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   Feel free to check out the Element Wielder website. There you’ll be able to find character pictures, lore about the elements, and more.
 
   http://cesarbak99.wix.com/element-wielder
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Author Notes
 
    
 
   Legacy Of The Golden Wielder is a short fast-paced novella. The novella is meant to be a quick companion to the Void Wielder Trilogy. Nonetheless, it can be read and easily understood as a stand-alone story.
 
   I hope you enjoy your time in Va’siel.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   PREFACE
 
    
 
    
 
   On planet Va’siel, there are a few beings that are born with the ability to wield certain elements. These gifted individuals are known as Element Wielders.
 
    
 
   There are six basic elements and six advanced elements. Holding control of the advanced elements requires much more energy than a basic element. As such, wielders of advanced elements have become a rarity in Va’siel.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Basic Elements
 
    
 
   Water: Water wielders control the element of water. Some advanced water wielders have been known to solidify water into ice.
 
    
 
   Fire: Wielders who harness the very power of flames. The second stage of fire is blue fire. The third stage, which very few wielders have reached, is black fire.
 
    
 
   Like Water wielders, fire wielders are highly sought out for long missions. Their ability to create campfires in almost any environment has proven invaluable.
 
    
 
   Void:  Void wielders can wield all six basic elements; however, this power comes with limitations. Void wielders can only wield weak attacks. 
 
   No void wielder can wield blue or black fire, as those are advanced levels of fire. The only exception is Falcon Hyatt. For reasons unknown to him, he can wield basic elements and advanced elements.
 
    
 
   Mind: Mind wielders can mold the minds of others. The extent of the control they have over people depends on the power of the mind wielder and the victim. 
 
   Some have been known to drive their enemies mad with false images of pain and suffering.
 
    Mind wielders can also use their abilities to re-awaken thoughts that have been long forgotten. Most mind wielders are highly intellectual individuals. 
 
    
 
   Wind: Wind wielders can harness the power of wind, using that power in both defensive and offensive attacks.
 
   Even though wind is a basic element, not many wind wielders can be found in Va’siel. The reason for this is unknown.
 
    
 
   Earth: These warriors were once numerous in Va’siel. Their attacks were sturdy and strong. Their defensive abilities were some of the strongest a wielder could ever hope to create.
 
   But their abilities go beyond the battlefield. Some Earth wielders could mold and enrich soil with nutrients to create rich farmlands. The crops grown from capable earth wielders were some of the most delicious found in Va’siel.
 
   However, for reasons unknown, no more earth wielders have been born in Va’siel.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Advanced Elements 
 
    
 
   Space: Power of the cosmos is a mere plaything to space wielders. Not only can they summon the force of space to use against their enemies, but they can call forth universal anomalies like meteors, comets, and black holes. 
 
   Since there are so many mysteries in the great unknown that is the universe, the true extent to which gifted wielders can push their powers remains an enigma.
 
    
 
   Poison: Poison wielders tend to be sick beings, both physically and mentally.
 
   They possess the ability to create many attacks using venom and a variety of toxins.
 
   In past times, Poison wielders have proven useful during sieges, where they poison entire cities water or food supplies. 
 
    
 
   Darkness: Only the most cold-hearted and wicked beings can properly wield the powers of darkness. Wherever they go, pain and misery follows. 
 
   Dark wielders can control many of the forbidden wielding abilities that were banned long ago for their inhumane and unnatural power.
 
    
 
   Chaos: Along with holy, chaos is the rarest of all the elements. In fact, in the past 10,000 years, Shal-Volcseck is the only known chaos wielder.
 
   What exactly can a chaos wielder do? No one who has seen their power has been left alive to tell the tale.
 
    
 
   Lightning: These wielders can summon the power of lightning. Most who practice this kind of wielding tend to be driven by offense. During battle, they rarely use their power for defense. 
 
   There are stories of exceptional wielders who have wielded red and green lightning, though, most believe this to be just tales of legend.
 
    
 
   Holy: Only the most pure and humble of beings can hope to control this power. As such, holy wielders are extremely rare. With each passing year, Va’siel has become more sinister and wicked, full of murder, deceit, and lies. It is for this reason that many believe that the power of holy will never return to such a cruel world. However, there are stories that indeed a holy wielder has been born in the small farming village of Asturia. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part I
 
   “The Scorch”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   It was past midnight when Aadi quietly made his way to the back of Chirag’s Pub. His quiet strides moved him forward at a determined pace. He flicked his wavy brown hair back as it came down and covered his blue eyes. With every movement, his raggedy white shirt and pants crumpled into a heap of wrinkles. Even from this distance, he could smell the buttery aroma of the pasta. He cursed his growling stomach as he took another step forward. He wanted to, no, he needed to get his hands on that food.
 
   “Who goes there?” asked a sudden booming voice. Aadi looked up as a large, husky man stood in the open door. He recognized him immediately. It was Chirag, the owner of the restaurant. 
 
   Aadi froze in place, hoping Chirag had not seen him. The owner wasn’t necessarily fond of having people go through his trash.
 
   Chirag stepped down and walked into the alleyway. Aadi swallowed the lump in his throat, wishing the dark would conceal him.
 
   No such luck.
 
   “There you are!” yelled Chirag, his bloodshot eyes staring right at Aadi. His lips formed a large grin as if finding Aadi was the highlight of his day. 
 
   Determined, Aadi launched himself at the large man.
 
   Chirag, who was used to seeing Aadi run away from him and not toward him, stood frozen, as if his brain was having a hard time comprehending what was going on.
 
   “I’ll just slip through here,” said Aadi as he dashed around the stunned man. He reached his arm out and took the box of pasta. His heart did a small jump as he held it firmly in his hand. Perhaps he was going to take it after all. 
 
   “Get back here.” Apparently Chirag’s brain had caught up with his body. He reached out for him, barely missing his ragged tunic.
 
   Aadi ran down the alleyway and out into the city square. Imposing buildings surrounded him from all sides. The city council building stood before him, illuminated by the blue moonlight. To either side were the majestic mansions that belonged to the richest men in the city. Large dark gates surrounded their pristine gardens, making sure that riff-raff like Aadi could not trespass. 
 
   He shuddered involuntarily as he focused on the stone pathway that led down to the poorer part of town. Taking a breath, he moved as fast as his feet could carry him.
 
   Suddenly the moonlight was replaced by the pale darkness of a cave. The mansions around him transformed to those water-stained walls he saw so often in his nightmares. Why now? Not now. But despite his complaints, he saw her. She reached out, begging for him to save her. He, however, was too small and weak to be of any help. His heart raced in his chest as the image dissolved.
 
   Chirag’s loud screams shocked him back to reality. He glanced over his shoulder to find an imposing figure mere feet away from reaching him. He turned and quickly took off down the path once again. The more he ran, the farther away the screams became. One downside of being such a large man was that Chirag couldn’t keep up with a young man’s pace.
 
    Once Aadi was certain his pursuer had given up the chase, he stopped to take a breath. He now stood in the poor district of the city. The beaten-down huts and sleeping beggars at every corner made that obvious. Aadi often wondered how people could sleep outside when there was such a nice sewer directly underneath them.
 
   He opened the small hatch and dropped down, landing in the slimy cement with a loud thump. It’s not so bad once you get used to the smell of rats and the constant drips of leaking water, he mused to himself. Excitedly, he made his way down the sewer, keeping a wary eye on the arched ceiling overhead. The stone was strong and sturdy. Nonetheless, blocks had been known to fall from time to time. That’s what happened when no one tended to the construction. Aadi couldn’t blame the leaders, he knew that in these troubled times most of the money was being diverted toward agricultural endeavors. Part of him was actually glad it was. It meant he had fewer workers down here. Workers usually brought down a few knights to protect them from bandits, which would have only served to get him caught, or at the very least keep him constantly moving.
 
   “You’re back!” Zoen cried as Aadi walked into the large open room. A flickering candle, about to die, provided some dim light. Aadi waved away the scent of burning wax. “Where have you been?” Zoen asked. “I thought that one of the restaurant owners had gotten a hold of you again.”
 
   “I’m much too fast,” Aadi responded, smiling to his friend. 
 
   “That didn’t stop Chirag from catching you last time and turning you in to the royal wielders. You were locked up for ten days!” 
 
   Aadi waved his friend’s worries aside. He liked Zoen, but he swore his friend was scared of his own shadow.
 
   “Please…listen,” Zoen insisted, a begging expression on his pale face. “Stop this. You’re going to get yourself locked up again one of these days, or worse.” Zoen reached over to the bucketful of mana. “Look.” He took out a handful of the brown powder. “We have plenty of mana to last us a week. Why throw away your life at barely eighteen years of age?”
 
   Aadi took a seat atop his towel. “Don’t you worry about it, buddy. I’m not about to let you starve to death.” Even as he spoke the words, Aadi couldn’t believe Zoen’s misfortune. For reasons unknown, planet Va’siel had almost withered away completely. Land that was once fertile was now barren and dry. Few plants grew and the ones that did were quickly snatched by the rich. Even cattle-like beruda, which had once provided more than enough meat, were now on the brink of extinction. It was hard to stay alive when little grass grew in the wild lands. Of course, an earth wielder would have been able to easily mold the dirt and make it fertile again. But no earth wielder had been born in Va’siel in over a century. The only food that was plentiful nowadays was mana, a powder that protruded out of random holes throughout the planet. It could fill a person easy enough, but it tasted like nothing. It often reminded Aadi of eating water. Unfortunately, Zoen was allergic to it, which forced Aadi to constantly be on the lookout for food for his friend.
 
   “I do worry,” continued Zoen. He stood and walked toward him slowly. The hump protruding from his back made it impossible to move at a normal pace. Aadi often wondered if it was this deformity that had caused Zoen’s mother to abandon him. He never dared voice his curiosity, though, out of fear of hurting his friend’s feelings. “You’re not a wielder like the royal guards. You can’t control water, fire, mind, poison, space…”
 
   “Are you really going to name all twelve elements now?” asked Aadi. He tossed the bag of pasta at his friend. “I think you’d be better concentrating on this.”
 
   Zoen caught the bag. As he held it up, Aadi could literally see the twinkle in Zoen’s eyes. “Where did you get so much pasta?”
 
   “Don’t you worry about that, buddy! You just worry about finishing it all.”
 
   Zoen waved his hands. “I couldn’t possibly do that. What about you?”
 
   “Me?” Aadi picked up a pile of mana. The earth-scented powder slipped through his fingers. “I got plenty of food here.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “No buts, buddy. You eat your food. Besides, I don’t even like pasta.” Aadi held his breath, hoping his friend would believe his lie. Besides, he didn’t mind eating the flavorless mana. Fortunately, Zoen was too eager with the prospect of munching on his food to even notice as Aadi lay back down, facing a wall. 
 
   He ignored the delicious aroma as he closed his eyes. Quietly, he hoped that she wouldn’t haunt his dreams tonight.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning, Aadi and Zoen found themselves walking down the street, headed toward the library. Usually Zoen would have complained about going to the rich part of the city, but he knew that even he could not pass up an opportunity to visit the grand library.
 
   Aadi walked slowly as he took another bite of the mana Zoen had heated into a bun. There weren’t many people out so early, which gave him a chance to admire the large mansions that flanked him from both sides.
 
   “We should really walk a bit faster and quit all this gazing,” Zoen suggested. His eyes darted nervously to a group of people who moved toward them. “Anyone could be a spy for the royal guards.”
 
   “You worry too much,” said Aadi. Usually he would have been more on his toes, but he knew that today was delivery day. That meant most guards were busy guarding the horse-drawn wagons that were scheduled to bring in provisions from Asturia. The brick streets were mostly empty, save a servant women who carried baskets of clothes down to the river.
 
   “I have to worry,” said Zoen. He continued looking at every woman they passed with suspicion, as if at any moment the old ladies might jump in for an attack. “We can’t all be like you, taking life as it comes without a care in the world.”
 
   Aadi waved his hands dismissively. “You’ll go bald with all that stress, Zoen. Look around you. Even in this rich district the bricks, homes, and windows are not as polished and pristine as they once where. Every other place in Va’siel is going to the gutter. Some even say that humanity is on the brink of extinction.” He yawned. “And what should I do about it? Fret over something I can’t control? No, I don’t think I’ll be doing that. I’ll just take life as it comes and make what I can of it.”
 
   “Well, that’s certainly nice for—”
 
   Zoen staggered back as a boy about his age bumped into him, sending him sprawling to the ground. 
 
   “Hey!” Zoen shouted. He looked up as he wiped the dirt from his mouth. “Watch where you’re going.”
 
   But the shaggy-haired boy was not listening; he pushed past Aadi. A second later, the boy suddenly stopped. He stood in place, his right arm and leg frozen in a forward lurch. It seemed like someone had stopped time, but Aadi knew that was impossible. He, himself, was still moving regularly. 
 
   That’s when the air in front of him spiraled into a whirlwind of circles and a man, wearing brown leather armor, walked out of the anomaly. 
 
   A wielder! Aadi mused. Wielders were easily recognizable by the polished, marbled emblem attached to the glove they wore on the back of their hand. The color of the emblem varied by the type of element the wielder had control over. This particular wielder wore a dark oval-shaped emblem. At the center of it were yellowish-white streaks of light dashing across. Those are shooting stars! Wow! It’s an actual space wielder. Aadi had seen a few wielders in his short life, but all of them had been wielders of basic elements like water, fire, mind, and void. He never thought he would get to meet a wielder who controlled an advanced element.
 
   With his mouth wide open, Aadi watched as the space wielder released the gravity around the boy who fell to the floor, face first.
 
   “You have something that doesn’t belong to you,” said the space wielder. For the first time, Aadi forced his eyes off of the man’s emblem and toward the man himself. He had a long dark mustache and a beard. His eyes were a deep brown. Like Aadi, his skin was a light tan. “I want it back.” He reached for the pocket in his ragged pants and pulled out a loaf of dry bread. “I…I really need food for my little n-niece, mister.”
 
   The space wielder slapped the boy across the face, leaving a large handprint on his cheek. “Does it look like I care?”
 
   Aadi watched in disgust as the boy handed back the loaf, only to have the man slap the bread from his hand. The wielder grabbed the boy’s arms together behind his back. 
 
   This man is a bully! Aadi supposed that in desperate times, even once-honorable warriors had resorted to this kind of attitude for scraps. From the ground where he lay, Zoen motioned him to move. This was their chance to leave unnoticed. In fact, they couldn’t have asked for a better distraction. But no matter how hard Aadi tried to walk away, he simply could not bring his legs to move. Leaving a person in need bothered him.
 
   Zoen’s lips moved silently, forming the words, “Don’t do it,” but Aadi didn’t care. He reached out for the man, not really knowing what he was going to do. Before he could reach him however, a large rock slammed into the wielder’s head.
 
   Aadi looked over to where the rock had come from and froze. No, this time it had not been a space wielder who had stopped time. The culprit was a brown-haired girl, about his age, who stood with a rock in her hand. Aadi forced his mouth shut. The girl before him was gorgeous. She wore a short green blouse that exposed her slim, tan stomach. Her skirt was also green and white. Aadi knew that meant she was a servant girl, but to whom he did not know. He did not see any important-looking people in the area.
 
   The girl swung her hand back and tossed another rock at the man. This one hit the wielder square on the forehead. She then ran to the boy and untied his hands. “Go! Quickly, before he recovers.”
 
   The boy stood still.
 
   Aadi picked up the bread and forced it into the boy’s hands. “Hurry up and go!”
 
   This seemed to take him out of his momentary lapse. He took off, rounded a corner and disappeared. By now the wielder had fully recovered and was standing, staring at the girl with burning eyes. 
 
   “How dare you?” he called. 
 
   “How dare I?” the blue-eyed girl pointed at herself in shock. “How dare you? That was dry bread that was going to be thrown out. What was wrong with that boy taking some for his family?”
 
   “Er…well….you see…um…don’t question me, girl. I will have your head for this.”
 
   “Try it!”
 
   Aadi’s insides froze as he noticed the emblem on the wielder intensify in color. He couldn’t believe it. He was actually getting ready to wield against the girl.
 
   No way I’m letting him attack her. He moved between the girl and the wielder, but once again he was left to watch as the spectator. 
 
   “Ishani! What are you doing here?” called a girl who looked to be about seventeen years of age. She was dressed in a luxurious light-green dress. Her hair bow and glittery shoes were of the same color.
 
   Behind her there was an escort of over a dozen handmaidens. They all had the wardrobe blouse that Ishani wore, though Aadi didn’t think any of them looked as beautiful as Ishani.
 
   “And you!” The newcomer turned her attention to the wielder. “Did I just see you raise your hand against my friend?”
 
   The man wiped away the many droplets of sweat that had suddenly formed on his brow. “Why, of course not, Your Highness.”
 
   Highness? Aadi took another glance at the girl. Of course. No one else in Missea could dress with such luxurious robes. She was Princess Latiha.
 
   The brown-skinned princess stood beside Ishani. “This girl is my friend and as such is under my personal protection.”
 
   The man eyes darted wildly between both girls. “A princess? Friends with a servant?” The way he said “servant” made it seem as if Ishani was some disease that needed to be cleansed.
 
   Princess Latiha took Ishani’s hands. “Yes, she’s my friend. Does that bother you?”
 
   “N…no. Of course not.” He scratched his red cheeks. “I’ll just be on my way.”
 
   “Yes. You do that.”
 
   The air around the man rippled like water when a stone has been cast into it. His body stretched and disappeared into the dark void. Normally, Aadi would have been awestruck by such a display of wielding mastery, but at the moment he found himself too preoccupied, lost in the blue eyes of Ishani.
 
   Without giving it much thought, he walked up to her and took her hand. He planted a soft kiss on it and looked up at her. “Hello, I’m Aadi.”
 
   The girl’s cheeks turned a rosy pink. “Um…I’m Ishani.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Ishani.” He remained gazing into her eyes.
 
   “Um…” She ran her hands through her hair. “Could I please have my hand back?”
 
   Aadi’s mind rushed back to the present. He had been so lost in the moment that he hadn’t realized he was still holding her soft hand. He released it.
 
   “Thanks.” The girl looked down at the floor nervously. “Well, it was nice meeting you. I have to go.”
 
   “Wait.” He moved himself in front of her. “Listen. I know a nice little place out of Missea. Perhaps you would like to go for a walk tonight?”
 
   Ishani’s rosy face now turned into a deep red. “I would love to, but—”
 
   “She’ll meet you there before sundown,” said Princess Latiha, standing beside her friend.
 
   Ishani turned to the princess, shock registering on her face. “But I thought tonight I was to braid your hair.”
 
   “Nonsense. Someone else can do it.”
 
   For the first time, Aadi noticed a smile form on Ishani’s lips. “In that case, yes. I would love to go for a walk.”
 
   Aadi grinned, steadying his excited breath.
 
   “It’s settled, then,” the princess said as she grinned widely. “She’ll meet you by the city gate tonight. Bye then.”
 
   They slowly walked away, their hips swaying as they giggled to themselves. The rest of the servants, who until now had remained stationary, took off after them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   “About time you boys got here,” said the master record keeper. Or like Aadi liked to call him, “master sleep inducer.” It’s not that he didn’t like him– in fact, he rather enjoyed the man’s rants on the history of wielding, royal lines of succession, importance of books, or any other subject he was particularly interested in that day. The problem was that he would speak for hours on end without stopping. It would eventually induce Aadi into a deep sleep. Zoen, on the other hand, listened to his entire speeches with glaring interest.
 
   “Sorry, Frode,” Zoen apologized. “Aadi here was too busy flirting with one of the royal servants and playing hero.”
 
    Frode turned to Aadi, eyes wide open. His wrinkled face twisted to show even more lines than usual. “You did what? You do realize you could be whipped for talking to a servant without permission, right?” His voice rose with intensity. “Who was it? Please don’t say it was one of the emperor’s servants.”
 
   “Relax,” said Aadi. “It was one of the princess’s servants.”
 
   Frode rubbed his head as he exhaled a breath of relief. Save for three strands of hair, he was completely bald. He had a long peppered mustache that reached down to his stomach. He wore a long gray robe that looked as if it belonged to a simple beggar. “Oh, that’s a relief. The princess comes to the library from time to time. Unlike her father, she has an appreciation for knowledge.”
 
   Zoen nodded. “Yes. I was surprised to see how she treated her servants. She saw them as friends, not as pieces of property. Very strange indeed.” 
 
   “You want to see strange? Follow me and take a look at this.” Frode moved down the empty hallways of the grand library. His slow footsteps echoed loudly across the walls that seemed to reach up to the sky. High arched windows let rays of morning light into the otherwise dark room. All around them were stairs upon stairs that led up to over a dozen levels. Each level contained countless shelves stacked with books, both new and old. Even though hardly anyone came to the majestic library anymore (most people were too busy scraping for food to stay alive), it still required constant tending. Which is where Aadi and Zoen came in. Many were the days they spent dusting books and keeping them in order. Aadi would much rather scour the streets, but his friend enjoyed being surrounded by the books, so he joined him from time to time.
 
   The master record keeper stood behind the oak wood counter. He reached under it and took out a rolled up scroll. He placed it down on the counter and spread it open. Aadi reached out and touched the rough texture as he took in the aroma of dry ink. 
 
   “Keep your hands off of it,” said Frode, swatting Aadi’s hand away. “This scroll is over a thousand years old.”
 
   Zoen stood around the scroll, his eyes twinkling with admiration. “Truly amazing. Judging from these blue lines on top, I would surmise that it came from one of the water cities. The text is written in a highly arched manner. Is it from the Maki people?”
 
   “Very good,” said Frode. He looked down at Zoen as if he had just found his successor. “Very good indeed. You are correct. This scroll was sent to me by the Master Record Keeper of Amanzi, the largest water capital city in Va’siel. He found it in an excavation of the Maki ruins.” He turned the scroll toward his heir apparent. “Can you read the text?”
 
   Zoen’s face lit up. He began to read in a hushed whisper. Aadi couldn’t really hear him, but judging from the way his friend’s frown increased each passing second, he figured it couldn’t be anything good. By the time Zoen reached the last line, all the joy had been wiped from his face.
 
   “What does it say?” Aadi asked, not really sure he wanted to know the answer. 
 
   The record keeper answered. “As I’m sure you’re aware, before their unexplained disappearance hundreds of years ago, the Maki people wrote down many predictions that have come to pass.” Aadi nodded knowingly, even though he had no idea what Frode was talking about. “This scroll relays such a prediction.” He held it up and began to read out loud:
 
    
 
   “And from the cold depths of space, the creature will arrive. It is a harbinger of death that consumes all planets in its path. Its eternal quest to sate its endless hunger can never be fulfilled.
 
   It will eat at the very energy of the Va’siel, as it has done to many other planets for countless millennia, until Va’siel is nothing more than a lifeless rock. 
 
   Thousands of the most powerful warriors have faced off against it, none have survived, and none ever will. For if the creature falls, it will take all it has claimed with it.”
 
    
 
   “What does it all mean?” asked Aadi, his mouth going dry. 
 
   “It means that we may well have found the reason that no earth wielders have been born in Va’siel. Whoever or whatever this creature is, it has sucked away the earth ability from the planet. But even more disturbing is the fact that I don’t think it will stop there.”
 
   “It will take away another element soon,” added Zoen. His face was pale and his hunched frame shook. “There are six basic elements and six advanced elements. I imagine that another basic element like fire, mind, or wind will be extinguished. But it might be an advanced element as well. Lightning, poison, or maybe even darkness.”
 
   “Yes, you could be correct.” The record keeper looked just as shaken. “The people of Amanzi have had some mild success, making small parts of their land fertile enough for small-scale farming. They did it by amassing their water wielders together and having them wield extreme levels of water into the earth. However, just as it looked like they might make some progress, many of the wielders started reporting difficulty wielding. Some have even said that they are not able to wield at all. Which leads me and my fellow record keepers to believe that this creature is now poised to take another element from Va’siel.” He breathed in deeply. “Water.”
 
   No more water? thought Aadi, grasping the seriousness of the situation. How are we to survive without water to drink?
 
   “Why hasn’t this been brought to the attention of the emperors?” Zoen asked. 
 
   “It has,” claimed Frode. His eyebrows lowered and pinched together. “But the emperor of Amanzi dismissed the claims from the scroll as superstitious rubbish. That is why the scroll has been sent to me. I was to garner evidence and seek audience with the emperor of Missea and show our findings. However, the emperor dismissed my findings as well. My only hope is to send it to another capital city and hope that the master record keeper has more luck there. I was considering Ladria.”
 
   “Ladria?” Zoen asked, making a disgusted face. “Aren’t they a lot of pompous aristocrats? If our people didn’t listen, I doubt they will.”
 
