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​​Prologue
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After the knights and their families returned to the Kingdom of the Last Dragon, they made plans to stay, making Bridgeiro their home.  Virgil decided to set up an organized system for the knights and their family members to learn about the craftsmanship of the old ways.  Even though everyone was expected to try all the professions used by craftsmen, each person seemed to naturally fall into a specific useful trade that fit his or her unique talents.  The children began attending the school that Elov set up near her home.  After their lessons, the students were also expected to apprentice in a trade for a short period of time.  Life in the kingdom seemed to settle into a predictable and peaceful rhythm of a well-run small village.

Gabriel appeared to be the only knight that excelled in all of the trade areas.  He dabbled in everything and went from job to job helping others when needed.  The other artisans often sought the knight out for advice.  Virgil soon realized that everyone looked up to Gabriel as a natural leader.  It was no surprise to him because from the beginning he had noticed that Gabriel was just like his forefather, who was also the unspoken leader and peacekeeper of his knights.

The other knights were the first to notice Gabriel’s routine.  The men teased that they always knew where he would end up at the end of the day, helping out at Elov’s trade shop.  The knights’ wives figured out what was going on, even though they denied it, by the way the couple playfully flirted and always had their eyes on each other.  Even the children were whispering about the couple they had come to adore.

The Queen of England continued to visit the kingdom, as her schedule would permit.  She was enthusiastic about the changes that were occurring on Bridgeiro since the knights had returned with their families.  The queen began helping the community plan a vision for their future.  She had supplies delivered to the kingdom in order to help carry out their goals.  In doing so, the monarch was becoming more instrumental in the larger plan that was beginning to take shape.

To Virgil’s surprise, while the group was having a discussion at lunch one day, the queen informed everyone that she had sent out a secret inquiry commission in order to discover useful tradesmen and capable women who might be interested in building a new life for themselves on Bridgeiro.  Virgil and the queen were pleasantly surprised when they received an enthusiastic response from the others.  The knights and their families considered her plans to be just what the kingdom needed in order to once again flourish.  Everything seemed to be falling into place.  A new and prosperous way of life was beginning to emerge for the kingdom.

After several months of screening the candidates, the commission began slowly sending people over to the new community on Bridgeiro.  Those who crossed over had a connection somewhere in their family history of belonging to the kingdom.  The craftsmen, who were skilled builders, helped to build homes for the new settlers.  The new arrivals were expected to learn a trade and be productive members of the community.  As part of the agreement, the settlers were given land of their own, and a working trade or a shop to run.

After dinner one night, the queen visited with Virgil and the knights around the fire pit.  They discussed how wonderful life was in the new kingdom.  Gabriel mentioned that Virgil had proposed that the men begin to scout and hunt throughout the territory in order to feed the people of the kingdom, since the community was growing in numbers.  The queen revealed an idea of recreating an annual kingdom festival in order to celebrate the return of the brotherhood of knights.  No one but Virgil knew what the monarch was referring to.  The knights were curious about the festival and asked her to explain.

The queen responded that the celebration would be considered a reward for everyone’s hard work.  She explained that the knights of the old kingdom would periodically go off on long exploratory missions or hunting expeditions for the crown.  When they returned, the villagers would celebrate their safe homecoming with an annual kingdom festival.  The celebration would include special games, sporting competitions for the men, craft exhibitions for the ladies and a traditional dance, in order to bring the community together.  Since the current knights had all safely returned to the kingdom to begin a new way of life, consideration should be given to starting up the traditions of old.

The knights agreed that it was an excellent idea.  They began spreading the word.  The knights’ wives decided to take charge of the event.  Everyone chose how he or she could contribute to the festival.  The wives made a list of what needed to be accomplished and everyone volunteered to do their part.  A sign up was posted for the new villagers.  Excitement spread throughout the land.  As the time drew near, everyone began scurrying around in preparation for the big event.  The men did the carpentry work, the ladies sewed and the children were given jobs based on their abilities.  Everyone worked harder than ever to try to make the festival something truly special.

**********
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It was the anniversary of a meaningful event in Virgil’s life.  Each year when the date came around he tried very hard to forget the past occurrence.

After all the work was completed for the day, Virgil retired to his cabin.  He went straight to the fireplace and started a fire for comfort and warmth.  Virgil fixed himself a drink and a snack then sat in his favorite chair and stared into the dancing flames.  The evening was different from the other previous nights.  He noted that as the kingdom began flourishing once again, flashes of old, haunting memories from the past continually tried to creep into his conscious thoughts during the day while making his rounds.  Virgil had been successful at pushing those thoughts out of his mind as he continued on with his work.  However, something peculiar happened that day.  The earlier discussion had triggered a memory that was too powerful for him to completely suppress.  The thought of reestablishing the traditions from long ago stirred unsettled emotions.  As Virgil sat in the silence, he began to reminisce and let his guard down.  He started to remember the time when he had been king.

Virgil’s first thoughts were of the good times, when he and his loyal knights would scout the lands of the natural planet.  The things the men had seen on their missions gave them bragging rights when everyone returned to the court and began to tell wild tales of the great vastness beyond the kingdom.  They retold their tales at the annual festivals around the fire pit.  He remembered the fierce creatures the knights had tracked and hunted for days in the wilderness.  Several times they were taken by surprise.  The most ferocious creatures they encountered had a way of scaring all sense of rationalization out of the group once the beasts were chanced upon; but in the end the knights persevered, pulled together and prevailed over the savage animals.  However, while engaged in the frightening circumstance of coming face to face with each of the dangerous creatures in the wilderness, the men often made rash decisions that created imaginative tales of adventure that, in hindsight, were hilarious for their audience.

The men were all exceptional warriors, each with his own heroic stories of how he had become a knight in the royal court.  Virgil whispered the knights’ names and their stories as if they could somehow hear him.  He took a drink and raised his cup in their memory.  A void swept over him as he finished his last thought.  The knights were brothers to him.  Virgil would have died for them, and he felt remorse that they were, in fact, the ones that gave their lives protecting him.

The memories that he’d tried so hard to keep at a distance could no longer be suppressed.  In a nostalgic moment, Virgil let his guard down and allowed his recollections of the brave knights to surface.  It seemed like those memories of another life had been only days ago.  They sprang once again fresh in his mind, bittersweet to his soul.

Then suddenly an awakening occurred with the memories, along with it was the realization of pain and anger for that treasured life he’d lost.  In an instant what had begun as soft as a ripple grew into extreme waves that he allowed, flooding his consciousness with the long since forgotten memories and emotions that went along with them.  Virgil didn’t fear the self-discovery process this time as he did in the past but instead allowed himself to observe the waves, which crashed and inevitably broke all around him.

It was as if at that moment, Virgil stood alone, defiant of the higher mystical powers within the universe, his arms outstretched to the heavens in the middle of a raging monster storm on vicious rocky ground that jutted out into the stormy sea.  The rogue waves of memories separated Virgil from land and drenched him with such force that he could actually feel the pressure bearing down on his body.  Those remembrances provoked a stirring of emotions at the core of his being, allowing the anger and pain to surface that had long since lingered, but was kept suppressed by a void.  Near the end of the devastating storm, the tidal waves had finally been broken.  The water was now subsiding.  The recollections that remained were washed away back out into the vast sea, revealing his way forward to reality.

Virgil knew why he couldn’t release the knights after the great calamity.  The thought of them being erased from his mind, forever by time, was too much for him to comprehend.  He’d lost everything that he had deemed important.  He was the only survivor.  His greatest fear was, what if he could no longer remember their faces or voices, would they become lost souls eternally forgotten by the passing of infinite time?  That thought frightened Virgil and threatened to send him over the precipice’s edge into the eternal darkness.

Virgil knew he’d lost a sense of reality several times throughout the tragedy.  At one point he had actually prayed for an end to the agonizing torture and asked for release to do, what he now recognized as the unimaginable.  It would have been so easy to just give in to the illusions that he had created in his mind; to let those illusions have a life of their own.  They begged him for a life, even demanded it of him.  He denied all of the illusions, with the exception of his trusted knights.  During that tragedy, he had come so close to casting his own dark spell into the universe.  Then at the precise moment Virgil was about to cast, he discovered he couldn’t do it.  At his breaking point he had cried out to the powers that be, that he’d decided to willingly let the knights go.  He refused to keep their souls for his own greed and comfort.  That’s when it happened.  The knights themselves had chosen to reveal to Virgil that even in death they refused to leave him.  Each knight had individually made the choice for himself just before taking a last breath.  They had each whispered the magic words that would join them all together for all eternity as protectors.
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​​Chapter 1
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Charles was on time as he traveled across the Hub to his meeting with Dimitrios.  He rode his disk to their designated meeting place.  He stepped off and placed it in his backpack.  Charles put on a lanyard that held his official badge before he walked up the steps and entered the building.  He walked down the crowded hall to Dimitrios’ office.  Cassia greeted him when he walked into the waiting room.  She got up from her desk and opened the door to Dimitrios’ office to let him know Charles had arrived.  Dimitrios stood and motioned for her to let the young man come in.

As Charles entered the office, Dimitrios walked around his desk.  “Have a seat, Charles.  I would like to go over a few things with you before we get started.  We have a busy day ahead.  Anthony is going to meet us in the sector we will be visiting today.  He had business near that sector already this morning, so it just made sense that we’d catch up with him.”

