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  Chapter 1
Hope





  Queen Iris echoed the question Aidan had just asked, “What if?”




  What if? Aidan asked himself again. What if we found all the stones? What if we found them all and put them back in the scepter? The staff and its stones had once brought peace and prosperity to the kingdom. Could they again?




  Argyle had destroyed the Scepter of Harmony and given away the stones to his hired mercenaries when he’d overthrown King Rai and taken power. That had been the beginning of the rapid decline in the stability of the Kingdom of Castiglias. After casting out those who didn’t fit his definition of elite, Argyle had too few working class to work the fields, and crops had started to fail, so he had resorted to selling off the wealth of the kingdom to pay for his protection and supplies. To ensure the continued supply of his precious cinnabar—the element, both in crystal and powder form, that he needed to fuel his evil magic, he began “drafting" the outsiders into the mines as slaves. The spirit of Castiglias was crumbling as fast as its castle walls.




  Could all that be changed if the staff and stones were reassembled and put in the hands of someone of honor, and Argyle was removed from power? Could Aidan and his brother, along with their small band of young renegades, beat Argyle himself? Restore the kingdom and free the slaves? Were his and Daniel’s parents still among the slaves, or had they perished under the harsh conditions of Argyle’s mines?




  Aidan blinked, bringing himself back into the moment. Queen Iris was still fluttering in front of him watching his reaction to her question. He glanced at his older brother Daniel and the others in an attempt to gauge their reaction to the fairy’s comment. She glided slowly to the middle of their group and hovered there, watching and waiting.




  Daniel’s brow was furrowed and he was tugging on his earlobe as he always did when deep in thought. He stared off toward the trees, but his eyes seemed to be seeing something far different from the forest that surrounded them. Olivia and Lilly sat looking at the fairy, their mouths agape. Atreyu was watching Aidan for his reaction, while Halem, Atreyu’s younger brother, seemed oblivious to the whole situation and sat drawing pictures in the dirt with a stick.




  “The magic of the staff resides within the stones,” Queen Iris explained. “The scepter merely channels their power to the person who possesses it. Argyle destroyed it as he had no desire for peace and order. He is a carrier of death, of anarchy. As you pointed out, he is no king. But,” she continued, landing gently on Aidan’s knee, “if a new king were to step forward with the scepter intact, if he were to remove Argyle from the throne, the kingdom might be saved from the utter chaos it is slipping into. If it doesn’t happen soon, the realm will fall into ruin.”




  Aidan looked to Daniel, who still sat gently tugging at his ear but this time met Aidan’s gaze. His hand dropped into his lap and he sat up straight.




  “Where are the stones?” Daniel asked.




  “Of that, I’m not certain,” the queen replied. “After Argyle destroyed the scepter, he used the stones as payment for the services of the mercenaries. They were originally sent back to the lands from which they came. The ruby was given to the warriors from Phlegethon. The emerald was sent away with the tree people in Acheron. The diamond was given to the highlanders of Cocytus, who live in the White Mountains, and the sapphire went to the ruler of Lethe in the Great Lake. Most may still be with those who originally took them, though I know the highlanders have been exterminated since the fall of the kingdom. Where the stone they held could be, I don’t know.”




  “You want us to go find a bunch of lost rocks?” Halem asked. He looked up from his drawing in the dirt. “I don’t know about the rest of you,” he continued, glancing around at the others, “but I’m not interested in going searching for a bunch of lost jewels. She just told us who’s got them, and I don’t want to chase down the worst bad guys out there.”




  “I understand why you are hesitant to make this your fight, young Halem,” the fairy conceded, “but you must realize that there is much more at risk than just your home, your family. Argyle is running out of resources here. He will soon have to expand his reach in order to continue feeding his power. He will bring in more men, more beasts to impose his will on those around us. Nobody will be beyond his reach. His power grows every day. He enslaves more people every day. He must be stopped, and soon.”




  “We seem to be getting by pretty well,” Halem answered. He dropped his eyes back down to his lap. “We can just stay away from Argyle and his men. If they do catch us, we can take care of ourselves. We don’t need to go looking for trouble. It’s not our problem.”