   “It is true that they are rather…hard to please,” said Frode. “But they have the largest collection of mind wielders than anyone else in Va’siel. Perhaps someone there will take notice of the scroll and recognize how dire our situation is.”
 
   “I don’t like those ifs,” said Aadi. “I say we take matters into our own hands and find this creature, or at least spread the word about the scroll.”
 
   “No!” Zoen and Frode both cried. 
 
   Aadi looked back at them blankly. “Why not?”
 
   Zoen pointed at the scroll. “Weren’t you listening? The strongest warriors in the universe have not been able to defeat it. How could you?”
 
   Frode nodded in approval. “And even if someone managed to kill it., the creature would just take the power of earth and water with it, which would ultimately lead to our death. Whatever we do, we’re damned.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “We need to take this slow.”
 
   Aadi did not mention another word on the topic, but even as he began dusting the books, he ran different scenarios around in his head. The story from the scroll had awakened something in him, a hope and desire to aid those around him on a larger scale. How long could he continue scraping up food for his friend? Eventually it would all be gone. His chest burned with intensity. He wasn’t about to simply stand back and do nothing. All his life he had believed in making his own luck. In taking the bad and making it into something positive. This situation wasn’t any different. 
 
   He would find this creature and bring hope back to Va’siel. How? He did not know. But like everything in life, he would take it in stride and figure it out on the way. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
   Aadi moved over the wooden bridge, past the ramen shop, through the park (which mostly consisted of dead grass and hard dirt), and around the countless beat down cabins. Most were made of hollowed wood, but he saw a few that consisted of palm leaves. 
 
   His heart beat hard in his chest as he stood at he city gates of Missea. The sun was now hiding behind the distant mountains, creating a layer of red and pink on the skyline. He scanned the area. Few people moved about the city, mostly men coming back from work in the mines. They wore grimy overalls. Their faces were caked with layers of dirt. 
 
   No one paid him any attention. They didn’t even trouble themselves with acknowledging his presence. A short man in a brown tunic looked at him momentarily, but he immediately looked back down and continued on his way.
 
   “Hello there,” said a voice behind him. 
 
   He turned around to be welcomed by Ishani’s mesmerizing smile. Her hair came down in silky layers, ending where her neck began. Bindi head jewelry came over her forehead. 
 
   For a second he blanked out, unable to formulate full words. All that bravado he had felt when he had first met her had now dissolved. “Um…s…” He cleared his throat. “Hello, you look um…wow.”
 
   Ishani blushed. “Thank you. You look very nice yourself.”
 
   Aadi looked down at the old Rohad uniform he had borrowed from Frode’s collection. He frowned, highly doubting he looked good in the dark brown pants and shirt. “Thanks.”
 
   “So where is this amazing place you spoke so fondly off?”
 
   Still a bit flabbergasted, he pointed toward the rocky path out of the city. “That way. Don’t worry, it’s not too far out, I promise.”
 
   He motioned her forward and she followed along. They walked around the family of half-dead Sicoris trees and down a rocky slope. The air blew briskly, playing with her hair and tickling his nose with the sweet scent of jasmine. It all served to make his insides melt as he searched for words to say. Usually he had no problem talking, but right now he was a full-fledged mute.
 
   After about five minutes, she broke the silence. “So, how many girls do you bring down here to this place of yours?”
 
   He staggered for nervous second. “Me? Why, no other girls. You’re the first one I have ever revealed my secret to.” He guided her off the beaten path and deeper into the thistle-filled desert. A minute later, he spotted the small dark hole in the side of the cliff. From a distance it blended in so well with the rest of the rock wall, that it looked like nothing more than a part of it. 
 
   Aadi knew better. “That’s a cave entrance,” he said. 
 
   “Cave?” She staggered for a second. “You didn’t say anything about a cave.”
 
   “That’s part of the surprise.”
 
   “I’ll have you know that I have trained with many martial arts masters and am proficient in over a dozen defense styles.” Even though her words were firm, he could tell by her smile that she trusted him. 
 
   “I’m glad. That way you can protect me if a bandit attacks. C’mon.” He hunched over and made his way into the musky cave. Behind him, he could hear Ishani grunting softly. A moment later the cave walls extended and they were both able to stand upright. He felt the cool breeze of the mist on his face. A few feet later he saw it. The water of the small pond was as pristine as ever. He could see through it as clearly as he could see Ishani. She stood with eyes wide.
 
   “How did you ever find such a place? It’s beautiful. And so secluded.”
 
   “You’d be surprised the places you’ll find when you’re constantly on the run from the guards.” He went to the corner of the cave and opened the small bag he had stashed earlier that evening. He spread out the blanket over the slab of rock that was directly beside the water. He then set a single red rose in the middle of the blanket. He didn’t really see the use for it, but Zoen had told him that it was what some of the heroes from the books he read did to impress a girl. He then served them both a glass of cider.
 
   Ishani took a seat beside him. “I’m impressed. You think of everything. The flower is a really nice touch.”
 
   Thanks, Zoen, he thought. “Um…well, yes. I had some help with that.”
 
   “Your friend from earlier, I suppose?”
 
   “Yes, actually. His name is Zoen. He can be a bit bossy at times, but he’s great. And he’s the only guy who can tolerate my crazy antics.”
 
   “Sounds like a great friend. How did you meet?”
 
   “I had stolen some food for …” He paused as he felt a slight empty feeling in his gut. Before, he had never felt embarrassed to say that he had stolen food from rich, but now, for once, a sense of shame washed over him. Nonetheless, he was not one to lie. He took a breath and continued. “The rich families had had a good harvest, so I took some of their carrots for the kids down at the orphanage. I had just made the delivery when the guards caught up with me. I had nowhere to run but the Grand Library of Missea. It was there that I found Zoen. His family had abandoned him at birth. And unlike anyone I know, he actually likes going to the library and to read.”
 
   “I like to read.”
 
   “Why, me too,” said Aadi, suddenly appreciating all those times Zoen had read books out loud to him. It wasn‘t exactly reading, but it was close enough. “I know all the classics. From Tales of the Huxleberry, to the Epic of Chaos. I even know the writings of the prophet, Serilda.” He frowned. “Well, before she went berserk and tried to create an army of those Daitengu creatures.”
 
   “Consider me impressed,” said Ishani. “Those writings are written in very old text.”
 
   “How about you? A servant girl usually—” Aadi stopped himself a second too late. It was bad enough she was a servant, now it might look to her as if he was looking down on her because of it. Now he’d done it. She probably wouldn’t want to speak to him anymore. 
 
   “It’s fine,” she said in a low voice, noticing his discomfort. “I’m a servant. You can say it.” Aadi’s tense body relaxed. “I’m proud of being a servant. It beats my old life.” She suddenly grew quiet. She stared up at the stars that peeked in through the hole in the cave’s ceiling. “There are things in this world that I will never understand. Like how a human being could subjugate another.” Her eyes and voice were distant, and he knew that she was talking more to herself than to him.
 
   “You were a slave?” he asked, piecing her words together. He played with his fingers. Aadi knew that slavery had been outlawed in many cities, but not all of them. It was one of the things that bothered him the most about Va’siel.
 
   “Yes. I was born into it. My entire family was born into slavery. The master treated us very badly. We would work hard in the farm. I was only five, but could fill as many orange sacks as a grown man. But it was never enough for him.” Her body grew rigid and her voice tensed. “One day I got really ill. I’ll spare you the details, but suffice it to say that I was on the brink of death. Mother knew that the master would insist that I work either way. So that night we snuck out of the farm toward the city of Belwebb. We almost made it, but another slave informed the master of our flight. He caught us a little before sunup.”
 
   Aadi remained quiet. Too engrossed to utter a word.
 
   Her voice cracked. “He tied my mom to a post and whipped her naked back mercilessly. He made me watch as her skin ripped to shreds.” A quiet tear traveled down her cheek and atop her lip. She remained staring at the stars, her expression stern. “I can still hear her whimpering.”
 
   Aadi’s skin goose bumped as he thought back to the screams he himself heard every night. 
 
   “With her last breath, she begged him to spare her children. But of course, he didn’t care what a lowly slave had to say. Once mom was dead, he tied my younger sister to the pole.” Her teeth were bare. “She was only three. I pleaded for him to take me. But he also made me watch as he b-beat her t-to death. Then he tied me. For how long he lashed out at me with that whip, I do not know. All I know is that I felt such pain that I found myself begging for death. I’m sure I was on the brink of it. But then I heard her, the voice of a girl demanding that the master stop.”
 
   “Who would have dared?” Aadi muttered, only vaguely aware that he’d asked the question. 
 
   “That’s exact question what was going through my head. When I looked up, I saw a girl who had to be about my age. She was wearing the clothes of a servant, but that didn’t stop her from standing directly in front of the master and demanding him to halt his attack. He ignored her and whipped her. It was the last attack he ever made.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “The girl was Princess Latiha. She’d run ahead of her father’s envoy when she heard the screams. When the emperor caught up and saw what had happened to his daughter, he went into a fit of rage. As I’m sure you’re aware, he is not a forgiving man. He had his guards tie the master to a pole and whip him with metal chains until he died. He then threw him into the river.” Ishani’s voice was cold and emotionless. “Crocodiles, no doubt, ate his remains. Afterwards Latiha insisted that I come along with her. The emperor does anything for Latiha. He grudgingly agreed.”
 
   “She saved your life, then.”
 
   “Yes. She had the royal healers tend to me. It’s true that I’m her servant, but she’s also like a sister to me. She shares and gives me more than I have ever deserved.” She stood silent for a moment, and then turned to Aadi. “I’m sorry. I have never told anyone that story.”
 
   “So why did you now?”
 
   “I don’t know. I think is because I feel so at ease with you. Or maybe it’s because I see that same grief of loss in your eyes. You understand more than most what I’ve gone through.”
 
   “Y…yes,” he forced the word from his lips. “I suppose I do.” His hand trembled.
 
   “Let’s talk about something else,” she offered, no doubt noticing his discomfort. “What is your favorite color?”
 
   “Brown,” he said smiling. “It is the color of the earth….” 
 
   They lost all sense of time as they got tangled in a web of conversations. One that began with favorite colors, but that stretched to favorite foods, hobbies, dream jobs, and so much more. The more time passed, the more Aadi couldn’t believe how lucky he had been to meet her. Speaking with her flowed so naturally, which is why his heart sunk when she pointed out that the moon was now directly at the center of the sky.
 
   “I should get back to the palace,” she said. “It’s already midnight.”
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   They walked out of the cave and back to Missea. Unlike their earlier walk, which had been awkward and silent, they now spoke all the way to the palace. The entire trek was dark, with only the moon and a few flickering fire torches serving as light sources. 
 
   Aadi was surprised, when instead of going through the main palace gates, Ishani moved around the rocky walls of the palace. 
 
   “Where are we going?” asked Aadi.
 
   “I’m not supposed to be out this late. But Latiha and I have our own secret entrance.” Sure enough, she led him around what appeared to be the backside of the mansion. She took a gold key out of her pocket and used it to open a stone door. It squeaked loudly as she pushed it open. “This door leads directly to the window of her room. Her dad doesn’t know we have a key.”
 
   Aadi took a gulp as they gazed at the large mansion grounds. The grass was green and lush trees dotted the landscape. It almost seemed normal, as if the earth wasn’t going through a drought. 
 
   “Well,” said Ishani. “I suppose this is goodbye.”
 
   “Yes. I think it is.” He stood, looking at her awkwardly, not really sure what to do. Should I give her a hug? No, she’ll think I’m coming on too strong. Then again, I’ve never been one to move slowly.
 
   “Kiss her!” someone shouted from above.
 
   Aadi looked up to the open window in the tower before them. Latiha was staring down at them, accompanied by half a dozen giggling servant girls.
 
   “Latiha!” Ishani complained. “Don’t say—”
 
   Before she could finish, something took a hold of him and he pulled her soft lips into his. Aadi saw stars. At first her body seemed tense, but a second later, she relaxed as they continued to kiss under the light of the moon. His hands caressed her back. He felt a soft lump under her clothes, and he knew it must have been a scar from the attack she had suffered as a child.
 
   They both moved back as the girls above them spoke to themselves in hushed whispers.
 
   “Well, I’ll see you later,” said a red-faced Ishani.
 
   “Tomorrow night?” Aadi asked eagerly.
 
   “Yes. Tomorrow night.” She waved at him and locked the door behind her.
 
   His heart pounded as he walked down the silent streets, humming to himself and licking the lingering taste of honey she had left on his lips.
 
   He had barely found her, but now he found himself wondering how he had ever lived without her.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   The next six months were the best of Aadi’s life. At least twice a week he and Ishani would sneak out to their secluded cave. They would share in kisses from time to time, but mostly they spent the nights talking about their lives and goals. When he was with her he felt more at ease. His dreams, too, had become more pleasant. 
 
   The only minor drawback he had experienced was in raising awareness of the creature that was set to suck the planet dry. Every day at noon, he would go to the city square and shout out the prophecy he’d heard, hoping someone would listen. But every day he was ignored by every passerby. He had even resorted to going to the praying temples. He had to get the priests on his side. Surely if they preached with him, people would listen. But no priest wanted anything to do with him. Many would call the guards as soon as they saw him coming. 
 
   Regardless of his streak of bad luck, Aadi kept his head high. He was certain his luck was going to change soon. Someone with influence was bound to listen. Then they would be able to do something about the mysterious creature. 
 