Charles chose one of the chairs in front of the prime minister’s assistant’s desk and sat.  Dimitrios sat in the chair next to Charles.

Dimitrios asked, “How does it feel to have graduated?”

Charles acknowledged that he was relieved to be moving on from high school.  “I’m excited to have an opportunity to begin my apprentice responsibilities over the summer.”

Dimitrios nodded.  “Good.  Speaking of your apprenticeship, I wanted to go over the agenda with you.  Now that you’ve had some valuable experiences already in your training to become the next prime minister of Bridgeiro, Anthony and I decided that during the summer months we’d take advantage of an opportunity.  We’re going to allow you to advance within the specialized training program to the next phase.  We believe that exposing you to the responsibilities of the prime minister’s office, and allowing you to explore the Hub metropolis, will give you a more realistic point of view of the future responsibilities you will encounter once you take command.”

“I’m ready.”

“All right.  Let’s get started.”

Dimitrios reached over and took a folder from the surface of his desk.  Inside was an ancient, detailed map of the Hub metropolis with all of its sectors.  Dimitrios carefully unfolded it on his desk.

Charles pointed and inquired, “Why is this large area darkened on the map?”

“Because it simply doesn’t exist.”

Charles frowned.  “How is that possible?”

“It isn’t on any Sojourner map.”

Charles tilted his head.  “The cartographer who drew the map must have known it exists.”

He started to ask more questions, but Dimitrios interrupted.  “I understand you have a lot of questions.  I believe you will have a better understanding after we visit a couple of the sectors and more of the metropolis by the end of the summer.  However, there are parts of the Hub that you may not experience until you are granted access to them as the prime minister.”

Charles began to ask another question but Dimitrios redirected his attention to the sector directly across the Hub from the area that didn’t exist.

“This is the area we will be visiting today.  Save all your questions for later.  We are on a tight schedule.  Now over here,” Dimitrios pointed and continued, “is where we will meet Anthony, at this wall.  In the sector that we are going to visit today, you will be allowed to explore a limited section of the Prime Ministers’ Archive.”  He handed Charles an envelope that was next to the map.

Charles opened it and took out a laminated ID card.  He studied the card and the strange raised symbols on it.  He placed it on his lanyard behind his official badge.

Dimitrios said, “Once we get to the site, you will update the security system using that card.  Anthony will walk you through the details.  The card allows you to access the artifacts within certain sections of the building.  The only person that is granted complete access is the current prime minister himself.  Once the time allotted for you to explore the archive has expired, I will return to meet you.”  He pointed once again to another sector on the map.  “Right here.”

Charles asked, “Aren’t you going on the tour with me?”

Dimitrios shook his head.  “No.  No one has access to this sector accept the prime minister, his apprentice and a select few that dedicate their lives to the archive.”

“You mean people go in but they don’t come out?”

Dimitrios was amused.  “I guess that is one way to describe it.”

Charles frowned.  “Sounds kind of strange and creepy to me that they aren’t allowed to leave.”

Dimitrios shrugged.  “You’d be surprised.  There is a long line of Sojourners who want the jobs behind those walls.  It takes many years for the devotees to be educated and trained before they are even allowed to be considered for the job as a curator of the artifacts in the private collection.”

“Is it like a museum?”

“I don’t know.  It’s one of the many secrets of the office.”

Charles looked at the map.  “If it is like a museum, then it’s one of the largest ones I’ve ever seen to be housed in a complete section of the metropolis.”

Dimitrios agreed.  “It does encompass a rather large sector compared to the others around it.”

Charles asked if he could take a closer look at the map.  Dimitrios gave him a magnifying glass so that he could see the tiny details.  They both leaned over the desk as Dimitrios pointed out certain things that could be of interest.  He directed Charles’ attention to the landmarks that were scattered in several locations on the map.

Charles said, “I had no idea that the metropolis was so enormous.  It is more like a country.”

“Most people do not understand just how large our territory actually is.  Even though the Hub appears to be near the eternal border, the view is actually an optical illusion.  In fact, the border is far away.”

“What’s outside the eternal border?”

“The natural planet.  Some areas are similar to the Kingdom of the Last Dragon.”

Charles ran his fingers along the eternal border boundary.  He paused then chose his words very carefully.  “What’s here, outside the government’s boundary?”

Dimitrios said, “The “Unknown” sector.  You’ll learn more about that later.  If I were you, I wouldn’t get too excited about that particular lesson.  Not much that is good happens over there.  The best term I can use to describe it is gang warfare.”

Charles pointed to the natural planet beyond the border.  “What’s it like out there?  Do any maps exist detailing the area?”

Dimitrios explained, “Charles, the natural planet is an extremely dangerous and volatile place.  The environment there isn’t conducive to exploration for anyone other than those who are approved to cross over.  We have strict regulations about going beyond the eternal boundary.  Only authorized personnel are allowed to cross the border.  A few privileged Sojourner employees are allowed to enter the natural countryside; for instance, miners that mine for precious metals and ores, workers that work on Bridgeiro’s electro-magnetic power stations, military and authority agents.  The workers and military personnel must use specialized, armored, electro-magnetic vehicles for their protection against the natural planet when they journey out there.

“Our scientists have harnessed Bridgeiro’s electro-magnetic field by embedding magnetic power stations within the soil.  This technology allows heavy armored vehicles to maximize the drivable range and speed for the vehicles specifications.  It also has an added benefit in that the noise that the vehicles produce is ultrasonic, which means the sounds are above human hearing.  The airbikes that the authorities use are an exception to being noiseless.  Their lightweight frames allow them to travel at high-speeds, and because of their speed they are not noiseless.

“I know you’ve just recently been to the kingdom and now you are curious.  I assure you, that you have seen only a small part of the vast area of land.  The sorcerers, who helped develop the Hub, were instrumental in making that land habitable.  While the kingdom is magnificent and beautiful, you have a false sense about what is really beyond the border.  After seeing it for myself, I can understand your curiosity about what lies in the great beyond.  However, you will learn there are places out there that no human should ever attempt to go under any circumstances.  There is a whole other treacherous side to Bridgeiro’s natural environment.  Even if I tried to explain to you all the dangers that are out there, you wouldn’t be able to comprehend what I’m saying because you don’t have a frame of reference in which to compare.”
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When they finished going over the agenda for the day, Dimitrios and Charles walked out of the office.  They left the building and rode on their flying disks across the Hub then beyond to the sector where they would meet Anthony.  Charles looked down as they flew over the areas he’d never seen before.  What he saw intrigued him.  He wondered why Paw and Nana had never taken him to these sectors.  There was so much more out there for him to explore than what they had shown him.

As they flew, Dimitrios tapped into Charles’ sound system within the disk’s force field and began pointing things out to him as they flew.  Charles was seeing the metropolis as an entirely new image.  He felt inspired and awed at the same time.  It was absolutely incredible that the places he was observing actually existed on a foreign planet.  As Charles watched the moving specks that were people below, he imagined being one of them and exploring the surroundings.

Once they reached the solid wall that Dimitrios had told Charles about, they lowered their disks to the ground and stepped off.  Charles put his disk in his leather backpack.  Seconds later Anthony appeared as the gate opened by itself.

He greeted them and asked Charles, “What are your thoughts on traveling outside the Hub district?”

Charles answered, “It was fascinating!  I can’t wait to explore!  I have so many questions after seeing what is out there beyond the Hub.”

Anthony laughed.  “I promise there will be plenty of time for new adventures and discoveries as time goes by.  I trust that Dimitrios has already briefed you on your agenda for today.”  Charles said he had.

“Very good.”  The prime minister thanked Dimitrios.

Dimitrios said, “You are welcome.  I shall meet you both in the designated area at the agreed upon time.”

The prime minister nodded.  “We’ll be there.”  Dimitrios left them.

Anthony said, “Beyond this wall are amazing things that have been kept a secret for generations.  When you learn of their existence you will understand why.”

He helped Charles program an access code that would allow him to enter the archive.

Anthony continued, “Today you will get a limited tour of the Prime Ministers’ Archive.”

A curator met them at the front entrance.  Charles could tell she was taken back at how young he was.  She seemed to almost question Anthony’s judgment about letting him enter.  “Mr. Prime Minister, sir, is access entered into the program for today’s visit?”  Anthony assured her it was.

After scrutinizing Charles’ face, she nodded and led the way through the sterile, white hallways.  She waved her hand and the hallway instantly changed to a more masculine décor with paintings and carved wooden details.  Charles looked around as they walked.

Anthony said, “It’s all real but at the same time it’s a simulated version of how I wanted the interior decorated.”

Charles stopped briefly to examine a small figurine that appeared to be of a different species, moving around in a circle on a table.  Anthony and the curator stopped.

Anthony walked over and picked up the object.  “It’s real.”  He handed it to Charles, who was puzzled how the curator made something from nothing.  He set it down and they walked on through the hallway of endless doors until the prime minister reached an ornate, mahogany door.  The curator opened the door and stepped aside.  Charles followed Anthony through the doorway.

Inside, the room was tastefully decorated.  Anthony mentioned, “This is my legacy space.  I am allowed to retain objects in this room that I believe will be useful to other prime ministers who will follow.”

The prime minister reached for an object.  A display of information appeared in midair, giving a description of what the object was and how to utilize it.

