother?"

"Yes," she stopped and seem to be listening to something. "The black knight has found me. He's hiding in the forest."

"We can defeat him." John said. He was not boasting. Even though he was not a knight, he was the best swordsman here. Only his father could best him in a fight. 

Marla said, "John, how are you going to have your dad agree with this plan?"

"Don't worry," he said, "We should go. I have some things to do."

* * *
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JOHN WATCHED AS MARLA walked away to her quarters. He told her he was going to talk to his father about Gwen, but he knew his father would never let him help her. 

His father was different since his mom died. It happened on a simple excursion to the outlying cities along the coast. His dad always made an annual trip in the spring to the towns and villages along his district. 

His parent's group was attacked by the evil wizard's minions, and everybody was killed except his father and his guard. His father told him the black knight was their leader. He was sure the black knight who Gwen was running from was the same knight who attacked his parents a long time ago. 

John honed his skills for the one day he would avenge his mom's death and confront the black knight. He even learned the secret fighting sword techniques only his father knew. He watched him practice the moves in secret at night, during the time when the moon was high among the clouds. 

John, after witnessing Marla was gone from his sight, sneaked toward the throne room. He heard his father among the councilors. He scanned around the polished marble floors and stairways. His dad's quarters was in the east wing of the castle. He made sure none of the servants saw him go up the hallway. He passed the corridor and followed the carpeted steps up to the next floor. 

At the far corner, he saw an attendant coming out of his father's room. He moved toward a large hall and heard his grandma's voice. Her voice was muffled. He ducked into the large ballroom. Everything was dark. All the furnishings was clothed in large cotton coverings. At a different time, his dad, the Knight Marshal held lavished balls. Now this room was a mausoleum of old memories. His grandmother's voice ceased. He hastened along the corridor to his dad's quarters. It was empty. He crept along the walls. His heart was beating so fast, he almost stopped with fright. 

The door was different than the rest in the keep. It was larger and varnish in a deep walnut color. He opened it, and a memory came forth. He saw his mom holding her arms stretched out. He was a little baby taking his first steps. John shook his head. He needed to concentrate. He rushed inside. The noise of the door slamming seem to reverberate throughout the castle. 

He froze. Everything in the room was different. He had not been in his father's quarters for several years. The bed should be in the far corner, except the bed was nowhere to be seen. Clothes, tables and chairs were arranged in a haphazard fashion. Yet, the floor was spotless. He saw a small makeshift cot. The kind of sleeping arrangement for a tent. He looked for a small hidden alcove, which had a safe. His dad had it installed for his mom's expensive jewelry. He surmised the key would be there. 

John walked to the middle of the room and turn to his left. He scanned around the bookcase. He placed his hands on several books. There was a hidden switch around this area. He panicked, and several books fell to the ground. One book hit his foot and he almost scream. He grabbed the leather tomes and place them back in place. He listened for any footsteps coming from the hallway.  

After a few minutes, John went back looking for the switch. He placed his hand on the lower shelves next to a set of volumes. He found a button and pressed it. Part of the wall directly opposite from his position opened. He dashed forward and saw only cobwebs inside the small safe. He placed his hand inside and found dust. 

John hit his fist against the wall. He quickly scanned the room. His breathe was shallow His dad will be here any moment. He closed the safe and moved out of the room. Before he left he saw something, it was his father's sword, wyvern slayer, on the mantle. It was a two-handed sword made with valarian steel by the gnostic monks of the red Isles. Something was on the weapon's pommel. He inspected it. At the very bottom of the sword was a round knob. He never noticed it before. It looked strange. 

He touched the knob and pressed it. He heard a mechanism chime. It opened with a click. He found inside the knob an ornate key. It was warm to the touch and changed from a dull gray to a smoky black. He palmed the key. He gently closed the round knob and placed the sword back on the mantle. He rushed out of his dad's room and closed the door. John was sure nobody saw him. 

* * *
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THE NEXT DAY THE SUN poked through his drapes hitting him straight in the face. Last night, he was formulating a plan. He knew his father hardly wore his sword, unless in ceremony or in battle. He hoped the theft of the key will not be noticed for a few weeks. He thought the first thing he had to do was make sure his friend, Garret, came along with him. All he needed was a writ or note from his dad. He already had one of his dad's wax seals. He took it a long time ago just to see if his dad would notice. He didn't. His dad only cared was the knighthood and how he looked in front of King Jasper. This was the reason why the High Duke came to the Spring Solstice. His dad wanted to impress the King. John smiled thinking how his dad's plan was ruined with the advent of Gwen showing up at the festivities. 

