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	Dedication
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	Also, with my deep gratitude to Doug Edmunds, King’s artist par excellence


	and all who helped to bring it into being. 




Prologue


	Two young men stood next to the main entrance of Hillview High School on this particular morning.  They were wearing nondescript kaki shirts and pants that could have passed for either work clothes or some kind of uniform.  One of them was tall and slender with a swimmer’s body, large hazel eyes and a military cut of his light brown hair.  The second man was shorter, more muscular, with a darker complexion, brown eyes and thick black unruly hair.  No one saw them, even when Kyle and his teammates from basketball jostled each other through the entrance.  Tucker Washington was goading them on with a black squirt gun that would be confiscated as soon as they were inside the second set of school doors.  


	Tucker was aiming for strategic regions of kids’ bodies trying to get a few good shots before his fun would end. In the last few inches before the second set of doors and the metal detector and electronic sensors they all would pass through, one of the guys finally wrested the squirt gun from Tucker’s grip while two others held his arm fast.  They were oblivious to his loud and profane protests.  For Tucker, the attention was worth it.  He could buy another squirt gun, but his football linebacker build and dark skin often kept him from being accepted by the most popular kids. Being the class entertainer was the next best alternative. 


	Even without this diversion, none of the kids would have heard the conversation that the two uniformed young men were having immediately next to them. None of the kids saw the serious expression on the darker man’s face as he spoke.  Actually the kids didn’t see or hear anything.  The most accurate way to describe where the men stood would be to say that they were slightly above the school lawn, rather than standing on top of it.  They were able to allow humans to see them, but this morning was not one of those rare occasions.   


	“We have to do something! We can’t just stand here and watch him be attacked, especially when he doesn’t even know what is happening.” The darker man spoke in obvious frustration.  Both of his hands were shoved into his back pockets with his thumbs hooked outside.  He looked at the ground as he spoke and shifted his weight from one foot to the other.


	“Our orders were clear,” his companion answered quietly.  “We are only here to watch, and we are not permitted to interfere unless his life is in danger.  I doubt that they will try anything close to that this early in this conflict.”


	“But he isn’t even ready.  He doesn’t know there’s a war, or that he needs his armor, or how to use his weapon,” the darker man, who was known as Barth, short for Bartholomew protested.


	“He will be ready and he will know what he needs to know, when the time is right.  Besides, that isn’t our job.  The King is Our Commander, remember?  He has taken care of assigning us near Kyle Senger to keep him safe, and the Tutor is already preparing his heart.  The Tutor does a much better job than any of us could, as you know very well.” 


	“Well His sense of timing…” began Barth before his superior and friend interrupted him. 


	“Is not the same as ours.” the taller man, known as Kaleb said, finishing Barth‘s sentence for him.  “When you have been in a few more of these battles, you will begin to understand how He works, and how dedicated he is to protecting even the most insignificant seeming soldier.”


	“Hmmpf,” was Barth’s only reply.


	And so it happened that they stayed to watch everything that Kyle experienced throughout that day. They were beside him, still unseen, in the hallways, at the doors of every classroom, seated near the pool as he swam drills with the other swimmers during physical education, and in everything that happened later.  No one ever suspected they were there, least of all, Kyle. 




Chapter 1: The Fist Connects


	    


	It was one of those hideously ordinary days when nothing is happening, and there isn’t anything you expect to happen.  There was absolutely no good reason for the sudden blast of icy air that came from some unidentified direction.  Kyle never got cold, but the blast of air left him shivering and trying to hide it from his classmates.  There was no air conditioning running in the school this time of year, and all the windows in the biology lab were closed.  Random, Kyle thought  as he recovered, shifted from one foot to the other, and frowned at the red numbers on his watch, “11:07”.  That meant that Kyle had 23 more minutes to pretend that he was involved in this biology exercise before he could go to lunch.  Kyle was generally highly motivated for biology and all of his classes.  


	Competition among Island students began in pre-school and continued through high school graduation for honors that would lead to acceptance by the best universities and related advantages for their family reputation, business success, and wealth.  Every report card made a difference, every sports or other school activity made a difference.  Kyle liked to win, so in the friendly rivalry between him and his BFF, Tucker Washington, Kyle had to “kick butt” as he put it, to excell in the sciences, since Tucker was headed for medical school.  Tucker was undoubtedly better than Kyle in biology, but Kyle made up for this weakness in both archetecture and English.  Rivalry aside, on this particular day, Kyle was not in the mood for biology, and he had 23 more minutes to pretend that he was involved in this biology lab activity before he could go to lunch.  