Charles ran his hands through the lit up, blue writing and thought: Impressive.

Anthony said, “You also have the option of having a curator accompany you to explain the objects and answer questions.”

Charles asked, “The doors in the hallway...”

“Yes.  They are all the rooms that contain the previous prime ministers’ legacy artifacts.  This archive accommodates unique and priceless resources.  When you become prime minister, the expert curator will give you a complete tour of the facility.”

Anthony encouraged Charles to walk around the room and explore.
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​​Chapter 3
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Joseph left Nxy’s residence and returned to the compound office.  He walked over to the dry bar and poured himself a scotch whisky neat.  Joseph sat at his desk and contemplated his discussion with Nxy.  What she had said made sense.  He needed a right hand man, one just like Non.  Joseph pulled out a copy of Stephanos’ file from his desk drawer.  He slowly and deliberately read through its contents.  When he reached a certain paragraph, Joseph thought: Now how do I approach the issue with Stephanos?  How do I turn him into my own personal Non?

A week later Joseph called Stephanos into his office.  Joseph pointed to papers on his desk and said, “I want to discuss a case with you.  I believe your work at the previous law firm may be beneficial in this lawsuit.  What do you know about Burkley vs Stanton?”

Stephanos began slowly pacing around Joseph’s office.  He wanted to think carefully before answering his boss’ question.  As Stephanos walked, he lightly touched several objects on the bookcase that ran along the north wall.  When the he moved a carved, teak mask, he was surprised to find a beautiful crystal.  Joseph intently watched Stephanos as he gently picked it up.  The crystal began to glow.

When he saw his law clerk’s reaction to the glowing crystal, Joseph smugly smiled.  He thought: With Stephanos, I may have outdone Donovan.  I have a Seymore and Non all in one!

Stephanos turned to look directly at Joseph and said, “You know my secret.”

Joseph nodded.  “We have a lot to discuss.”

**********
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Donovan stormed into his office and slammed the door.  He sat down at his desk, pushed the button on his timer and went to work on a case that would soon be going to trial.  The two hardheads involved in the lawsuit refused to agree on a settlement.

Donovan saw this coming from the very inception of the case.  When the client first came to him, he considered turning down the man’s request to bring a lawsuit against the private equity firm.  He knew he had to act expeditiously, but before Donovan opened his mouth, the client was adamant that the Greys’ owed a debt to his family.  After that declaration, he was then basically blackmailed into submission.  From the beginning the man insisted that Donovan Grey, as sole, senior partner of the law firm, handle the lawsuit.  It was pretty obvious that a positive outcome would be hard won when the client stated, “A win is expected in regard to this suit, no matter what expense is incurred.  Winning is everything.”

There were other things he’d rather be doing at that particular moment; however the client was very prominent in the community.  His only consolation was the billable hours that the case accumulated.  Donovan knew that if he didn’t give his full attention to the details, his law firm would come under scrutiny.

It wasn’t long before a persistent rap at the door interrupted Donovan’s thoughts.  He sighed, closed the file, and stopped the timer.  He then pushed his chair back from the desk before he gave permission for the door to open.

Seymore opened the door and asked if he could be of assistance.  He brought a large cup of black coffee into the office and set it on a coaster.  Donovan thanked him and asked if Joseph had come to the office yet.

Seymore quietly shut the door and said, “Yes, he’s with Stephanos.  The two of them started right to work.  I’ll keep my eyes on them, if that’s what you want.”

Donovan considered the suggestion and said, “That may not be a bad idea.”

Seymore withdrew a file folder that he had tucked under his arm.  He handed it to Donovan.  “Here’s the report you requested.”

Donovan snatched it from his assistant’s hands and quickly began perusing the contents.  He waved at the door and said, “That will be all.”

Seymore left Donovan’s office and returned to his desk.  He quietly growled when he saw a file folder on the desk.  Without looking at the contents of the folder, he knew it was more of Joseph’s paperwork that Stephanos had set on his desk.  An irritated thought crossed his mind: Why am I doing Stephanos’ work?  I wonder what the hierarchy is in this office now that the wise guy is here?  Am I going to get stuck doing all the work for the three of them?

**********
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A few hours later Donovan emerged.  He barged into Joseph’s office, interrupting the conversation.  “Let’s go, now!”

Joseph scrambled to retrieve his things from the safe.  He said to Stephanos, “Follow me.”

When the two men entered Donovan’s office, Donovan raised his voice, “Just what do you think you are doing?”

Joseph said, “He’s coming with us.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“No.  I’m not.”

“We didn’t discuss this!”

“What’s to discuss?  He’s my clerk.”

“You idiot.  We’re not going to trial.  We’re going over.”

“I know and so is he.”

Donovan pointed at Stephanos.  “How do I know I can trust him?”

“If we can’t, we’ll eliminate him.”

Stephanos stood still while Donovan assessed him.  Then he said to Joseph, “You’re an idiot son,” before he crossed over to the other side.  The other two followed.

Seymore heard voices arguing then complete silence.  He stood and walked over to Donovan’s door.  He opened it and looked around the empty office.  The file he had given Donovan earlier was nowhere to be seen.

Seymore closed the door and walked back to his desk.  He began typing up the letters that he’d been given.  While Seymore typed, he mumbled,  “Why does he get to go?  They’ve never taken me in all the years I’ve been here.  Stephanos is nothing but trouble.  Donovan, you’ve got your hands full with those two.  I heard what they were discussing in there and you’re not going to like what I have to say.”  Then he thought: Serves you right for letting your guard down and not watching what is going on around here.

The law office door opened and a man walked into the lobby.  He didn’t say anything to Seymore.  They were familiar with each other and had worked together for years.  The man handed Seymore a manila envelope.  “Do what you want with this,” was all the man said before he walked away.

Seymore opened the brad and peered inside at the photos.  He set the envelope on the desk and rubbed his eyes.  He moaned then thought: Why’d she do it?  She’s been warned.  If I don’t give this to the boss and he finds out, he won’t trust me.  I won’t be able to help her then.

Seymore finished up the paperwork.  He leaned back in the chair and considered his options.  He put the typed letters on Joseph’s desk as Stephanos had requested.  Then he picked up the phone.  When she answered, all he said was, “He knows.”

Seymore heard a click as she disconnected.  He placed the phone on the cradle then stared out the glass doors and watched as cars sporadically drove by.  He had a daymare about the dreadful things that would follow once he placed the photographs in Donovan’s hands.  He resigned himself to the fact there was nothing more he could do.  Seymore licked and sealed the envelope so Donovan wouldn’t know he’d seen the evidence.  That was the expected protocol but Norvigt always let Seymore have the choice of viewing the contents, especially if it was deleterious evidence.
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​​Chapter 4
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On the day before the kingdom festival, the women were busy in their kitchens baking for the large turnout that was expected to attend the major event.  All the men were hunting, with the exception of Virgil, who needed to remain near the festival area to help orchestrate the behind-the-scenes planning.  He knew that the queen’s advisor would send the necessary supplies, and the workers to make sure the detailed plans were followed.  While Virgil waited for the workers to arrive, he decided to bake an old, favorite treat.  He began the process of baking his specialty cookies for the celebration.

Earlier that mid-morning, Virgil had stopped by each of the cabins, checking to make sure everyone had what was needed and that everything was going according to plan.  He had earlier mentioned to Becki that since she was preparing a large number of the desserts, when she finished a manageable amount of the edibles, the items should be brought to his cottage.  Since she had the youngest children of the community, this would allow her more working space in her kitchen and less to worry about on the morrow.  He would then carry her desserts to the festival.  Becki gratefully agreed with his suggestion.

Later, when Becki finished baking, she gathered the desserts she had planned on taking to Virgil’s.  She asked Stella to carry a bag of tarts.  In one hand Becki carried a cake, and in the other arm she held her toddler, Christopher.  It proved to be quite a task getting from one cottage to another but they managed.  Virgil’s door was already open, which was a relief to Becki whose arms were hurting from carrying the precious items.  She called out to Virgil, who came immediately and helped her.  Virgil greeted the family then quickly took the cake from Becki and placed it on the kitchen counter.  He returned, took the bag of tarts from Stella and placed them next to the cake.

Becki realized Christopher needed to be changed.  Virgil pointed to the room she could use.  Becki took her son into the room to be tended to, leaving Virgil and Stella in the front room.  Virgil got down on Stella’s eye level and asked how she liked cooking for so many people.  Stella immediately began with a wild story about the day’s events in cooking, making Virgil laugh at her dramatization.  He ruffled her light brown hair.

He asked, “Would you like to try one of my cookies for being such a good sport?”  Stella smiled and nodded.

Virgil said, “Follow me.”  They went into the kitchen and he handed her a cookie from a plate on the counter top.

Stella took a bite and whispered, “Mmm, these are good.  I’ve never had these before.”

Virgil smiled and then whispered back, “It’s a secret family recipe, hundreds of years old.”

She looked at the cookie and frowned.  “The cookie doesn’t taste like it is a hundred years old.”

Virgil couldn’t help but laugh.  “The cookie is not a hundred years old; the recipe I used to make it is.  I’ll be happy to give it to you someday.”

She winked at him and with a mouthful of cookie said, “It’s a deal.”

Virgil straightened up and held his back.  “I’m afraid my back isn’t what it used to be.”