  “It is our problem,” Daniel interrupted. “Our parents were taken by Argyle. They may still be in those mines, working day and night to follow the veins of the cinnabar. We’ll be down there, too, if they ever catch us, and so will our friends, and our children if we ever have any. Nobody is safe from him anymore.” Daniel turned to face his brother, confident he would support him. “Aidan, you told me now is the time to fight. Lilly, it was your idea in the first place to stand up to Argyle’s men. We’ve already proven how strong we are when we work together. If we can find the crystals, we might be able to accomplish more than we’ve ever dared to dream. Not only can we defeat his soldiers, we can overthrow Argyle and take back our lives, and maybe, just maybe, our parents.”




  Olivia was nodding enthusiastically as Daniel became more animated.




  “I want to do this,” he stated. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life waiting for Argyle’s men to drag me away. I did that once already. That was enough for me.”




  “I’m in,” Lilly said.




  Aidan wagged his eyebrows. “You know me, I’m always up for a fight.” He made a fist with his right hand and cracked his knuckles. With a mischievous grin, he switched and took care of his left hand as well.




  “Halem? Atreyu? You two with us?” Daniel asked as the others shifted to look at them.




  “I’ve had enough fighting,” Halem mumbled. “I know I’m the one that said we should help out here. I’m the one that pushed us to help, but I didn’t know what it was really like, what it was like to fight for your life, to almost die.” He looked up to Queen Iris. “I’m sorry. I did what I had to when I got thrown into the battle, and I’m glad we could help you. I just don’t want to look for any more trouble, bigger trouble.” Halem looked to his older brother, his eyes pleading silently for him to agree.




  Atreyu glanced back and forth from his brother to the others, the conflict within him apparent to everyone involved. “I can’t leave him,” he finally stammered. “I want to help, but I’m not going to leave the last of my family behind to do it. I’m going to stay with Halem. Hopefully we can live a normal life again.” He gazed down at his lap, ashamed to make eye contact with the others.




  “We understand,” Daniel offered, placing a hand on Atreyu’s shoulder. “It’s okay. We’ll take the two of you wherever you want to go.”




  “I want to go back home,” Halem said. “I want to go back to Exile. I don’t like it out here. I want to sleep in my bed, to cook in our kitchen, and eat at our table.”




  “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Daniel replied with a shake of his head. “Argyle’s men took Atreyu from there once, and they didn’t deliver him. They will come back to look for him.”




  “He can hide,” Halem answered. “We know all the hiding places around Exile. Nobody will find him there, right?” Halem looked to Atreyu to confirm his statement. “Right?”




  Atreyu looked away but nodded. “Right.”




  Daniel caught Atreyu’s eye and saw the pain there, the lie he’d spoken for his brother. Atreyu dropped his eyes and gave a brief shake of the head.




  Daniel sighed. “Very well. We’ll return you to Exile if that is what you wish.”




  Atreyu glanced up at Daniel. “Thanks.”




  Daniel forced a smile. “Why don’t you two go get some more sleep. I’ve got a few more questions before I settle in for the night. We’ll leave tomorrow.”




  Atreyu and Halem said their goodnights and shuffled off into the darkness, guided by two glittering fairies.




  “I can’t believe they’re not coming with us,” Olivia grumbled when they were out of earshot.




  “We’ll be fine,” Daniel replied. “I’d rather they leave now than disappear when we’re out searching for the gems.”




  “They won’t be safe there, will they?” Olivia asked, speaking the words they all were thinking.




  Daniel shook his head. “Argyle’s men will go to Exile looking for Atreyu. It won’t matter how well he can hide.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “If they don’t find what they’re looking for…” he trailed off, not needing to finish the sentence.




  Aidan nodded and a tear fell from the corner of Lilly’s eye.




  Lilly wiped her cheek with her sleeve. “Well, it doesn’t sound like we can change their minds, so which stone should we go after first?” Lilly asked.




  “Let’s go after the emerald first,” Aidan chimed in. The others looked at him curiously. “There are plenty of animals in the forest. It should be a pretty easy jewel to take with all the animals I’ll be able to bring along with us.”




  Daniel nodded. “Sounds like a good plan to me. I don’t think any of them will be particularly easy, but the emerald sounds like it might be in a place where we can bring in a little more help. We’ll pack up our things tonight. We can drop off Halem and Atreyu on our way south. We should stay close to the mountains. Argyle’s men don’t patrol up into them very much, so the farther west we can stay, the better.” Daniel looked to Olivia. “Any objections to going after the emerald first?”




  Olivia pursed her lips and shook her head. “Sounds like a good plan to me. Lilly?”




  Her younger sister gave a quick shrug. “The emerald sounds fine to me.”