He took several sheets of parchment out of his bureau and started to write. When he was finished, he gave them to a messenger to deliver the notes. Next, John had to gather the supplies for the journey. His furrowed his brow thinking how he was going to get Gwen out of the castle. He had several ideas, but nothing feasible came to mind. 

He proceeded to have breakfast and wait. John gave his supply request to the head merchant outside the castle. He felt it was his destiny to help Gwen. Nevertheless, he was not sure why. He thought how she stood up without fear to her dad and asked for help. Nobody does that anymore. If any common citizen needed any type of assistance from the knights, they had to write a letter of explanation and a request. He thought it was silly. In the history books, he read whenever a common citizen needed help, the knights would be there. He tried to talk to his dad about this, but he always scolded him of not knowing anything.

His food tasted terrible. He stop eating. He thought his mom being murdered by bandits was odd. His dad was the best swordsman in the kingdom. The black knight had no chance against his father and his elite guards. There was something missing.
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Chapter 4
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Garret sat upright in the bed. It was morning, and he heard the blue jay birds chirping their songs outside the window. His bandages was soaking not with blood but with perspiration. 

"Hello, sleepy head," Marla said from the doorway. "How are you feeling today?"

"I feel bruised all over."

She came closer to him. "Can I look at your wound?"

Garret nodded. Marla gingerly touched his bandage and look underneath. "Ah. This will be healed by the end of today. I had to use some magic. You lost a lot of blood when you came to me. When I complete my training, you would be healed in hours instead of a day."

"Thank you. John told me all the healers were out enjoying the festival," he said in a condescending tone. 

"Look," Marla said, "thank you for looking out for John. I'm not sure why he always does these crazy things. He is incorrigible."

"I know. We have been friends since we were kids. He didn't start to act like that until he was a teenager."

Marla nodded. "Yes. It was about the time his mom died."

A knock was heard at the door. She turned away. "I will be right back."

Garret watched as Marla walked out of the room. He wondered if John knew about Marla's feelings about him. It was obvious to him, but John was unaware of everything except getting into mischief. He sighed and thought one day he would be too late to help him. The Knight Marshall knew of his son's failings. He voiced his opinion several times, when John was not in earshot. 

Marla came back holding a rolled parchment tied with a red ribbon. "This came from you. I wonder how they knew you were here. No matter. The page boy said this is urgent."

He saw the seal. It was an official knight's business note. He felt a glimmer of excitement. He would have a real role in the knighthood. He grabbed it. His hands tremble. He took off the ribbon slowly and unrolled the letter. He was chosen as the leader of an expedition to bring Gwen back to her homeland, and he will have to take John, another knight and whoever he chooses. 

He smiled. "Marla, do you want to go on a trip?" 

"What? I have too much to do around here."

"John is going and we need a healer with us. I trust you will be compensated."

She fidgeted with her hands. "Yes, I will go. When are we going?"

"As soon as we can get packed. We are going to Absalom."

"I thought that place was closed."

"No, according to this letter. We will be an emissary of friendship to the Absalomians. This is a very important job worthy of my talent."

"Garret be careful. I will go with you and John. But be careful what you wished for."

He stood in his excitement and started to dress. He felt a little dizzy and held on to the table for support. She did not know how long he had been waiting for a post like this. If he was successful, he would be invited to court, and maybe they would listen to his heroic songs. There were so many things he needed to procure and plan. 

"Where are you going?" John walked into the room and smiled a crooked grin.

"I needed to get things in order for our expedition."

"It is all taken care of. I already gave a requisition order for horses and supplies."

Garret said, "What? You did all that."

"Yes." John turned to Marla. "I hoped your friend here has invited you to go with us."

"I need to go. Who will watch over you two?" she said. 

Garret said, "John this is an important mission. Remember, I am the leader. You have to do what I say."

John had an odd look for a second and nodded. "Sure. I believe we will leave at sundown, when we are ready." 

Garret massaged his back. "Marla, do you have anything for my aching body."

She nodded and walk out of the room. John said, "Garret thank you for agreeing to this expedition."

"It is mission given by the Knight Marshall. I have to go."

Garret watch John walk away. He wondered what John had been brewing in his mind. He had a sneaking suspicion that things were not what they seem. He scanned the parchment. The seal was the Knight Marshall personal emblem. He itched his chest and shook his head. He felt foolish and shook his head. 

"Here you go," Marla said. She held a cup of nasty looking liquid. 

"What is that?"

"It will help you heal. But drink it slowly."

It looked harmless enough. He sipped it. "Yuck." He almost spat it out. "Are you trying to poison me?"

"No." She laughed.

Garret was struck how beautiful she was. Her long dark hair fell in waves over her shoulders. He thought John was a fool. He drank the rest of the brew, clenched his fist and pinched his face. 