	Kyle’s faded jeans hung baggy from his hips and the army shirt he had located at one of the thrift shops on the west side of the Island covered the arm muscles that he was still trying to build up. Kyle had always been a skinny kid.  Throughout Junior High his nickname was ”Skeleton”.  He had flattened the last kid who used it though, and no one had bothered him with it since then.  Kyle’s weight lifting workouts with his dad were helping, and this year, ninth grade, Kyle’s upper body was finally starting to show more bulk.  


	 In front of Kyle, on the counter, a dead frog was pinned down, on its back, with its legs spread wide.  It reeked of formaldehyde.


	One good thing about having a “Brainiac” for a lab partner was that you got some excellent notes.  Kyle’s Brainiac lab partner was named David Benjamin Jacobson, but no one ever called him by his name.  Since Hat Boy’s first day of  nursery school, when he showed up wearing a yamaka, he was dubbed “Hat Boy” by the other three-year olds. The nickname stuck.   


	Now, Hat Boy had positioned his scalpel above the frog’s neck ready to plunge in the blade.


	“Wait!” Kyle ordered loudly. 


	Hat Boy froze with the knife in mid air. ”What’s wrong?” he asked.


	“You’re not going to run him through.  Just split open the skin from his neck all the way down.”  Kyle motioned over the frog with his finger.


	“Alright.”  Hat Boy agreed beginning to make the long cut.


	“Uh, we have an audience.”  Kyle observed looking at a live frog sitting on the counter next to Hat Boy.  Using his thumb and index finger like a pair of pincers, Kyle grabbed the frog just above its hind legs, and held it tightly.


	“He’s our  frog’s cousin, and he came to say one last good bye.” Hat Boy said grinning.


	Kyle moved the frog toward Hat Boy’s face.  ”Kiss me darling!” he pleaded in a high-pitched voice.


	Hat Boy dodged the frog.  “Noooooo! You’re too ugly.  I…I’m getting a divorce.”  They both laughed.  


	Kyle put a finger in front of his lips and moved quickly around the end of the counter, stepping behind a short platinum blond girl at the station in front of them.  She was looking down and reading instructions out loud for her lab partner.  Kyle raised the frog to the level of the girl’s face.  “Kiss me, darling!” Kyle said in the deepest voice he could manage.  


	The platinum blond girl whirled around almost brushing the frog with her mouth and let out a piercing shriek. Classmates at nearby tables burst into laughter.


	“Ky-le!” the girl yelled turning Kyle’s name into two syllables, blushing deeply and putting her hands on her hips.


	“My how purple you are!”  Kyle said laughing before he realized that Mr. McGavern had stepped up behind him.  One rumor about the gray haired biology teacher was that he was only teaching one more year until he could retire.  Another rumor was that Mr. McGavern gave the highest grades to all of the good-looking girls in his classes.


	Mr. Mc Gavern held up a wide mouthed jar. “Put it in here,” he ordered Kyle.


	“Oh, is he going to die?” asked someone from across the lab.  There was a chorus of mocking sympathetic moans from around the room.  Mr. McGavern leaned close to the platinum blond girl.


	“He’ll die of a broken heart, I’m sure,” he said to her, winking as everyone groaned.  She rolled her eyes and smiled in spite of herself.


	“Alright, everyone back to work,” Mr. Mc Gavern ordered in his best law officer tone.  “Mr. Senger, try to control yourself, will you?” he added looking at Kyle.


	“Sorry,” Kyle responded catching Hat Boy’s eye.


	“Good, Kyle.  Bet you get both of us an “F” for the day,” Hat Boy muttered under his breath. 


	Kyle was preoccupied as, once again, for the billionth time during this lab period, he compared the time on his digital watch with the wall clock next to the laboratory door: “11:37”.   If  Kyle hadn’t looked up at the wall clock, at that exact moment, he never would have noticed Soren Marsden leaning into the biology lab from the hallway.  Soren, in his usual misfit attire of black jeans, T, and ratty pony tail, was fixing a hateful stare on Kyle as if to bore a hole right through him.  Besides that, the icy air that had actually chilled Kyle and made him shiver when he first walked into the lab, was all around him again.  Why?  Where was it coming from, Kyle wondered again, coming up with no answers. 


	Soren moved down the hallway, as Kyle continued looking through the open laboratory door.  Kyle was standing in the same position at the laboratory table, looking down the hall, when it came at him.  Later, Kyle would remember it as if a huge but invisible fist had come at his face with lightning speed.  Whatever it was, something completely invisible shot straight for him, with a penetrating energy that Kyle felt at the very center of his being.  He hadn’t seen anything, and there was no time to think.  Kyle ducked reflexively to avoid being knocked down.  But how could something that he couldn’t even see knock him down?