   ~~~
 
   Things began to change on the first night of the full moon. The night began well, as usual. Aadi met Ishani at the city gates and they snuck out to their hidden sanctuary. On that particular night, she had managed to bring boiled eggs and two pichion drumsticks.
 
   “You didn’t really have to bring this. I’m glad with just plain mana.”
 
   “I know,” she said. “But I wanted you to taste my cooking. It took me hours to prepare it. What do you think? Do you like it?”
 
   Aadi took a bite. The salted meat did wonders for his taste buds. “It’s delicious. Thanks.”
 
   She smiled and gave him a peck on his cheek. “You’re welcome.” 
 
   Once done, they headed back to the city through the usual dark path. They were holding hands and setting up their next date when Aadi saw a flicker of movement behind the large stone ahead. He dismissed it, figuring it had to be a bird, but a second later he saw the movement again. He knew it had to be something else. 
 
   His palms grew clammy as he took a look at their surroundings. The city was still a good distance away. Nothing but rocks, thistles, and hard dirt surrounded them. There was no way anyone in Missea would be able to hear them from this distance. If it were just he alone, he wouldn’t be so scared, but if any harm were to befall Ishani, he would never forgive himself.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked, no doubt noticing his nervousness.
 
   “I think there are some bandits up ahead.”
 
   She looked up where he had pointed and then back at him. “Aww. You worry too much, honey. That’s just a stone.”
 
   But just as she finished speaking, a shadow hopped from behind the rock. A second later, three more shadows joined it. Aadi and Ishani moved slightly closer to one another.
 
   He took a step back, startled. “We have nothing of value,” said Aadi. 
 
   The bandits didn’t seem to care. They moved closer. Slowly, the silhouettes took form. All four of them wore the same blue shirts and dusted brown pants. Their bony cheekbones protruded through their grimy skin. But what surprised Aadi was the bandits’ young appearance. None of them could have been past eighteen years of age. And to top it all off, one of them was the same boy he had helped back at Missea.
 
   “We helped you get away from that space wielder,” said Ishani. She no doubt had recognized the boy as well. “Is this how you repay kindness?”
 
   The biggest of the boys, one with an oversized scar above his right eye, turned to the smallest boy. “Is that true, Bester?”
 
   Bester nodded his head, causing his shaggy black hair to sway wildly. “Yes, Salik. They helped me escape capture once.”
 
   “Then that’s even more reason for us to beat the living snot out of him,” said the large, gangly boy. “What kind of idiots risk their necks for someone they don’t even know?” The boys nodded in agreement.
 
   Before Aadi had a chance to react, something hard slammed into the side of his head. He barely had time to notice a fifth boy jump down from atop the small cliff before he crumpled, dazed to the ground. The world went in and out of focus. 
 
   “You hit him pretty hard with that rock,” said Bester. “You might have killed him.”
 
   The newcomer waved his hand. “Nah. He’ll live. All we have to do now is take him to….”
 
   “You’re not going to take him anywhere,” Ishani declared. She stood perfectly still.
 
   “Move aside, sweetheart.” Salik cackled. “We only want him. Don’t make us hurt you, too.”
 
   “I said you’re not going to take him anywhere.”
 
   Aadi tried to get up, but he simply crumpled back to the ground. He attempted to tell her to run and leave him behind. But all he managed to blurt out was gibberish moaning.
 
   His world froze as Salik threw a punch. He expected to hear Ishani’s cry as the boy’s fist connected. But instead, Ishani moved to the side, causing the punch to miss by a hair.
 
   There was a murmur of awe from among the boys.
 
   Salik wore a face of anger and embarrassment. “I’ll teach you!” He moved in with a series of wild punches. 
 
   Aadi’s jaw practically fell to the ground as Ishani dodged and weaved between the attacks. Then, in a burst of speed, she shot under the boy. Her open palm struck Salik’s jaw. There was a bone crunching sound as he staggered to the ground.
 
   “Get her!” he shouted from where he had fallen. 
 
   The rest of the boys pounced at once. Again, Aadi tried to get up, and again he fell. His vision simply wasn’t back to normal. But soon he saw it didn’t matter. With a well-placed kick, Bester and another boy were sent reeling into the rocky walls. Blood was gushing out of both their noses as they turned tail and ran.
 
   One of the boys got behind Ishani and grabbed her wrist. Without missing a beat, she threw herself on the floor, bringing her feet up. The bottom of her foot met the boy’s large nose. He too fell.
 
   Still holding herself up by her hands, she twirled toward the last boy. The blur of fierceness looked like a human tornado. The boy brought up his hand in an attempt to block. But the hit never came. Instead, Ishani propelled herself into the air with her hands. Her legs wrapped around the boy’s neck. Her elbow slammed against his skull. The boy rocked from side to side. Before he could fall, Ishani brought her body down over the chest of the boy. She flipped him over, sending him in a somersault through the air. There was a loud crack as he fell head first.
 
   Having recovered, Salik moved behind Ishani.
 
   No! 
 
   Once again, his worries proved unfounded. 
 
   Ishani whipped forward. Her legs and fists moved in a vicious flurry of punches and kicks. Salik tried his best to block, but Ishani’s attacks were much too precise and powerful. She jumped over him, wrapped her hand around his neck from behind, and grappled him to the ground. 
 
   “What do you want with him?” she demanded. Her arms remained firmly around Salik, locking him in place. “Talk!”
 
   For the first time, the smug smile had been wiped off Salik’s face. “N-nothing. It was our boss. He—”
 
   Ishani let go as the last boy came at her from behind with a long stick. With an open palm strike, she snapped it in half. 
 
   Both boys used this moment to flee into the darkness. “If anyone asks, make sure you say there were over ten of them,” Aadi heard Salik say.
 
   “Are you alright?” Ishani asked, leaning over him.
 
   His vision had returned to him. “Better question, where in the world did you learn to fight like that?”
 
   “I told you, remember? Latiha and I have been training since we were little girls.”
 
   “I know, but I thought you knew how to throw a few punches. I wasn’t expecting that.” He picked himself up in wobbly legs. “Anyhow. Thanks. I got a bit of a headache, but I think I’ll be fine thanks to you”
 
   “Aww, my poor baby.” She leaned in and kissed his forehead.
 
   “Actually, my cheek also hurts.”
 
   She planted a quick kiss on his right cheek.
 
   He felt slightly better. “My lips are a bit sore, too.”
 
   Grinning, she leaned in and kissed him softly. Then she moved back, examining him carefully. “What do you think they wanted with you?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m sure they’re just simple bandits.” But even as he said the words, he didn’t believe them, and he could tell that Ishani wasn’t sold on the idea either. The bandits had left empty handed. That is why he was certain they would be back for him, sooner rather than later.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6 
 
    
 
   “See?” Zoen said after Aadi had told him about the attack. “Didn’t Frode and I warn you about speaking out in public about the scroll? No good can come of it. Now you’re being targeted.”
 
   Aadi took a sip from the cinnamon tea Ishani had made him. He savored the spicy flavor as the warm feeling traveled down to his stomach. “You worry too much, Zoen.” 
 
   “Still the optimist, I see.” Zoen served himself a mug of the tea. “Give Ishani my thanks. The food she sent the other day was delicious.”
 
   “Yes,” answered Aadi, glad the conversation had strayed away from the attack. “I definitely will.”
 
   That night, in his sleep, he saw her again. Her face was clearer than ever before. Grimy drops of sweat ran down her forehead as she struggled against the pull. He gripped her clammy hands, but he wasn’t strong enough to keep her in his grip. Seconds later, she slipped out of his fingers, and into the darkness.
 
   He snapped awake with a loud scream. Her pained voice drilled into his head, growing softer by the second. Live a happy life. Live a happy life. L…live a happy life.
 
   To his right, Zoen snored softly under the glow of the dying candle. Good. At least I didn’t wake him with my shouts. He quietly stood and headed out of the sewers, trying his best to force the nightmarish images out of his head.
 
   The warm morning sun welcomed him as he pushed the squeaky sewer gate open. He took in the fresh breeze as he made his way down the beggar filled roads and toward the city square. He didn’t care if Zoen was right or not. He was determined to get the word out about what was really happening. Someone somewhere was bound to help.
 
   He turned the corner into the alleyway behind the palace of judges. He usually avoided traveling the long alley because no matter the time of day, the shadow cast on it made it as dark as night. However, the path provided a shortcut to his destination. He glanced down the dark pass. He saw nothing suspicious, unless stacked wooden crates and barrels posed a danger, which he was certain they didn’t. After a short inner deliberation, he decided to take the shortcut.
 
   The deeper he moved, the darker it became and the more he regretted his decision. It was quiet, too quiet for his liking. A leaking, tipped-over mug dripped quietly beside him, and a low howl whistled in the air.
 
   “Look who’s here,” came a voice from beside him. Salik jumped from behind a barrel. His face was bruised and he had a purple lump above his left eye. “You should really consider taking a different path next time. You’re getting predictable.”
 
   The same five boys from the night before hopped out from behind the barrels as well. 
 
   Aadi was dumbfounded by their tenacity. Was he really that important to them they would hunt him down again?
 
   Salik grinned, exposing yellow teeth with black blotches. “His little girlfriend is not here this time to save his rear.” He rushed at Aadi, running wildly from side to side.
 
   Despite the shock he’d been dealt, Aadi grounded his feet. He rocked his head back, dodging Salik’s wild attack. Before his opponent could react, Aadi punched him in his right eye. 
 
   “Arghhhhhh!” The boy screamed. He staggered back and caressed his injury. He turned to his posse. “Aren’t any of you going to help me out?”
 
   “Stay where you are!” Bester ordered. He held his arms up as he stood before the rest of the gang, which was a strange sight, since they were all much taller than him. “Neko said he wanted him unharmed.”
 
   Aadi could practically see Salik’s face turn from white to a deep red. “How dare you!”
 
   “You’re not in command here!” Bester countered. “You were in charge of the last mission, and we all know how that turned out. You’re too hotheaded.” Bester stood toe to toe with Salik. “Of course, if you have a problem with that, you should tell Neko that you can make better choices than him.”
 
   Salik’s fury drained out of his face. His breathing lowered to a harsh rasp. “No. You’re in charge. There’s no need to tell Neko any of this.” Aadi could tell that forcing those words out of his mouth was one of the hardest things Salik had ever done.
 
   The short boy turned to Aadi. “Hello, I’m Bester. I’ve come to recruit you.”
 
   “Recruit me?” Aadi asked. The whole situation confused him. He had expected another attack, and now they wanted him on their side? 
 
   “Yes,” said Bester. “I know this might come as a shock, considering how badly we handled the situation the last time we met.” He shot a disapproving glance at Salik. “But we actually need you in our side.”
 
   Aadi’s confusion turned to anger. Who did they think he was?
 
   “I’m not about to join a group of bullies who terrorize the weak.”
 
   Bester waved his hands frantically. “No, you got it all wrong. We’re no bullies. The total opposite. We work for a great man who wants nothing else than to bring prosperity back to Va’siel.”
 
   “Yes, I heard,” Aadi said. “He must be a really great man if he has people like this…” he pointed at Salik, who growled back at him, “…under his command.”
 
   “No one is perfect, but don’t take it out on Neko. Please come with us to meet with him, I know he’s dying to meet you.”
 
   “Me? Why would he want to meet me?”
 
   “Word has reached him that you have information on how to put a stop to the earth scorch. And since he has eyes everywhere, he knows you spend many a day with the old man from the library, which means your information is likely reliable. He wants to hear it.”
 
   Aadi’s insides jumped for joy. Finally, someone had listened. But before he could get too excited, he assessed the situation. This could be some kind of trap. “If this Neko is so desperate for my information, why did he not come looking for me himself? Or why not go to the grand record keeper himself and ask for the information from him?”
 
   “We tried asking him, but he refused to tell us anything. Our master insisted, but the old man refused to listen. Then he heard of you. That is why he sent us to collect you. Don’t you see? He wants to help, just like you.”
 
   Aadi gulped, reassessing the situation. What Bester had said about Frode definitely sounded genuine. The old man could definitely be stubborn at times. 
 
   “Who is this Neko? How exactly will he help?”
 
   Bester looked back at him sternly. “That is not for me to say. Come with us and you’ll see.”
 
   Aadi paced back and forth for a moment, not sure what he had to do. But after a minute, he saw that he had no option. He had spent months spreading the word, yet no one had listened. And now someone had finally heeded his word. He had to hear this man out. Well, no risk, no reward. 
 
   “Let’s go,” he said.
 
   Bester nodded, satisfaction on his face. “Follow me.” He led the way out of the dark alley and into the city. 
 
   Surrounded by the gang of boys, Aadi followed, hoping he wasn’t making a big mistake.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   It wasn’t long until they reached their destination. Whoever this Neko was, he was sure loaded with money. His Baroque-style mansion stood in the richest part of the city. And it was large; not as big as the emperor’s mansion, but quite big nonetheless. The boys led Aadi through a hidden entrance in the back. They made their way past a number of barking dogs that roamed the yard and into the mansion.
 
   It appeared to be some type of backroom, hidden from the rest of the mansion. Aadi had no doubt that this was where shady deals took place. The room was dim and hazy with smoke. The plain metal walls and lack of any kind of paintings or decorations gave the place a lifeless feel.
 
   “Nice to see you accepted my offer,” boomed a deep voice. 
 
   Aadi nearly jumped out of his skin as the front door opened and a tall, husky man walked in. He wore a blue army uniform, complete with multi-colored ribbons and medals on his chest. His face was extremely large with a square jaw. A long pipe dangled from his mouth.
 
   “Leave us,” ordered the man. The boys quickly scrambled back through the back door. “As you might have guessed, I’m Neko.” He took a seat on the cushioned chair that sat in the middle of the room. Aadi waited for Neko to offer him a seat, but once it became apparent that wasn’t going to be the case, he helped himself to one of the smaller wooden chairs.
 
   They sat facing each other now. Neko puffed quietly away on his pipe.
 
   Aadi waved the cedar scented smoke away from his face. “So….”
 
   “My apologies.” Neko inhaled and exhaled loudly. “You’re probably wondering what a great army commander like myself would need from a lowly nobody like you.”
 
   Inside, Aadi chuckled to himself. The man certainly was blunt and full of himself. 
 
   “The fact is that even legendary leaders like myself have to resort to using the lesser folk from time to time. As you have already noticed, I have a few boys roaming the city for me. They are my eyes and ears in the streets of Missea.”
 
   As the man finished speaking, a servant trudged into the room. The plates clanked against each other as she placed them down with trembling hands. 
 
   “Could you possibly do that any louder?” Neko sneered.
 
   The young girl looked down shyly. “I’m sorry, sir.” She placed down two cups of water. As she made her way out, Neko spanked her behind.
 
   “I’ll see you later,” he called after her. 
 
   Still looking at the floor, she left the room.
 
   Aadi’s stomach twisted with anger. Usually he wasn’t one to resort to rage, but he hated to see people taken advantage of.
 
   “Is something bothering you?” asked Neko, no doubt noticing Aadi’s discomfort. 
 
   “It was just that girl. She wasn’t wearing the usual servant clothes.”
 
   “That’s because she’s not a servant. She’s a slave.”
 
   Aadi tightened his grip. “No person should be owned.”
 
   “Slavery has been an acceptable institution for centuries in Va’siel. Are you going to change that?”
 
   “Yes, I am.”
 
   Neko grunted amusedly to himself. “I doubt that very much. No one person can make a difference.” He took a large sip of his drink. “But that’s beside the point. We’re here to discuss other matters, are we not?”
 
   I’ll free that poor girl tonight. Then we’ll see if one person can’t make a difference. At least that’s what he said to himself. Outwardly, however, he simply nodded and said, “Yes, you’re correct. I was told that you believed what I had to say.”
 
   “Affirmative. Unlike most of the other nobles in Missea, I grew up hearing the kind of stories you’ve been spreading, stories that many may label as mere superstition. I also have a deep respect for the predictions of the Maki people. If they say that a creature will arrive from the cosmos to take over Va’siel, I take the threat very seriously.”
 
   “Bester mentioned that you could find a way to help. How?”
 
   He smirked. “I thought you’d never ask.” The unnaturally long grin made Aadi a bit tense. “You see, I happen to be in good favor with Dr. Narciss.”
 
   “Dr. Narciss?” Aadi asked shocked. He had expected a character like Neko to be mixed up with less than reputable people, but he wanted nothing to do with it. “I will not be involved with that man. He was banished from Missea for a reason. He ran horrible experiments on live humans.”
 
   Neko rolled his eyes. “It’s true that his methods are a bit eccentric.”
 
   “Eccentric? They’re barbaric. No one in their right mind would boil people to see what would happen.”
 
   “Agree to disagree, then. Those details are beside the point. What matters is that he has the ear of both the Ladrian and Suteckh emperors.”
 
   “How is that?”
 
   “Unlike the foolish emperor we have here, the rulers of Ladria and Suteckh recognize potential when they see it.” Neko licked his lips hungrily, causing Aadi to get a chill. “The good doctor has done some interesting work for them. Now, I want you to go to him. Tell him about this creature.”
 
   Aadi nodded. “Why should I waste my time with him? He won’t even believe me.”
 
   “That doesn’t matter!”
 
   Aadi took a step back. Neko was obviously not in his right mind. 
 
   The man cleared his throat and took a long breath. It almost seemed like he was trying his best not to explode. “He doesn’t have to believe you. He owes me a favor. Tell him that if he relays what you know to the emperors, our debt will be repaid. He’ll have no choice but to accept.”
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t want to be associated with that kind of man. Besides, I don’t know where he is. He was banished, remember?”
 
   “The doctor has never been one to follow directions well. He snuck into the city a few months ago to run some experiments.”
 
   “What kind of experiments?” Aadi asked. In the back of his head he couldn’t shake away the stories that had been circulating lately. Stories of young girls disappearing, only to be found later horribly disfigured.
 
   “So, will you do it?”
 
   He hid his anger behind a face of calm. “Yes. Tell me where to find him. I’ll make sure to relay the information. With luck, he’ll be able to make the emperors listen.”
 
   The unnaturally long grin returned. “I knew you’d see reason.” He took another long puff from his pipe and blew it in Aadi’s face. “Now, this is what you must do. Go down to the blacksmith district. No guards will patrol there tonight. Find the only abandoned home on that street. Go into the living room. There is a bookshelf there. Knock on it and say these words exactly as I say them: In the dark, the marionettes come to play.”
 
   Once he had gotten the information, Aadi hurried out of the mansion. Fortunately, the boys weren’t waiting for him in the backyard as he had expected. Which meant that this was going to be far easier than he had thought. 
 
   He couldn’t go to the guards, that’s for sure. They would never believe him. No, he would have to do this alone. He was going to find this scientist and put a stop to him, himself. There was no way he was going to allow him to continue with his experiments.
 
   As he arrived in the blacksmith district, the first thing he noticed was the lack of guards. They were no doubt assigned to another district for the night. Neko had been right thus far.
 
   Tip toeing, he moved down the arching street. Soon enough he saw a beat down cabin with planks of wood over its windows. Part of the roof was falling apart. The door was leaning inwards from its hinges. Even quieter than before, he pushed the door aside. Immediately, he saw the bookshelf his informant had spoken about. Like the rest of the house, it didn’t appear to have been used in decades. Dust had settled over the dozens of shredded books that rested on it. On top of the bookshelf, there were two kid-sized marionettes staring back at him. The whole scene filled him with a sense of dread.
 
   Warily, he knocked on the bookshelf and repeated the words. “In the dark, the marionettes come to play.”
 
   Nothing happened. 
 
   Aadi examined the bookshelf, trying to push it out of the way. It remained unmoving.
 
   “Well, that was a waste of—”
 
   Suddenly, the bookshelf slowly slid to the side, revealing a set of stairs that led down. 
 
   Taking a breath, he ignored his growing anxiety as he moved. With each step, the rickety steps creaked even louder, whining under his weight. His nerves began to take a hold of him. What if he has some type of unnatural creature protecting him? Or what If— No! He’s an old man. I will capture him and turn him in.
 
   But regardless of his brave words, his heart continued to race. It surely didn’t help that the path was only being lit by an occasional torch on the wall.
 
   A moment later, the stairs ended as he crept into a large underground room. It appeared to be some kind of laboratory. Plastic pipes dangled from the room. There were over a dozen wooden tables. Some were empty, while others had bowls filled with organs atop them. Aadi seriously doubted they were animal parts.
 
   Clank!
 
   It was a second too late when he realized that a metal cage had just fallen on him. He rocked the bars, trying to move them, but they did not budge.
 
   His insides turned into glaciers as a short, hunched man appeared from behind a paper screen. Behind him followed the five boys who worked for Neko.
 
   “I take it this was some kind of trap,” said Aadi. His dread had given way to a feeling of foolishness. 
 
   The old man trudged to the cage and examined Aadi as if he were some kind of animal. He was completely bald. The spectacles he wore over his eyes made them look much bigger than they really were.
 
   “What is this?” demanded the doctor. “I clearly told Neko I needed a female for my experiment. A male is useless to me.”
 
   Salik grinned with satisfaction. “We thought he was going to bring his little girlfriend with him. But it looks like he decided to go at it alone. No matter. I’m sure you can find some use for him. Will you take him?”
 
   “Yes, I will take him.” The doctor looked distraught. 
 
   “Neko will be pleased to hear that,” Bester said. His eyes met Aadi’s. “Aww…don’t be too surprised. I was never that good to begin with. That little argument me and Salik put on was just part of our plan to get you to come with us.”
 
   “It always works,” added Salik. “Nobody will miss you where you’re going.”
 
   “It’s been you?” Aadi bared his teeth. Thinking of all the poor people who had suffered stirred him into action. He shook the cage. “You’ve been helping this psychopath kidnap people.”
 
   Bester cackled. “Who cares? We only take peasants like you. No one will ever miss you, just like no one missed them.”
 
   “You’re wrong. They had families. Friends. People who loved them.” Images of Zoen and Ishani flashed in his head. “They were people just like you and me. How dare you!”
 
   “If you’re quite done, leave now and let me be. I have work to do.”
 
   “I’m sure you do.” Salik motioned the boys to follow him.
 
   “Tell Neko that next time he better bring me a girl. Or I will not pay the full price.”
 
   “You’ll have your girl tomorrow night,” Bester said. “I guarantee it.” The boys disappeared into the stairs that led up to the city. Even when they had disappeared from view, Aadi could make out their loud laughter. 
 
   The doctor took a tentative step toward Aadi. “Now my friend. Time to figure out what to do with you.”
 
   Aadi gulped. Whatever the doctor had in mind, he was sure he wanted no part in it.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part II
 
   “The Prisoner”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   When Aadi’s eyes opened, he found himself in a much different environment than he had expected. The last thing he recalled was the doctor blowing a green smoke toward him that caused him to black out.
 
   Knowing the doctor’s reputation, he had expected to wake up tied to a table. Perhaps with a hand or leg missing. Or if he was really unlucky, he wouldn’t ever wake at all. He hadn’t thought he would wake up inside a rickety carriage. And he certainly had not foreseen being accompanied by other boys his age. Aadi counted ten of them, including himself. They all wore gloomy expressions. Thick chains encased their wrists and arms. 
 
   Aadi looked down at himself. Sure enough, he too was wearing the chains.
 
   “Hey,” he called. “What is this place? Where are we going?”
 
   “Shhh!” said a long nosed boy. “Do you want them to stop the horses and come in here?”
 
   I was right. We are in a horse-drawn carriage. “Who is going to stop the carriage?”
 
   “Shhh!” echoed the boy. 
 
   The boy beside Aadi looked up at him. “We’re being sent to Kilead Keep.”
 
   Aadi shrugged. “That doesn’t sound too bad. At least I’m free of that man’s clutches.”
 
   “You mean the short man with the big eyes? The one who sold you to the carriage master? He kept on complaining that you were useless to him and traded you for a few bronze coins.”
 
   Aadi nodded. “Yes. That sounds like him. He’s a maniac who kills people for his experiments.”
 
   “You would have been lucky to have stayed with him.”
 
   “Lucky? Didn’t you just hear me? The man murders people!”
 
   The boy’s frightened eyes met Aadi’s. “Better dead than where we’re going.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “Whoa!” called a voice from outside. The bouncing from the carriage halted.
 
   “How many new recruits do we have today?” asked a deep scratchy voice. Aadi didn’t like it. It sounded like the man was sick.
 
   “Ten strong boys, warden.”
 
   “I’ll be the judge of that,” countered the warden. “Let me see them.”
 
   Loud footsteps hastily made their way to the back of the carriage. The sound of a key going into a lock and clicking came later.
 
   The door opened. A mustached man gazed down at them. “Get out, you worthless vermin.”
 
   The sound of dangling chains echoed against the eerie silence as the boys slowly made their way out of the carriage. Many, like Aadi, who were not used to walking while tied up, struggled to remain upright as the man lined them up in a row. 
 
   He took a glance at his surroundings and his mouth went dry. The moon provided enough light for him to make out where they were. They stood in the middle of a large opening. From all sides, thick metal walls that seemed to reach to the heavens surrounded them. A series of cabins were lined up in uneven rows. Dark holes, the size of ten horses, had been excavated on the hard ground. What have I’ve gotten myself into?
 
   The answer came quickly. “Welcome,” called a skinny man with a scratchy voice. He was ghostly pale with sharp features. He wore a dark leather tunic and leggings. Over a dozen men with whips hanging from their waist flanked him. “I am the Warden Padstow, the leader of Kilead Keep prison.”
 
   Aadi gulped. Prison?
 
   “From now you will all address to me as Warden. Anyone who does not, will spend a night on the crusher.” The warden smirked widely. “Trust me when I say, you don’t want to find out what the crusher is.”
 
   The men that surrounded the warden snickered to one another in amusement. 
 
   The warden shared in their laughter before returning to his speech. “I am the law here. No one has ever escaped Kilead Keep and no one ever will.” The gangly man walked down the line of new prisoners and stopped in front of the boy who had spoken to Aadi.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Lin—”
 
   “You look like you’re good for nothing,” interrupted Warden Padstow. He poked the boy’s stomach with his bony finger. “You sure eat a lot, don’t you?” The men snickered once more. “While the rest of the world is dying of hunger, you’re stuffing your face.”
 
   “No, Warden, sir. It’s just that….”
 
   “DID I SAY YOU COULD SPEAK?!”
 
   The boy’s entire body suddenly began to tremble. He looked as if he was going to burst into tears at a moment’s notice. “No, Warden, sir. I’m sorry.”
 
   The warden leaned closer, obviously enjoying the torment he was causing. “I think I’ll call you Worthless. Are you fine with that?”
 
   “Y-yes, s-s-sir.”
 
   “And you know what I’m going to do today, Worthless? I’m going to allow you to be the first person to enjoy the crusher.”
 
   “N…no, sir. Please.”
 
   The grin on the warden intensified. “Ahhh. I see that you have heard of my prison. Tell me, what else have you heard?”
 
   The boy looked around to everyone else, almost as if he was begging for their help. “I…I hear that no one has ever escaped this prison.”
 
   “That’s right!” He beat his chest with pride. “No one has ever escaped my watch. I will work you until the day your miserable life comes to an end. Forget about the people you left behind, you will never see them again.” He faced the boy again. “Now tell me, Worthless. How long do you think you’ll last in the crusher?”
 
   “You’re wrong,” Aadi called out.
 
   The warden’s left eye twitched wildly. “Who said that?”
 
   “I did,” said Aadi, taking one step closer. “My name is Aadi and I did nothing wrong. I don’t belong in prison. I have people who are waiting for me.” He closed his eyes and saw Ishani’s beautiful face. But when he opened them, it was the warden’s furious face that was staring back at him. The putrid stench from his breath flowed into Aadi’s nose. It took all his willpower to not gag at the scent. “I will make it back to them. Kill me now if you plan to stop me.”
 
   “Look around you,” the warden said through cackles. “No prisoner here is guilty of any crime, but they will die here nonetheless.” He moved his hands in a circular motion. “This entire prison is surrounded by giant earth worms. One step out and you’re dead.” He eyed the carriage. “And don’t even think of taking the carriage through the overhead bridge. We have taken measures for that too. Believe me when I say, you will never escape.”
 
   “I don’t care about worms or measures. All I care is getting back to her. I will do it.”
 
   The warden nodded. “You think you’re the first one to utter such words? You honestly believe that you’re the first to think you could escape Kilead Keep? In my forty seasons here I have seen high-spirited men come, making bold claims as well. But by the time I was done with them, their strong will was all but broken, their bursts of fiery optimism reduced to a dead lumps of lifeless coal.”
 
   “Those men weren’t me. Only death will stop me.”
 
   “Death is much too easy. There is no suffering if you’re dead, and if I kill you, I’ll lose countless years of your service in the mines. No, I will make an example out of you. So everyone can see what hope and strength will get you at Kilead Keep.” He faced the guards beside him. “Wake the prisoners!”
 
   “At once.” The guards disappeared into the large holes in the ground. A few minutes later they appeared again, corralling what had to be at least one hundred men into the large field of dirt. 
 
   The chained prisoners moved quietly, heads down. All of them were caked with dirt from face to toe. A few of them wore ragged tunics, but most were completely shirtless. Aadi couldn’t help but notice that the men looked to be a mix of all ages. From boys his age to elderly men who could barely walk. It frightened him to think how long some of them had been unjustly imprisoned.
 
   “This boy thinks he can do what no other man has ever been able to do!” Warden Padstow cried once all the prisoners had been lined up in front of a tree stump. “We all know what that kind of thinking can lead to. But perhaps some of you need a reminder.”
 
   A guard grabbed Aadi and led him forward. His heart began to beat faster as he was forced to his knees. The two other guards pulled his hands around the tree stump and tied them together. A pair of cold hands ripped his shirt apart.
 
   They had him facing forward toward the crowd. Some of the men looked up at him with pity, other simply stared at the ground.
 
   “Aaaaaargh!” There was a sudden lashing of a whip, followed by a burst of immense pain on his back. 
 
   The warden walked in front of him and held his hands up. “I can make it all stop. Just admit that you will die after many years of service.”
 
   With tears of pain trickling down his cheeks, Aadi looked up defiantly. “I’m going to see her again. I will get out. And so will all of you!”
 
   Some of the prisoners, who had been looking down, now met Aadi’s gaze.
 
   “Give him thirty lashes!” ordered the warden. “See if he’s making grand plans after that!”
 
   Aadi tried to ready himself, but nothing could have prepared him for the immense stabs of pain that whipped his back mercilessly. He screamed into the cold night, time and time again, hoping that the pain would halt. But it continued for what seemed like an eternity. When the lashes finally stopped, he was only vaguely aware of what was going on. He felt someone drag him through the hard dirt as they laughed. His vision went in and out of focus, giving him a small burst of what was going on around him. He saw a hole on the ground. A second later he felt the air whiff past him as he was thrown into a pit. His head bounced with a loud crack on the rocky ground.
 
   His emotions toyed with him as he saw her staring back at him. It had been months since she had haunted him, but yet, there she was again, reaching out for him, just like he’d done the day he lost her. His hand extended, but inches from reaching her, she disappeared into a whirl of nothingness. 
 
   That’s when he felt it. A pang of guilt burst within him for failing her all those years ago. The rock from the earth wall cracked and crumpled to the ground as he continued to reach out. He vaguely recalled Zoen telling him once that only earth wielders had the power to rupture solid rock.
 
   He felt the power of the earth within him, and then his world went black.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Aadi opened his groggy eyes. Immediately, he closed them. He hadn’t expected the morning sun to be so bright, or to be coming down on him so severely. Slowly, he opened them again and glanced around. As he had expected, he was lying in a deep ditch barely large enough to contain him. A pool of dried blood painted the rock under him.
 
   “I’ll toss you a rope,” said a slow and steady voice. 
 
   He looked up and he saw the dark outline of an unusually long man. A second later a thin rope was tossed down at him.
 
   “Use it to get out.”
 
   Aadi tried to get up, but a piercing pain that began from his back and stretched to his neck forced him back, face down, into the dusty rock. He tasted earth as he spit the pebbles and dirt from his mouth. 
 
   “You best be speeding yourself up, boy. Warden Padstow does not like to be kept waiting.”
 
   Aadi gritted his teeth at the thought of that man. He forced himself to his feet. He gripped the rough rope and struggled up. Every inch was a monumental struggle; the fact that heavy chains bound him added strain to his burden. But he couldn’t quit. That would be admitting defeat. 
 
   When he finally reached the top of the rope and pulled himself out of the ditch, his entire body was trembling and sweating uncontrollably.
 
   “Stand upright,” said the mustached man in the most bored voice Aadi had ever heard. “I’m going to patch you up and then it’s down to the mines with you.” 
 
   Sure enough, after the man had wrapped some cloth around the cuts, he called a guard to lead him to work. At first, Aadi was surprised they would make him work. He was injured, after all. How much help would he actually be? But after a quick thought he realized it made sense. The warden wanted to break his spirit. This was the perfect opportunity to do so. 
 
   The guard led him into the underground hole. It was wide, with more than enough length for them to walk side by side. The deeper they went, the hotter and muskier the air became. 
 
   “Hurry up!” called the guard when Aadi had slowed down. Despite his brave front, the pain in his back was killing him. 
 
   He picked up his pace. They reached a fork in the road. Without thinking about it, the guard took the center path. 
 
   Aadi wiped his sweaty forehead. As if the natural heat wasn’t enough, torches had been placed on the cavern walls every few feet. He made out the faint sounds of tools hitting rock. With every step he took, the sounds grew louder, which could only mean that they were getting closer to the rest of the prisoners. Sure enough, after a few more minutes, they came upon a dead end. About a dozen men worked, tirelessly bringing their pickaxes down on the rocky walls. 
 
   “I was beginning to wonder whether this dreamer would ever show.” Warden Padstow, who up until now had been sitting on a rock chewing on melon nuts, stood. He circled Aadi and grinned. “With your high spirits, I’m sure you’ll have no problem getting to work.”
 
   Without saying a word, Aadi trudged over to the stack of pickaxes and picked one up. “Where do I begin?”
 
   The warden’s grin dissolved, replaced by a wave of anger. “You think you’re so smug, don’t you?”
 
   “No. I’m here to work not to chat.”
 
   The warden licked his teeth and smacked his lips. He obviously was having a hard time coming up with a retort. “Just get to work at any spot!” He stomped before Aadi. “But no one here is going to help you. Everyone has to fill two of those coal buckets before the last bell.” He pointed at dozens of large metal tubs that were scattered on the ground. “And if you don’t meet your quota, well let’s just say that you don’t want to find out what will happen to you.” He turned and stormed out of the tunnels, cursing as he went.
 
   Aadi moved over to an open spot between an elderly man and the boy whom the warden had called “Worthless” the day before. Slowly, he began to dig away at the rock, looking for those small specks of dark rock. 
 
   The work was boorish and arduous. After a few hours, he got the hang of it. He figured out that swinging from top to bottom was far more effective than swinging from the side. The pickaxe dug much deeper this way, which in turn made it easier to find the coal. Unlike the other workers, who swung without much thought, Aadi began to inhale as he lifted his tool, and exhale as he brought it down. He found this tired him less and gave him more power.
 
   The work around the earthy elements came as second nature to him, and he found himself quickly growing accustomed to it. What he could not get used to were the men. They all wore sour faces of hopelessness. They hunched as they moved about. Not one of them spoke, preferring to work in complete silence. It was as if they had abandoned all hope of ever being free.
 
   A sudden loud bell rang through the cavern. 
 
   “That’s a day, you vermin. Leave your tools here so we can head out and get our portion of mana.” The white-haired guard suddenly went off in a fit of laughter. “Well, mana for you. I’ll be eating roasted beruda.”
 
   A couple of the skinnier men licked their lips. Neither, however, uttered a word.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going, Belio?” The guard asked as he held up his metal stick before the prisoner. It was the same old man who had worked beside him. “You too, Worthless.”
 
   With his hunched figure, Belio gazed at the soldier. His eyeballs were barely visible inside the hollowed pits. His dry skin hung from his body. “Please. I’ve worked hard for the last fifty years. So I didn’t manage to make my two buckets today. I’m sure you can give me a pass.”
 
   “You know the rules. You must finish your two buckets or be sent to the crusher. We both know you’re too old to survive that. Your only other choice is to finish your work.”
 
   “B…but if I do that, I’ll miss my ration of mana.”
 
   The guard shrugged his shoulders. “You should have thought about that before you slacked off, old timer.”
 
   Belio reached out for the soldier, but as he did, the guard pushed him to the floor. He moved forward for a kick.
 
   Aadi’s burst into action. He threw himself in front of the man, taking the hit. “Leave him alone!” He looked around, hoping someone else would help him. However, he quickly saw that wasn’t going to be the case. Everyone looked too frightened to make a move.
 
   “We got ourselves a hero,” mocked the guard. 
 
   “I’m no hero.” He stood up. “If this man did not finish his work, then I’ll finish it for him. Allow him to go up and eat.”
 
   There was a murmur of surprise among the men.
 
   “Have it your way, idiot hero. We’ll see how long you continue with this useless idea of helping others.” The guard pulled the old man to his feet and pushed him forward. The crowd of men followed.
 
   Once everyone but he and the chubby boy were gone, Aadi crumpled down to one knee.
 
   “Are you okay?” asked the boy, extending his hand to him. “I’m Linius.”
 
   “Yes, I’m fine,” he lied, taking Linius hand and forcing himself to his feet. His body complained as he picked up a pickaxe and got to work. “So, are they simply going to leave us here unsupervised?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter much to them,” said Linius. He also picked up his axe and started to carve away. “They have a guard posted at the entrance. There’s nowhere for us to go.”
 
   The rest of the evening was an exhausting one. Belio had been a whole bucket behind, so it took Aadi a long time to fill it up. Once he was done, he also helped Linius fill his bucket as well. As they worked, Aadi told him his newfound strategies. Linius listened intently, taking it all in.
 
   When they finally finished, they headed back up, but instead of going to the outside as Aadi had expected, a guard escorted them even deeper into the mines. Not until they reached a large square cell, did they finally stop. The guard opened the metal door and pushed him in.
 
   Aadi took a seat on the corner of the cell. They were in a massive room. Spiked rocks hung from the ceiling above. Over a hundred prisoners sat throughout. Some were alone, others were in groups. The stench of sweat coursed through the air.
 
   He closed his eyes and for a fleeting moment he was with his love. They were inside their hidden cave. She ran her hand through his hair as he rested his head on her lap. It felt so real that he could have sworn he could smell the jasmine oil that lingered on her skin.
 
   “Thanks for the help, boy,” said a calm voice.
 
   Aadi awoke from his dream. Grim reality welcomed him back as Belio stood staring down at him. In his hands he carried a jar with a thick liquid. 
 
   “It was no problem,” Aadi said, saddened that his vision had been interrupted.
 
   “Of course it was, youngling. You missed your lunch because of me.” He pointed at his bottle. “I happen to have herbal medicine. Please allow me to use it on your back as a way to express my thanks.”
 
   He felt a rush of happiness as he nodded. That was the first bit of good news Aadi had heard all day.
 
   The old man unwrapped the bandages as Aadi lay face down. He gritted his teeth as Belio tentatively spread the lotion on his back. But in seconds, the burning feeling gave way to a fresh soothing sensation.
 
   He took in the aroma of mint. “That feels much better.” 
 
   The man continued massaging him, and before he knew it, he was fast asleep.
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The following morning Aadi woke up feeling more refreshed and energized than he thought possible. He ran his hands across his back. It still felt a bit sore, but it no longer hurt.
 
   Beside him, a ragged set of clothes awaited him. It was a dirt-covered shirt and short trousers that had countless holes. Aadi was sure it once belonged to another prisoner, one that probably was no longer with them.
 
   As he slipped it on, he thought back to those years as a child he had spent with his mother, begging for scraps of food. Back in those times, he had worn very similar clothing. 
 
   “Line up, vermin!” A guard yelled as he opened the gates. 
 
   Aadi slipped on his clothing and marched down. Again they arrived at many forks on the road. Guard after guard broke apart, each taking a dozen or so prisoners with him. The third time they arrived at a fork, the same guard from the day before motioned for Aadi and ten other men to follow him. They marched deep down a musky trail until they arrived at a pile of pickaxes. 
 
   “Well, get to work. Remember, two buckets each or you don’t eat.” The guard sat atop a rock. He took out dried strips of meat from his pocket and stuffed them into his mouth, making sure to savor the meat loudly for everyone to hear.
 
   Aadi noticed that the group of men was not the same as the ones from the day before. But, nonetheless, they had the same hopeless look on their faces.
 
   That’s when it occurred to him. Many times Ishani would hum and sing lullabies to him. It had always rejuvenated his spirits to hear her soothing voice. Perhaps he could do the same for the men. He voice wasn’t as good as Ishani’s, but it would have do. Maybe he could at least give them a good laugh.
 
   He cleared his throat. “Little wielder boy resting under the spruce!”
 
   The men froze and looked at Aadi. The guard coughed loudly as he suddenly stopped chewing.
 
   “What are you doing, my little wielder?” He brought down his pickaxe on the rock. The rock burst in a web of deep cracks. “You took your mother’s love and ran away with it. Oh, my little wielder boy….” He stopped mid-verse. “C’mon, men. Join me. I know you know the words.”
 
   The men looked at each other in confusion.
 
   The guard, who was now done with his fit of coughs, stood up. “What do you think you’re doing?”
 
   Aadi continued to work as he addressed the guard. “I’m working and singing.”
 
   “Who told you were allowed to sing?”
 
   “The warden clearly said that we had to finish our work by the end of the day and I think we will all work harder with a few songs.” Aadi narrowed his gaze. “Are you saying you’d rather us not get more work done?”
 
   The guard shuffled his feet. He was clearly unsure of what to do. After a moment of indecisiveness, he nodded to himself. “I suppose there are no rules against it.” He sat took a seat back on his rock. “Now get to work or I’ll whip you all.”
 
   Aadi returned to his melody. The rest of the day he would burst out in a song from time to time. No one joined him, but toward the end of the day he noticed a few of the men following along with him under their breath. A few even cracked a smile, especially when Aadi would purposely go over the top with his voice in hopes of urging them to laugh. 
 
   That day every man filled his two buckets. Aadi and a few others had even done three, which meant extra rations of mana for the crew.
 
   Aadi smiled inwardly as they headed back to their cell. Everyone had gotten to eat their portion and then some. It had been a good day
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
    
 
   The days turned into months, and the months crept into years. 
 
   In the five seasons Aadi had spent there, word had spread of his singing. It also became common knowledge that whatever crew he was in would get their work done. It wasn’t long until every man and boy wanted Aadi to be in their group for the day. This in turn had made him a leader of sorts. The men looked up to him and constantly came for advice on different matters.
 
   “I wish you would have been in our crew today,” said Linius after a particularly hard day at the mines. “Three of the men were too tired to finish their two buckets. They were forced to go with no food.” 
 
   Aadi lay back down on the hard ground and gazed at the ceiling. He hadn’t seen the sun in ages. Despite his optimism, he sometimes wondered if he would ever see it again. Or Ishani. Not one day passed when she wasn’t in his thoughts.
 
   “Va’siel to Aadi,” said Linius, waving a hand in front of him. 
 
   “Oh, sorry. What were you saying?”
 
   “I was saying that many in our group did not get to finish their two buckets.” 
 
   “Why don’t you sing then?” Aadi asked.
 
   “Me?” Linius pointed at himself.
 
   Aadi nodded. He couldn’t believe that in all this time he’d never thought about that. “Yes, from now on you will sing too.”
 
   Linius scratched his head apprehensively. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea. I don’t know how to sing.”
 
   “Neither do I,” Aadi countered. 
 
   Linius nodded. “You’re actually pretty good.” 
 
   “If you’re not good, it will be even better. That means the men will have something to laugh at. Don’t you see? The purpose of singing is to get their spirits up. This way they don’t lose hope.”
 
   “Still with that dream,” came the sickly voice from behind him. The lock in the cage rattled as the warden pushed the key in. After the lock snapped open he barged in and took Aadi by his chains. “Hurry up!”
 
   He led Aadi out of the cage. A guard slammed the cage door shut.
 
   Without being told, Aadi got on his knees and took off his shirt. There was no use waiting for instructions. The warden had repeated the same routine, every month, for the past five years. The whips to his back came in quick bursts. But he did not cry out or shout. Seasons ago, he’d learned to drown out the pain to the point where he had become numb to it. 
 
   “Are you ready to admit that you will never leave Kilead Keep?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I thought you might say that,” sneered the warden. “Get Worthless.”
 
   Aadi’s eyes widened as the guards stormed into the cage and forced a trembling Linius beside him. “No, he has nothing to do with this. Leave him alone!”
 
   Padstow marched up to Aadi and struck him across the face. “You do not make the rules here. I do!” He faced his guard. “Remove his shirt.”
 
   “Leave him alone!” Aadi repeated. He was burning with rage. He needed to break free and help his friend. He got to his feet, but before he could take a step, something hard hit him on the back of his head. He crashed to the floor. Groggily, he watched as the warden whipped Linius. 
 
   Every whip was followed by his friend’s soul-churning screams. Minutes later the beating stopped. The guards let go of Linius and he crumpled, facedown, to the ground.
 
   By now Aadi had forced himself to his feet, despite the blow to his head. 
 
   “It has become apparent….” said Padstow, standing directly before Aadi. “That you will never give up this dream of yours. As hard as it is for me to admit, you have more willpower than I initially thought possible. No one has held out this long.” He snapped his tongue on his mouth. “No matter. If physical pain will not subdue you, then I will inflict it on your friends until you give in.”
 
   With those words, he stormed off. Aadi picked up his injured friend and carried him back into the cage. The old man, Belio, tended to Linius’s wounds, just like he had done for him years ago.
 
   “It hurts!” Linius cried as Belio put yet another dose of lotion on his back. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Aadi feebly. “This is all my fault. I never thought he would resort to this.”
 
   “N-no,” stammered Linius, tears dripping down his cheeks. “You’re not to blame.”
 
   But despite Linius’s words, Aadi couldn’t help but feel guilt weighing down on him like an anchor. Today it was his friend, next time who knows who Padstow was going to choose to be whipped alongside him. It might even be Belio. He was sure the ancient man wouldn’t survive such a beating. He pondered on what to do, but deep in the night, when sleep finally claimed him, he had yet to find a solution.
 
   ~~~
 