  Aidan stood and reached down to help the sisters up. “Well, we’ve got a busy day ahead of us. We should get to bed. Olivia, Lilly?” Daniel pushed himself to his feet and gave Queen Iris one last bow. “Thank you for your gifts and for your guidance. I hope we can restore the scepter and the kingdom to their previous beauty.” He took his endurtaka, a present from Queen Iris that would make a copy of anything put into it, and dropped it in one of the pockets of his gauchlian, another gift—clothing that would identify them as guardians of the colony. Each of the members of the small clan had been given one, as well as a manta, a cloak that would keep them warm on even the coldest of nights.




  “May your travels be swift and your battles victorious,” the queen replied. She curtsied and gently floated back up into the treetops and out of sight. One by one, the rest of the pixies of the royal guard disappeared as well, the festivities of the evening over.




  Aidan and the others were guided back to their beds by their four appointed fairy guardians, and they all climbed quickly onto the huge pillows. It seemed like days had passed since they’d first been brought here after the fight in the forest with the gnomes and goblins. So much had happened since just yesterday. Atreyu and Halem were already in bed, snoring softly next to each other. The two sisters lay down and were asleep almost as soon as their heads hit the pillows. Daniel stared up at the stars shimmering above, flashing in and out of view as the leaves danced in the night breeze. Soon enough, Aidan’s breathing slowed to a steady rhythm, and Daniel knew he was sleeping soundly. Sleep did not come easily for Daniel, however. His thoughts were filled with a mixture of doubts and questions, and yet these were overshadowed by his hopes. He couldn’t stop imagining what might be, what might happen if they were successful, what life would be like without Argyle and his men, without fear. He thought of his and Aidan’s parents. Maybe they were still alive somewhere. Maybe he could find and free them. Maybe they could all be a family again. He finally fell asleep and enjoyed dreams of what might be, his lips curved up in a peaceful smile.




  




  Chapter 2
On the Road





  Daniel rose to a faint rosy glow tinting the eastern sky. He wandered the forest alone, sitting down finally by a small creek and gently massaging his earlobe as he thought and watched the water tumble and churn along the smooth rocks that lined the river bottom.




  “You seem troubled.”




  Daniel jumped at the voice behind him, almost falling into the frigid water churning before him.




  “I apologize for alarming you,” Queen Iris stated, floating down to his side and landing gracefully on the rock next to the one he was sitting on. “Your friends are still asleep, yet you are out here by yourself. What troubles you?”




  Daniel smiled and leaned back on his hands, letting his gaze drift up to the stars as he had the night before. “I guess I just have questions. What makes these stones so special? Where did they come from? There are so many things I don’t know.” Daniel sighed and looked back down at the pixie sitting next to him. “I guess it just scares me to charge into a situation I know so little about.”




  “Ask your questions, young warrior. Maybe I can be of some assistance in putting your mind at ease.”




  Daniel and the tiny queen sat for almost two hours as she filled Daniel in on the history of the four stones for which he and his companions would be searching. She told him the significance of each of the jewels: how they obtained their specific powers and who and what would likely be guarding them, assuming they were still in the same locations.




  First, there was the Emerald of Phaunos, a gift from the fairies themselves, which was blessed to help the humans with their crops. Its power is harmony and influence over the land, the earth. The Ruby of Helios, according to legend, got its powers from the gods and allows the bearer power over fire. The Sapphire of Poseidon also came from the gods. Two were given, one to each of Poseidon’s wives, to allow them to control the seas. In addition, it grants immortality to the person holding or wearing it. One was lost during the battle with the god Hades and was later found and given to the Fairies of the Wood to be part of the scepter. The Diamond of Aether, according to the story of Queen Iris, was created when the first snowflake fell in the White Mountains. It turned into a diamond and sat untouched for thousands of years until a great earthquake shook it loose and sent it tumbling down the mountainside in an avalanche. It was the same earthquake that split the base of the mountain and allowed the kraken, an enormous and indestructible sea monster, to escape. The diamond grants the bearer power over the weather, or more specifically, the air around them.




  By themselves, the gems granted the bearers stronger abilities, but alone, they were unstable and unpredictable. The Scepter of Harmony had been designed to control and contain the magic so that the owner could merely influence the various elements. Had Argyle known the true power contained in each stone, he wouldn’t have been so eager to give them away.




  When Queen Iris finished telling her story and answering Daniel’s questions, he didn’t necessarily feel better about their upcoming mission, but he felt better informed. With knowledge comes power. He stood, thanked her for her time, and returned to camp.