	Barth and Kaleb saw it coming even before Kyle was mentally aware of anything unusual.  To their eyes, this being was no invisible force, but a completely dark form that flew in an arching path from the hallway through the laboratory door and dived brazenly for Kyle’s face, pulling up just in time to miss hitting him directly.  


	It knew about Kaleb and Barth, and about their orders not to interfere.  This was time to show off and gloat, maybe even goad Kyle’s guardians into premature action against their orders.  The tactic didn’t work, in spite of Barth’s obvious frustration.  Barth gave chase, making sure the black spirit had left the school building and resumed watching events in the biology lab.


	“Hey, Skel…I mean, Kyle!  Having a flashback?”  Adam, a kid at the station in back of Kyle jabbed.  Adam had carrot colored hair and freckles from his forehead to his neck.  Kyle was relieved that he didn’t look like that.  Adam’s loud laugh caused all five of the kids standing at the counter, in back of Kyle and Hat Boy, to look up again.  Was there going to be another fight? 


	”You’re the one having a flashback,” Kyle retorted hotly as he felt his face getting red.  He put his hand under the faucet in front of him, gave one of the knobs a quarter turn, and flipped a handful of water back at Adam who was still laughing stupidly.  The kids went back to their frog cutting.  No fight.


	Not that an old-fashioned fistfight would have been that interesting.  Even though this was a private Island school, the law still required detectors at every classroom door to check the computer chip in each person’s wrist as they entered the classroom.  They also set off an eardrum killing alarm if someone had a weapon.  So, no one brought knives, razor blades or guns inside any of the Island schools.  Besides, the chips implanted in each of their wrists would certainly have given them away before they could get far, even if they found a way to fool the sensors now placed in every public building on the Island as a safeguard against terrorist attack. 


	Kyle rubbed the palms of his hands down the sides of his jeans and wondered if anyone could see him shaking; because, he felt as though all of his organs were vibrating; although, he was no longer cold.  He was shaking now, but not because of the room temperature of the lab.  No one, including Hat Boy, had seemed to notice anything unusual, except for Adam.  Since no one would pay any attention to Adam, no problem there.  Kyle would have to figure out what was up with the icy air blasts, and what it was that had flown at him, later.


	*******


	That afternoon, after Kyle finished his swimming practice, and Tucker finished football.  Tucker went to Kyles for dinner and a sleep over, as he did on alternate weekends, when Kyle was not sleeping over at Tucker’s.  Tucker had grown up being part of the Senger family life including family dinners.


	Dinner in the Senger home included both of Kyle’s parents and Kyle’s five year old adopted sister, Kaylee or “KK” for short.  Immediately, as Kyle and Tucker walked in to the Senger home, they were sent upstairs to shower and dress for dinner.  Kyle’s 5’4” Spanish mother pointed wordlessly toward the winding staircase to the second floor.  KK held her nose and announced, “Eau! You smell like a locker room!” before she was shushed by her mother.  


	Both of Kyle’s parents were present for the evening meal as usual, their places set opposite each other at the huge round oak table.  Finally, showered and dressed for dinner, Kyle and Tucker had come downstairs, offered to do something to help, and been instructed to take their places at the table by Kyle’s mother.  With the efficiency of a commanding officer in war time, the demure Mrs. Senger orchestrated the hired staff, supervised timing of food preparation so the meal was complete on time, organized her family to be in their places when food was ready, and somehow managed to make each person feel as though she or he was the most important person at the event.  


	On this evening, the table was laiden with a steaming dish of foil wrapped potatoes baked over the coals with butter, platters of corn on the cob, gravy boats filled with beef gravy, grilled mushrooms cooked with the steaks, a huge covered metal pot of steamed vegetables, fresh homemade bread with sliced cheeses, and, last but not least, sizzling steaks just off the grill being served by Kyle’s dad according to each person’s order.   


	KK sat next to her BFF from nursery school, a tall strawberry blond named Judith Solomon.  Judith was wearing “side ponies” as she called them, tied with teal blue ribbons that matched her slack set.  KK was dressed in a tomato red sweatsuit that set off her dark brown curls.  Both girls were engaged in nonstop chatter that became whispers and giggles after Tucker and Kyle walked into the dining room.       


	Tucker and Kyle waited silently, each wondering how much longer he could hold out, as both parents arranged final touches on the meal.  At last, Kyle’s dad stood at the head of the table and everyone stood up to hold hands.  The elder Senger spoke slowly in a richly deep voice that commanded attention, “Our gracious King, this food, this home, and all of our blessings are from You.  Thank you.  Be in our time as we share them.  Keep us in Your care and always teach us Your ways.  Amen.”