   The following day, something happened that Aadi couldn’t have anticipated. After their hard day at work, the men were back at the cage. The evening was going as usual. Some men slept. Many conversed. Others played games that involved tossing rocks into holes. 
 
   Suddenly, a prisoner came up to Aadi. He was skinny and bald. A long, dirty mustache extended down to his neck. “Here.” He held a piece of dried meat.
 
   Many of the men around them noticed the food and stood, creating a scene.
 
   “Where did you get that?” Aadi asked. He was sure he wasn’t going to like the answer.
 
   “Me and the men from my crew snatched it from the guard. He fell asleep midday.” He took out a wrapped cloth from under his robe and opened it. Inside were countless pieces of meat. “There’s enough for everyone. C’mon. Everyone take a piece.”
 
   Aadi stomach growled as he took a whiff of the peppered meat. Nonetheless, he held his hands up. “Don’t eat that.”
 
   The man shook his head in surprise. “What do you mean ‘don’t eat that?’”
 
   “I mean exactly that. That doesn’t belong to us. We shouldn’t be taking it. Besides, we already got our rations for the day.”
 
   “I hope you’re not referring to that mana. That tasteless garbage Padstow forces down our throat is not food.”
 
   Aadi sighed, trying to keep his emotions in check. “Mana is the reason the people of Va’siel have not starved to death. It is a gift from the earth itself.”
 
   “You can’t be serious.” The man rolled his eyes. “Anyone agree with this earth-loving fool?”
 
   “Listen,” insisted Aadi. “Don’t eat it. Mana will provide us with the nutrition we need. You don’t need to steal.”
 
   “I thought you were a leader,” said the man. “But I see you’re just a scared pushover. We’re all going to die here. There is nothing wrong with enjoying ourselves a little before they work us to death.” He covered the meat and stomped away. “Anyone who wants some, come with me.”
 
   Many of the prisoners followed him. However, more than half of the men remained by Aadi’s side.
 
   Linius looked on with hungry eyes as the men bit away at the dried meat. He rubbed his stomach. “Are you sure we shouldn’t eat some? I mean, it’s only a little bit.”
 
   “Yes, I’m sure. We already had our fill of mana for the day. There is no need for meat.”
 
   Despite his confident words, Aadi felt bad for his friend. First he had gotten him whipped. Now he was denying him his food. He sighed and lay down, confident he was doing the right thing.
 
   As he closed his tired eyes, he thought of his beloved Ishani. What had she been up to these past five years? Had she moved on? He saw her smiling back at him. She told him she was waiting for him. That she couldn’t wait to see him again. With thoughts of her, he drifted into a tender sleep.
 
   “Get up, all you lot!” Padstow demanded. “Get in a line and march.”
 
   Aadi opened his eyes to find dozens of guards moving around the cage, waking the prisoners. What’s going on? Did we get new recruits?
 
   They formed two lines of about fifty prisoners each and marched out in order. Dozens of chains clanked against each other as they moved through the cold cave. The temperature had dropped in the night. Belio looked back at Aadi and shrugged. He was obviously as lost as him.
 
   Finally, they came upon a large room, almost as big as their prison. This one, however, had a much lower ceiling. The sides of the walls dented, almost as if people had taken a pickaxe to them long ago. But what surprised Aadi most were the thick holes that dotted the room. It looked like a beehive. At the center of the room were oval-shaped rocks that glowed a bright green.
 
   Many of the older men, including Belio, appeared worried. Their heads darted around nervously. 
 
   “This is a sandworm hive,” declared the warden proudly. “By now they have already sensed our presence. Soon they will be here to protect their young.”
 
   Aadi took another good look at the green rocks and realized they weren’t rocks. They were eggs!
 
   “I, of course,” continued the warden, “will be perfectly safe, thanks to my friends from Yangshao.”
 
   Two men Aadi had never seen before marched into the room. They wore long gowns with cross collars, a wrapping over the right lapel, and loose sleeves. On their gloves they carried a deep red emblem. 
 
   Fire wielders.
 
   “Now. Some of you thought you could steal from me. And now you’re going to pay.”
 
   The man who had offered the meat to the prisoners shuffled his feet nervously.
 
   Padstow rubbed his hands together as if he was about to enjoy a delicious meal. “I’m sure that many of you would never admit to having taken the meat, but we have other ways of making you talk.” He rubbed his chin. “The meat was bait. It was tainted with a very special spice. Why, whoever ate of it should be feeling the effects any moment now.”
 
   No sooner had the warden stopped speaking than the man who had stolen the meat fell to his knees in a fit of sickly coughs. Another two-dozen prisoners followed him. 
 
   “Push those men by the eggs!” Padstow commanded. At his command, the guards took hold of the coughing prisoners and threw them atop the eggs. The nervous-looking guards quickly darted back behind the fire wielders. 
 
   The earth trembled and the prisoners who had not been singled out took a step back. 
 
   “Please, no!” the thief cried. “I only wanted to eat.”
 
   “Oh, they want to eat, too,” mocked Padstow. 
 
   Before they even appeared, Aadi sensed the two masses of energy moving through the earth. A second later, the duo appeared out of the two largest holes. The worms were unlike anything he could have ever imagined. They had three sets of circular fangs around the tip of their “heads,” if they could be called that. They had no eyes to speak of. With loud shrieks, the duo moved over the prisoners who lay on the eggs.
 
   Some of the men stood frozen in fear. A few tried to run, but they were no match for the monstrosities. The worms took large bites of the men. Some were bitten from the torso, leaving only their legs dangling uselessly. 
 
   The main thief held up his hands. “No!”
 
   The first worm recoiled its head and then, with lighting speed, drove forward. It snapped its fangs around the man’s head. The gargled scream came to an abrupt end as the worm sucked the man’s entire body into its mouth. 
 
   The meal lasted mere seconds. 
 
   Aadi watched in horror as human blood dripped on the eggs. He knew the warden was evil, but to resort to such acts was unforgivable.
 
   “Let’s go,” Padstow ordered. 
 
   The guards and prisoners did not hesitate. They all rushed out of the room without looking back. Aadi, on the other hand, moved out slowly. He did not feel any fear toward the worms. They were just trying to protect their young. They weren’t the monsters. Padstow was.
 
   The worms slid in front of their eggs protectively. Aadi sensed an urge to press their attack. The fire wielders stepped up and fired two waves of scorching flames. The worms recoiled back, keeping their distance.
 
   With rage still flowing through him, Aadi stormed out of the room to confront Padstow. 
 
   “How dare you kill those men?”
 
   The warden shot a bored look at him. He then marched up to the fire wielders. “You know what to do. Put up a fire wall. The worms will be gone by morning.”
 
   Aadi took hold of the warden’s arm and forced him around to face him. Instantly, three guards wrestled him to the ground.
 
   Padstow kicked Aadi on the stomach, causing him to recoil in pain. “How dare I, you ask? This is your fault. The whole trap was a ploy to catch you. To prove that you weren’t as strong-willed as you pretend to be.” He swallowed hard. “I’m a bit surprised to see you didn’t take the bait. But that’s fine. We have plenty of time. And soon enough, I will break you.” He kicked Aadi a few more times, laughing as he did so.
 
   As he received the blows, all Aadi could hear was the dying screams of the men. A voice in the back of his mind echoed sinisterly. It’s your fault they’re dead. You killed them. You killed them all!
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
    
 
   “You have to end this,” declared one of the men as soon as they stepped back into the cage. From the few times he had worked with him, Aadi recognized him as Destro, an old man who had worked in the mines for over a decade.
 
   “End what?” asked Aadi, even though he had a good idea to what Destro was referring.
 
   “You know what.” He pointed an accusing finger at him. “You must stop this little battle of wits you have going on with the warden. It was admirable when it was only you taking the brunt for it, but now we’re all in danger. Any of us could be the next victim.” Many of the men nodded in agreement.
 
   Despite Aadi’s apprehension and doubts, he knew he couldn’t allow himself to be scared into submission. Hope was the only thing keeping him going. If he lost that, he would truly go mad.
 
   But before he could voice his opinions, Linius, of all people, spoke up in his defense.
 
   “You’re wrong,” he said. “Aadi cannot give up. He’s the only one among us with hope of ever leaving Kilead Keep.”
 
   “Leave?” Destro chuckled out loud while he pointed at his surroundings in grandiose fashion. “Look around you. We’re not going anywhere.”
 
   “Not with that fighting spirit we’re not,” added a young boy, taking a stand behind Aadi. He was one of the newest prisoners, barely having arrived months ago.
 
   Half of the men now stood behind Aadi. The other half stood against him. Many of them had their teeth clenched and their fists rolled. 
 
   Feeling the tangible violence in the air, Aadi stepped between both groups. He held his hands high. “Hey, no fighting. We’re all on the same side. Padstow is the enemy. Save your energy for surviving him and getting out of here.”
 
   “That’s all I hear from you. Stories and dreams of how you’re getting all of us out of here, but it’s been five years.” Destro held up five fingers in Aadi’s face. “Count them. FIVE!” His breaths were coming in quick bursts now. “There was a time that I actually believed in you, but you’re nothing but a lot of talk and no action. The way you feed hope into these poor men is cruel. You’re no better than Padstow.”
 
   Aadi stood in shocked silence as Destro spat on his feet and walked away with his followers. The men who had seconds ago stood by Aadi’s side scrambled away quietly.
 
   He’s right, he thought. All these years I’ve been planning a way out, searching for weaknesses and holes on Kilead Keep’s defense, but I have found nothing. He sat down on the cold ground, feeling defeated and mangled. I need to find a way out of here and fast. 
 
   But, in the next year that passed, a solution did not present itself. He began to think that maybe this was it. Perhaps he was destined to be a prisoner the rest of his life, confined to mining and dying like the rest of his brethren. To make matters worse, he’d noticed that they were being provided with less and less water every day. The words from the scroll came back to him. Could it be that the second element, water, was being taken? If that was true, then he didn’t have much time left to live.
 
   But a few short days later, something happened that breathed new life into his dream of escape.
 
   It began like any other day. Aadi was taken down to the mine. However, it quickly became apparent that it was going to be a day unlike any other. 
 
   Aadi had just begun singing when he was interrupted by a collection of sighs. He turned and his heart fell to his stomach. There on the cavern ceiling, a section had crumpled off, revealing a ray of sunlight piercing into the otherwise dark cavern.
 
   Still beyond words, Aadi walked toward the light like a drone. His heart raced in his chest as he looked up and saw part of the blue sky. The men huddled around him, all gazing up at the sky they had not seen in years. 
 
   “That’s enough!” yelled the guard. “We dug too high. Time to head to another section.”
 
   But Aadi wasn’t paying attention. He gazed at the freedom that lay so close, but yet so far. His insides riled as he saw Ishani in the sky, smiling down at him. He knew it was just a vision, but it felt so real. He took in a whiff of the fresh air. It was a welcome respite from the musky aroma he had experienced for the past six years.
 
   “I said that’s enough!” boomed the guard. But as he finished speaking there was a thunderous crack. A spider web of cracks spread throughout the ceiling. Everything was coming down on top of them!
 
   The frightened men scattered back to the entrance. The younger ones made it out easily enough, but three of the older men were moving too slow.
 
   Aadi doubled back and took a crippled man under his arm. But as he ran to him, he realized it was too late. He simply couldn’t reach him on time.
 
   The man brought his arms over his head and fell to the ground. Aadi pushed his hands forward. As he did, a surge of energy rocked through his body, similar to that time he had been thrown into the pit. 
 
   The energy seemed to be imitating from his chest. It whirled down his arms, through his palms, and out of his fingertips. The rocky ceiling shot back viciously. It crashed loudly into a heap of dusty granite. 
 
   Aadi’s head was spinning. He was breathing hard and his body felt strangely rejuvenated. 
 
   “Anyone okay in there?” The guard waved the dust away from his face. He was standing with the group of survivors.
 
   “Y…yes,” answered a shaken voice from inside the cloud of dust.
 
   “Where are you?” asked a guard.
 
   Unlike the guard, Aadi had no problem seeing in the debris of dust that filled the cavern. He saw golden orbs of light moving about. It was almost as if he could see their life source. What is this power? He closed his eyes and opened them again. The strange vision disappeared. 
 
   The next few minutes were spent making sure the three old men were fine. They were rattled by their near-death experience, but otherwise unharmed.
 
   The guard stood dumbfounded. “I don’t know how you survived that. I was certain you were dead for sure. Must have been some type of miracle.” 
 
   Aadi looked down at his hands. He turned them around, looking for anything out of the norm. He knew it had been no miracle. Somehow, he’d had control of the earth. But how? He was no earth wielder. 
 
   “Are you well, Aadi?” Linius asked with terrified eyes. “You seem lost.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m good.” Through the commotion and dust, no one seemed to have witnessed what he’d done, and he wanted to keep it that way. Who knew what these new developments would bring. Knowing his luck, he doubted it would be anything good.
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Back in the cage, the collapse was all anyone could speak of. The excited inquires and statements came from all over the place. 
 
   “Is it true that you lot saw a little of the sky?”
 
   “Did you actually see the sun?”
 
   “Was it a big collapse?”
 
   “How did you survive?”
 
   “Amazing. I would have given my life just to get a glimpse of the outside just one more time.”
 
   Unlike the members of his crew, Aadi had no desire to talk about the events that had transpired. There were still too many unanswered questions. 
 
   He quietly snuck through the group of men and sat in the corner of the cage. Staring at the ground, he replayed the images over and over in his head. Perhaps there was something he’d missed.
 
   A pair of feet stepped in front of his vision. Aadi looked up at a muscular, thin man looking down at him. He appeared to be about his age. Twenty-three. He had dark wavy hair and a serene face. He looked calm. Too calm. Aadi thought he might fall asleep at any moment.
 
   “Can I help you?” Aadi asked, realizing that he had never seen this man before, which wasn’t completely unusual. There were over a hundred of them, after all. However, he’d at least glanced or seen all of them come and go. Or at least he thought he had. Apparently one of them had snuck past him.
 
   The man extended his hand. “Hello, I’m Arajakata. I’m here to help you.”
 
   “Help me?” Aadi asked curiously.
 