Stella nodded and held her back, mirroring Virgil.  “I know what you mean.  I get a crick sometimes too, but I’m brave.  I have to be.  I have a baby brother to keep in line.”

She gave him a dimpled smile, which revealed a crumb on her cheek.  Virgil pointed.  She picked off the crumb and popped it in her mouth, licking her lips.

Virgil heard Becki call out for him and he answered, “We’re in the kitchen.”

He said to Stella, “Your mama needs us.  Let’s see if we can help.”  Virgil went into the room with Becki.  Stella remained in the front room.

Virgil reappeared and said to Stella, “Your mom is sending me to get some more of the desserts at your cottage.  I will return shortly.”  He left the cabin.

Stella crossed the room to Virgil’s bookcases and looked over the interesting knickknacks that filled the shelves.  A jar of marbles set on one of the lower shelves.  She studied the spheres intently for a moment.  Then Stella went to get a chair from the kitchen.  She dragged the chair over to the shelves and stood on it to get a better look at the jar of marbles.

Virgil had come back and was standing at the window.  He watched as Stella looked over the contents of the jar, carefully observing each visible marble while turning the jar on the shelf.  When she lifted the jar, it began to glow.  He curiously watched her.  Stella was humming a tune he recognized.  She very carefully put the marble jar back onto the shelf and climbed down from the chair.  She took the chair back into the kitchen.

Virgil backed up from the window so that she wouldn’t see him.  After a short pause, he came through the doorway and said, “There you are.”

Stella nodded.  “Here I am.  Were you looking for me?”

“Yes, I was.”

Virgil put the desserts in the kitchen on the counter.  Then he said, “I’m going to check on your mother.”

He soon returned and said, “Your mother is going to put Christopher down for a nap.  She wants to stay with him so he won’t be afraid when he wakes.”

Virgil got down on one knee and spoke to her in the old language.  “Did you see something that interests you on the shelves?”

Stella bit her lip, not knowing if she was in trouble.  She somehow seemed to know he had been watching her from the window.  She looked in that direction.  He followed her glance and then looked back to the shelves.

She pointed to the jar of marbles and said in the old language, “I saw a dragon.”

Virgil was astonished.  He thought: No, it can’t be.  He stared into Stella’s big, brown eyes and for a moment, connected with her thoughts.  Virgil saw Stella’s vision of the dragon.

She said barely above a whisper, “I’m ready to learn the ways of ancient magic from you and the high sorceress.”

Virgil watched what she envisioned and thought: Dear one, you will be a fine enchantress.  I may very well be the one learning from you someday, instead of the other way around.  He walked over to the jar and took it from the shelf.  Virgil sat down on the floor.  He took the marbles out of the jar one at a time and placed them on the wooden floor.  He asked her which marble held the dragon.

To each one she said, “No,” until he came to a larger, black marble with a purple cast.

Stella reached for the marble and placed it into the palm of her hand.  “This is it!  This is the one.”

Virgil gently took the marble and rolled it between his hands, warming it.  The marble began to glow with purple swirls in his hands.  When it became too hot for him to hold, he threw it onto the wooden floorboards, shattering it.  Purple smoke swirled around them.  Stella watched the swirls form the image of a dragon.  The young girl tamed the smoke with her hands.

Virgil had a vision as Stella motioned.  It was of Eustoria reading a very old book in the library of spells.  The petite, raven-haired sorceress looked directly at Virgil as if she sensed his presence in the room with her.  Eustoria said as she closed the book, “The time has come.  I am on my way.”

When Stella blew out a breath, the smoke disappeared leaving a tiny, golden charm on the floor.  Virgil observed Stella, who hadn’t been paying close attention to his actions because she had been busy manipulating the purple smoke.  Virgil reached over to pick up the charm.  Stella watched as he held a tiny charm of a dragon in the palm of his hand.

Virgil wrapped his fingers around the charm and whispered, “And so it begins.”

That night Virgil met the high enchantress, Eustoria, in a secret meeting place deep within the forest in order to discuss the matter in privacy.  From that meeting, an agreement was decided upon that would begin a cycle that no magical being in their realm could alter.
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Mrs. Maureen Grey stood and walked across the room.  She opened the door leading to the hallway and checked to see if a servant was visible before making her way downstairs.  Her thoughts were dizzying.  She felt on the verge of a panic attack.  Regaining her composure by slowing her breathing and becoming centered, she walked into the study and glanced at the painting of her family above the mantle.  The painting had been commissioned during her senior year of college.  Maureen was an only child, doted on by her parents.  It had been a family secret that her mother had given birth to a twin but her brother hadn’t survived long after the delivery.  She was aware of the fact that her life would have been completely different had he survived and become their heir.  However that didn’t happen and she was left in control of their massive empire.

Maureen gathered her purse, scarf and black leather jacket.  She wrapped the Riquès scarf loosely around her neck and knotted it.  As Maureen walked through the Passageway, she put on her Sojourner glasses.  She had an errand to run in one of the sectors.  She took a route that she knew wouldn’t be patrolled by his pawns because the authorities heavily patrolled that area.  Maureen felt pressure to swiftly reach her destination before she missed a critical window of opportunity.

Her steps became quicker as she reminisced over the past.  Maureen shuddered as she considered the reality of what she stood to lose if everything went wrong and their secret was discovered.  Non was correct.  She had been reckless and she regretted it now; but it was too late to change the circumstances.  She’d have to ride Donovan’s wrath alone, apart from her soul mate.  Maureen was determined to see Non one last time before she faced her husband.  The thought of being separated from the love of her life was almost too much for her to withstand.  As the years had gone by, she felt herself becoming weaker and more drawn to him than ever before.  Maureen was certain he felt the same desires.  The last time she’d stolen away in order to be with him, he’d shared his most intimate thoughts.  What she was about to do broke every single vow she’d made in order to protect him.  She believed Non had to be warned of what was coming so that he wasn’t blindsided by not knowing that Donovan knew the truth.  Non needed time to think things through so that he could diffuse the explosive situation the way in which only he could do, man to man with Donovan.

Maureen’s parents owned a huge estate in Brazil where they entertained and threw lavish parties for the aristocracy.  In her youth, Maureen had spent her free time and summers either sunbathing on the beach or sailing around the world with her parents on their yacht.  Maureen had lived in Brazil until after she graduated from college.  Upon graduating from college, she was granted a work visa in order to enter the United States and run her family’s expanding global business.  That’s how she caught the piercing, gray eyes of Donovan Grey.

Donovan’s parents were business partners with Maureen’s family.  The business required the two families to work in the management positions.  The families’ members were expected to spend a lot of time together going over the legality of business plans and negotiating deals with other companies that they either wanted to buy or utilize.  Donovan handled all the contracts and legal affairs as well as his family’s side of the business.  Donovan Grey and Maureen made a good team as far as business matters went, however for her the sparks were never there.  He often asked her out on dates but she wasn’t impressed with the stocky, young man.

Before Donovan proposed, he spoke with Maureen’s father and asked permission for her hand.  The amalgamation of the two business entities, a merge between the two partners that would be sealed by marriage, along with the legal reputation of the Grey’s law firm, pleased her father who saw his empire expanding exponentially with this arrangement.  Once he gave his blessing, Maureen’s future had been decided for her.

This didn’t set well with Maureen who had other ideas.  She had already begun a relationship with the man of her dreams and had her own plans for the future.  She chose the man that her own father had handpicked to work alongside her as a sounding board for the company.  The couple was inseparable.  He was brilliant in her eyes, a man with the golden plan.  No one had ever lit a flame in Maureen’s heart like he had.  From the moment she laid eyes on him and they were first introduced, electricity filled the air.

Maureen’s parents had insisted that she fly back home to Brazil during spring break holiday.  She was devastated when her parents told her of their plans for her to marry Donovan.  She told them that she loved someone else and would never love Donovan.  She’d never even considered him for a husband.  She simply wasn’t interested.  She was confused at how he could have gotten the wrong message.  Her heart longed for and was consumed by another man.  Her parents couldn’t understand her hesitation and insisted that she commit to being betrothed to Donovan Grey.

Maureen tried to make her parents understand that she would be miserable for the rest of her life if they forced her to go through with the marriage.  Her father, in return, only lectured her on how the marriage would secure her future and the future of the empire for which his family had worked so hard to grow, all for her and her heir.

She revealed her lover’s identity to her father but he said that her choice was unacceptable.  Although the man was well educated and wealthy in his own right, he wasn’t a good match for her.  He’d never be able to do the things for the company that the Grey family could.  Her father demanded that Maureen go through with the marriage.  He firmly stated that if she did not marry Donovan then she would lose her entire inheritance.  He’d give it to charity and hand the company over to the board of directors because she obviously couldn’t make good decisions for the company.  Maureen tried to discuss her future with her mother but she sided with Maureen’s father.  Later on Maureen learned that her mother was a woman who had many of her own secrets.

Maureen ran to her confidante, who had accompanied her back to Brazil.  The love affair they had in the following days was sensuous.  The thrill of young love and the excitement of forbidden passion ignited a flame in their hearts that melded them as one.  Promises were made.

In the end, her parents forced her into the loveless marriage.  Both Maureen and her boyfriend knew that her father was a man of his word.  He’d see to the ruin of both of them.  To Maureen, her wedding day was the darkest day of her entire life.