	After a few seconds of silence, chaos erupted because two hungry teen boys were trying to get as much food on their plates and into their mouthes as quickly as possible, without seeming to be disrespectful.  Kyle’s mom was helping KK with the meal and Kyle’s dad was sending platters and serving bowls around the table.  Since all of this required concentration, few words were spoken.  Even KK stopped her prattle momentarily.  


	The only sound was crackling of the fire in an immense central fireplace that opened into both the dining and living rooms.  The chimney was composed of fieldstone from the Senger property.  The varied earth tones of the rock chuncks had been artfully arranged by an ancestor Kyle was too young to remember.  When no one could hold one mouthful more, staff cleared plates and served New York cheesecake, a favorite of Kyle’s dad and both of the boys.  Somehow, to the amazement of Kyle’s mother, both Kyle and Tucker managed to eat the heavy dessert as well as all the food they had already consumed.


	“Where do they put it?” asked Kyle’s mom, smiling across the table at her husband.


	“They have at least one hollow leg,” Kyle’s dad answered with a twinkle in his eye.  Seconds of anything, even dessert, were offered, and declined with thanks.  Finally, it was time for Kyle and his guest to stand, stretch, and conceal any belches as best they could. 


	“Mom,” Kyle announced, “We’re going down to ‘The Place’.  OK?” 


	 “Si, como no?” she answered.  Kyle glanced toward his father who nodded his assent.  “The Place” was Kyle and Tucker’s childhood name for their secret hangout near the wine cellars of the Senger vineyards.  


	As Kyle and Tucker emerged from the front door of the Sengers, Tucker’s older brother Marvin was pulling into the drive in his restored vintage black Triumph.  Marvin Washington took great pride in his car.  Marvin kempt his Triump carefully waxed and detailed so that it was perfect inside and out.  Also, Marvin had worked to make this Triumph more than an antique.  He had rebuilt it himself, retaining an old-fashioned motor and omitting any computerized parts.  He kept the motor in perfect running condition.  If something ever went wrong with it, he made a trip to a junk yard to search for the needed spare part.  Marvin was as tall and gangly as Tucker was tall and heavy.  He treasured his Triumph, but it was a snug fit for him.  After Marvin unfolded himself from the driver’s seat, Kyle escorted Marvin and Tucker along the two-track dirt road that led back through one section of vineyards that spread for several hundred acres over the Senger land.  Kyle, as their host, generally led on these walks, but tonight, he and Tucker walked together more slowly than usual.  They were still feeling stuffed from dinner.  Marvin strode ahead of them. 


	Already this evening’s brief Island twilight had gone dark and the three friends followed the two-track trail more by habit than by sight.  A twenty minute walk brought them to a low adobe building that looked like a storage shed.  Actually, it served as a sort of lounge for laborers employed by the Senger winery and vineyards.  Inside the building, an old refrigerator leaned against one wall opposite a long sagging couch on the outer wall.  An open door to a restroom with multiple urinals and a sink with naked pipes occupied one side wall.  


	Hidden behind the refrigerator was a single wooden door with a knob.  Kyle shoved the refrigerator aside and opened the door.  A metal ladder descended to another door, also metal.  Kyle bent close to the lock, and whispered something.  The metal door slid open a few inches.  Kyle used both hands to push it open the rest of the way, and turned to the others. 


	“OK,” Kyle said, and both Marvin and Tucker clambered noisily down the ladder.  “The Place” had been a favorite hangout for Kyle and Tucker since childhood.  Kyle’s grandfather had given him permission to use it with stern warnings not to let anyone know how the lock worked, and not to take them beyond the first turn in the underground passageway.  “The Place” had served the boys well whenever they wanted to hide, to get cool, or to talk without adults overhearing them.  Somehow, in the corner, they had cell reception so, they were not really out of reach of friends, or even parents.  


	On this night, Marvin and Tucker followed Kyle into the cool dark passage and to a corner where two perpendicular hallways intersected.  One went to the factory building where the wine, now aging in underground vats, would be bottled for sale.  The other ran in a crooked course around tree root systems, sewage pipes, etc., all the way back to a rear entrance of the Senger home. 


	Years ago Kyle’s mother had given him some outdoor carpet to put on the floor.  It took several layers to counteract the cold and damp of the concrete.  In the apex of the corner, against the cement wall, were stacked multi-colored bean bags.  Kyle pulled several bean bags down and tossed them toward Marvin and Tucker.  


	“Uh, forgot drinks,” he said. “Whadya want?” 


	“Coke,” the brothers answered almost in unison.  No one was hungry yet.  Kyle ascended the laddar and returned carrying a cold six pack.  Both of his friends were slouched into bean bags, Tucker absently turning an old rubix cube he’d found buried among the beanbags, Marvin researching something on his tablet. 