   Arajakata lowered his voice. “Yes. I saw what you did in the mines. You earth wielded.”
 
   Aadi’s body went rigid. He tried to keep his voice calm as he chose his next words carefully. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “You know exactly what I’m talking about.” Arajakata took a seat beside Aadi. “Before I was wrongfully incarcerated here, I spent my life studying the elements. I may not be a wielder, but trust me when I say that I know everything there is to know about wielding. Forms, poses, feeling, strategies, energy consumption levels, abilities. You name it, I know it.” He leaned in closer, as if to make sure no one heard them. “And what you did today was earth wielding.”
 
   Aadi licked his lips. “No earth wielder has been born in Va’siel in ages. Everyone knows that.”
 
   “That’s what I thought too, until I saw what you did today. I almost dropped dead with excitement, but I kept my composure.” He took a suspicious glance around him. “No way of knowing what could happen if news of this got out.”
 
   Aadi grimaced. He didn’t like the idea of admitting to Arajakata that he was right, but it was obvious the strange man already knew about it. Besides, if he really was an element expert, as he claimed to be, perhaps he could give him some insight into what was going on with him. 
 
   “Listen,” he whispered. “You may be right. I felt an energy flow through me. And after that I had control of the rocks. I pushed them away, though I cannot say for sure how I managed such a feat.”
 
   “I knew it!” Arajakata grinned with satisfaction. “Do you know what this means?”
 
   “No, not really.”
 
   “It means that now you can get us out of this prison.” He narrowed his eyes, meeting his gaze with intensity. “It means that you’re the savior the people of Va’siel have been waiting for.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   Aadi brought down his pickaxe on the rock once more, thinking about what Arajakata had told him the day before. Surely Arajakata had been mistaken. He was no savior. He couldn’t even save a group of a hundred men. How was he supposed to save an entire planet?
 
   But then again, he had shown an affinity for earth wielding. Perhaps he could hone his skills and help out in some way. The only problem now was finding a place to train. He couldn’t do it in the cage; all the men were there. And he certainly couldn’t do it during work.
 
   Fortunately, Arajakata had a solution in mind. Or at least he hoped he did. His plan was so daring that it might backfire and get them killed. But it was the only plan they had and, despite the dangers, Aadi knew he had to go for it.
 
   He looked up at Arajakata, who was beating down a slab of rock with a pickaxe. Their eyes met. Aadi nodded, signaling he was ready. This was it. It was now or never.
 
   Aadi threw down his pickaxe and marched up to the guard, who was standing tall with a whip in hand. Before the young guard could register what was happening, Aadi reached out and took the whip from the man’s hand.
 
   “Maybe I should give you a beating with this so you know how it feels,” he lied. He held up the weapon as if going for a strike, hoping the guard would believe his bluff.
 
   The guard smirked. “You wouldn’t dare.”
 
   “Oh yes he would,” came Arajakata’s voice from behind him. He snatched the whip and proceeded to hit the guard. The man threw himself on the floor in a futile attempt to cover himself. The blows landed on his back, face, and legs. 
 
   “Stop that!” Aadi ordered, taking hold of the whip. “That’s enough.”
 
   The guard stood, red-faced and shaking in anger. “I’ll teach you both to raise your hand against a guard!” He picked up a large bell and rang it viciously, sending ringing sounds bouncing through the musky cave. Seconds later, a duo of out of breath guards appeared, accompanied by the warden. Padstow smirked when he saw Aadi holding the whip. 
 
   The injured guard quickly filled in the warden on what had happened. 
 
   Once finished, the very satisfied-looking warden walked past Arajakata and stood directly before Aadi.
 
   “Finally! You’re breaking. Resorting to treachery such as this.” He cackled and Aadi’s eyes watered as the rotten stench of the warden’s breath washed over him. “Take these two to the crusher. Don’t take them out of there until tomorrow morning.” 
 
   “All day?” asked the stunned guard. “That’s certain death.”
 
   “Let this be a lesson to the rest of you!” Padstow declared. “And for the next thirty days they will spend every night in the crusher.”
 
   The guards led them deep into the cave. They took many paths that Aadi had never seen before. Despite his brave face, he couldn’t deny he was a tad nervous. He’d heard many stories of the crusher, but didn’t really know what to expect. Arajakata, on the other hand, seemed absolutely at ease. He hummed softly to himself as he moved down at a steady pace.
 
   “Hey, you two,” said Arajakata, calling to the two guards who escorted them. “You should have heard your comrade cry like a screaming banshee as I whipped him with his own weapon.”
 
   “Shut your mouth!” ordered one of the guards.
 
   “Hey,” Arajakata held up his chained hands. “No need for all this anger. I’m simply pointing out that your friend sounds like an old hag, that’s all.” 
 
   What is he doing?
 
   “Just for that, no food for you tonight or tomorrow morning,” said the guard. “Keep on talking and I’ll take your ration of mana for three days.” They reached a large steel door. “That is, if you survive that long.”
 
   The thick door creaked loudly as both guards struggled to push it open. The room was not at all what Aadi had expected. Unlike the rest of irregular walls found in the mines, the ones here were smooth and even. Two large rocks had been chained down at the middle of the room. At the side of the walls, being held back by a thick chain, were four slabs of rock. They had been polished to near perfection. Large spikes with dried blood protruded out of them. Obviously, they had been used before. 
 
   They had Aadi and Arajakata face one another. They then held up their hands and put them around the large rocks. Grinning, the guards stepped back and closed the metal door. 
 
   “I would hold on to the rock if I were you.” A guard snickered beyond the door. “As soon as we unchain this lever here, you will be only thing keeping those spikes from crushing you. If either of you let go, it’s over for both of you.” They cackled again. “See you tomorrow morning.”
 
   Aadi gulped as the rock above him suddenly grew heavier. His feet lifted an inch as it pulled him up for a second. Before he lost control, he held it back down over his head. He swallowed nervously as the slabs of spikes dangled a few feet forward. Arajakata, seemed to be doing a lot better. His muscular physique rippled as he held his rock evenly.
 
   “Yes, everything is going according to plan.”
 
   Aadi took a few calming breaths. “Went overboard with the whippings, don’t you think?”
 
   “Not at all. I needed to make sure we would be thrown in here for a substantial amount of time. I say a month is more than enough.”
 
   “That’s only if I can really earth wield,” Aadi said tentatively. He wasn’t comfortable with their entire survival hinging on him doing something that for all intents and purposes was now thought to be impossible. Then again, he didn’t really have much of a choice. He needed to get out of Kilead Keep.
 
   Arajakata looked on with seemingly no concern. “Don’t worry. We’ll be fine. The guards won’t be here until tomorrow morning. My taunts took care of that.” He smiled with satisfaction, and Aadi wondered just how far ahead his new companion had planned. “Now, just earth wield those slabs of rock back and we’ll be safe and sound.”
 
   “Just earth wield, huh? You make it sound so simple.”
 
   “It is simple. Well for you, at least. Now let’s see it.”
 
   Aadi closed his eyes. He gathered his thoughts. He tried to think of earthy things. Rocks, dirt, sand, mud. He even used the smell of coal that surrounded him as some sort of inspiration. But after minutes of trying, nothing came. The energy he had felt before was now non-existent.
 
   “C’mon, Aadi. I saw you do this. Wield!”
 
   His eyes snapped open. “Let me concentrate.”
 
   For the next couple of hours Aadi tried everything imaginable. He attempted to will the earth around him to move. Then he ordered it to move. Finally he yelled at it, but nothing seemed to work. To worsen matters, his forearms and shoulders were killing him from the strain he was taking by holding the rock in place. He would have given almost anything to put his hands down to rest. 
 
   “So do you have any ideas?” asked Aadi, finally giving up. 
 
   “From what I know, first time wielders have to use really strong emotions in order to wield. At least until it becomes second nature. That should come easy enough for you.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Aadi asked confused.
 
   “Simple. You’ve been unjustly held for over six years, and to make it worse, you been unable to see your woman.”
 
   “Her name is Ishani.”
 
   “Her name is irrelevant, what is important here is that they kept you from her. There is no way she is still waiting for you. This, no doubt, must cause anger to stir inside of you. Use this anger to fuel your wielding.”
 
   Aadi felt a tinge of pain at thinking Ishani might have moved on, but he tried not to show it.
 
   “So….” said Arajakata expectantly. “Release all that anger you have for your unjust life. Anger for your loss. Rage you have for the warden. Let it fuel you and consume you.”
 
   “I don’t think that will work.”
 
   “Why not?” Arajakata asked, looking baffled. 
 
   “Because I don’t hate anyone.”
 
   Arajakata’s face washed over with disbelief. “How could you not hate?”
 
   “Sure, I’m not happy with the way some events in my life have gone, but life is not always all sunshine. You have to take the bad along with the good.” He tapped his feet lightly on the ground. “I been through so much bad, that I’m sure the good is nearby.”
 
   “Hmmm….” Aadi could tell that Arajakata was thinking hard, trying to come out with a solution. “Tell me, do you recall what it was that you were thinking about when you wielded at the mines?”
 
   He thought back to the glimpse he saw of the sun, and to the vision of Ishani he’d witnessed. “It was a beautiful memory.”
 
   “Since your anger is next to non-existent, your surge of energy must come from…” Arajakata looked disgusted, as if he were to vomit, “…happy memories.”
 
   Aadi nodded, he wasn’t really surprised. He got angry from time to time, like any other person, but for the most part he remained upbeat. There was no use in dwelling too much on the bad in life. 
 
   Again, he closed his eyes and thought back to Ishani. He saw her inside their cave. She hummed softly as she laid a soft blanket beside the pool of water. She extended her hand invitingly, flashing a smile that, even in his dreams, made his stomach flutter. He moved forward, and as he did he felt the strange energy extend with him. Then, suddenly, she appeared before Ishani. She looked back at him with a saddened expression.
 
   His eyes snapped open.
 
   “What happened?” Arajakata asked. “I sensed the earth energy flourishing inside of you and then it suddenly went blank.”
 
   “It was her.” He swallowed loudly. He’d never spoken about her to anyone and he surely didn’t want to start now. Arajakata was helping him, true, but he had just met him. Regardless, he had to reveal everything if he was to get the help he needed.
 
   “Listen,” said Arajakata. “You don’t have to tell me the details. But whoever this her is, it’s obvious she’s interfering with your energy. You have to deal with it if you’re ever going to wield.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “The fact that you don’t mention her name or her relationship to you tells me that you are trying to block her out of your life. You need to embrace her role if you’re ever going to move on.”
 
   Aadi closed his eyes. He wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to remember. He had spent his life running away from the events that transpired that day. To now go back and relive them was asking too much. Nonetheless, a voice deep inside spoke to him, telling him what he had to do.
 
   I have to do this. I have to face my fears.
 
   Suddenly, in his mind, the vision of a small village formed. The collection of stick huts that dotted the plain lands were scattered about. The sun was close to setting and a number of villagers moved about, finishing the errands of the day.
 
   Beside a bread cart, Aadi saw a younger version of himself walking next to a skinny, young woman. She had tan skin and wore a long red robe. Her nose and ears were pierced with red jewelry. 
 
   “Come get the last pieces of bread!” the young woman yelled. “Half-off.”
 
   A group of dirt-caked men, who were apparently coming back from a long day at work herding the berudas took her up on her offer. They handed her a few coins and took the dry rolls.
 
   “We did it!” cried Aadi.
 
   “Yes we did.” The woman caressed his head lovingly. “Now let’s get home. It will be dark soon.”
 
   An unexpected agonized shriek pierced the air. Aadi turned to find a girl being suspended in the air. A second later she was slammed hard on the ground. Her lifeless body bounced off the hard stone, spurting blood from her nose and eyes.
 
   Aadi’s heart almost stopped as he gazed at the blurred figure that had killed the girl. He had long robes and a long face with six red eyes on top of each other. 
 
   The panicked woman grabbed young Aadi’s hand and pulled him hard. “Aadi. Don’t look at it. Run!” 
 
   The young boy didn’t have to be told twice. He stood up and took off after the woman. His raggedy clothes rippled wildly as he moved quickly through the huts. Screams and loud wails drowned out the noise of his bare feet slamming on the hard earth.
 
   “In here!” ordered the woman, pointing at one of the many caves that surrounded the village. 
 
   Young Aadi took one last look behind him. His eyes widened as the robed figure waved his hands dramatically. Giant portal-like holes appeared beside him. Out of the holes all manner of savage creatures poured out. Some were muscular cats with long fangs at the edges of their mouths. Other two-footed monsters were so large that they towered over the cabins. They had thick skin and massive horns on their plated heads. Before he could make out more of the creatures, the woman tugged him again.
 
   This time young Aadi followed, not daring to look back. Many villagers had joined them inside the dusty cave, but in no way was this a team effort. Every person ran their own way, hoping to find some source of escape.
 
   They rounded the corner as a two-legged creature dashed behind them. The gray monster pounced through the air. With a violent tremble, it landed before them. It moved forward. Young Aadi closed his eyes as the woman threw herself in front of him. But the creature had not gone for them. It, instead, dug its razor sharp fangs into a short girl that had been running beside him. The young woman opened her eyes. She looked back at the girl with a mixture of sadness and fear as she pulled Aadi close.
 
   “This way!” Aadi yelled. They took off in a full sprint, leaving dozens of screams behind them. Out of breath and tired, they ran down the cavern until they reached a dead end. At the bottom of the rocky wall was a slim opening where moonlight from the outside drenched in.
 
   The woman grabbed the boy and pushed him down just as three large shadows appeared at the other end of the cavern. The creatures grinned as they spotted the two defenseless humans. With renewed vigor, they marched toward their prey.
 
   “Hurry up. Into the hole at once.”
 
   The boy’s body trembled as he struggled to move through the opening. Luckily he was small, and he made good progress. A fresh breeze coursed through his grimy hair as he came out the other side, which was a long-dead farmland. Thousands of dry wheat plants were scattered about.
 
   He turned around and reached through the opening. He gripped his hands around hers. With all his strength, he pulled. But despite his supreme effort, she wasn’t making much progress. Finally, the boy let go and peered into the hole.
 
   “Why aren’t you moving?” he asked. 
 
   “I love you.” She suddenly screamed as a force pulled her back into the cavern. Six thick stumpy legs came into view. He reached for her one more time, knowing full well that there was nothing he could do to save her.
 
   A pair of clawed hands reached into the hole toward him. With a scream, he moved back.
 
   The woman’s words dripped through the walls. “Don’t ever let this wicked world change you, my sweet little brother. Stay happy and sweet.”
 
   The boy trembled as he fell on his knees. “No! No! I need you!” But despite his screams, he was unable to stifle his sobs as his sister’s words were replaced by screams of pain. 
 
   Aadi’s eyes snapped open. He was standing in the middle of the crusher. Tears dripped down his cheeks as he thought back to her words. Don’t ever let this wicked world change you. Stay happy and sweet.
 
   “I won’t let it change me…sis.” Saying that felt more liberating than he’d ever thought possible. No longer would he hide his turbulent past. He would embrace it. It made him who he was and his sister deserved better than to be shoved aside. From now on, he would live for her memory. 
 
   A flow of energy suddenly burst through his body. But this time he was no stranger to it. He welcomed the power as if were an old friend who had never left him. 
 
   Without a care, he let go of the rock. The slabs of spikes moved forward, but with a simple swipe of his hand they dashed back, where they remained firmly against the walls. 
 
   A golden dust drifted around him as he moved in a series of wielding poses. The earth under his feet crumpled and moved, joining him in his private dance. He inhaled and brought his hands down. Instantly, the rocks that had been so alive moments ago came crashing down at his command. 
 
   He smiled to himself as he realized the magnitude of what had just occurred. Finally he’d be free. He was an earth wielder.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
    
 
   His companion slowly let go of his rock as well. He stared at Aadi in obvious awe.
 
   “You seemed shocked,” said Aadi. “Isn’t this what you were expecting?”
 
   Arajakata washed away his dumbfounded expression. “I was expecting you to earth wield, yes. But I wasn’t expecting the gold.”
 
   Aadi thought back to the swirls of gold dust that had moved around him as he wielded. “Isn’t that what normal earth wielding looks like?”
 
   The young man shook his head. “Er…no. I read enough to know it’s supposed to be brown. What you did was impossible. Or at least I thought it was until now.”
 
   Aadi wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that. “Is that bad or good?”
 
   “That’s very good. There are some ancient writings that relay news of an earth wielder who will grow immense in power. His wielding, the scrolls say, will be known because of the intense glow of it.” Arajakata looked at him with intensity. “I think you’re that legendary wielder.”
 
   “Me?” He wasn’t sure he believed him. Surely Arajakata was simply jesting.
 
   “Yes. It makes sense. I’ve never met anyone so keen of earth. You feel at home in it. You’re the only person I’ve met who actually prefers that flavorless mana over actual food.”
 
   “The way you say mana, you would think it’s a disease.”
 
   Arajakata nodded. “You are the embodiment of earth. It is no wonder the essence chose you as its champion.”
 
   “Let’s just move on with some training, shall we?” said Aadi. All this Chosen One talk was making him feel uncomfortable. He didn’t want to be a champion or a hero for that matter. All he wanted was to help those in need and live a happy, peaceful life with his friends. Lucky for him, Arajakata seemed to take the cue. He stopped with the whole legacy talk.
 
   “Very well, then.” He closed his fists and stomped the ground. “Let me teach you some earth forms and strategies I learned from the Sandoria scrolls.”
 
   Aadi watched Arajakata and mimicked his movements.
 
   For the next month they trained every night without rest. Aadi made more progress than he’d ever thought possible. Every new move he studied seemed second nature to him. Better yet, many of the forms he learned by himself. The most advanced moves he learned came to him during his sleep. It was exhilarating to learn something new every day.
 
   “Never in my years have I seen anyone pick up new abilities as quickly as you do,” said Arajakata after one of their training sessions. Aadi had just learned a particularly hard form in a matter of minutes.
 
   “You speak as if you’ve been alive for over a hundred years,” said Aadi with a smirk. “You can’t be a day over twenty-five.”
 
   “Yes, you’re right. But even in those few years that I was free, I saw and read a lot.” Arajakata lowered his voice. “Speaking of freedom. Now that you have pretty much mastered earth wielding, I think it’s time you and I get out of here. The fire wielders left yesterday to get more prisoners. They’ll be gone for at least a week. It’s now or never.”
 
   “I’m not going without the rest of the prisoners.”
 
   Arajakata grimaced at the news. “That’s not a good idea. We don’t have enough time to organize a full-scale breakout. It needs to be just us.”
 
   “No!” Aadi said with finality. “I’m not going to leave these men behind.”
 
   “Fine.” Arajakata shrugged his shoulders. 
 
   On their last day in the crusher, the prisoners looked at Aadi and Arajakata with awe. Aadi couldn’t blame them. He and his companion had been in the crusher every night and had been given very little mana, yet they didn’t show any sign of their turmoil.
 
   The warden too, looked as shocked as everyone. He refrained from saying anything, though, but Aadi could tell that he was going crazy over the fact that Aadi wasn’t giving in to his tactics.
 
   “Work faster!” he ordered as Aadi halted to get a sip of water. It was the first time all day that Aadi had stopped for a sip. Water was running scarce and he wanted to save most of it for the rest of the men. 
 
   As the cool water ran down his throat, Aadi couldn’t help but notice the tremors on the walls. 
 
   “Warden,” said Aadi, concern in his voice. “These tremors are getting too strong.” As he spoke, pieces of the ceiling crumpled off and fell to the ground loudly. “We are getting too close to the worm nests. We should back off.”
 
   “I’m in charge here!” Padstow thundered. “Not you. We will continue pushing forward as planned!”
 
   “You may be in charge, but you don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re never down in the mines.” He stepped face to face with the angry warden. “Don’t you think I know that you’re only here because of me? You’re trying to find an excuse to punish or kill me.” Padstow’s face grew red as he ground his oversized teeth. “You can do what you want with me, but I will not allow you to put these men in harm’s way.” 
 
   Padstow reached for his whip. “Work or else!”
 
   Aadi held up his hands. “No one listen to him.” With his wielding he saw through the earth walls. He got goose bumps as he made out the silhouettes of two worms mere feet away from them. “Put your tools down.”
 
   The men looked on. They seemed to be in inner turmoil. Part of them were scared of Padstow’s fury, but a more sensible part of them seemed to be fearful of the man-eating worms.
 
   Linius provided the last push they needed. “Listen to Aadi, everyone. If he says that we’re being led into a worm nest, then that means we are.” 
 
   The men put their tools down.
 
   “I’ll shall kill you all!” Padstow roared.
 
   Aadi brought his finger to his lips. “Keep your tone down. Don’t you see that the worms are getting close with the ruckus we’ve been making? We need to remain silent.”
 
   The vengeful man picked up a pickaxe and marched toward Aadi. “You’ll be the first to die!”
 
   A sudden sharp sound blasted in Aadi’s ears, sending him to the ground. From his right, two worms exploded from the wall. One of them was light brown in color. The biggest one was a deeper shade of brown, almost to the point of being black.
 
   Aadi’s heart raced as the light worm pounced toward him. He rolled out of the way. The largest of the worms went for the person nearest to him—Padstow.
 
   The warden tried to kick as the worm took him in its clutches. There was an explosion of red as the creature bit down at the man’s torso. Padstow shrieked, his shrill screams bouncing off the walls.
 
   Aadi got up and dashed at the worm, putting all his weight behind him as he rammed into it. The worm didn’t even flinch. But the attack must have annoyed it. It tossed the mangled man into the wall and turned its attention on the new attacker.
 
   “Leave him alone!” yelled Linius. He tossed a rock at the worm. It landed harmlessly on its thick head. 
 
   “Get back, all of you!” ordered Aadi, though the men were doing a great job at running away without his urging. But just as they were about to run out the small path that led to the top, the smaller worm recoiled and shot forward. It landed loudly before them, covering their escape. 
 
   The men huddled together as the worms closed in from both sides. Their cries and wails flowed through the cavern.
 
   I have to do it now! Aadi closed his eyes and reached out to the earth around him. The familiar surge of energy filled him as two large chunks of rock floated out of the wall. He punched the air. As he did, the rocks flew through the cavern. They landed hard on the heads of the worms, sending shockwaves through their unsuspecting bodies.
 
   They roared as they turned their attention back to Aadi.
 
   A golden dust surrounded him as he once again called on his power. 
 
   The worms emitted a whistling sound as they both opened their fangs. Pickaxes, rocks, and dust flowed into their mouths as they sucked in everything around them. 
 
   For a second the pull moved Aadi, but he quickly dug in his feet. He called on his power, making his body as heavy as a mountain.
 
   After a minute with no success, both worms gave up. They turned to each other. Aadi could sense the confusion in them.
 
   This is my chance. He encased each hand with a coating of earth. The hard gloves had long pointed speared tips. He drove forward ramming the sharp ends into the worms. Their hard skins protected them from any serious damage, but Aadi did manage to produce blood as he cut into both their bodies. 
 
   The worms emitted thunderous roars of anger.
 
   They both drove their heads at him, searching for a bite. Aadi jumped between attacks. Once in a while he would wield chunks of rocks into his attackers to throw them off balance. As he moved, he sensed the growing frustration and confusion of both creatures. But there was another feeling he sensed. It was a warmness toward him that stemmed from the bond they shared. A bond that the worms had not sensed in a long time. That’s it! The worms were earth creatures. That was the only way to explain why he could sense their emotions.
 
   Worth a try. He stood still as he focused his energy and reached out to them. A golden dust traveled from his fingertips and toward the creatures. It circled the worms and then dissolved into their bodies. In an instant the fury that had burned so fiercely in their soul, died out. 
 
   Aadi walked forward, staring into their black marbled eyes. There was a collection of gasps from the men as he reached out to pet the dark worm. It recoiled, and as it did Aadi sensed hatred toward humans. The worm had stopped its attack out of respect for the newfound earth wielder, but Aadi sensed too much hatred toward the humans who had invaded and dug into his home for decades. Hatred toward the humans who dared use fire on him and his kind. 
 
   “Go, if that is what you wish,” Aadi said out loud. The large worm roared as it disappeared into the hole in the wall. 
 
   Aadi turned to the remaining worm. It might have been slightly smaller then it’s brethren, but Aadi sensed that this was one was much quicker and far more cunning than its counterpart. It also did not have hate or anger in her heart. In many ways, it reminded Aadi a lot of himself.
 
   “Hello.” He waved his hand. “I’m Aadi, an earth wielder.”
 
   Aadi felt a sense of pride and admiration toward him from the worm. She brought her head down and Aadi ran his hand over her skin. As he had expected, it was rough, almost grainy. Then he jumped on her back and stood tall on the neck.
 