  They all ate quickly the following morning and were anxious to get on the road. Atreyu and Halem, embarrassed by their departure from the quest, avoided eye contact with the others and only mumbled replies if asked a direct question. Everyone else hurried. They rushed through breakfast and their goodbyes with the fairies, excited to start their latest mission: the search for the Emerald of Phaunos.




  “Queen Iris told me about where the emerald came from,” Daniel announced as they grabbed their bags and slung them over their shoulders. “I’ll fill you in on the details on our way there. I think you’ll all find its history interesting. I know I did.” Grabbing his bow and quiver, Daniel led the others back down the path they’d followed on their way in, which was now lined with pixies.




  The fairies sang. The song was both sad and inspiring. It filled the forest around them and it filled their hearts. The forest was alive. The leaves, bouncing to and fro in the morning gusts, seemed to be dancing to the rhythm of the music. Sunlight tiptoed along the path ahead of them, and their hearts soared as the melody reached its crescendo. Daniel and Aidan, heads held high and shoulders back, led the small clan down the trail. Olivia and Lilly, both with tears in their eyes, followed closely while Halem and Atreyu lagged behind, shuffling along with downcast eyes.




  The first four traveled quickly, but quietly through the dense forest, opting to stay off the trails to avoid running into any of Argyle’s patrols they were sure had been dispatched after the last attack. Argyle was known for his severe punishment for anyone who stepped out of line, and they’d already attacked three of his patrols. Atreyu and Halem brought up the rear, and the others frequently had to stop to allow them to catch up.




  “Move it,” Daniel said at last, frustrated by their actions. Not only were they practically crawling along, they weren’t doing anything to keep quiet. “You two decided to go back and stay out of the fights. We’re making sure you get there in one piece. If that’s not appreciated, you can travel alone. Otherwise, pick up the pace and keep it down. The last thing I want is to let anyone know we’re here and wind up in a fight we’re not ready for. Understand?”




  The two boys nodded, and Daniel noticed an immediate decline in the amount of noise they made as they moved. No more snaps of twigs or crunching of dry leaves. An occasional rustling of brush or a quick whisper were all that could be heard. By dusk, they were all exhausted and what little talking that had been present in the morning had long since stopped. They halted and camped for the evening, waking early the next morning for another long hike. While the others packed, Atreyu stood a small distance from the camp, staring west.




  “What is it?” Olivia asked, meandering to his side as she shoved the last of her breakfast into her mouth. Atreyu pointed. Off in the distance, a column of smoke, black and dense, rose above the treetops.




  “You think it’s Argyle’s men?” Olivia mumbled around the last of her biscuit.




  “I think they’re the reason for the smoke, yes.”




  Olivia nodded and turned back toward camp. She took a couple of steps and halted. She pivoted on her heel. “What’s the matter?” she inquired, the pain on his face finally registering in her mind. “You don’t look so good.”




  He glanced over at her and tried to smile. It was a wasted effort as it looked like more of a grimace. “That’s Exile that’s on fire,” he choked out. His eyes were moist, and he chewed on his trembling lip as he looked back and stared at the smoke drifting toward them in the morning breeze. The tears that had gathered in his eyes finally fell, leaving wet streaks down his cheeks. They met at his chin and dripped onto the front of his shirt. He dropped his head and a low moan escaped from his throat.




  “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry,” Olivia whispered, returning to his side. She took his left hand gently in her right and stood with him.




  A few minutes passed before Atreyu unclasped his fingers from hers. “Thanks,” he muttered and strode back down the hill toward camp. Taking one last look at the black cloud of ash rising in the distance, Olivia followed. Halem noticed the scowl on Atreyu’s face as he walked by and looked at Olivia questioningly. She gave a small shake of her head and sat down with her sister. Halem got up and followed his brother who’d sat on a nearby log and dropped his head into his hands.




  “What’s wrong?” Halem asked. He took a seat next to his older brother.




  “They burned down Exile,” Atreyu answered back.




  “What? Who? How do you know?” Halem questioned.




  “I don’t for sure, but there’s a lot of smoke coming from that direction. My guess is that it was Argyle’s men. Probably a group that was sent out after the last one didn’t come back. If you go up on the hill over there, you can see for yourself.”




  “It can’t be,” Halem said almost in a whisper of disbelief. “Now what do we do? Where will we go?” He grabbed a long piece of grass from between his feet and started chewing on the end.