	It was about 8:30 pm and the vineyards around the storage shed were quiet.  Traffic was light at this hour, and too distant to be heard.  The only sound that carried into this underground system of tunnels was the occasional erie bark howl of coyotees.  Kyle and Tucker had no secrets, at least almost none.  Kyle was settled in his beanbags and had popped his drink. 


	“Tucker, today in biology lab…” Kyle began and proceeded to tell Tucker the whole story about the icy air all around him, and the invisible “fist” that seemed to be aiming a punch at his face.  Kyle omitted the parts about the chills that sporadically racked his body now, and the constant forboding that stayed with him as though he was being watched.  Tucker listened in silence, while Marvin appeared to continue his research. 


	When Kyle finished, Marvin shifted and looked up. “Soooo,” he drawled looking at Kyle, “You have been chosen for the war after all.”


	Before Kyle could answer, Tucker’s excitement got the best of him. “Cool, dude!  That’s so cool!  Now you git the armor, and the Weapon, and all the powerful stuff that the King gives you…”


	The look on Kyle’s face tempered Tucker’s enthusiasm.  “Tucker…” Kyle paused for emphasis. “Look, I do not want to join anyone’s war, ok?  I don’t care who it is, or what they’re fighting for.  Count me out.”


	“But this is different, dude,” Tucker protested sounding injured.  “I can ‘splain it, if you listen……”  Kyle was shaking his head. 


	Kyle, Tucker, and most of their generation on this Island, avoided regular news broadcasts, since they had grown tired of hearing about the endless wars and demands for the dedicated service of every new high school graduate looking for glory.  Kyle believed the wars were useless.  He had no desire to get killed. 


	Marvin took another swig from his drink, cleared his throat and spoke.  “Kyle, I get it.  You don’t want to fight in some war, kill people, or get killed yourself, right?”


	“Duh,” Kyle said.


	“Right,” said Marvin.  “Here’s the deal, this is not a war about killing or wounding people.”  Marvin paused to make certain he had Kyle’s attention.


	“Right,” said Kyle, looking skeptical.  


	Since Kyle was still listening, Marvin continued, “Its  a war to keep people on this Island from becoming slaves.” 


	“No, we don’t have slaves here,” Kyle interrupted. “Even household help gets good wages…”


	“You ain’t ever heard of any war like this one cuz nobody sees the war, just the damage.”   Tucker spoke so softly that Kyle barely heard him.


	“I don’t get it,” Kyle said genuinely confused.


	Marvin and Tucker were looking at each other, but neither said anything for several minutes.  Then Marvin said, “OK, that thing that came at you in the lab was invisible, right?”  Kyle nodded.  “Did you just imagine it, you know, make it up?”  In answer, Kyle shook his head.


	“OK, it was real even though you couldn’t see it, and besides that, it had real power that came from somewhere.  Like, you  felt it, and you even ducked to get out of its way, right?”


	Kyle nodded again.  “OK, one more thing.  If something is true or real, and you don’t believe it, does that change anything?  Like, suppose you don’t believe in gravity and you jump off a tall building.  What happens?”


	“You’re dead, or at least hurt bad,” Kyle said.


	“Yeah,” Marvin agreed.  “What we know so far is that invisible forces can be real and powerful, and if something is real our beliefs don’t change it, right?”


	Kyle considered this for a few moments, then glanced over at Tucker and nodded.  He got it.  Marvin had pulled a case from the pocket of his sweats and opened it.  As Kyle and Tucker watched, Marvin paged carefully through paper thin pages of some very old book.  It was strange because nobody used hard copy books anymore.  Everything was on cells or tablets, or some device.  Marvin seemed to have found what he was searching for, and looked up at Kyle and Tucker. 


	“I searched for these ancient texts for years, and I don’t want either of you to tell anyone I have them.”  Kyle and Tucker both nodded their agreement.


	“Is it illegal?” asked Kyle.


	“Not sure, but without it we are lost, and the Adversary fighting to destroy everyone on our Island, will win.”  Marvin paused, then added, “Just so you know, here’s the way the ancient book describes the enemy that is attacking our Island.”  After scanning down one of the pages and using an index finger to mark the place, Marvin read, “Keep a cool head.  Stay alert.  The Adversary is poised to pounce, and would like nothing better than to catch you napping.  Keep your guard up.  You’re not the only ones plunged into these hard times.” 


	Marvin was on his tablet now, still reading, “These words were written thousands of years ago, but what I just read is modernized.  Here’s a much older translation, “Be alert and of sober mind.  Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.” 