   “I’m going to have to give you a name if you’re going to be my partner.” He thought for a second. “Since you’re a female, I think Dharati will fit you just fine.”
 
   The worm nodded her head, and Aadi knew he had her approval.
 
   From above the worm he looked down Padstow, who was still alive, but the pool of red under him made it clear he was in his last seconds.
 
   Blood gushed from his mouth as he looked up at his most resilient prisoner. “You’re an earth wielder? But h…how?”
 
   Aadi did not entertain his question. “I told you six years ago that I was not destined to be bound by you or this prison. I’m only sorry that you had to die to find out.”
 
   Padstow’s face was one of pure loathing. He tried to speak, but the only thing that came out of his mouth was a gargle of blood. His eyes remained open as his body convulsed and then stopped moving.
 
   Aadi sighed as he turned his attention to the remaining men. They were all huddled together at the end of the wall. Most of them seemed too shocked to speak. Some had their mouths wide open in awe.
 
   “An actual earth wielder!” Linius cried. “I never thought I’d see the day. This means Va’siel can be saved.”
 
   “One step at a time,” said Aadi, thinking back to the creature that he’d read about in the scroll. As long as it was still alive, Va’siel would remain shackled to its will. “First, let’s get out of here.” 
 
   Belio fell to his knees, sobbing into Aadi’s ragged robes.
 
   “Thank heavens for you, boy,” he cried. “I never thought I would make it out of here. Now I can live out the few years I have left in freedom.”
 
   Many of the men displayed similar sentiments. Aadi shuffled his feet nervously. He held up his hands. “Don’t thank me. You all survived on your own. Now let’s go get the rest of our brothers!”
 
   “Yes!” cheered the men. 
 
   From atop Dharati, Aadi moved through the cavern, finding the rest of the prisoners. Each time they were met with the same reaction. First there were screams of fear as Dharati came into view. Then there was joy and celebration once Aadi explained what had occurred.
 
   Once they had gotten every prisoner, Aadi led the way to the top. A few times they reached what appeared to be dead ends, but Aadi simply wielded the earth aside and created a path. Every time he did, the men awed, marveling at what had been thought to be a long-lost ability. 
 
   Aadi’s heart hammered in his chest as the first ray of light trickled into his line of vision. It had been so long since he had been free. Seconds later, he felt the all too familiar musky air leave him behind as Dharati crawled out into the world. 
 
   He closed his eyes, temporarily blinded by the brightness of the sun. 
 
   Slowly, he opened his eyes again, allowing them time to adjust. Dharati moved her head down. With body trembling, Aadi stepped foot on the dirt. His bare feet welcomed the warm sand under him. He gazed up at the sky as a flock of birds flew past in a V formation.
 
   He smiled as he thought back to his loving sister. Finally he was free, in more ways than one.
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   “Visitor From The Cosmos”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 14 
 
    
 
    
 
   “What’s next?” asked Linius. The rest of the men looked at Aadi, expecting an answer. True, they now stood outside the camp, but they still had to get out.
 
   Aadi remained quiet for a second as he exchanged looks with Arajakata. After gathering his emotions, he spoke loudly. “You are all free to go live your lives. I will lead you out of here. After that, find your loved ones. Just remember that for many of you the life you left behind will no longer be there.” He thought back to what awaited him back in Missea. Had Zoen survived this long? He certainly hoped so. Then there was Ishani. Had she moved on? Probably. She was a beautiful girl. Certainly many suitors had tried to get her attention. 
 
   “You were saying?” Arajakata asked expectantly.
 
   Aadi’s wandering mind raced back to the present. The men continued to look at him, hanging on his every word. “As I was saying. If the life you return to is not the same you left, do not fret. Make the best of the gift you have been given. If there are some in your lives who have moved on, cherish their happiness. Do not hold it against them.” I know I won’t.
 
   “But what about you, sir?” asked a voice from the crowd. “What will you do?”
 
   “I am an earth wielder. As such, a tremendous responsibility has befallen me.” He took a breath, thinking of the words. “I shall do my best to bring an end to this scorch and return the land of Va’siel to its former glory.”
 
   “Let us come with you!” called some from the crowd.
 
   “Yes. We will serve you, sir.”
 
   “No!” ordered Aadi. It was not that he didn’t want their help. Many of the men had been prisoners most of their life. Could he now deny them their freedom? “Be free and live your lives.”
 
   “We are living our lives,” called Linius. “And some of us choose to go with you. We’re not being forced. This is a decision of our choosing.”
 
   Aadi thought back to the first day he had met Linius. He felt a source of pride. He had been the most timid of the men, but now he had grown into one of the most courageous. “Whoever wishes to accompany me on my journey is free to do so.”
 
   There was a collection of cheers from the crowd.
 
   “What about them?” asked Arajakata, pointing at the dozen guards who were tied up together. “I say we feed them to the worms.”
 
   Many of the men chimed in.
 
   “Serves them right for the way they treated us.”
 
   “Perhaps we should have them work the mines day and night.”
 
   “Put them in the crusher all night.”
 
   Aadi stepped atop a rock. “No one is killing anyone. There has been enough grief and pain to last a lifetime. It ends here.”
 
   Arajakata turned to Aadi, ready to argue. “But—”
 
   “I said we’re not going to kill them. We will leave them here for the time being. They have plenty of mana to last them a lifetime. There is no way they can escape. Once my mission is done, I will return and take them to the proper authorities.”
 
   “Of course.” Arajakata grumbled. “That sounds like the most sensible thing to do.”
 
   Aadi called Dharati over and hopped up on her head. Standing tall, he looked back at the men, some of whom were still keeping their safe distance from the large worm. “Let’s go, everyone!”
 
   The worm moved slowly over the sand. Aadi closed his eyes and held out his hands, letting the grain-filled air course around him. It had been years since he’d felt such liberation. He was enjoying every second of it.
 
   It took half a day for them to move out of the desert. The suns were close to setting when they finally reached an oasis. Five palm trees provided little shade, but Aadi was fine with it. He was just glad they had some water to drink.
 
   They set up camp and spent the night under the stars.
 
   The next day, they took off on another long march. Along the way, some of the men split ways, following their own path home. Many branched off toward Tenma, the capital of the Suteckh Empire. Others split ways toward Sandoria and Ladria. 
 
   When they reached the outskirts of the Missea Empire, only ten men remained with Aadi. 
 
   “This is it,” said Arajakata. “I’d say half a day of marching and we’ll be to the capital city.” 
 
   “What is the first thing you’ll do?” Linius added.
 
   Aadi quietly took in the rocky scenery. His chest ached with homesickness. He glanced at the rocky grounds that lay before him. A number of tumbleweeds rolled off in the distance. Yellow prickly plants and dead thistles dotted the image before him. Everything looked so strange, yet so familiar.
 
   “I will find some old friends.”
 
   The rest of the trek was a blur. Aadi replayed in his head the many scenarios that might play out. Would they even recognize him? Would he recognize them? Lost inside his own mind, he did not say much.
 
   Finally, when the stars had come out to display their glow, the large gates came into view off in the distance.
 
   “That’s it!” Arajakata cried excitedly. “Missea.”
 
   Aadi gulped. He certainly hadn’t expected to be this nervous. “Set up camp here. I will return soon.” He grabbed a ragged dark scarf and threw it over his head. He then turned his attention to Dharati. “Go rest, girl. I’ll call you when I need you.”
 
   Dharati wailed and dove into the ground, lifting an eruption of rocks as she disappeared into the hard surface.
 
   “See you all soon.” As he trudged away, he didn’t volunteer any more information, and no one asked for more. It was as if they knew that this was something he had to do alone.
 
   He slowly made his way into the open gates. 
 
   “You’re fortunate, beggar,” called one of the guards who stood watch. “We were about to close the gates.”
 
   Aadi nodded, but refrained from speaking. It was as if the words had been stolen from his mouth. The city looked the same as the day he had last set eyes on it. There were still rows after rows of battered cottages. Off in the distant horizon, the earth palace decorated the skyline. 
 
   Crickets sang their eerie melody as he moved through the poor part of town and into the noble section.
 
   He turned the corner and there it was. A lone red-bricked, four-story building. Despite being on the noble side of town, there was an aura of abandonment around it. The many windows throughout the building were hosts to families of spider webs. Wooden panels barely hung in place by a single hinge. Some had fallen and crashed to the stone ground below. Bird droppings littered the rim of the roof, and dust had settled over every inch of brick. The old sign atop the door read: Royal Grand Library of Missea.
 
   He would no doubt get the information he needed here.
 
   The door creaked softly as he pushed it open. As he had expected, the library was completely empty, save a hunched figure that stood behind an old wooden counter. He wore the hooded red robe that all master record keepers wore, but this couldn’t be Frode. He was much too short.
 
   The figure continued to work under the glow of a single wax candle, seemingly unaware of Aadi’s presence. With his right hand he held a large scroll, and with his other hand, he wrote in some type of ancient text. At least that’s what Aadi thought it was. It certainly wasn’t Missean language.
 
   “You must be lost if you came in here,” said the voice under the hood. As Aadi had suspected, it was a male. “No one comes seeking knowledge anymore.” But the voice certainly did not belong to the old record keeper.
 
   Aadi coughed, as he waved away the wax scent that roamed around him. He strained to look at the man’s face, but the weak source of light and the fact the man refused to look up at him, meant he could only make out his chin and lips.
 
   “I come in search for an old friend. His name is Frode.”
 
   The man’s lips parted ever so slightly. But a second later he was back to writing. “You must be mistaken, sir. In his time alive, Frode only had two friends. One of them died years ago. I’m the only one who remains.”
 
   Aadi’s blood ran cold. Yes, he could see it now. It was him! The nervousness he’d felt until now disappeared, replaced by a sense of joy. 
 
   He collected his breath and tossed his robe aside. “I’m quite certain that they both still live.”
 
   The man’s gritted his teeth in anger. “Don’t you dare mock me, sir. Or I shall have you expelled from this place of learning.”
 
   “I’m not mocking you. I speak the truth. My friend and I spent many days and nights here with Frode. We helped him clean and organize. My friend, Zoen, even translated texts.”
 
   The man’s scribbles subsided. His hands trembled as he placed the feather back into the ink sack. His hands reached for the crimson robe and he pulled it back. For the first time in six years they stood before each other.
 
   Tears dripped from Zoen’s eyes as he glared at Aadi. He looked ghostly pale, as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.
 
   “It is good to see you again, old friend,” said Aadi. He walked over to his frozen friend and embraced him in a hug. 
 
   All of a sudden, Zoen burst in a fit of loud cries. He returned his hug as he sobbed uncontrollably.
 
   “It’s okay,” said Aadi, patting his friend’s back. He took in a deep breath, trying to stifle the threat of oncoming tears. “I’m back.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
   Aadi willed the dirt, which until moments ago had rested inside the ceramic pot, toward him. 
 
   Zoen watched in awe as the dust encircled his friend’s body. Aadi then ordered all the dirt to condense on the palm of his hand.
 
   “How?” asked Zoen, obviously still in shock. He looked a bit taller than the last time he’d seen him. The hunch on his back had also grown in size. His kind face and features remained near identical, though.
 
   “I’m not sure,” admitted Aadi. “I think it’s always been with me. It’s just that part of me suppressed it deep inside. But if it wasn’t for it, I would never have escaped the prison.”
 
   “Prison?” Zoen asked confused.
 
   “Yes.” Aadi proceeded to tell him what had transpired in the last six years. He told him everything, from his capture, to his time in the prison, and finally to his miraculous escape. 
 
   “That sounds terrible,” said Zoen once Aadi had finished relaying his story. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be. It made me a better person. I wouldn’t have traded those years for anything.”
 
   “But you lost so much.”
 
   “Feeling sorry for myself is not going to make the time I spent at Kilead Keep go away. Best to be glad for the positive that came out of it.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right,” Zoen said, though he didn’t look too convinced. “Besides, what’s important is that you’re back. After you disappeared, we searched everywhere for you.”
 
   “We?”
 
   Zoen’s voice lowered to a hushed whisper. “Yes. Ishani and I. She looked everywhere. Even Princess Latiha helped. We finally tracked you down to some peasants. They said they saw you being taken by that mad man, Doctor Narciss. The princess put all her resources into locating his whereabouts. And sure enough, a few weeks later we located his base. He was put to the sword. But….” Sweat dripped down his hair. “There were no bodies found, well, no complete bodies. We only found pieces here and there.”
 
   “He was a sick man,” said Aadi, cringing.
 
   “Yes he was.” 
 
   “So….” Aadi gripped his robe, not sure he wanted to know the answer to his next question. “Do you know what became of Ishani?”
 
   “Once we thought you had died, I lost contact with her. I suppose seeing me reminded her too much of you.” His friend took a seat on the cushioned chair. The same one Frode had used years ago.
 
   “So how about you?” asked Aadi, hoping to change the conversation before the pain hit him. “It looks like you’ve been through quite some changes.” He pointed at his new wardrobe.
 
   “That I have.” He gazed down at his robe sadly. “After Frode fell ill and succumbed to his sickness, there was no one who wished to take up the mantle of master record keeper.” He remained silent for a moment. “Everyone is so pre-occupied with staying alive that the preservation of knowledge has mostly been forgotten. Seeing that no one wanted the post, I took it. The princess sent the necessary scrolls for me to sign and make it official.”
 
   “That’s great,” said Aadi. “I’m sure Frode would have been proud to have you as his successor.”
 
   “Thank you,” Zoen said. “But that’s not the only thing that changed.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Zoen pulled back the robe from his hands, revealing a dark glove with a purple emblem on the top of his hand. 
 
   “No!” Aadi could hardly believe it. “You’re a mind wielder? But how?”
 
   “Do you recall the scroll that spoke about the creature that steals the elements?”
 
   Aadi grimaced. “How could I forget?”
 
   “Well, Frode and I discovered that that same creature has created an anomaly that is throwing all wielding energy out of sync. Which is why my mind wielding ability did not manifest itself until a few years ago, rather than at birth, as is most common.”
 
   “That’s interesting,” said Aadi, still a bit in shock. It was fitting that Zoen had become a mind wielder. It fit him perfectly. With his cunning, he was certain he would make a powerful mind wielder. That was, if they didn’t die first. 
 
   “What are you thinking about?” asked Zoen.
 
   “The creature. I need to find it and put a stop to it.”
 
   Zoen nodded solemnly. “Things are getting worse, every day. Water wielding is now almost non-existent, just like earth. There are reports from Belwebb that fire and lightning wielders are also experiencing difficulty wielding.” He looked up at Aadi with a solemn smile. “But now that you’re here, we can do something about it.”
 
   “We need to find its location. That’s where you come in. I need you to keep in contact with the record keepers of other capital cities. Obtain as much information as you can on this creature.”
 
   “I’ll get on it right now!” Zoen stood.
 
   Aadi raised his hand. “No.” Zoen twisted his mouth in confusion. “Tonight I simply want to spend a calm night conversing with my friend. Let us enjoy this calm before the storm.”
 
   “You’re right,” said Zoen, sitting back down.
 
   And the rest of the night they spent telling stories of their years apart. Aadi laughed harder than he had in ages. Zoen, too, seemed to have found a happiness that had eluded him for many years. 
 
   When the candle burnt out, they lit another one and continued with their tales. Two old friends, together once more.
 