Immediately after the wedding, Maureen went her way and Donovan went his.  She buried herself in her work.  Whenever the business allowed her a brief respite, Maureen took her romantic partner jet setting around the world with her.  He was by her side day and night.  In Maureen’s mind, if she couldn’t marry the man she desired, she would keep him close.  Together they were unstoppable, as a team they closed deal after deal until her parents discovered what she was up to, all because the Greys complained about their daughter-in-law’s indiscretions.

Maureen’s parents secretly flew to where she was residing and surprised the couple.  They demanded that their daughter return home, act like a wife and start a family.  Her father saw the brilliance of what the pair had accomplished and didn’t fire him; instead he stole the man from Maureen’s side then reassigned her counterpart to work with him so that he could keep an eye on the young man.  He became her father’s architect for the future of the company.  Her father called him Non because he made all business problems nonexistent.

Things eventually quieted down and Maureen bitterly played her role.  She became ruthless in the business world.  No one dared to cross her, not even Donovan.  Years passed and she never became pregnant.  Maureen had long since lost interest in her husband and had given up on having children.  Not having children was fine with her.  It allowed her the freedom to do what she chose and not be tied down.

Then one day she and her former lover ran into each other at a business meeting that took place on the other side of the world from where Donovan was working.  Once their eyes locked on one another, they read the other’s mind.  The couple spent weeks negotiating with companies so that they could spend every moment together.  It was the most passionate time Maureen had ever experienced.  She felt like she was alive once again and told him that she would give everything up for him.  She was ready to leave Donovan in order to spend the rest of her life with him.  They made plans for their future.  When they finally had to separate, he to return to Brazil and she to return to the United States, they vowed to reunite after the divorce.

After Maureen returned home, she discovered she was pregnant.  She didn’t know what to do.  She tried to contact her inamorato to tell him that he was going to be a father but he’d vanished.  No one had seen him or knew where he’d been relocated.  Maureen was frantic.  She believed she had no choice but to stay with Donovan.

Maureen’s husband became very ill and was rushed to the hospital.  Maureen stayed by his side and tried her best to play the role of a loving, dutiful wife.  With her lover out of the way, she once again buried herself in the business and began thinking of her child.

After Maureen Grey celebrated her thirtieth birthday, her parents both died.  She was named their benefactor.  Maureen inherited the empire that she and Non had helped to create.  While learning about all the aspects of running the family’s empire, she learned that her parents had many secrets.  Maureen had traveled to the Hub through her mother’s Passageway on many occasions; but when her parents died, Maureen was left with yet another Passageway that belonged to her father.  It was a Passageway to a strange and unknown part of Bridgeiro.  Her father had left instructions and family journals for her to learn about the dangerous sector.  She studied all the information carefully before she crossed over.  In his notes, her father made Maureen aware of the fact that she would have yet another business to run.  A proctor that she knew was in charge of the entire operation.  He would be waiting for her.

To Maureen’s surprise, it was her former lover who was the mysterious proctor.  She almost fainted when she saw his face and his endearing lopsided grin.  She could hardly believe that he had disappeared to that unknown sector on Bridgeiro years ago.  He’d been waiting for her to finally crossover.  Once again Maureen disappeared off the face of the Earth.  The couple spent romantic days and nights together.  She whispered how she had wanted to leave Donovan but she was lost when she couldn’t find him.  Her parents had forced her to stay with her husband.  With a baby on the way and with Donovan becoming ill, her husband had relied on her.  Maureen informed her lover that she had given birth to a son.  She named the boy, Joseph, his biological father’s middle name.  This revelation pleased him.

He told Maureen that he had remained faithful to her.  He pledged that for the rest of his life, he would be devoted to only her; however she’d have to return to Earth for their son’s sake.  He made it extremely clear that even though her parents had died, her father had anticipated what she would do once she found him.  Her parents made sure that she wouldn’t divorce Donovan Grey.  Her father embedded her husband in the business on Bridgerio.  He had been crossing over for some time, handling the market’s business.

Her intimate partner convinced Maureen to return to Donovan.  She was crushed at the thought of remaining Donovan’s wife.  He once again vowed that he would always love her and no one else.
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Charles and Anthony spent much of the day together going through the objects in the Legacy Room.  After several hours, they met Dimitrios at the designated meeting point.  Charles thanked the prime minister for the tour.

Anthony then excused himself so that he could prepare for the evening saying, “I will see you both at the Sojourners’ Council meeting.”

Dimitrios and Charles rode their flying disks in another direction.

Dimitrios said, “We have time.  Would you like to go explore one of the sectors we passed on the way here?”

Charles smiled and said, “You don’t have to ask me twice!  Let’s go!”

Charles chose the sector he found the most interesting, the Brain, Body and Being sector.  A large crowd was walking around the area, entering and departing from the various buildings.

Under his breath Dimitrios said, “This ought to be interesting.”

The two men landed their flying disks and stepped off.  They secured the disks in their leather backpacks and began exploring.  The tour was thought provoking for Charles.  He knew he had to make decisions quickly because they couldn’t be late to the Sojourners’ Council meeting.  He looked at his surroundings.  He chose to visit the Mind Shop.  It had a huge fake brain in the window that lit up in different colors; statements were displayed on the window in blue flashing lights.  An Asian lady in a short, orange dress and matching stiletto high heels stood beside the window.  She was soliciting random people to approach.  The lady encouraged the pedestrians that slowed to glance, to think of an image in order for the brain to display the same image on the windowpane.  Charles was fascinated.  He walked over to the storefront.  He watched for a moment then entered the building.  Dimitrios followed.  Inside the shop, a man in a navy, pinstriped suit, light blue shirt and shiny, black, captor style oxfords approached them.

“Sir, do you have an appointment?”

Charles gave a negative reply.

“That’s too bad.  May I assist you, and tell you about the Mind Shop?”

Charles glanced at Dimitrios, who shrugged.  Charles agreed to a tour.

It was a highly technological store.  Individuals were standing with personal instructors.  The trainers were instructing the students by using various methods for training their brains.  The students then participated in different mental activities.  Some of the learners were performing concentration and memorization exercises.  In other areas the individuals were practicing test taking or creative exercises.  Tucked away in rooms with viewing windows, people were moving objects using telekinesis.  Others were in a dark room learning how to astral project themselves.  Those that were advanced in their training were taken to specialized compartments to either be tested for future studies or they were being taught to perform mind-opening exercises.  At the end of the tour, the man took them to the back of the facility where students were focusing on training their brain to be in “the focus zone” for target shooting or sports training skills.

Charles smiled and whispered, “Bingo!”

Dimitrios was involved in a conversation about the brain with an advanced trainer that he knew.  She had long, blond hair and was wearing a crimson dress.  Nearby, an advanced trainer was explaining the latest research on brain activity.  Once Dimitrios’ friend observed Charles’ interest in her colleague’s training methods, she asked Dimitrios for permission to approach Charles.  He agreed.

She excused herself and seized an opportunity to make believers out of the crowd that had gathered.  She was going to demonstrate to Charles their “cerebral cortex training”.

She introduced herself to Charles and asked if he was willing to participate.  He agreed.  She turned on the microphone that was clipped to her dress, and began her spiel about the different lobes of the brain and how the brain operates.  Then she proceeded to teach Charles how to use his brain to its full potential.  A crowd gathered to watch.  By the time their session was finished, a line of eager students requested to sign up for the training.

The trainer walked back to Dimitrios and said, “He’s an exceptional student.  I would like to work with him.  I believe with training, his thinking skills could be sharpened.”

“I can’t deny that he is exceptional.  I agree that your expert training could improve Charles’ thinking skills and mental focus.  I will get back with you to arrange a schedule.”

Charles was disappointed when Dimitrios mentioned that they had to be going.  There were so many different buildings in the sector he wanted to explore but they were out of time.  They hurried across the Hub to the Sojourners’ Council meeting.

Charles observed the regular meeting and sat in on their private executive meeting.  Afterward, he met with Anthony to go over the guidelines of directing a council meeting and the privileges that the prime minister was allowed to exercise.

At the end of the evening, Charles was exhausted.  Dimitrios escorted him to the Jones’ Passageway.  During their walk, Dimitrios reinforced what Charles had observed in the meeting and answered his questions.  Once Charles went through the Passageway into the office, he greeted Carson.  He immediately went to the house to eat dinner and then he went on to bed.  Charles fell asleep once his head hit the pillow.
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Donovan’s family’s inheritance agreement and will stated he needed to have an heir to inherit the Grey’s estate.  Donovan received shocking results when he had tests run before marrying Maureen.  Once he discovered he was unable to father a child, Donovan was aware that he needed her money if he was to continue running the family businesses.  He decided that with her money it wouldn’t matter if he lost his family’s fortune.  Several years into their marriage, Maureen informed him that she was pregnant.  The news came after she had returned from an extended business conference.  That left the question to be answered; to whom did their son belong?

One day Donovan crossed over to Bridgeiro and found the two lovers together.  It all made sense to him as to whom his son actually belonged.  Donovan was livid.  He had been wronged and was from that time forward bent on revenge.

Although Donovan had known the truth that he couldn’t father a child for years, after seeing his wife with another man, he finally confronted Maureen with the information.  He made it clear that he would ruin Maureen and her family’s business.  She would be penniless by the time he was done with her.