	“So our Island is at war with a lion who wants to eat every islander,” Kyle quipped.  He had more questions than answers about this ancient writing, whatever it was.


	This led to an exchange between Kyle and Tucker competing to see who could get the most laughs.  Marvin rolled his eyes and waited.


	“The basic thing now is to understand what we are fighting on this Island,and how we can win,” Marvin concluded when the contest wound down.


	“Not, me. I’m not fighting,” Kyle said seriously.  He was well known for his absolute refusal to have anything to do with any war.  Although Tucker seemed to know more about what Marvin was saying, they had argued over it countless times.  Kyle’s position never changed.


	“I know you won’t fight, and that’s fine,” Marvin said to forstall any argument on that point.


	“BTW, Kyle, the ancient words say LIKE a lion.  It’s not a literal lion,” Marvin corrected.  “I am absolutely convinced…” Marvin began, then paused for emphasis, before continuing,“that the thing that came at you was from the Adversary, sort of like a scout sent out to find you.”


	“Great.  Now, some invisible power is after me!” said Kyle, only half jokingly.  He was relieved that Tucker and Marvin could not read his thoughts.  Kyle had still not talked to anyone, even Tucker, about the eerie feeling he had ever since that day in biology lab, that an invisible someone or something was watching him constantly.     


	 “OK, Kyle, if the war is not real, you can do nothing, and you’ll be fine.  But, if it is real, even if you can’t see it, and even if you don’t believe in it…and you ignore it, you’ll end up being a slave of the Adversary.  You can win- its up to you.”  Marvin stopped.  After several minutes he asked slowly, “You wanna do something about it or let it go.”   


	Kyle stared at the floor without speaking, and finally looked searchingly up at Marvin.  “I dunno,” he admitted; then, abruptly, he added, “I do, I do wanna do something…but not kill anyone, ok?”


	Tucker started cheering like this was a winning touchdown, and even Marvin let out a whoop.  


	“Tell you what,” Marvin offered more quietly, “There’s this thing I go to sometimes on Friday nights when I’m home.  Tucker went a few times.”  Tucker was nodding again as Marvin continued, “You’ll learn more about whatever that thing is that is after you, and what you can do about it.  Besides, if you wanted to, you could meet the King.”


	“King?”  Kyle repeated, obviously surprised; then he recalled stories of a King who once lived on the Island and changed its history forever, by teaching what every islander now knew as the Island Way.  Kyle had not paid much attention.  “He lived here hundreds of years ago, so he’s dead now.  What good can he do?” Kyle asked pointedly.


	Both Marvin and Tucker were grinning, but neither spoke.


	“Random,” Kyle pronounced, but in the end he agreed to go, if Tucker came along.  Tucker said he would.  “Fine,” Kyle surrendered.  “What time?”


	So, as Kaleb and Barth watched, Kyle made the first in a series of decisions that would change his life and the lives of every one of his friends.




Chapter 2: Secrets under the School


	Soundlessly, Tucker turned the key in the lock of the door of a side entrance to the high school.  Kyle looked on with admiration.


	”How many times have you done this?” he asked Tucker as the two friends entered


	the deserted hallway.


	”Dunno, shhhhh,” Tucker answered in a whisper.  With one finger over his lips to signal Kyle to keep quiet, Tucker pointed down the hall to a custodian’s closet and motioned for Kyle to follow.  


	Tucker made no sound on the tile floor as he moved quickly to the door.  He used the same key as before to get inside.  Tucker pulled Kyle in after him and closed the door.  Kyle reached for the light switch, but Tucker stopped him and produced a small flashlight from his jacket pocket.  The flashlight was useless for seeing anything at a distance, but it was enough to pick up the keyhole in the blackness as Tucker locked the closet door behind them.


	It was Saturday evening of the week before the Friday when they had agreed to go to Marvin’s mysterious gathering.  Tucker had a passkey to the high school because he helped the custodians part-time.  Tucker had not explained the purpose of this after school visit to Kyle, except to say that they did not want to be discovered.  Kyle watched as his friend dropped to his knees and began to probe the carpet with his fingers.


	“OK,” Tucker breathed softly.


	Tucker kept one hand on the bump he had located under the carpet and reached under the supply shelves with the other hand.  He found the gap between the carpet and the wall that his fingertips were seeking and curled two fingers around the edge of wood.  With one good pull, a square of the flooring swung up to reveal a metal ladder going down to a lower level.  Kyle sucked in his breath as his eyes took in the hinges of the wooden trap door hidden under the carpeting, and the ladder leading down into…what?