   ~~~
 
   Dust danced in the rays of light that filtered through the window above. Aadi lifted his head from the cold floor where he had fallen asleep. Zoen was gone. No doubt he was already busy sending out messenger hawks, which was good. He needed to take care of his own business as well.
 
   Beside him, Zoen had left a nicely folded set of clothes. He recalled a shower room being in the library’s attic. He headed up the stairs. Sure enough, he found the buckets of water. The same gray scrubbing rock from years ago still rested atop the wooden block. Once undressed, he grabbed two buckets and used them to wash himself. He shivered as the cold water ran down his body, taking grime and dirt down with it. When the last drop had been used, he felt like a new man. His skin looked cleaner than ever before.
 
   He slipped on the brown tunic and black pants and marched outside. Unlike the night before, the city was now alive with bustle and commotion.
 
   “Get your water here before it’s all gone!” yelled a vendor.
 
   “Pick up a flint rock,” called another vendor. “Create your own fire anywhere. No need for the soon obsolete fire wielders!”
 
   Aadi strode through the crowd and down to the noble street. He turned the corner and moved around a man selling horses. Ignoring the stench of fresh dung, he continued on his walk. He now stood directly in front of the same home he had six years ago: Neko’s mansion.
 
   As luck would have it, the man himself was outside in the front yard, ordering a pair of servants who were working on the garden.
 
   “Faster, you lowly idiots!” he yelled, hitting the youngest servant, a young boy, across his face.
 
   “You shouldn’t treat people like that,” Aadi called from behind the dark gates. “One day someone you mistreat might come back and make you regret your actions.”
 
   “Quiet.” Neko’s large figure moved toward Aadi. “I’m a former commander of Missea.” He pointed at the ribbons and medals on his chest. “Do you see these? They signify my superiority over peasants. I’ll treat them as I see fit.” He returned to hitting the boy, who cowered to the ground, trying to protect his face.
 
   With a well-placed kick to the chains, Aadi threw the large gates open and marched in.
 
   “Guards!” yelled Neko. He unsheathed a curved sword from his waist.
 
   In an instant the five boys he’d encountered years before ran out of the mansion. They were accompanied by the same space-wielding mercenary he had encountered years ago as a child. No doubt he had sold his services to Neko.
 
   “I don’t believe it,” said Salik. The skinny man looked identical to his younger self, albeit a bit taller. “It’s that boy from before.”
 
   Malik looked at him from top to bottom, trying to figure out if Salik was indeed correct. “By the wielders. I think you’re right!”
 
   “What? Who is he?” Neko asked, obviously lost as to what was going on.
 
   Salik pointed at him, as if Aadi were a ghost. “He’s that boy that was sent to Kilead Keep.” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed thickly. “What is he doing here? No one escapes that hellish prison.”
 
   “I don’t care what he’s doing here!” Neko thundered. “Get him!”
 
   The five young men seemed a bit hesitant at first, but after a disapproving glance from their master, they pounced.
 
   Aadi ducked under the first punch. He countered with jab to the face. The second man, he kicked under the chin. They both fell to the floor, unconscious. 
 
   The last three men attacked at once. It made no difference. Aadi simply waved his hand up and engulfed them up to the neck in earth. They remained still, unable to move an inch.
 
   Knowing that dueling a space wielder was dangerous, he willed a layer of earth around him for defense. The sand whirled around him, hardening and encasing him from top to bottom. In awe, Aadi gazed at his reflection in the pond beside him. He now wore a majestic golden armor. A thin visor that ran horizontally provided more than enough visibility. A red cape flapped behind him. Wow. How did I do this?
 
   A loud collection of ecstatic gasps from behind snapped him back to the present. A massive crowd had formed.
 
   “Did you see that?” asked someone from the crowd.
 
   “Yes,” a woman’s voice answered. “He earth wielded!”
 
   “He’s an earth wielder!”
 
   Neko, who up until now had looked lost for words, pushed the space wielder forward. “What am I paying you for, Dalpati? You have an advanced element and he has a basic one. Kill him!”
 
   Those words seemed to have gotten Dalpati out of his trance. “Yes. Earth wielding is a basic element, after all.” He pulled out a steel dagger.
 
   Aadi waved his adversary forward. “Well? What are you waiting for? Let’s have a go.”
 
   “Insolent fool.” Dalpati dashed forward. As he did, the air around Aadi grew heavy. He shook as his body refused to move. “You’re mine!”
 
   The attack that was meant for his neck missed as Aadi moved to the side.
 
   “Space force doesn’t work on me,” called Aadi calmly. “You can remove all the gravity you want, but I will just reinforce my insides to compensate.”
 
   “Reinforce this!” Dalpati brought his hands together and shot them forward. “Meteor rain!” In the sky above, a dozen meteors, the size of a man, raced down.
 
   Without bothering to move, Aadi reached out to their energy. Once he had it, he dissolved it. The meteors turned into specks of dust that disappeared into the air.
 
   “You should really think your attacks through,” said Aadi, feigning a yawn. “Meteors are made of rock. That is my domain.”
 
   Dalpati face turned red and his frame shook. Aadi could tell he was getting under his skin. Which is what he wanted. Angry meant reckless.
 
   “Die!”
 
   The space wielder jumped at him, using his space wielding to propel him forward. Aadi picked up a stick from the ground. He parried the attack perfectly.
 
   Dalpati staggered. Then he bore in, his weapon ready to claim victory. Aadi wielded the earth under him to his hands. He softened it. As his adversary closed in, he sent a massive tornado of golden earth forward. The attack hummed loudly as it whirled into Dalpati. 
 
   The man waved his dagger uselessly, trying to hit the attack. 
 
   Without flinching, Aadi ordered a mass of earth to rise under his adversary. It slammed into Dalpati’s forehead. The man crumpled to the ground.
 
   No sound disturbed the battle scene. Even the crowd remained unmoving in silent admiration.
 
   Aadi broke the silence as he turned to Neko. “You should really consider getting smarter help. Of course, that’s going to be really hard to do now that you’re going to prison.”
 
   The rich commander glanced around nervously. “You can’t do that.”
 
   “Actually I can. You see, I’m a witness to your dealings with Doctor Narciss. Many people who know of your crimes have remained quiet out of fear. But now, I will personally protect anyone who testifies against you. As you just witnessed, that will prove no problem for me.” He turned to the crowd, who all had their mouths open. “Where are the guards? I need them here at once.”
 
   Instantly, a pair of guards ran out of the crowd. They both looked as giddy as children with a new toy.
 
   “Mister earth wielder, sir,” said the first guard. “We will arrest this man at once.”
 
   Sir? Aadi was sure that if it wasn’t for his earth wielding, these men wouldn’t even bother to look his way.
 
   “Get over here, you criminal,” said the first guard. The second grabbed the commander and tied his hands behind his back. “Shall we put him to the sword, sir?”
 
   “No!” Aadi couldn’t believe the man had even suggested that. “Take him to prison while he awaits judgment for his crimes. Do the same for the rest of his men.”
 
   “Of course, sir.”
 
   The guards pushed and shoved a rowdy Neko out of view.
 
   The armor dissolved into dust, returning to the earth from where it had come. Aadi glanced at the crowd and a sense of pride washed over him. Men with fine silk robes showed no prejudice as they stood next to ragged tunic peasants. Women who wore expensive jewelry around their necks and on their ears now held hands with skinny, dirt-caked beggar women. Many of them cried. Others simply stared at Aadi, starry-eyed. 
 
   That’s when it hit him. He himself had done this. Here, on the brink of Va’siel’s end, he had brought them hope. Hope that perhaps life did not have to end. 
 
   He cleared his throat. “People of Missea. I’m Aadi! As you’ve seen, I have the gift of earth. As such, I promise that I will do my absolute best to end the scorch. I will strive to bring back the farmlands that were once the staple of your fine city.” He raised his clenched fist. “No more hunger deaths!”
 
   The crowd burst into a chorus of screams and cheers. They moved through the gates and toward him, hoping to get a closer view of him. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Aadi called. He really did feel bad leaving them like this. But there were too many of them, and there was simply no way he could talk to all of them. “I have no time to talk right now.”
 
   “How about for someone who loves you?”
 
   Aadi’s world froze. Slowly, he turned to the sweet voice he had missed for so long. The confidence and bravado he had had during the fight dissolved as his eyes settled on her.
 
   She wore a short green skirt and blouse. Her dark hair ended a little under her neck. 
 
   “Hello, Aadi.” A slow tear moved down her tanned soft cheek. 
 
   The crowd seemed to realize that this was a private affair. They moved back, giving them ample space.
 
   He took a step forward, then another until he was standing before her. His heart thumped as he tentatively reached out to her. His shaky hands caressed her lower back as he pulled her in. 
 
   “I missed you so much, my love,” breathed Ishani in his ear. Her body trembled as she ran her hands through his hair. “Where were you all this time? Am I dreaming?”
 
   “It’s no dream.” Aadi took in her jasmine flower scent. Everything seemed so surreal. “Where I was doesn’t matter. I’m back. And I’m never going to leave you again.”
 
   She suddenly flared into sobs as she held him close. 
 
   With his fingers he wiped away her tears. He moved his hand around the back of her head and leaned her in. The crowd cheered as their lips met, sharing a long, slow kiss that seemed to slow down time. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
    
 
   Aadi found himself sitting in the palace dining hall. The entire situation seemed surreal. A few days ago he had been a prisoner in one of the most deadly prisons in Va’siel. Now he was the guest of honor at an official Missea council meeting. 
 
   “So what happened after that?” asked Empress Latiha as Aadi continued to tell his story. She sat one end of the table. Aadi sat at the other end. In between them sat a dozen nobles and council members. Most of them were elderly folk, but there were a few middle-aged people as well. “Is that when you unlocked earth wielding?”
 
   The entire table had grown quiet, hanging on Aadi’s every word. Ishani, who sat in the chair to his right, took his hand in hers and gave it a reassuring squeeze. That cleared his mind a bit.
 
   “Yes. It was after my time in the mines that I uncovered the secrets of earth wielding. I think it was always with me. I just needed a good push to awaken it.”
 
   “That’s great,” said an elderly man. The saggy skin of his cheeks dangled from side to side as he spoke. “This means that we will soon be able to enjoy fruits and vegetables like we did in the past. Our city will once again be the lead exporter in crops now that we have an earth wielder on our side.”
 
   Aadi grimaced. There was something about the old man’s tone he didn’t like. Perhaps it had something to do with his obvious fondness for wealth.
 
   “And more importantly, Mr. Kucchal,” said Latiha, “the people of Missea will no longer go hungry.”
 
   Mr. Kucchal nodded. Though Aadi could tell it was forced. “Yes, of course. The people of Missea will also get their food.” He stood. “I believe that is all for this meeting. I shall retire to my home. I must go over proper farmlands to cultivate.”
 
   “Perhaps that’s a matter you should discuss with Aadi. He is the earth wielder, after all.” Latiha smiled. “That is, if he wants to even speak to you. I don’t think he’ll be happy to hear that you haven’t signed my request to have Ishani sit in at the council meetings.”
 
   “Well….” The councilman gazed at the young empress. “I’ll admit that she has a capable grasp of economics, geography, history, tactics, and literature. Unfortunately, she simply isn’t high born. She comes from a slave family, am I correct?” He smirked to himself. “Besides, I don’t see why Missea’s hero would care what happens to a servant girl.”
 
   Ishani’s jaw clenched. Aadi could tell that it was taking all her willpower to remain quiet. An outburst would only further solidify his assumptions that she was a wild peasant girl. 
 
   Even though Aadi was angry, he didn’t show it. He slowly stood. “Actually, I do care if Ishani is being mistreated because of her roots.” 
 
   Councilman Kucchal face went pale when he noticed Aadi and Ishani holding hands. “O-oh. I…I was unaware that the hero of Missea was courting Lady Ishani. I…I…I.” He pulled the collar free from his neck. “Please, Empress, have the scroll sent to my estate. I shall approve your request at once.” He held his head down and quickly marched out of the chambers. The rest of the councilmen followed suit.
 
   “Pompous fool,” said Latiha, sitting back down in her cushioned chair.
 
   “You’re the empress now,” Aadi said. “Why do you need his permission to bring Ishani into the council meetings?”
 
   “It’s not really about permission. I was going to bring Ishani into the meetings whether he liked it or not. But this goes beyond that.” She pointed at a picture of her father, Emperor Tanul, which hung on the wall. “After my father died, Councilman Kucchal thought that he would be able to manipulate me. But I quickly showed him that I’m no one’s puppet. Now he’s been trying other ways to discredit me. He’s fully aware that Ishani is more than capable to be my council. But his refusal to sign the scroll was just a way to torment me. But now, thanks to you, I have asserted my control over this council.” She smiled. “I have a feeling he won’t be trying to find any more ways to undermine me now.”
 
   “Good to hear,” said Aadi.
 
   “But enough about me.” Latiha faced Aadi. She was so young that he still had a hard time believing she was empress. “Be truthful. Can you restore our lands?”
 
   “To a certain extent, yes.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “My new power has given me the ability to sense peoples’ and beings’ energies.” The empress listened with great interest. “The earth energy is being blocked. I would be able to return some of the fertility to the land, but not all of it. I must find the creature that is suppressing it and kill it.”
 
   The empress did not look entirely convinced. “A creature that can suppress all the energy from the planet is bound to be powerful.”
 
   “Yes,” Aadi said quietly. “But I have to try.”
 
   “How will you find it?” asked Ishani. 
 
   “My good friend, Zoen, is currently doing some research on that particular subject. He’ll figure something out soon.”
 
   “I have no doubt he will,” the empress replied. She looked over at Ishani. “I thought she was going to be alone for the rest of her life. Since your disappearance, she refused to court anyone.” She tapped Aadi’s shoulder. “I’ve never seen her more happy. I say you marry her as soon as possible.”
 
   “Latiha!” cried Ishani, her face growing red. She looked like she had just swallowed a dozen peppers. 
 
   Aadi too felt his face turn hot. But the more he thought about it, the more it made sense. She might have said it as a joke, but Latiha was right. He had already wasted enough time in prison. Why not make the best of what he had now?
 
   “We’ll see,” said Aadi. 
 
   The rest of the day passed in a blur of joy. Aadi wiped away all thoughts of the creature as he and Ishani toured the city. First, they stopped by a small stand that sold mana ramen. Apparently, the owner had found a way to heat the mana in a form that it would solidify in long strands. 
 
   “Isn’t it neat?” asked Ishani happily as she held up a strand. 
 
   Aadi, who has now stuffing a spoonful of broth into his mouth, looked up at her. “Yes.”
 
   The owner of the stand, a burly man, set a variety of different colored powdered bottles in front of Aadi. “Try some of my fine spices to add some flavor to the soup.” He pointed at a red glass bottle. “Some pepper, perhaps?”
 
   “What is this one?” asked Ishani, holding up a yellow bottle. 
 
   “Oh that is Methi. It’s very bitter, but delicious, if I may say.”
 
   Ishani powdered her soup with a pinch of every spice. 
 
   “How about you, sir?” asked the man.
 
   “Oh. No. I like the earthy taste of mana.” He took another mouthful, hoping the man would leave them alone for a bit. But on the contrary, to Aadi’s dismay, the man spoke to them through the entire meal.
 
   Once they left, a crowd of people followed them down the streets. Kids accompanied them, wanting to walk by their side. Noble and peasant ladies handed them flowers as they passed. Men cheered his name as he passed. Every vendor who saw them wanted to give them something for free. Ishani and Aadi insisted that there was no need. But the people were relentless, refusing to take no for an answer.
 
   “Are you okay?” asked Ishani, no doubt noticing his discomfort.
 
   Aadi set down the pile of things he’d received, which included two baskets full of flowers, dried meats, small porcelain dolls, and countless other small trinkets. “All this sudden fame is a bit…overwhelming. I mean, people are calling me sir. That has to be the strangest thing ever.”
 
   “You should get used to it. You deserve the respect you’re getting.” She put her arms around him. “Now c’mon. You need to rest.”
 
   She led him down the corridor and through two white double doors. The room they had walked into was medium-sized, but very elegant. There was a drawer at the end of the room with a large mirror in front of it. Perfume bottles, combs, and fine jewelry rested atop the drawer. At the right side of the room was a large, cushioned bed. The entire frame consisted of fine oak.
 
   Ishani lay on the brown sheets and motioned for him to join her, which caught him a bit by surprise. He had expected to sleep on the floor. In fact, he wasn’t sure he even could sleep in a bed anymore. It was hard to simply do away with years of habit.
 
   She tapped the spot on the bed beside her. “You don’t want to join me?”
 
   He forgot all about his doubts and climbed in. 
 
   Ishani reached out and blew out the candle.
 
   The room was enveloped in darkness as he ran his hands down Ishani’s soft waist. Breathing heavily, his lips found hers. She lay down as he continued to kiss her. 
 
   His heart beat loudly as he let her warmth consume him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
    
 
   Aadi woke up with a scream. He’d had a dream of a dark creature swallowing all of Va’siel, including Ishani, Zoen, and Latiha.
 
   “It was just a dream,” said Ishani softly. She leaned in, resting her head on his chest. “Everything is fine.”
 
   “Yes, of course.” His pulse went down a notch as he caressed her jasmine-scented hair. 
 
   A sudden loud knock put him back to attention.
 
   “Yes?” Ishani called.
 
   “Miss?” came a voice from the other side of the door. “The empress would like to know if you and Mr. Aadi can accompany her in the garden for breakfast.” 
 
   Aadi frowned at the use of “mister.”
 
   “Yes. We’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
   They got ready and went out to the back garden, which was much larger than he had expected. The grass was green with few patches of yellow. There were a few bushes scattered about, but not many. Aadi suspected it had something to do with the water shortage. 
 
   “How did you sleep?” asked the empress. She winked at Ishani, who simply smiled. “Well, I would gather.”
 
   “Y...yes.” She hugged her friend and took a seat beside her. Aadi took a seat as well.
 
   Behind the empress were a group of men. From their robes, Aadi gathered they were royal messengers. They all eyed him with great interest, which only served to make him feel more uncomfortable. At a wave of Latiha’s hand, the men moved forward at a hasty pace. Not once did their eyes leave Aadi.
 
   “Is this him?” asked one of the messengers. He wore a blue robe with golden lines running from top to bottom.
 
   A second man pushed the first aside. “Yes. I think that’s him. The Golden Wielder.”
 
   “Golden Wielder?” Aadi asked. This was too much. First it was sir, and now he was the Golden Wielder. 
 
   “Yes,” said another man. This one had dark eyes and a narrow face. Like the other men, he seemed out of breath. “We heard stories in my home of Suteckh about a man who could actually wield earth. The stories said that his body was fully encased in a golden armor!”
 
   “I heard that even his wielding was gold!” chimed in another of the messengers.
 
   “How could you possibly know that?” asked Aadi. “The events you’re describing took place yesterday morning.”
 
   “So it did happen,” said a tall messenger. He pulled a small paper from his robe and began to write. A whistle later, a hawk flew down and perched itself on his shoulder. He tied the paper to his feet and the hawk took to the air. “Just wait until my emperor hears about this. He’ll be thrilled. We haven’t had hope for a long time!”
 
   “I think the Golden Wielder will prefer to help us first,” said another man. This was one was far shorter, but much huskier. He wore green and brown robes. Aadi recognized them as the colors of Sandoria. “We are the sister earth city of Missea, after all.”
 
   “Wait a second!” yelled a man wearing red attire. “The people of Belwebb might be primarily fire wielders, but we are in need of crops as well. The Golden Wielder must aid us first.”
 
   Aadi looked over at Ishani. She gave him an I don’t know what’s going on look. 
 
   “Gentleman, calm down!” ordered Latiha. At once, the men went quiet, though many of them were eyeing each other with contempt. “Aadi will be the one to decide what to do.”
 
   “Then we should all present our case and have him decide.” The Sandorian messenger walked over to Aadi with a pompous stride. He took his hand and shook it vigorously, which only made Aadi feel more foolish. “Please, sir. Don’t listen to these other messengers from alien capital cities. Missea and Sandoria have always shared a great history as the only two earth capital cities in Va’siel. It is only fitting that you—”
 
   Aadi held up his hand. “Let me stop you right there.” He met the messenger’s gaze. Hopefully this way he would tell he was serious. “I will not be heading to Sandoria anytime soon.” The man’s jaw dropped. The rest of the messengers, however, smirked with satisfaction. “Or any other cities for that matter.” Now all the messengers looked at each other in confusion. “I will help everyone in Va’siel, not just one or two cities.”
 
   Aadi proceeded to tell them everything he knew about the creature. As he did, the messengers hastily scribbled away on their small scrolls of paper. No doubt they were jotting down notes to send back to their leaders.
 
   “So where is this creature?” asked the man from Belwebb.
 
   As if on cue, Zoen appeared off in the distance. He ran toward them, which was a strange sight. Zoen never ran, and now Aadi knew why. His poor friend’s hunch made him lean too much from one side, so as he ran, he wobbled from side to side. 
 
   “I think I got it!” cried Zoen. He set down a scroll and proceeded to tell a long and winding tale about how he had come to his conclusion. Aadi didn’t understand most of it, but he did understand the fact that his friend had narrowed down the location to the Kroazia Mountains.
 
   “Then I leave at once,” said Aadi.
 
   Ishani stood before him. “You mean we.”
 
   “You want to come too?” Aadi asked. “It’s going to be dangerous.”
 
   “Which is why I need to come with you.”
 
   He nodded in agreement. He wanted her to be safe, but he was not her boss. She was free to make her own choices as she saw fit, and she wanted to come. Who was he to stand in her way? Besides, it was going to be nice to have her around.
 
   “I’m coming too,” Zoen exclaimed. 
 
   Aadi blinked in surprise. His tone was shaky, but Aadi recognized the layer of determination in his voice. He welcomed his friend as well. He was not that scared kid he had known all those years ago. He had matured into a capable man. He was sure his companionship and knowledge would prove invaluable. 
 
   The young empress stood. “So it’s settled. When do you leave?”
 
   Aadi looked at his two companions. “Immediately.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
    
 
   The young trio marched at a determined pace. The heat of the two suns bore down on them without mercy. Nonetheless, they continued on over the barren lands without complaint. 
 
   “There they are,” said Aadi, pointing at the group of men who were waiting for him. 
 
   “I was beginning to think that you were never going to show,” said Arajakata with a smirk. “Some of the men were about to go looking for you.”
 
   “No need for that,” Aadi said. He introduced both groups of friends. A few of them seemed a bit apprehensive. Zoen and Linius immediately took a liking to each other. They went on long-winded conversations about ancient scrolls, prophets, and texts. Most of it Aadi didn’t understand, and he didn’t try to. He was much too pre-occupied trying to sense the creature’s energy. Now that he knew where to focus his search, he would get glimpses of its energy from time to time, but then it would dissipate before he could narrow it down. 
 
   The more they walked, the stronger the feeling became. After four days, the bursts of energy would come in strong waves. But every time it would leave, leaving him lost.
 
   “I think we should set up camp here,” said Aadi as night snuck up on them. It was a wide-open spot in the middle of the desert, which was perfect for what he needed to do.
 
   Arajakata nodded. “I agree.”
 
   Aadi brought his hands together, focusing his power. From the ground, four giant towers of earth rose. They arched at the top, creating a large dome above them. 
 
   “You’re getting better,” said Arajakata. His face was full of surprise. “The first shelters you created weren’t nearly as proportioned. These are plain, but they are sturdy, with no obvious flaws. They could almost pass as regular homes.
 
   “Practice makes perfect.” Aadi smiled as he took a seat beside Ishani. After a hard day of traveling, cuddling next to her was all he needed. She had a way of dissolving his problems.
 
   “Are you okay?” She caressed his hair. “You seem a bit tired.”
 
   “The energy readings have been getting stronger,” he admitted. “I think we’re getting dangerously close to the creature. But I’m fine as long as I’m with you.” He planted a kiss on her lips. He felt instantly rejuvenated. 
 
   “You never told me. How exactly did you meet Arajakata?” Her expression had become stern, something he didn’t like much. Ishani always seemed to be in a good mood. This was unlike her.
 
   “In the prison. I thought I already mentioned that.”
 
   “Yes, I know. But how much do you really know about him?”
 
   Aadi realized he had never given him much thought. Besides the fact that Arajakata was obviously well versed in wielding knowledge, he didn’t know much beyond that. But that wasn’t necessarily bad. He didn’t expect Arajakata to tell him everything about him. Why should he? He himself had kept most of his past to himself. 
 
   “I know very little of him,” he admitted. “But I trust him wholeheartedly. He risked his life to get me out of Kilead Keep. It’s no exaggeration to say that without him, I would never have been able to escape.”
 
   “But that’s because it’s you.”
 
   He looked at her, confused. “I don’t follow.”
 
   “You have a good heart. You’re kind and compassionate. You don’t hold grudges and don’t let the evil of the world hold you down.”
 
   Aadi was still confused. The way she was speaking, it almost made it seem like it was a bad thing to be kind.
 
   “What I mean to say,” she clarified, “is that you see the best in everyone. Maybe that’s why you have been blind to Arajakata. For example, he looks at you with contempt from time to time. And every time you display a new earth ability, a worried expression comes over him.”
 
   Aadi wasn’t convinced. “He’s just a bit shocked at how quickly my abilities have grown. He mentioned that I already have more power than any earth wielder he has ever read about. That has to be a bit shocking.”
 
   She nodded her head as she whispered in his ear. “No. I think it’s much more than that.” 
 
   Aadi thought about Ishani’s words as he stared at his friend, who was going around the makeshift home, happily handing out freshly-warmed mana cakes. Could it be that he was blinded to what was going on around him? Was his lens of seeing the world really interfering with his way of thinking? Or was Ishani simply being hasty in her judgment? She had lost a lot in her short life. Surely she would be prone to being wary of new people. 
 
   He was still deep in thought when a loud scream pierced the air.
 
   “What was that?” asked one of the men. 
 
   Zoen’s purple emblem color glowed brightly as he stood up. “I sense four people heading this way. One of them is filled with rage and hunger.”
 
   Aadi willed a hole to open in the earth wall. He walked out into the windy desert. The group followed behind him. 
 
   Seconds later, three figures skittered toward them. They were three malnourished children: one boy and two girls. They all appeared to be between the ages of five and seven. When the children’s eyes landed on Aadi and his group, they rushed toward them, yelling for aid at the top of their lungs.
 
   “Calm yourselves,” said Aadi. He held up his hands. “You’re safe here.” He quietly wondered what it was that could have spooked the kids so much. Surely it had to have been some kind of wild animal. 
 
   But Aadi’s words did not seem to provide any relief for the children. They tripped over themselves as they ran behind the crew of men. 
 
   “What is it?” asked Ishani, leaning over the young girl. 
 
   “It’s f-father,” the girl stuttered. She had a haunted look in her eyes. “He went mad. Mom didn’t see. She didn’t notice when he came behind h-her with the b-b-butcher knife.”
 
   A burly figure materialized out of the sandy wind. He was large and wore a white shirt that was now covered with splashes of crimson. He had a manic look in his eyes, almost as if he were being possessed. In his hand he carried a large knife, dripping with blood.
 
   “Come here, children. Time for you to visit mommy,” said the man in an indifferent voice. Aadi recognized the voice as that of a man who had lost hope. No doubt the scorch had taken a toll on his mind. 
 
   “We have to kill him!” yelled one of the men behind Aadi. “Get some weapons.”
 
   “Take the kids inside,” ordered Ishani. “They don’t have to see this.” But before he could do anything, Zoen took a step in front of him. He marched to the man with seemingly no worries. 
 
   “What are you doing,” asked Aadi, his heartbeat shallow.
 
   Zoen didn’t bother to turn. “Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing.” He raised his hand and whispered some words that Aadi did not understand. Instantly, the eyes of the lunatic man went droopy. He wobbled on his feet and collapsed to the ground. 
 
   Aadi’s tension released. “What in Va’siel did you do?”
 
   “Just some simple mind wielding.” He leaned down and rested his hands on the man’s forehead. “He’ll be out for a bit. I suggest we take him to the proper authorities to answer for his crimes.”
 
   “We can’t do that,” countered Arajakata. “We’re close to the creature. Why turn back now?”
 
   Zoen held his ground. Which, frankly, made Aadi proud. His friend was really full of surprises. “I wasn’t saying we all turn back. I will take escort the man to the port town we passed a few days ago. The children, obviously, will come with me.”
 
   Linius took a step toward Zoen. “I will go too.”
 
   “That’s fine,” agreed Aadi. “But take the rest of the men with you. The paths are dangerous. Littered with creatures and bandits.”
 
   Zoen’s voice was grateful. “Thank you.”
 
   The men headed back into the shelter of their temporary home. Aadi wielded an earth cage to hold the man, in case he woke up, though he had a feeling the man was going to be out for a few days.
 
   The shaken children seemed to take a liking to Arajakata, and he to them. He heated them each a mana cake. Afterward, he told them stories, no doubt in hopes of raising their crushed spirits. It didn’t seem to have much affect; the shaken children were obviously still in shock from the traumatic event they had witnessed. 
 
   “Want me to tell you something?” asked Arajakata grimly.
 
   The children remained quiet.
 