Maureen became frightened when Donovan threatened to kill her intimate partner.  Eventually she was able to secretly cross over to the family’s compound.  She intended to talk with her love in order to devise a strategy to thwart Donovan’s scheme.

After he heard Maureen’s news, he could see no happy ending for the two of them.  He knew several truths, that after Donovan killed him, the man would turn on Maureen and kill her.  Donovan had the heir he required.  He no longer needed Maureen.  The only thing that could possibly save the two of them was the fact that the empire was too large for one man to handle.  Maureen had adequate knowledge of the inner workings of the business that her husband didn’t, and she had all the connections.

Her companion quickly sized up his options and shrewdly made a deal with the devil.  He told Donovan that he would back away from Maureen and not claim his son, if Donovan would not hurt them.  He agreed that in return for Donovan’s word, he’d stay on as the proxy and run the market for him instead of returning to Earth.

He then convinced Maureen to abide by Donovan’s terms to the agreement.  Maureen understood the logic and returned home.

Through the years, Maureen Grey kept her part of the agreement—until recently.

Over the same years, Donovan observed and noticed that Joseph resembled Maureen’s former lover.  The two men were extremely handsome, with tall, lean bodies and serious, brown eyes.  Every woman who came into contact with either man fell instantly into lust.  He grew to despise that about his son.

The man had taken his revenge and there was nothing Donovan could do.  There was nothing any of them could do.
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Non saw Maureen first.  He did a double take and froze where he stood so she would see him.  Once they made eye contact, he looked in the direction of the café where she was to meet him.  When Maureen nodded that she understood, Non finished the business he had come for and then made his way to the rendezvous spot.  Along the way, he wondered why she had come to find him.  It wasn’t like Maureen to be seen in public.  She hated crowds and despised the market sector.

When Non sat at the table beside Maureen, she said, “I wanted you to know that he knows what happened.  I didn’t want you to be taken by surprise when he confronts you.”

Non sat quietly, without motion, for a moment.  Then he reached for her hand.

Maureen was surprised by his gesture.  She grabbed his hand with both of hers, desperate to touch him.

Non began talking.  “It was bound to happen.  I’ve tried all these years to deny my feelings and stay away.  I’ve done all that for you.”  He gazed at her and said, “I love you, Maureen.  I always have and I always will.  I’d die for you but the thought of never seeing you again is too much for me to internalize.”  He leaned over the table and gently kissed her hand.

She melted at his showing of affection and said, “Oh honey, if you say the word, I’ll leave him.  I’ll leave it all behind to be with you.  I’ve been contemplating doing this for years.  It’s not worth it to me for us to be apart.  Why did we do this to ourselves?  The torture wasn’t worth it.”

The concern on Non’s face showed.  It was something he had always tried to hide from her.  He scooted his chair closer to hers so that their legs touched.  He looked at her lovely face.  She was so beautiful even after all the years.  He had never allowed his heart to love anyone but her.  She was his reason for living.  Nothing else kept him alive.

Years before when her father informed Non that he would soon be reassigned, Non refused to leave Maureen.  He confessed his love for her then asked her father to reconsider.  He requested that her father allow them to have their future together.  He promised he’d do anything to see to her happiness.

Non never forgot the look on her father’s face when the man said, “I’d love nothing more than to see my daughter happy once again.  I truly want to wipe away the tears she weeps for you.

“I too, love my daughter.  I honestly do love her, but sometimes as a parent you find that although you love your child with all your heart, you can’t give her what she wants, for her own good.”

Her father’s back was to Non as he looked out the window onto the street below at the people.  “Non, Maureen needs you and desires you, but she has an interest far greater than my family’s Earthly empire.  There is no way she can handle both.  If she tries to take charge alone, everything will fall apart, and the Greys will completely take the empire over.  All of her inheritance will be lost.”

He faced Non and said,  “If you love her as you have confided, then protect her interest.  She’ll never be happy if she loses her fortune.  We both know that.  She’d be ruined.  You’re wealthy but you’re not in her league.  If I retracted my arrangement with Donovan and agreed to a divorce in my will, the Greys will come after the two of you and will destroy you both.  You have no idea who you are dealing with.  They’d kill you both before they let Maureen divorce Donovan.  Do you think I do not know that Donovan is unhappy too?  It’s my only solace.  I know about his affairs and all of his mistresses.  I discovered his dark side and I’ve seen his ruthlessness.  He’s in the same legal entanglements that ensnare Maureen.  There is no answer.  Our empires own us.  Make no mistake when I tell you Non, that your life and Maureen’s life is in danger.”

Maureen’s father went over to the bar and poured himself a drink and one for Non.  “There is a way to keep you both alive.”  He handed the drink to Non.  “I have a problem.  You have the ability to make it go away, like all the other problems you have taken care of for me.  You can be Maureen’s proxy on the other side.  You can be not only her advocate but her procurator too.  In that role, you will be able to watch over her interests.  Without you blocking the Greys’ nefarious deeds, they’ll eventually kill her then they will come for you.  For years now they have been planning to do the same to my wife and me.”  He finished his drink and set the tumbler on the bar.  “There is too much at stake for Donovan’s family now.  They won’t go away.”

Maureen’s father walked over to the closet, placed his hand on the door and said, “Non, you’re like a son to me.  I wish I hadn’t been so frightened to tell the Greys no to the marriage arrangement.  I know now I should have fought them.”  He turned the handle of the door.  “I know you can cross over through Passageways.”  The door opened.  “I know all about you and your family.  You’re the answer to my prayers.”

Non saw the suit of armor hanging in the closet.  He looked at Maureen’s father and thought: I wonder how you discovered that I am able to travel to Bridgeiro.  I never confided that information to Maureen.  Be that as it may, nothing matters more to me than protecting Maureen.  Now I know for certain that you never trusted the Greys.  They blackmailed you into the arrangement.  You had no other option.  With their connections, the Greys would have killed you and your wife if you hadn’t agreed to proceed with the marriage between Donovan and Maureen.  Now I understand.  The Greys need Maureen’s money to continue on with their diabolical plans.

Maureen’s father stated, “I presume the child is yours.”

Non didn’t answer.  He had no idea he was going to be a father.  They had strategically kept him secluded in another country on the far side of the world where he couldn’t be contacted, “away on business”.  Now the pieces made sense.  If he lived on another planet, he couldn’t run to Maureen and sweep her away, risking all their lives.

Maureen’s father said, “Say the word and I’ll sign over the proxy papers.  You’ll be in charge, but the larger share will remain between the two, Maureen and Donovan.  This way you’ll be able to protect her.  It’s the only way.  You get your revenge.  Your child will be their heir and you will be in control of everything.”

Non gave his consent and with signatures in place, his future and fate was sealed.  It was the only way he could protect the one he loved.  From the moment Non was introduced on the compound, he took control.  He was a natural and Maureen’s father was impressed at how everyone responded to him.  Non had a way with people that made them want to work hard for him.  The people working for their organization gave him their respect.  Maureen’s father also noted that Donovan, who had been introduced a short time before Non, didn’t have the trust of those under him.  Everyone gravitated to Non.

Maureen’s father taught Non everything he knew about the Universal Game and the planets.  Non was a natural at overseeing their investment and growing the territory.  He made wise decisions and was a visionary.  He worked hard in order to make sure everything ran efficiently and made a profit.  Their wealth greatly increased with Non in charge.  Even though Maureen didn’t realize it at the time, she was the benefactor of his dedication.  Non kept his word.  He watched and waited patiently for the day when Maureen would crossover.  He was ready for his love to discover where he had been through the years.

The day Non learned that her father had died, his heart sank because he didn’t know if Maureen would know how to go through the other Passageway.  To his knowledge, she’d never gone through a Passageway to Bridgeiro.  They’d never discussed it before.  He later learned that Maureen had Sojourned, but she’d never come to the compound until her parents died.  That’s when she learned about the compound and the market.

Non had kept a daily journal of what he had learned and what he had accomplished on Bridgeiro.  He later gave it to Maureen to read so that she could learn what he knew in case something happened to him.  Non knew that Donovan would never teach her.  Her husband would eventually attempt to confiscate everything that belonged to Maureen, or he’d kill her, one of the two.

Non believed Donovan and his family were similar to the mob.  Maureen’s family had not intended for the market to become dark and evil.  Non discovered it was the Grey’s influence that had made it sinister.  From the beginning, Donovan’s family had built a network of gangs and thieves.  They had tormented the Unknowns from the beginning with their organized crime.  The Greys were known to be cruel to those beneath them.  The people would have been much worse off had Non not arrived and taken over partial control of the organization.

Non was fortunate that he wasn’t involved with Donovan’s parents for very long.  Donovan’s father was killed in a well-known battle and his mother died of natural causes not long after her husband’s death.  However something told Non that a deep, dark secret was involved in their deaths.  It didn’t concern him, so he didn’t have the deaths investigated.

Non had plenty to do to keep busy.  He filled his days with obsessing over keeping invisible control of the business and being steps ahead of Donovan Grey.  He was more intelligent than Maureen’s husband, and more charismatic.  Non always used his strengths to his advantage.  It was the only way he knew how to survive and make sure that no harm came to the one he loved.