	The trap door was completely concealed once the door was closed and the carpet brushed over again.  Without Tucker’s guidance, he would never have guessed that it was there.  Tucker’s insistant grip on Kyle’s shoulder interrupted his thoughts.  Tucker motioned downward with the flashlight and positioned his foot on the top rung of the metal ladder.  Then Tucker, with amazing speed for his linebacker build, moved down the ladder until his head was just under the level of the floor.  He held the flashlight up so Kyle could see his face and whispered, ”Ready?”


	Kyle nodded and pushed one foot through the opening, feeling for the first rung.  Kyle heard a slap as one of Tucker’s tennis shoes hit the concrete floor below with more force than Tucker had intended.  Kyle found the ladder and was climbing down as quickly as he could.  He glanced up and saw that the trap door was not visible in the blackness.  He wondered if he should have pulled the door closed behind him.  


	Tucker was standing at the bottom of the ladder.  He put his right hand between Kyle’s shoulder blades as Kyle’s foot found the floor.  Kyle looked back at Tucker, reached for his arm, and pointed up toward the trap door questioningly.  Tucker put his flashlight up again and shook his head.  Then he motioned for Kyle to step forward, still keeping his hand on Kyle’s back.  The two of them edged their way soundlessly along a dark passageway, sometimes with their heads brushing against a concrete ceiling.  Kyle was feeling his way uncertainly as Tucker followed using hand signals on Kyle’s back to direct him. 


	As they moved along, the silence of the underground hall seemed deafening.  Kyle bumped a pipe with one of his elbows and the ring of bone against metal reverberate in his ears.  Kyle bit his lower lip to keep from yelling because of the pain as he gripped his funny bone and began rubbing it.  Tucker grabbed his shoulder and spun him around.  Tucker pointed his flashlight at Kyle’s hand rubbing his funny bone, then put a finger to his lips again.  Kyle nodded, still rubbing his elbow, suddenly much less motivated for this expedition.  


	Tucker pushed past Kyle, switched Kyle’s hand to Tucker’s shoulder and took the lead.  Kyle followed, not wanting to be the chicken. They had only taken a few more steps, placing each foot carefully on the floor of the passage so there would be no sound, when they began to hear noises coming from somewhere ahead.  At first, Kyle wasn’t sure, but as they moved closer, Kyle heard faint voices.  He couldn’t distinguish anything as he concentrated on moving forward, so he stopped and grabbed Tucker’s shoulder, signaling for silence, when Tucker whirled to face him.  As both boys listened, they heard several voices coming from within the passageway they had entered.  


	Kyle tightened his grip on his friend’s shoulder.  He wasn’t sure he liked this.  Whoever was speaking, quickly opened a door and in a few seconds, the door closed again, leaving silence in the passageway.  Kyle breathed a sigh, relieved.  Whether it was the humidity of the air in the tunnel, or nerves, Kyle had broken out in a sweat.


	Tucker looked at Kyle and grinned, ready for more suspense.  Tucker took a few more careful steps along the hallway and stopped.  Peering along the trajectory of the flashlight, both boys  saw the glint of a metal doorknob just in front of Tucker.  Both of them knew they had to get beyond that door if they wanted to know what was going on down here.  Before they had time to move again, a chant broke out from behind the closed door. 


	“Out with the King! Out with the Island Way!” 


	Voices repeated the chant over and over again.  Kyle could not guess how many were chanting, but the chanters got louder and more powerful with each repetition.  The chanting continued for several minutes as Kyle and Tucker wondered if it would ever end.


	Tucker signaled Kyle before turning the doorknob cautiously.  Still holding the knob, Tucker pushed the door open just enough for them to edge through one at a time.  While the chant continued, Kyle and Tucker didn’t have to worry about making noise, but at any moment, it could stop.  Most of all, they did not want to be discovered by these characters, whoever they were.   


	Kyle blinked as his eyes adjusted to the flickering light reflecting on stone walls and coming from tapered candles, secured in wall holders, scattered around an expansive room.  It was as though they had stepped into an old cave or dungeon.  Kyle’s jaw tightened as he realized what he was seeing.  The room was filled with kids, sitting on folding metal chairs, in circular rows, around a hexagonal table.  Kyle didn’t recognize any of them at first.  Some kids were completely dressed in black, their faces looking unnaturally pale in the flickering candle light.  Some of the girls wore birkas.  Some kids wore gang colors.  Kyle spotted one familiar face.  It was Soren Marsden.  No big surprise.  Kyle felt a twinge of sadness for his long lost friend, but there was no time for that now.  (I’ll tell you the story about Kyle and Soren’s friendship later.)  