  Atreyu looked over at his little brother. “I don’t know.” He pushed himself up to his feet and kicked at the log in anger. “It’s our fault that Exile is gone. We shouldn’t have started something we weren’t willing to finish.” He grabbed his pack and headed over to where the others were beginning to assemble for the next leg of the hike. Halem hopped up to follow. As the two boys approached, the others stopped their conversation and looked at the brothers.




  “Now what?” Atreyu asked, knowing something was amiss.




  “We’re going to have to go check it out,” Daniel replied, watching Atreyu’s eyes almost pop out of his skull in surprise.




  “What? Why? Why would we want to go in there? We all know what happened there and why. What if they’re still there waiting for us? Even if they’re not, what good can we do?” Halem exclaimed.




  “We need to check for survivors,” Daniel explained. “There might be injured people there we can help. As to whether or not his men are still there.” Daniel’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t think they’ll hang around waiting for us. They have to know we weren’t there during the attack on the village. They’ve made their point, and if anything, I would guess they’ve moved on to try and find us. We should be safe to return at this point.”




  Halem stood facing Daniel, shaking his head furiously. “No, we don’t need to go back there. Let’s just go to Alustria, back to where the centaurs live. Can you drop us off there? You all can go wherever you want after that. Just keep us out of it, please.”




  “You and Atreyu don’t have to go if you don’t want to,” Daniel sneered, “but we’re not going to drop you off before we check for survivors. They could die by the time we get to Alustria and back.”




  “We’ll go,” Atreyu interjected. His brother looked at him in astonishment. “It’s the least we can do.”




  Halem pulled the strand of grass from the corner of his mouth before throwing it to the ground in frustration and stomping off to grab his pack.




  “Sorry about that,” Atreyu mumbled. “I’ll keep him in line. You four have enough to worry about without him making your lives more difficult.” Atreyu straggled off to collect his brother.




  “Coward,” Lilly mumbled under her breath.




  “Knock it off,” Olivia ordered, elbowing her sister sharply in the ribs.




  “OUCH! What was that for?”




  “He’s been through a lot over the last couple of weeks. We’ve had a bit more time to come to terms with things. He just got thrown into the middle without much warning.”




  “Whatever,” Lilly muttered. She grimaced and rubbed her ribs. “That hurt. You’ve got pointy elbows.”




  “You finished?” Daniel asked with a sigh, “because we need to get going, and the last thing we need right now is to be bickering amongst ourselves. Argyle’s men might still be there.”




  Lilly scowled. “I’m fine. Let’s go.”




  “You?” Daniel asked, glancing over to Olivia.




  “I’m ready.”




  “Good.”




  They slung their packs to their shoulders as Atreyu returned with Halem who still looked furious at being forced to march back into the burned out town he had once called home.




  “Let’s get this over with,” he grumbled through gritted teeth.




  Being more familiar with the terrain than the other four, Halem and Atreyu led the way. There was no talking, only walking. The humid morning air was thick and heavy, but the real burden was the dread of what they might find when they arrived at their destination.




  




  Chapter 3
The Return to Exile





  It took them two full days to reach Exile, and the fire had nearly burned itself out. They entered the town through the smoldering wreckage that was once the gates the group had come through after rescuing Atreyu. The gates appeared to have been ripped from the hinges and lay leaning against the exterior wall. The group moved quickly and quietly through the town, checking each building that still stood for signs of life. They found none. What was strange was that they didn’t find any bodies either. The entire village had been set afire, the soot and ash still hot in places, yet there were no victims apparent. The small clan scoured the town for roughly an hour before giving up the search.




  Aidan grabbed Daniel as he was passing by. “Where do you think they went?” Daniel shrugged. “You think they got out before Argyle’s men got here, that they’re somewhere safe?”




  Daniel raised his eyebrows as if Aidan had gone insane. “You want to believe the entire town was evacuated before Argyle’s men got here? That they arrived and burned down the village and went on their merry way? I don’t think so. I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m pretty sure that there is no happy ending waiting to be found. Let’s go back out the gates and see if we can track Argyle’s men, see where they went.”




  As they walked back to the entrance to the town, the others fell in with them. Tear streaks left clean lines down the soot-covered faces of the girls. Atreyu seemed stunned, stumbling along as his head swiveled from side to side, taking in the destruction. Halem looked furious, at the destruction or being forced to witness it, Daniel couldn’t tell. Once outside the gates, Daniel and Aidan took to searching the ground for tracks.