The first time Non met Joseph, he couldn’t believe he was seeing his biological son.  He was proud of the fact that Joseph had passed the bar exam and was a practicing attorney.  However, he was disappointed in the fact that his son was corrupt and malevolent.  Non wished he could tell Joseph the truth.  He hated the way Donovan treated his son.  He often had to bite his tongue to keep from interfering in Donovan’s caustic relationship with Joseph.  He anticipated the day when Donovan stepped aside and allowed his son to take control of the compound and its activities.  Non intended to persuade Joseph that a different structure of management would improve the organization; although he sincerely doubted that his son would change what Donovan had set into play.

Up until the point when Non first saw Maureen in public, he’d figured that the time would eventually come when there would be a confrontation.  He just didn’t know how or when it would happen.  Her warning gave him time to prudently think through his options.  Non had been patiently waiting for years, secretly hoping for a reckoning that would establish his territory.  The confrontation was coming and he was ready.  He shared his plan with Maureen.
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​​Chapter 9
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The day for the kingdom festival finally arrived.  Stella woke earlier than her mother anticipated.  She sleepily made her way to the kitchen where she smelled something delicious being baked.  She gently pulled on her mom’s apron.

Becki swooped Stella up, making her young daughter giggle, and then hugged her.

“Good morning, sweetness,” Becki said.

“Good morning, Mama.”

“How did you sleep?”

“Fine I guess.  I kept having dreams of things to come.”

“Oh, I see,” her mom said.  “Do you want to share them with me?  These dreams you had?”

Stella said, “Yes, but not now, Mama.  I want to think about them first.”

Becki nodded and said, “When you are ready, honey.”  She hugged her daughter again and followed her over to the table.

Stella ate more than usual for breakfast.  Her mother reminded her to save room for the food she would be eating later at the festival.  When Stella was finished, she asked to be excused.  Becki smiled and dismissed her.  She told Stella that clothes for the festival were ready for her in the bedroom closet.  Becki was excited for her daughter to wear the new dress.  She had worked hard on it for months.

Stella went to her room to get ready.  She closed the door then sat back down on the bed.  At some point Stella began dreaming, although she wasn’t asleep.  Her body jerked and brought her out of the trance.  Stella jumped up and dressed for the festival.  Once she brushed her ringleted hair, she put in a barrette.  Pleased with the look, she skipped down the hallway.  Stella waited for her mom to turn around and look at her.

Becki finished putting food items in a cloth sack for the kingdom’s get together that afternoon.  She set the bag on the table and turned to look at her daughter.  She was very pleased with the results of her labor.  Stella twirled around several times.

“Stella, you are so beautiful in the new dress.”

Stella smiled and asked, “Mama, may I visit Virgil?”

“Yes, you may.  Would you be my sweetie and help me carry something for the festival?”  Stella grabbed more items than she could safely carry.

Her mom smiled.  “Thank you, darling.  Always willing to help.  Here let me help you.”  Becki had Stella set down everything she held in her arms.

Stella’s dad playfully swooped up Christopher onto his broad shoulders and joined them in the kitchen.  He teased Stella that she was going to get dizzy as she twirled around and around the kitchen floor, showing off her new dress.  Stella finally came to a stop.  Becki then gave her daughter more manageable items to carry.

When Stella saw her dad lift a heavy sack of food, she bounced out the door with the items her mom asked her to carry and was on her way to Virgil’s.  Becki smiled and shook her head, watching her daughter joyfully skip along the path.  Becki reached for the children’s cloaks and other items the family would need.  She and Thomasen were soon out the door following their daughter.

Stella was jubilant as she named the blooming flowers that lined the path.  She spoke to them as she skipped, pretending that they had pixies living within them.  As Stella went farther along, she began to sing a song in another language.  Her father stopped his wife in the middle of their conversation and asked her to listen as their daughter sang the song.

Becki asked, “What is it?  What does it mean?”

Thomasen tried to remember as he too began to sing the song.  “It is a song about never growing old.  Stella’s song is different than the way I learned it as a young boy.  I didn’t teach her that ending.

“She has learned to speak the old dialect very well.”

“If you didn’t teach her, who did?”

Stella stopped farther up the path, turned around and looked at her parents.  “Grandma taught me.”

Her parents glanced at each other, shocked that she could hear them whisper that far away.  Then Stella bounced off again, running and jumping toward Virgil’s cottage.  Thomasen put Christopher down on the path.  He reached over to hold his wife’s hand.  The family walked in silence the rest of the way.

Once the small group reached the cottage, they were greeted by some of the other families that had already begun setting up for the expected crowd.  Becki set the cloaks on the porch railing and then went to join the other mothers.  Several of the other community members had arrived earlier that morning and had already put up tents for activities and crafts.  They were now busy doing other needed preparations.  Some of the villagers were slowly beginning to arrive.  They pitched in to help set up for the planned events.

It was a lovely day filled with activities.  There were areas where men could show off their fencing and archery skills.  The women prepared and served the food.  Those who weren’t helping with the meal either had a quilting booth or a craft tent to demonstrate their skills and show their items.  As the day went on, the musicians continued to take turns entertaining.  Some of the children played games or participated in crafting activities arranged for them.

Stella’s attention had been captured.  She spent quite a while sitting at the puppeteer wagon, listening to the old stories being told.  It had become her favorite place at the festival.  The puppeteers were the same people who worked to create the puppets that made Virgil’s storytelling come to life.  When the performers finished for the evening, they walked Stella over to the feast that was being served.  She sat with her mom, dad and brother.  The family enjoyed dining with their friends.

When they finished eating the meal, Stella ran off with some of the other knights’ children.  Becki kept an eye on her daughter while she played.  Several of the children began chasing orange daerspawls that were spinning in different directions.  A couple of the children finally gave up trying to catch the daerspawls and ran to play somewhere else.  Stella giggled as she focused on chasing a particular daerspawl that fluttered carefree from flower to flower nearby.  She suddenly stopped chasing it and looked over into the forest because an unusual movement among the trees caught her attention.

Stella saw from a distance black beings running back and forth.  These beings also climbed the trees and were perched all around.  She suddenly froze to watch them and where they were going.  A certain figure made unusual movements that she had seen somewhere before.  She concentrated, taking it all in, trying to figure out what she was seeing.  The evening suddenly began to take a turn toward semidarkness.  Stella’s eyes began to adjust.  A particular figure mesmerized her.  It moved, similar to the one she had seen in her dream.

Becki ceased what she was doing and glanced over at Stella.  She didn’t understand why her daughter had taken her attention away from the daerspawl.  She watched to see if her daughter needed help.  The next thing that happened sent chills through her body.  Becki saw Stella’s body suddenly stiffen.  Then her daughter let out a blood-curdling scream at the top of her lungs.  The plate Becki was holding fell from her hands and crashed onto the ground.  Becki picked up Christopher and ran with her husband toward Stella.  The terrified parents felt as if they were running in slow motion.

A strong gust of wind swept through the festival.  The flowers from all around seemed to at will, give up their seeds.  The parachute seeds swirled around in a gale, forming a wall that surrounded Stella so the figures in the forest could no longer see her.

Suddenly the door to Virgil’s cottage burst open and a stream of brilliant light flashed, sending an electrical charge into the trees.  The people who were standing nearby covered their eyes, as Virgil ran from the cabin.  He used the charge to confound and stun the dark beings within the forest.  Virgil’s adrenaline took over.  The king ran faster than he had since he was a young man, toward the strange, dark figures that he’d seen earlier moving about in the forest.  Virgil didn’t want to give the intruders an opportunity to disappear into the night.  In casting his magical charge into the forest, the energy had alerted his protectors.  The knights of the old kingdom suddenly appeared on the scene ready to fight.

One of the dark beings in the forest was strong enough to recover from the sting of Virgil’s magic.  It stamped its foot on the ground causing the earth to quake and shift.  Chaos ensued and everyone ran for cover, except Stella and her parents.  Stella stood absolutely still in the sea of swirling seeds.  When Thomasen reached Stella, he lifted her into his arms and carried her off to Virgil’s cottage.  As he ran into the house, Becki followed close behind with Christopher.  The young girl was covered in seeds.

Virgil was unable to catch up to the dark one that had caused the pandemonium.  The individual darted and hid from sight within in the forest.

Fearful that it might try to get near enough to harm Stella, the king turned back to check on her.  He bent down to look in her eyes and asked, “What or whom did you see, honey?”

Stella’s eyes opened wider and she bent her knees.  As she straightened, Stella lifted her arms up to the sky.  “He’s here for me,” she whispered.

Thomasen was taken back.  “Who, honey?  Who came for you?”

Stella looked to the door and pointed.  Becki asked Virgil if he knew what Stella was talking about.  Virgil began to answer, when suddenly flashes of colored lights, much like a strobe light, came through the windows.  The ground shook and the air crackled with electricity.

Virgil said, “I have a good idea as to what is going on.”  He ran for the door and went onto the porch.

While Stella’s parents were talking, trying to make sense of it all, Stella walked toward the door.  She opened it, walked out onto the porch and stood beside Virgil.

The scene outside was suddenly threatening.  The villagers had returned to the clearing armed and ready for whatever was going to happen next.  The knights had their swords drawn, ready to stand their ground.  The dark, shadowy figures had recovered from the spell.  They stepped out of the forest poised to fight.  The battle that ensued was filled with the sounds of striking steel and the glow of magic.

Virgil sent Stella back inside as he left the porch to join in the battle.  Stella turned to follow Virgil’s instructions.  Once he had left, she returned and stood where she had previously been watching the combat taking place.  No one noticed the tiny figure left standing alone.