	A few guys sat with an arm over the shoulders of the guy sitting next to them.  Similarly, there were girls holding hands with other girls.  Most likely, they were doing the same sex partner thing, that was forbidden by the Island Way.  Were these kids from other Island schools?  There were even a couple of guys in skirts, one with a full beard.  Tucker would summarize later that every kind of wierdness you could imagine was in that room in the tunnels under the school. 


	Sitting in back rows were older people Kyle had never met.  Were they from the mainland, he wondered.  What would motivate them to fight to destroy the same Island manner of life that had made this Island such a desirable place to live and given everyone who lived here the opportunity to prosper?  Kyle did not understand that they had stepped into an enclave of the Adversary’s warriors.  If he had realized this, he would not have been surprised by the dark uniformed figures that lined the walls of the large room. 


	Tucker was more experienced with wearing the King’s armor and using the Weapon.  Tucker confessed to Kyle afterward, that he never actually saw the black warriors but, that he was aware of them.  When these beings were visible to humans, their generic military type uniforms would have looked unfamiliar to Kyle.  They were not part of the Island military.  Most of the time, they stood at attention, motionless.  When their eyes moved, there were flashes of light, like flames of bright orange in the darkness.  They stood between eight and ten feet tall, with bulging muscular bodies and assorted weapons in heavy leather belts at their waists.  One thing on their belts was a scabbard, but none of them had drawn their swords.  


	Above all the humans and the dark figures around the walls, directly opposite the hexagonal table, stood Barth and Kaleb in their uniforms, as usual, swords also sheathed.  They remained silent and grim faced.  Despite increasing difficulty, they were carrying out their orders not to intervene.  There were snickers and whispered jeers from the black figures all around the room.  Behind Barth and Kaleb, stood two similar figures, both husky and muscular, wearing the same type of uniform.  Their names were Rex and Jannai, and they were assigned to Tucker, as Barth and Kaleb were assigned to  Kyle.


	Two college age guys wearing black jeans and Ts stood on either side of the table.  Kyle heard the scream of an animal in pain and realized that the two guys were restraining something that he couldn’t quite see, something that was alive.  Whatever it was, it was on the table, and it struggled furiously.  Maybe a cat?  As Tucker and Kyle watched, one of the guys produced a knife and plunged it into the struggling animal.  Blood slowly formed a puddle that grew until it dripped from the edges of the table, staining the concrete floor below.          


	 Kyle shuddered involuntarily and looked down trying not to think of KK’s cat, Merlin.  What have we gotten into? he wondered, wishing that he was standing behind Tucker’s bulk instead of in front of him.  Meanwhile the ceremony, or whatever it was, was continuing.  The guy, who  had made the first knife jab, had now cut the heart out of the animal.  Kyle could see now that it was a cat, spread eagled and still on the bloody table.  Then, from all around them, both boys heard the chanting begin again.  They could feel it as well as hear it, and Kyle’s skin was crawling.  What did killing a cat have to do with rebelling against the Island Way? Kyle wondered.  Although he didn’t generally like cats, killing them, especially like this, was gross. 


	What the boys didn’t see was that Barth, Kaleb, Rex and Jannai had all placed hands on sword hilts at the same time that the chanting began again.  Kyle and Tucker watched in horrified fascination as the cutter’s blood-stained hands lifted the heart of the cat above the table and held it high, still dripping, for all the assembled group to see.  Both of the guys at the table kept their eyes fixed on the heart as the cutter raised, then lowered it again to the table.


	Next, the other guy drained some of the cat’s blood into a silver goblet, which the cutter raised to his lips.  As the chanting rose to fever pitch, the guy drank from the goblet, and paused with his head bowed.  Kyle felt nauseous and wanted to spit.  He strained to hear the words that the guy was mumbling.  No use.  Kyle couldn’t make any sense of them with all of the noise.  The guy who had been mumbling pushed the goblet out from his chest, extending both arms at full length to offer it to his companion.


	At this exact moment, Tucker, who was plagued by allergies, let loose an explosive sneeze.  He managed to stifle some of the sneeze with his hand.  The chanting was slowly beginning again. Was it enough to drown out the sound?  No, not even close.  They had heard it.  They had all heard it.  Heads turned.  Every pair of eyes in the room was staring at the two intruders in the back.  The college age guys in black at the table altar stared.  The girls in burkas and the pale kids in all black stared.  The geeks, and all the rest of the kids from school stared.  In an electric silence that seemed to last for an eternity, they glared into the darkness.  Besides the human eyes watching Tucker were demonic eyes of the black warriors.  They channeled the force of their hatred, like a particle beam, at and through the two intruders unaware that every one of the black figures on the walls were adding strength and venom to their rage.  Kyle felt as though there was a wind swirling around his arms, hands and legs that was making it impossible for him to move as fast as he wanted to.
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