  “Here,” Aidan called from the east side of the village. “I’ve found tracks.” Daniel jogged to where his brother stood and knelt down for a closer look. The others followed.




  “I guess we know where all the townspeople went,” Daniel muttered.




  “Where?” Olivia asked, glancing around at their surroundings.




  “They were marched out of town by Argyle’s men,” Daniel answered. “Let’s find out where they took them.”




  They walked, following the evidence of the passage of a large number of people; people being herded by a group of heartless mercenaries. They lost the tracks a few times where they crossed rocky terrain, but they found them on the other side after a brief search. Most of the day was spent marching northeast toward the kingdom. It wasn’t until they heard the faint sound of rushing water that Aidan stopped, horrified, in his tracks.




  “What is it?” Olivia asked, raising her rifle in alarm. Daniel saw his expression, too, and nocked an arrow as he stepped behind a tree. He glanced back to Aidan and then forward along the tracks they were following.




  “They’re gone. Let’s go back. Let’s go to Alustria and drop off Halem and Atreyu. I don’t want to see this.”




  “What is it?” Olivia asked again. “What’s wrong?”




  “There’s a gorge up there,” Aidan groaned. “Can’t you hear the water?”




  Olivia tilted her head, straining to hear what Aidan did. “Yeah, it sounds like water. I don’t know about a gorge. So what?”




  “Trust me. There’s a gorge up there. According to legend, a very large, very bad monster lives in it. The water is deep and fast, making it a good place to hide away from humans, not that it has anything to fear from us. My dad told us stories about it when we were kids.” The others had started to gather around. “Not many people have lived to tell about it. It’s huge and can’t be killed, or, at least, nobody knows how to kill it.” He shook his head. “That’s not the point. The point is there is a deep gorge up there ahead of us, very deep.”




  “Who cares?” Halem grumbled. “Why are we listening to him ramble about monsters?”




  Everyone, save Aidan, shot him an icy glance.




  “Because,” Aidan replied, raising his voice, “they didn’t herd your friends up here for a picnic, did they? No. Your neighbors were to be an example of what happens when you make Argyle mad.” He turned to face Halem, his face red with fury. “I don’t want to go up there because I think that most of the tracks end at that gorge. There will be some that leave, the tracks of Argyle’s little army, but that’s it. I think your friends, your neighbors, were marched up there and tossed into that gorge like worthless animals.”




  Halem’s eyes darted to where the path led up and over a small rise in the land. He swallowed hard before turning his eyes back to his feet. He shuffled them briefly before responding. “I don’t want to see that either. Let’s go to Alustria.” He turned on his heel and headed back down the way they had come, the others jogging to catch up. Nobody spoke as they retraced their steps. Halem and Atreyu looked mournfully at the burned down village as they passed by. Tears fell freely from both of their eyes, yet they didn’t make a sound. Once they were out of sight of the town, the two brothers walked hand in hand. The others followed, unsure of what to say, how to offer their condolences.




  Night fell swiftly as they hugged the base of the White Mountains, and they were forced to stop. They set up camp but refrained from making a fire. While they could have used the warmth to fight off the cold wind blowing down from the peaks, they couldn’t afford the risk of alerting any of Argyle’s men that might be in the area. They were too high up, and a fire would be visible for a long distance. Rather, they huddled close together, wrapped in their gauchlians and mantas, thankful for the additional blankets the fairies had snuck into their bags before they left. Just one more little thank you from Queen Iris. Daniel was convinced he’d have frozen had it not been for the added warmth the gifts from the fairies provided. Either that or they would have had to light a fire to keep warm. He pulled his manta closer around his body to hold in all the heat.




  “We’ll arrive at Alustria tomorrow,” Daniel said into the silence. “We’ll drop the two of you there,” Daniel motioned to Halem and Atreyu, “and then continue on to find the emerald.” Atreyu and Halem nodded, but did not respond.




  “You mentioned something about the emerald earlier,” Lilly replied in barely a whisper. “What do you know about it?” Olivia and Aidan turned to face Daniel.




  “Yeah,” Aidan said. “What did Queen Iris tell you about it?”