Stella watched the battle as she put on her hooded cloak and fastened its frog clasp.  Once again she repeated the motions from her dream, bending her knees and raising her arms to the sky.  Next she blew out a breath that whipped throughout the forest causing the trees’ leaves to rustle.  As the leaves rustled, they began to talk at first in a whisper.  Soon the leaves were whistling as Stella repetitively used hand motions.  Once the whistling sounds reached the volume Stella wanted, she began making fluid motions with her arms, as if she was an orchestra conductor, causing the strong wind to create a chorus of sounds within the forest.  The wind forced branches and leaves to break free from the trees.  The pieces from the trees swirled around before materializing into creatures that no one had ever seen before.  Some of the wizards and sorcerers used their magic in an attempt to incinerate the creatures, but they refused to burn.  The creatures were impervious to their magic.  Once everyone realized what had happened, little by little the fighting began to cease.  The creatures had formed a circle around Virgil’s cabin, daring anyone to try to enter.

A voice in the forest echoed through the trees all around them and asked, “Gundram, Gundram, why are you here?  What do you want?  Wizards and sorcerers, why have you come here and disturbed the resting, peaceful forest?  Do you really want me to call you out one by one?”  Everyone froze.  No one had seen or heard anything like this before.  Eustoria suddenly appeared from out of nowhere, riding into the clearing on her black clonsayee, Nightmare.  The creature reared up on its hind legs, as Eustoria held the reins.  Once Nightmare dropped, the clonsayee stood still.

Eustoria called out to the crowd of over one hundred people, “Gundram, show yourself!  The forest has revealed your identity.”  Eustoria waited.

A tall, muscular figure with a thick, braided beard and long, wild, burgundy-brown hair that was entangled with leaves from fighting with the trees made his way forward and emerged from the main path.  He brazenly walked up to Eustoria.  As the sorcerer approached her, she could see his distinct trait; his left eye was blue and his right eye was green.

The figure glared at her with a menacing stare as he yelled out, “Eustoria, you have no jurisdiction over this issue!  This is not your concern!  I warn you to not interfere.  This is between me and Virgil!”

Eustoria’s violet eyes lit up as if they were on fire and could burn his soul.  She roared back at him, her words lingering in the air, “How dare you tell me what is my concern and jurisdiction!  What do you know of this matter?”

Gundram paused then dropped to the ground because his eyes momentarily burned.  Eustoria’s eyes then became as black as the night as she dismounted from her clonsayee and walked over to him.

She calmly asked, “Do you challenge me?”

Gundram’s hands were covering his eyes as he knelt.  He removed his hands and calmly asked, “Answer one question for me before I answer you.  What business do you have with the child?”

Eustoria slightly smiled.  She raised her chin but kept her narrowed eyes on him as she answered, “That’s none of your concern.”

He gritted his teeth and snarled, “So, it wasn’t just Virgil acting alone!  It was you who betrayed all of us?  How could you?”

Her eyes studied him.  “I have my reasons.  None of which I have to share with you according to the law.”

Virgil headed toward the pair.  Eustoria glanced at Virgil then looked back at Gundram.

Gundram could feel Virgil’s presence nearing him.  He stood and pointed.  “Did you share your reasons with him, when you decided to betray us?”

Stella was no longer standing on the porch.  Her parents had already taken her back into Virgil’s cottage.  They were afraid for their daughter, not understanding what was going on.  The creatures that surrounded the cottage were vigilant and alert, waiting to attack if needed.  Since no one had any idea what the creatures were or how they’d retaliate, the sorcerers and wizards ceased attacking them.  The wind continued to howl through the trees.

Eustoria said, “I report to no one.”

Gundram, raising his arms with his palms facing up, shouted to the crowd, “Did you hear her?  She kept a secret from you!  She doesn’t report to you.  Eustoria does as she pleases, with whom she pleases!”

The sorcerer glared at her, spit on the ground and said, “We’ll see about that.”  The wind picked up as he said, “Then yes, I challenge you.  You used to have my allegiance but not anymore.  Your time has ended.”

Virgil had almost reached the pair.  He picked up speed and lunged forward toward Gundram.

Gundram brought a hand up to his mouth.  His palm opened to reveal a neon blue powder that fell through his fingers then blew, swirling into the wind.  Those who knew what the sorcerer had set in motion, gasped.  A challenge had been made.

As Gundram ran toward Eustoria, she stepped backward into a flash of white light that turned a deep blue and then became enveloped back into a white light.  Right as Gundram reached her and made contact, a clap of thunder roared through the air.  Virgil propelled his body forward.  When the light dissipated, electricity sparked in the air as a lingering effect.  The three were gone.  Those that knew what had occurred quietly began chanting as they wrapped their cloaks around their bodies and covered their heads with hoods.  As the retreating figures backed into the forest, their voices became softer until they were gone, leaving a fading, ghostly trace.

The knights stood and stared at one another.  Not only had Virgil disappeared but his protectors as well.  They turned around and looked at the cottage.  The forest creatures had turned to piles of leaves and bare branches.  The wind had ceased.  An eerie calm replaced the howling wind.  The forest was completely silent and without movement of any kind.
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​Chapter 10
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Charles heard a ping on his window.  He rolled over.  When he heard the sound again, he sat up and waited.  When the sound repeated, Charles ran to his window and looked out into the night, trying to see what was causing the sound.  He focused in on Caroline and did a double take.

Charles opened his window and whispered, “Caroline!  What in the world are you doing here?  You are supposed to attend your college orientation in the morning.  Not only that but if you get caught...”

Caroline stood still and gave him the look.  “Did you hear what you just said?”  She sighed.  “I’m going away to college.  I think I’m old enough to make my own decisions.”

Then she became impatient.  “Please come down here.  I need to talk with you.”

He quickly thought about her words and said, “Wait right there.”

Earlier Charles had noticed that Paw Paw’s light was on in his office.  He dressed quickly, ran downstairs and out the door to meet Caroline.

As soon as Charles walked out the kitchen door, she began whispering to him about what had happened in the kingdom.  He grabbed her hand and together they ran to the office door.  Charles softly knocked so he didn’t startle his grandfather.

Carson opened the door and looked at them.  “Charles.  Caroline, is everything okay?”

With tears in her eyes, Caroline stammered, “N-n-no, Mr. Jones.  Help.  You have to help.  Something is terribly wrong.  It’s Virgil.”

Caroline told what she knew about the situation.  “I couldn’t sleep so I decided to cross over and go for a walk.  When I came to Virgil’s cottage, everything was in chaos.”  She explained what had happened at the festival.

Carson was alarmed at her news.  He reached for his jacket as he said, “Let’s go.  We need to find out what exactly is going on.”

Bev was now standing in the doorway to the office.  “I thought I heard Charles walk out the back door and wondered if everything was okay.”

Caroline shook her head.  “Mrs. Jones, it’s Virgil.  Something terrible has happened to him.”

Carson looked at Charles.  “We need to get going.  Caroline needs to return home before her parents wake up.”

Carson and Bev got in Bev’s car.  They followed behind Charles and Caroline in Caroline’s car.  They wanted to make certain that Caroline returned home safely and that her parents hadn’t discovered that she had sneaked out of the house.  When they saw her disappear inside the house, Charles got in Bev’s car.  They drove back to the farmhouse.

Once inside the office, Carson took out the marble track and set it up.  When the track was ready, he placed the kingdom marble in the angel’s pitcher.  The marble rolled out of the receptacle and along the track.  Carson, Bev and Charles stepped over to the other side.  Airabelle and Airasten accompanied them.  It was eerie in the forest.  All was still and dark.  Charles stared at the clouds in the sky.  They were edged by the moons’ light and had formed into strange, ominous shapes.  It also seemed colder than usual.

The first person they met was Thomasen.  He had his sword drawn and was scouting to see if he could find Virgil.  Once the knight realized who they were, he put his sword in its sheath and said, “I’m glad to see all of you.”

Thomasen told them what had happened at the festival.  They followed as he walked back to Virgil’s cabin.  They whispered about how different everything seemed along the path.

Once the small group reached Virgil’s cottage, they saw light coming through the windows.  Women were hurrying around tending to their loved ones who had been hurt or wounded.  No one had died, but there were serious wounds.  Men were helping the women bandage those who were injured.

One of the ladies walked over to hug Thomasen.  She said, “I’m glad you’re back.  Nothing has changed.  Virgil still hasn’t returned.

“The knights have been talking around the fire and they are worried.  They want to take action but don’t know what to do.  They thought you might have gone into Virgil’s cottage to check on Becki, so they sent me to look for you.  When I discovered that you weren’t there, I was afraid that you had disappeared or were hurt.  I can’t tell you how relieved I am to see you.”

He smiled and gently hugged her.  “I’m fine.  I will go right away and let the men know I am here with help.”

“That’s good, because we can use all the help we can get.”  Bev walked to the woman’s side.  They began to quietly talk then left the men to help with the wounded.

Carson whispered to Thomasen, “I’m not sure how much help we will be.”

“Just being here is helpful.  The only thing that would improve the situation would be Queen Caroline’s presence.  Since Virgil is gone, she would boost the citizen’s morale.”

Charles was about to say something, when he heard a voice from a distance behind him.
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