Marla said, "Do you feel better?"

He stood. His body did feel better. "Wow. I'm sorry. I forgot to tell you for taking me in and helping me."

She threw his shirt at him. "Get dressed. I got you some new clothes. You have an expedition to plan."

* * *
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JOHN MOVED AROUND HIS room. He found his sword and started to oil it. He felt bad he had to lie to Garret, but he had to go Absalom. Gwen needed help, and he needed to find out about his heritage. He always knew that he was different. Yet, his dad never told him. His mom's portraits always showed her with luminous green eyes. He thought the pictures had an added embellishment from the artist. When his mom was alive, her eyes would not glow. His memory was hazy, but he remembered her eyes only illuminated when she was angry. Gwen's eyes flashed when she stood in front of the knight, but ceased when she was dragged to the castle. He wanted to know more about the Eriels. 

John stared out his window and looked at the tower where Gwen was being held. He was thinking he could write another writ showing Gwen was supposed to come with him, but shook his head. The guards will not be fooled. They would have asked for conformation from his dad. The door opened. 

"John, did you have a good talk with the Eriel?"

His grandma walked inside. She was alone. Her servants and maids were not following her. 

"Yes. Grandma, why is my dad being stubborn? He should be helping her."

His grandma moved closer to where he stood and looked at the tower. "He has his reasons."

"He should have told me my mom was an Eriel."

She was silent for a while. "He would have eventually had told you. But your dad has not been himself lately."

"I noticed."

"There has been some rumors of a plague," she said. "Several farmers came to visit your dad today."

"What? I have not heard."

"Your dad is going to close all the gates and doors to the city and castle tonight. He wanted me to tell you to stay in the castle."

John said, "He should have knights investigate."

She smiled. "You will make a good leader, but for now, we have to follow your dad's orders."

"Yes, Grandma. He wants to see you at dinner. The High Duke will dine with us." 

She placed her fingers of his face. "Do not do anything foolish. We both know how much trouble you have been in lately."

John watched her leave his room. He almost wanted to stop his plans, but he was already in too deep to stop now. A rustle of air struck his hand. He whirled around detecting somebody was near. 

"Do not worry John."

Gwen was next to him. She was so close they could be touching. He fell backwards and hit the wall. 

"How did you leave your room?"

"When are we leaving?"

"Tonight, you have to stay here until we leave."

"I will stay with you."

"What powers do you possess?" he said. 

"My magic is from the natural order of the world. You also have some powers."

"How do you know that?"

"You are part Eriel. I can tell."

"Tell me more about your kind."

"We respect nature and animals. A few of us can manipulate the elements. You have this power and have to develop this sensitivity. Wait, somebody is coming."

He heard a gentle knock at his door. John walked to the door. He said, "Hide."

"Hello," John said. 

A pageboy was at the doorway. "Your father wants to see you. He is at the council chambers."

"Thank you. I will be there in a few minutes."
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Chapter 5
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A large castle built on the cliff of the Vesparium mountains stood overlooking, the domain of the Wizard Suprum. The sun barely set in the area of bogs and dark forests. An eternal fog of despair littered the sky. Only the toughest of animals can live in this southern realm. No stragglers or nomads ventured into this realm because of the difficult terrain. 

The Wizard looked over the vast valley of the dark woods. He smiled. Gwen will fulfill her mission. She found an arrogant knight to help her open the gates of Absalom. His army of ogres and Vesprum lizards were ready for battle. He knew his armies eagerness for blood, and mayhem will be satisfied soon. He knew he will cut the king's heart with his own hands. The wizard held onto the stone railing. The king should have never cast him out of his kingdom. He was after all a prince and brother to him. He should be ruling over the Kingdom of Lorn not his sibling, the weakling. 

Suprum knew everything will go as planned. He will have the kingdom of Absalom and also the kingdom of Lorn in due time. The Black Knight called him. The Wizard moved over to the table where a crystal sat glowing a blue hue. He waved his hand over it and an image appeared swirled, then focused. The Black Knight's face was shown. 

"Master," the Knight said. 

"What news do you have?"

"The spirits of the Harken Mountains will not help us."

"Do not worry my disciple. They will come in time."

"The spirits foretold of one who can defeat us." 

The Wizard laughed. "No, my disciple. They cannot defeat us. The plague is spreading and soon the Kingdom of Lorn will be starving. Then it will be our time to rule."

* * *

[image: ]


JOHN WALKED DOWN THE stone steps to the council room. A maelstrom of emotion swirled in him. He wondered if his dad knew what he was doing. He was scared and also angry that he had to sneak around to do the right thing. Helping Gwen was the true thing to do. His dad cannot keep her trapped here, indefinitely. 
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