  “First, does everyone know the story of the scepter given to the humans by the fairies? The one passed down through the generations. The one that finally belonged to King Rai?” Aidan nodded, however the girls’ blank expressions told him they had not. “Well, I guess I should start there. When the first settlers arrived here, they were little more than wanderers. They set up a little village. It was coming on winter though, and they were hungry and cold.” Daniel paused and the two girls leaned in closer, silently urging him to continue. He smiled and went on. “The leader of their group, Javi, set out with a hunting party to try and find food. He was the one who discovered the fairies. They were in a battle with goblins when he stumbled across their colony. Seeing they were outmatched, he and his men joined the fairies in their fight and drove the goblins off into the forest. As a thank you, the fairies later gave him a special gift: a scepter cast with four jewels, an emerald, a ruby, a diamond, and a sapphire. It brought wealth and prosperity to Javi’s people and eventually the kingdom was born.”




  “And then Argyle went and broke it,” Aidan grunted, “and now the kingdom is falling down around him.”




  Daniel nodded. “That’s right. But now we’re going to put it back together and kick Argyle off the throne. I hope it’s not too late to fix what he’s broken.” Daniel continued with the story. “That we have chosen to find the emerald first is only fitting. You see, the fairies themselves were the ones who gave that stone to Javi. It was blessed with the gift of prosperity. The emerald was a symbol of harmony with nature, with the earth. It allowed King Rai to bring more nutrients up and into the soil just by thinking about it and wanting it. Plentiful crops and game kept the people of the kingdom healthy and strong. When Argyle dismantled the scepter,” Daniel went on, “he had no interest in giving the emerald back to the fairies. Instead, he gave the stone to the tree people for their help in his rise to power. They helped him get rid of the outsiders, the people who didn’t fit his ideal for the new kingdom.”




  “And they live to the south?” Olivia asked. Daniel nodded.




  “The last Queen Iris heard, they live in the trees south of Void. There is a forest there that men won’t enter. That’s where we’ll find the tree people and, hopefully, the emerald.”




  “Does the phrase needle in a haystack mean anything to you?” Halem chimed in. “How do you think you’re going to find an emerald in a forest? An emerald in a forest that everyone else seems smart enough to not go into? You’re wasting your time. You’re risking your lives for nothing.”




  Daniel frowned at Halem and continued. “Lilly can help us find it. She can use her gift. With her guidance and our strength, we can do it. We have to do it. Otherwise, nobody will ever know peace again. I won’t stand by and let this go on any longer. If I have to die trying, so be it. There are four jewels. The emerald is just one of them. If that’s the one everyone wants to find first, let’s go.”




  “Let’s do it,” Aidan agreed. The girls nodded their heads in unison.




  




  Chapter 4
Argyle





  Sitting on his throne, Argyle sneered at the servant lying at his feet.




  “Arise and report,” he barked.




  Crawling clumsily to his feet, the dog-like creature huffed. “Sire, the people of Exile have been punished for their crimes against the throne.”




  The guttural voice of his servant never ceased to irritate Argyle. He grimaced and continued. “And what of the children who have been ambushing my patrols?”




  “They… they were nowhere to be found, Your Highness,” the beast replied.




  “Unacceptable!” Argyle roared, causing his servant to recoil in fear. “Did you bring me what I asked for?”




  “Yes… yes, Highness,” the creature replied as it held out a small bag. “There were six different scents, fresh scents, that we found in an abandoned room. Most were the same as the smells we found at the scene of the ambush. Three were from the original attack at that cottage where only one of our men escaped, where he said they were attacked by all the animals of the forest. One more was detected at the attack south of Exile. From the tracks, it looks like they saved one of the slaves and took him back to Exile before attacking our next patrol. Then it seems they left the town with both the slave and a young boy. That would mean there are now six. I’m sure it was them.”




  “Six you say? There are six who dare stand against me?”




  “Really four, sire. We think the last two from Exile are just following along.”




  “I do not keep you around to think!” yelled Argyle. “Do you have something from each of them?”




  “Yes, sire, from the four we’ve been tracking,” he replied as he set a bag at Argyle’s feet.




  “I want you to gather something from the other two as well,” Argyle said while looking into the small bag.




  “But, Highness, we have burned that building—and the entire town—to the ground. Where will we find what you request?”




  Argyle slapped the creature across the face. “Fool!” he bellowed. “Gather a hunting party of fifty of your most brutal companions and have them report to me here in an hour’s time. I will go find out where these troublesome urchins are.”




  “How will you find them, sire? Our patrols have not been able to locate them, how can you?”




  Argyle reached out and grabbed a handful of the fur that covered the beast’s face. “I have my ways of seeing the outside world. That is all you need to know, and if you question me again, I’ll have you cast into the Styx River. Maybe you’ll be able to get out of the gorge before the kraken smells your stench. Maybe not.” Argyle pushed his servant away. “Now go and collect your filthy friends.”




  Argyle stood, grabbed the bag, and disappeared through a concealed exit behind the throne. He followed the newly constructed stairs down into the sub-levels below. No torches lined the passage; only the glow of Argyle’s staff illuminated the dank interior of the stairwell. He continued past the wails and groans of the dungeons, his nose wrinkling at the smell of their unwashed bodies. At the bottom, he came to an unmarked door. It was unremarkable except for the fact that the door had no handle. Whispering a short incantation, the door swung toward him. It was pitch black on the other side, the light from his staff failing to penetrate the darkness. He stepped into the chamber, and the door swung closed behind him. He muttered another spell, and the torches that lined the walls glowed dimly at first and then burst to life, the light from the flames lapping the walls like serpents’ tongues.




  A large, flat table stood in the middle of the room surrounded on all sides by floor-to-ceiling shelves. Books, bottles, tubes, pots, and cauldrons were stuffed seemingly at random onto the shelves. Within the containers were a broad collection of animal parts, powders, liquids, metals, and herbs. Some were easily identifiable, some contents were known only to Argyle. Over the table hung an elaborate iron sculpture. Suspended on chains, the intricate webbing of metal stood as a warning to any unauthorized parties who might enter. At first glance, it appeared to be merely an odd chandelier of some sort, except for the fact that it cast off no light. Upon closer inspection, the shapes of agonized faces could be seen in the patterns, demonic images glimpsed in one’s peripheral vision, but when looked at directly, they disappeared.




  Argyle marched to one of the shelves and grabbed a large pot. Setting it down, he removed the lid and poured the contents in the middle of the table. Raising his arms skyward, he lifted his face to the sculpture and began his chant. The flames from the torches snuffed out. The faint, red glow from the embers cast the only remaining light in the room. They seemed to throb in time with the incantation Argyle was chanting. As his voice rose, the sculpture itself began to smolder. At first, it was a dull brick color. A faint glow could soon be detected, which increased in intensity until it shone a bright orange, as if ready to melt and begin dripping on the table below. The scarlet cinnabar powder on the table began to swirl and shift. It rose in places and dipped in others until it finally settled into a map of Castiglias, the kingdom, and all the surrounding lands. As Argyle’s chant ended and he lowered his gaze back to the scene before him, the powdered ore began changing color to reflect the rivers, lakes, and forests, everything that occupied the region.




  “Now show them to me,” Argyle growled, hunching over the table and dropping the contents of the bag onto the wooden surface. Each of the objects, ranging from a small twist of hair to a torn shirt, burst into flames before shrinking down to a tiny light. Four small golden dots appeared on the map and moved to a point just south of Exile. Argyle was fairly certain the other two children could surely be found with these four. All night, he stood staring at those little orbs sitting at the base of the mountains. It wasn’t until they moved that he finally broke his vigil and left. The powder on the table smoked briefly and then, with a flash, disappeared.




  Argyle charged up the stairs and stormed into his throne room where his legion awaited his orders. He smirked, knowing they’d been waiting for him all night and would have continued waiting indefinitely. He’d created them after all, and they answered to him and him alone.




  Argyle had created the first of the creatures somewhat accidentally when he’d tried to cure one of his soldiers after a werewolf bite. Too much time had elapsed by the time the spell was cast, and the man had already begun to transform. The result had been quite interesting and, to Argyle, entertaining. The change had halted only half complete. What lay writhing at his feet was neither man nor beast. It was a hideous combination of the two and a deadly addition to Argyle’s army. The new creature had the nearly immortal qualities of the werewolf, but retained the intelligence of man. It could thus be controlled. Argyle had created a small unit of these beasts to be used for his “special” projects. He named them his diegylis.




  He slowed his pace as he entered the room and approached his ranks of diegylis. “You’ve been called here to take care of a small nuisance that has been irritating my gathering parties,” he roared, swaggering through the rows of hunched-over barbarians. “I will not tolerate failure in this mission,” he continued, his face an ugly sneer that did nothing to hide his disgust with the savages he addressed. “Do not come back here unless you can report to me that you have been successful. While you may not be content with your current lot in life, believe me when I tell you it is preferable to the misery I will inflict on you and those you left behind in your human life, if you come back having failed. There is a group of children. Right now they are outside Exile and moving south. You are to find and kill them. Kill them all. You now know where to pick up their trail. Fracik!”
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