   “I lost my mother at a young age too. She was taken from me by a disease that ravaged the countryside.” Aadi listened intently. He knew the story wasn’t meant for him, but he couldn’t help but take an interest in the tale that seemed to mimic much of his life. “After that, I went through a phase where I wouldn’t talk to anyone, not even the rest of my family.” Arajakata looked down at the ground somberly. “But one day, I realized that in her love for me, my mother wouldn’t have wanted me to live in sadness. So, as a way to honor her, I live my life as she would have wanted me to. I help those in need when I can. Sometimes with food, and when I have no food a smile suffices.” He smiled widely. 
 
   Aadi sighed, feeling genuinely touched by Arajakata’s speech. At his side, Ishani seemed to be feeling the same emotions. 
 
   “I may have overreacted a bit earlier,” she whispered in his ear. “Arajakata is a really nice guy.”
 
   The children finally looked up at Arajakata.
 
   “Do you really think I can make my mom proud?” asked the eldest boy.
 
   Arajakata patted his back. “If a screw-up like me can. I’m sure you can too.”
 
   The boy and his siblings cuddled next to Arajakata. A few minutes later, their soft snores filled the quiet room.
 
   Aadi glanced around him.
 
   Zoen and Linius sat in a corner, discussing different abilities of mind wielding. Despite their physical weaknesses, they had both displayed a level of courage that inspired him.
 
   Then there was Arajakata. The man had experienced much tribulation and pain. But like himself, he hadn’t allowed that to change him into a monster.
 
   He smiled. He had chosen his friends well.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
    
 
   Aadi waved goodbye to the large group as they headed back. The thought of not being beside Zoen and Linius to protect them made him a bit uneasy. 
 
   “They’ll be fine,” said Ishani. She took his hands into hers. “You’ll see.”
 
   “She’s right,” added Arajakata sternly. “Your friends are strong.”
 
   “Yes.” Aadi turned to the large mountain range before them. Dark clouds circled overhead. “We have our own mission to complete. Today is the fateful day we encounter the creature.” His body trembled as he sensed the monster in close proximity. “I can feel it.”
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The trio moved for a few hours before arriving at a large cave entrance. 
 
   “Oh no,” said Aadi as he took a look inside the dark opening. “I’ve had more than enough caves and tunnels to last me a lifetime. I can’t believe I’m going to have to go into another one.”
 
   “It’s only temporary,” said Arajakata encouragingly. “We’ll be in and out in no time.”
 
   Aadi ran his hands through his hair. He was feeling a bit restless and despite the mana rations he’d had, his stomach growled with hunger. “This creature has been said to have destroyed the most powerful warriors in the universe.”
 
   Arajakata shrugged, not looking the slightest worried. “I doubt any of those warriors could have matched your natural abilities. Or that control you have over the golden earth.”
 
   “Besides,” added Ishani. “You have me to back you up. We’ll be fine.”
 
   Feeling a bit more relaxed, he took a step into the cave. It was much too dark to see. Luckily, Arajakata lit a torch that provided a rough path to follow.
 
   Unlike the cavern where he had spent his imprisonment, this one was very narrow. Dripping water traced the moist walls. 
 
   As he walked down the length of the tunnel, he wondered why the creature had settled here of all places. Was there a reason? Or had it just picked this sanctuary randomly?
 
   Arajakata came to a halt and said, “We have a little problem.” He pointed in front of them.
 
   Aadi saw it too. The tunnel split into two different paths. They both looked eerily similar: dark with quiet drips of water falling onto the ground. If I can’t see a difference, then I’ll sense it. He closed his eyes and searched for the creature’s energy that was now, unfortunately, becoming familiar. Strangely, however, it was becoming hard to read, almost as if it were being obscured by something, or someone.
 
   “I think I sense a glint of energy that way,” he said, pointing at the left path. “Ishani and I will go that way.” He turned to his friend. “Arajakata, you search the right path. If you find anything, come back for us. There is no way you’ll be able to take on the creature on your own.”
 
   Arajakata lit a torch and handed it to Ishani. “Will do. Please be careful.”
 
   Aadi patted Arajakata’s back. “You too.” As his friend disappeared down the shadowy path, he felt a sense of apprehension. If something happened to Arajakata, he would never forgive himself.
 
   “Let’s go,” Ishani said. She took hold of the torch and moved down the tunnel. It wound and turned, leading them deeper and deeper inside. Their footsteps grew louder as the soft earth under their feet became hardened rock. Just when it seemed that they were never going to find anything, a large door came into view. It was pitch dark, with no sign of a handle anywhere. As they approached it, it opened on its own. It was almost as if they were being invited in.
 
   “I suppose we better not keep whoever is in there waiting,” Aadi said, calmly. “Stay behind me. I will handle whatever we run into.”
 
   “Yes.” Ishani spoke bravely, but Aadi could hear her breathing growing louder as she moved behind him. 
 
   The room, if the vast opening could be called that, was not what Aadi had expected. He had thought he was going to find a diabolical creature awaiting him. However, besides the musky air and barren ground and ceiling, there was nothing that stood out. However, he did find it suspicious that hundreds of torches had been placed around the circular walls. Someone had obviously been here.
 
   That’s when it happened, causing him to reel back a few steps. At first it began as nothing more than a glimmer of stardust floating in the air. But the specks soon condensed into a bulk of silver colors. 
 
   “What’s going on?” asked Ishani. 
 
   Aadi sensed a surge of energy before him. Surely, this had to be what they were looking for. “I think this is it.” He bit his lip in anticipation.
 
   The once shapeless bulk took the form of a giant creature. It resembled a mythological centaur: four strong legs, a large body, and a shaggy tail on its back. But that’s where the resemblance ended. This monstrosity was gigantic, easily the length of eight horses. It had two gray horns on its long head. Sharp fangs flashed in its hungry mouth. Its massive body was fully covered with heaps of untamed hair.
 
   Snapping out of his trance, Aadi wielded a golden lance in his hands. The long range of the weapon would prove ideal at staying away from the creature. 
 
   The monster turned its body, sweeping its long tail through the air. Aadi ducked, barely missing the attack.
 
   “Watch out!” yelled Ishani. “Its tail is full of spikes.”
 
   Aadi nodded. He dashed forward.
 
   The creature opened its mouth and shot dozens of rock spheres. Without stopping, Aadi waved the balls away. The centaur, apparently, wasn’t one to give up easily. It stood on its two hind legs. From its chest, a bright light burst toward him. Aadi put up his hands, but the power sent him flying back through the air. 
 
   His head cracked loudly on the wall as it slammed into it. Dust rained down on him.
 
   Ishani ran behind the pre-occupied creature. It almost seemed like she would be able to land an attack on the back of its head. Aadi cringed in dread as the monster lifted up its back legs and kicked. It was only Ishani’s incredible speed that allowed her to tilt her head back, causing the attack to miss by inches.
 
   Still on the attack, she flipped on the centaur’s back. She opened her palm and struck behind its neck. The centaur brought up its tail to flick Ishani off, but she had already front-flipped to the cavern ground.
 
   The creature’s legs suddenly went weak. It wobbled from side to side. It was a strange sight. It almost appeared to be drunk. 
 
   “Now!” Ishani cried. “I got its nerve. You have a few seconds.”
 
   Aadi collected himself and took off with tremendous speed. Even in its daze, the creature’s eyes shot beams of light at him. But the attacks were erratic with no sense of proper aim. 
 
   Ducking under a ray of light that flew over his head, he ran the spear forward. Inches from driving it into its head, Aadi stopped. He took a few tentative steps back, confused at what was before him.
 
   “Aadi!” Ishani shook him. “What are you doing? Kill it!”
 
   But instead of attacking, he let his weapon fall. It clattered loudly on the rocky ground. He took a few steps forward. His hands were up in the air. 
 
   “My name is Aadi,” he said. As she spoke he gazed at the eyes of the creature. It only reinforced what he’d seen earlier. There was no hate or cruelty in those eyes. What he saw was a mixture of pain, subjugation, and kindness.
 
   “Aadi!” Ishani pulled him back. “It will kill you.”
 
   Aadi was confused about many things, but this wasn’t one of them. He knew now what was going on, and what he had to do. His body warmed as he released warm dust from within. It was something that normal earth wielders should not be able to do, he knew that much. He, however, was not normal. “Cleanse!” The golden dust encircled the centaur. It then drove into its body.
 
   Instantly, the creature stood straight. It stared deeply into Aadi’s eyes. “Thank you for releasing me. I am Ghora.” He bowed his head. “I never thought I would meet one that would break me free of that curse.”
 
   “It talks!” Ishani staggered back. “What in Va’siel is going on?”
 
   Now that Aadi had used the golden dust on Ghora, he could sense everything that the poor creature had gone through. He felt the years of pain it had endured as a slave. He sensed the remorse that coursed through him at being an integral part in the destruction of countless planets.
 
   Ghora turned to Ishani. “I’m the last of an ancient race of beings. We were many once. The planet of Altira was our home.” His lips twisted in agony. “Until the day he came upon us.”
 
   “He?” asked Ishani. It was clear by the uncertainty in her voice that she was still trying to catch up.
 
   “Yes. I do not know his title. But what I do know is that he came seeking the unique gift that few of our kind have. He killed everyone until he found it.” His head dipped in sadness. “Me.”
 
   “What is it that you have that he would kill an entire race for?”
 
   “I was born with the power of the ancients. It is a power that allows me to take away the energy from the planet itself. In Altira, the air is naturally toxic. But with my ability I was able to suppress the toxic fumes of the planet, allowing my kind to live in safety.” Sadness dripped from his thick voice. “But he put a spell over me, took me from my home, and enslaved me. He has taken me from planet to planet. My power that gave so much life became a weapon of death.”
 
   Ishani clutched her chest with one hand. With the other she patted Ghora’s mane. “That’s terrible.”
 
   “Every planet we went to, I would unwillingly suppress its energy, which in turn would make put the planet on a slow path to death. The best warriors of each planet would eventually find me, but they failed to stop me every time.”
 
   “How?” Aadi interjected. “Excuse me for saying this, but you weren’t as powerful as I was led to believe you were. How was it that no one else could defeat you?”
 
   Ghora didn’t seem to take any offense. “Don’t you see? Whenever I am killed, my body instantly releases all the energy I had stored into the planet. But it’s too much, too fast. By killing me, the warriors were in essence killing themselves. I will simply be re-formed back to what I was, destined to continue this life as a prisoner.”
 
   Aadi nodded, finally understanding. “So this being who was controlling you has you suppress the power of a planet. Then waits for a warrior to come along and kill you?”
 
   “Yes.” Ghora looked between Aadi and Ishani, his eyes full of guilt. “Even if I’m killed, I am never defeated.”
 
   Aadi gritted his teeth in anger. He wasn’t one to give in to rage, but he also wasn’t one to allow injustice to go unchecked. This being, whoever he was, had been responsible for the deaths of millions, maybe even billions of people! This all ends today. Fueled by his desire to prevent future genocides, he reached out with his power. This being had to be close, of that he was certain.
 
   “What are you doing?” asked a fearful Ghora. “Run. Do not search for him. His power is something unlike your planet has ever known. It is not to be meddled with.”
 
   “No,” said Aadi, still poking at his surroundings with his energy. “I will teach this intruder that Va’siel is the planet that he should have never meddled with.” As he finished talking, he felt it. A power much more cruel and wicked than any he had felt before. For a second he thought it might be a dark wielder. Dark wielders were the cruelest beings in Va’siel, after all. But this power felt different, almost alien.
 
   “Looking for me?” sneered a low voice. Even though it was but a whisper, there was undeniable confidence in the voice.
 
   A sudden cold shiver ran through his body as he laid eyes on the source of the voice. “I…I know you…” 
 
   “Long time no see, boy.”


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 20 
 
    
 
    
 
   Aadi’s chest felt heavy as he stared at the man who had come to his village years ago. The same man who controlled the beasts that killed his sister. He wore a dark, hooded cloak and robe. Silver skulls curled around his waist like some kind of demonic belt. His face was definitely not human. It was unnaturally long. Six red eyes, stacked in dual rows of three, stared back at him. In his hand he carried a long skeletal staff.
 
   “Who are you?” demanded Aadi coldly. As he spoke he continued to read the newcomers energy, but despite his powers, he couldn’t pinpoint his origin. “Your power is similar to a dark wielder’s, but I sense some differences.” 
 
   The strange man bowed as he clapped mockingly. “Good job, Aadi. Or should I say Golden Wielder?” He cackled menacingly. “In all the planets I’ve been to, every warrior simply jumps in, attacking mindlessly. In their eagerness to save their world, they engineer its own destruction.” He pointed a long finger at Aadi. “But you. You actually stopped yourself. I suppose congratulations are in order.”
 
   “I didn’t ask for your praise,” Aadi said. His chest was still recovering from the unexpected surprise. “I said who are you? What do you want?”
 
   “My name is Boltrick, if you must know. And you’re quite correct to say my power is different. You see?” He took a step forward. “I’m a necromancer.”
 
   Necromancer? Aadi had never heard that title before. But that didn’t surprise him. From everything he’d heard, it was clear Boltrick was not from Va’siel. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” asked Ishani, a second before Aadi could voice the same question.
 
   “Isn’t it obvious? I am here to destroy your little planet.”
 
   Ishani gritted her teeth. “Why? What did we ever do to you?”
 
   Boltrick went off in a series of high-pitched cackles. “Why absolutely nothing, my dear.” He waved his hands in grandiose fashion. “I once ruled a planet, much like this one. I was unchallenged and feared by all. Until he arrived and stopped me. He thought he’d killed me, but I escaped.”
 
   For the first time since he’d arrived, Boltrick’s speech was not gleeful. He obviously still held rancor toward the mysterious warrior who had defeated him. Which made Aadi glad. It showed him that Boltrick wasn’t as in control as he thought he was. 
 
   “But no matter,” continued Boltrick. “With every planet I destroy, my power grows. I am now a match for even him.” 
 
   “You killed my sister for power?” asked Aadi, his stomach turning into knots. He felt waves of anger reeling inside of him. He breathed deeply, trying to suppress it. Giving into his rage wouldn’t change the past. He needed to retain control. 
 
   “No,” said Boltrick indifferently. “As you might have noticed, sucking up the energy of a planet can take quite a few years. At times, when I’m bored, I go out and kill people for fun. It helps pass the time.”
 
   He killed my sister for fun? 
 
   At his side Ishani balled her pale white fists. 
 
   There was nothing left to say. It was obvious that this psychopath needed to be stopped. Aadi marched straight for his enemy, determined to end what he’d started.
 
   “I don’t think so!” yelled Boltrick. He pointed his staff forward.
 
   Aadi felt something tug at his mind. It was a strange tingling sensation that tried to overtake him. He met Boltrick’s eyes. You won’t be controlling me, monster. At his side, Ishani was shaking her head. Even though she appeared pale, her eyes remained focused.
 
   The necromancer took a surprised step back. “Well, well. It appears you two are more strong-willed than I thought.” He turned to Ghora. “Too bad he ‘s not.” Boltrick pointed his staff at the centaur. Immediately, the creature’s kind eyes turned vacant. “Kill them, Ghora.”
 
   Dharati I need you. No sooner had Aadi called for his companion than the cave shook. A tower of rocks rose from the ground as the giant worm protruded with a thunderous roar. She looked over at her master, and Aadi knew she was awaiting his orders. “Keep Ghora back, but do not kill him.”
 
   Dharati nodded knowingly. She recoiled back and then shot forward with staggering speed. Her large body rammed into the centaur, sending him staggering back. The creature was strong, though. It turned its body and kicked Dharati with its hind legs. This only seemed to enrage the worm. She lashed out with her tail, trying to wrap the centaur in her grasp.
 
   “Good luck, girl,” said Aadi, prying his eyes away from the skirmish. He was concerned for Dharati, but he needed to concentrate on his own affair. Besides, he had confidence in her.
 
   “What is he doing?” asked Ishani. Her eyes were glued to Boltrick.
 
   “A gift for you, my dear,” jeered the necromancer. His staff spun in place. As it did, a black ash materialized out of thin air, forming into a shapeless gunk. In seconds, it took a long form. Two bony legs solidified out of the dark ash as well as a body and a long skull that was webbed with small fractures. 
 
   Boltrick twisted his head to the side. “Don’t be rude, my dear. Say hello to Kankala. He is my most powerful minion. I summoned him straight from the planes of solitude to play with you. You should be honored.”
 
   Ishani’s expression was blank, impossible to read. She took a defensive stance as the dark-gray skeletal warrior crept toward her at a steady pace. It moved in strange, jerky movements, as if being controlled by an invisible puppet master. The hollowed pits of Kankala turned a deep red. His bony body cracked loudly as it burst forward. Aadi looked on nervously as Ishani brought up her hands, blocking the first of the attacks. The warrior hissed as it threw all it had at his opponent. Unfazed, Ishani met each of the lightning-quick attacks head on, blocking and counteracting in a dance of death.
 
   “Impressive,” admitted Boltrick, surprise registered in his voice. “But no one who’s dueled Kankala has survived to tell the tale, and neither will she.” Suddenly the necromancer’s energy disappeared. His body, too, was gone. Only a dark, ashy mist remained where he’d once stood. 
 
   Aadi glanced around the cavern, searching for his foe. An unexpected burst of energy came behind him. He turned just as a cloud of red and black ash puffed before him. Out of it, appeared Boltrick. Aadi barely had time to react as he crouched under the attack. Boltrick flew clear over him. But just as Aadi sighed with relief, Boltrick took hold of his tunic. The necromancer landed with a loud stomp. Still clutching Aadi, he flipped him over and tossed him as if he weighed nothing. 
 
   Aadi rolled through the rocky surface. When he finally stopped, his ribs and stomach were bursting with pain. I’m going to need some protection. He held his hands open. Instantly, a glittering mist surrounded him, encasing him in the golden armor he had used in his previous battle. A large sword, with a hilt made of pure gold appeared before him.
 
   “Weapons, is it?” Boltrick asked, spinning his arms vigorously. Two swords that seemed to be made of pure bone appeared on his hands. 
 
   Aadi swallowed hard as he and his opponent circled each other. Off in the distance, he made out the thunderous sounds of Ghora and Dharati’s skirmish. In the corner of his eye, Ishani and Kankala were still evenly locked in their duel. Concentrate! He shook his head and returned his attention to his opponent. They had their battle, and he had his.
 
   Their swords met. Boltrick spun under Aadi’s massive weapon. The necromancer wielded his weapons with extreme precision, every counter attack directly on point. 
 
   The swords came forward as one. Aadi parried at the last second. Boltrick staggered back. The wielder drove forward, leading with his elbow. He rammed into his opponent. Now it was Boltrick’s turn to roll across the ground.
 
   Boltrick was still spinning uncontrollably when he disappeared into a puff of smoke.
 
   Not again! He searched his surroundings, looking for any disruption of the flow of energy. Nothing. Fine, then. I can play that game, too. “Sands of dune!” A cloud of dust rose from below. It spun around him, obscuring any visibility. He encased a block of earth around himself. With a stomp of his foot, the square of earth that contained him dug back into the ground. As he moved, he formed an exact clone of himself. When the dust settled, he was underground, while his copy remained above.
 
   Using his ability to read energies, he saw everything that was transpiring above. 
 
   It wasn’t too long until the same wicked energy appeared out of thin air. It drove its swords into the earth clone. There was a sense of apprehension as Boltrick seemed to realize that he had made a mistake. 
 
   But it was too late. The clone’s legs twisted unnaturally around Boltrick, forcing him to remain in place. Volcanic rock! Aadi gave all his energy, changing the very essence of the rocks. Even from afar, he felt the sudden burst in heat.
 
   “Arghhhhhh!” cried Boltrick. From his hands he released a blob of dark and gray matter. It pushed against the clone. There was a loud explosion as the combination of strange elements intermingled with one another. Boltrick was sent crashing into the wall. His body slumped down.
 
   It’s over. Aadi pushed himself up. He came out of the ground, just in time to see his foe staggering to his feet. His mouth went dry. This seemed impossible. How had this man survived such an explosion at point-blank range? There was simply no way.
 
   Boltrick staggered forward, hissing under his breath. His robe was now tattered in a thousand places. Two of his left eyes were completely shut, and burn marks covered parts of his face. 
 
   “Reeeeeek!” Aadi turned toward the loud screech. A heaviness lifted off his chest as Ishani delivered one last punch to Kankala’s chest. The tremendous blow caused the creature’s entire midsection to collapse into itself. It looked down, as if unable to believe what had just happened. Then it evaporated into nothingness, a dying scream the only sign that it had ever been there. 
 
   “Stay back,” ordered Aadi warily, after Ishani moved toward him. “This fight is too high level for you.” For a second, Aadi thought she wasn’t going to listen to him. He could see it in her eyes that she wanted nothing more than to rush in and aid him. But, respecting his wish, she stayed back. 
 
   “How dare you?” Boltrick said, and Aadi knew by his tone that Boltrick was incensed with rage. “I am an all-powerful being. Who do you think you are?”
 
   “A simple man who will fight if he has to.”
 
   Boltrick made a sound as if he were spitting, though no liquid came out. “Well, I am a man who rules with fear and power!” He reached for his half-destroyed robe and pulled it away, tossing it to the ground.
 
   What is that? A shocked Aadi thought. Boltrick’s entire body consisted of hard, silver bone. There was no human skin or hair to be seen. Dark lines zigzagged across his chest, legs, and arms. 
 
   The necromancer’s head jerked wildly as an ashy smoke protruded out of the holes at the center of his face. The smoke drifted quickly forward.
 
   Aadi shifted to a defensive position. The smoke flowed all around him, limiting his visibility. He shook his head, smiling to himself as he felt the attack attempting to breach his defenses. Obviously, his opponent didn’t know that his armor protected him against any aerial attacks. He also had no need for physical visibility. His ability to read energies meant he was never blind. 
 
   Sure enough, Boltrick moved in with a sword attack. Aadi stood in place, feigning being paralyzed by the smoke. At the last possible second, he moved to the side. Boltrick shot past him. Aadi threw a punch; at the same time he ordered a block of rock into Boltrick’s chest. 
 
   Both attacks landed, though the result was not what Aadi had expected. 
 
   The necromancer remained in one piece, his eyes burning with vengeance. “I will not be stopped by you. You hear me? Never!” His voice was erratic now as he stuttered his manic words. “I will kill you and get my revenge against Xe—”
 
   Aadi held up his hands calmly. “Don’t bother informing me who you have a death wish against. It is of no importance to me.”
 
   “Why you insolent—”
 
   “I wasn’t done speaking.” For a moment Aadi did not move, as he let Boltrick take in the seriousness of his words. “Surrender now and I will let you live as a prisoner.”
 
   “The great Boltrick is no one’s prisoner!” He brought his swords over his head and rushed at Aadi.
 
   I’ll take that as a no. He knew that with a regular sword, there was no way he could cut into Boltrick’s hardened bone. But he had a plan for that. He wielded his earth energy into his sword, infusing it to make it one hundred times more powerful than any regular weapon. 
 
   Boltrick brought his weapons down. Aadi didn’t bother to parry. His sword arched from the ground to the top, leaving a magnificent golden wave behind it. 
 
   Aadi felt a slight tug, and then nothing, as the weapon easily ripped through Boltrick. His body crashed to the ground, clanking as it fell. 
 
   Breathing heavily, he dissolved his armor and looked down at the man who had caused so much grief in Va’siel. The necromancer now lay in two different parts. Half of his chest and legs to one side and the other side crumpled in a mangled heap. A twisted expression of shock and agony remained on his face, a constant reminder of the pain he’d endured in his last seconds alive. 
 
   Suddenly, he felt someone embrace him from his side. It was Ishani. She ran her hands though his hair as she planted kiss after kiss on his face. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I was so scared.”
 
   “You were scared?” said Aadi, finally feeling fully relieved. He had actually done it. “I was terrified for you.”
 
   Their lips met as they shared one long kiss. Off in the distance, the rumble of the creature’s battle died out. They broke apart and headed toward the giants. 
 
   “Well done, Dharati,” said Aadi as his worm snaked her way behind him. He ran his hand over her rocky skin. “Are you hurt?” A stern shake from his companion was all the answer he needed. She was tired, but unharmed. “Go rest now, girl. I’ll be sure to visit you soon with some food.” Dharati screeched excitedly and dug her hole into the ground. Seconds later, she was already miles away, no doubt heading toward a resting place.
 
   “What’s going on, Ghora?” asked Aadi. At first he hadn’t noticed it. But now that things had calmed down a bit, he sensed a void in the air. Even though Boltrick was no more, the elements had still not fully returned to Va’siel.
 
   Ghora’s gazed at Aadi with sad eyes. “Don’t you see, Golden Wielder? All twelve elements reside in me now.”
 
   “How?” asked Aadi confused. “You had only fully taken earth?”
 
   “Exactly. Earth I had fully taken, by as soon as I landed on Va’siel, I began an irreversible process of taking all the energies. Fire and water are almost fully taken. The rest of the elements I only contain fragments of, but soon enough I will have them all.” The centaur stared down at the ground in obvious shame. “Killing me is the only way to stop it.”
 
   “But you said that killing you will release all the elements too quickly and destroy the planet itself,” mumbled Ishani. Fear was registered on her face. “Are you saying that there is no way out of this?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Ghora said. His voice was low. “I’m tired of living, I want nothing else than to die in peace. But I never intended to bring such pain to you.”
 
   “We can’t give up yet,” said Aadi, though he himself was having a hard time coming up with any ideas. 
 
   The cave grew quiet. Aadi ran every possible scenario in his head. The minutes trickled by, but nothing came to mind, though, he refused to simply give up. There had to be something he could do to save his planet. There was no way he was going to come this far to simply let all the energy from his planet dissipate. 
 
   “Energy!” cried Aadi, excitedly. His heart pumped with nervousness. “I got it!”
 
   “What is it?” asked Ishani. 
 
   “I have a way of reading and controlling large amounts of energy, which means I can transfer that power out of you, Ghora. I can hold it. The energy will slowly return through Va’siel through me until the day I take my last breath. This way it will not be all at once. It is the only way.”
 
   Ghora did not appear as excited. “I can read energies as well,” he said without much vigor. “And though I’ve never met a being with your levels of power, not even you can contain this amount of raw power.”
 
   Aadi frowned, knowing that Ghora was right. But he wasn’t about to give up. “I will create a stone that will hold your power in place here. And when a person is born who has enough capability to control all the powers, it will transfer to them at birth.”
 
   Ghora did not look too convinced. “Whoever inherits the powers of all twelve elements will have to have an extremely large pool of energy. It’s highly unlikely that such a being will ever be born. If that never happens, then after years the stone you create will dissolve, and your planet will be destroyed.”
 
   Aadi knew the risks, but he also knew he no longer had a choice. “It is the only way.”
 
   For the first time, Ghora seemed to smile. “Seeing as this is your planet, it is only fitting that you, and not I, make the choices for it. Please. Bring peace to my tired life.”
 
   Aadi offered him a smile of gratitude. He extended his hand and created a stone, ready to engulf all the energy at once. With his other hand, he drove his sword into Ghora’s chest.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   The songs of birds filled the air as Aadi waited nervously atop the palace stairs. Off in the distance, he admired the green leaves on the trees as the wind blew their branches from side to side. Lush jade grass and lively bushes decorated the garden. 
 
   Even now, three months after those fateful events, he couldn’t get over how quickly Va’siel had returned to normal. The land was fertile again and food was plentiful. Though, he’d be lying if he didn’t admit that he’d rather have a bowl of mana over any other food.
 
   “Please stand for the bride!” ordered Latiha. At once, hundreds of people in the crowd below stood at attention. They gasped with admiration as a beautiful woman, donning a long white dress made her way down a long, golden colored carpet. 
 
   Aadi’s throat went dry as he stared at Ishani. He still couldn’t believe such a beautiful and kind woman wanted to spend the rest of her life with him. 
 
   She reached the top of the steps. 
 
   Aadi leaned into her ear. “You look beautiful, my love.” His voice was a bit shaky. No matter how much he tried, he simply couldn’t get rid of the jitters. 
 
   “You look very handsome yourself.” She took his hand. 
 
   They both turned to Latiha, eagerly waiting to say their vows. 
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   A hard pat landed on his back. “Congratulations.”
 
   He turned to find his friends Linius and Zoen staring back at him, large grins plastered on their faces. 
 
   “Thanks.” He gave them both a hard hug. Around them hundreds of people drank and ate in loud celebration. Kids ran, chasing each other. Men and woman danced to the sound of lively flutes. 
 
   “So, what will you do now that you’re tied down forever?” Zoen laughed. 
 
   Aadi stared over at his wife, who was lost in laughter as she danced with the empress. “If being with her is all I ever accomplish, I’ll die a happy man.” His heart skipped a beat.
 
   “I’m so glad you found happiness.” Linius patted his back again.
 
   “How about you two?” asked Aadi. “Surely you have a lot in your mind.”
 
   Zoen grinned. “Actually, I’m thinking about heading over to Ladria. I am a mind wielder, and they are the mind capital city, after all. They have a mercenary academy called Rohad, and I’m planning on joining it.” He motioned toward Linius. “Linius here is going to stay here as the new Master Record Keeper of Missea.”
 
   Though Aadi was sad to hear about his friend’s departure, he was also glad. Zoen needed to make his own life. As a mind wielder, he was certain he would go far in Rohad. “I’m glad for you, Zoen.” He faced his other friend. “You too, Linius.”
 
   “Don’t say bye to me just yet.” Zoen took three glasses of wine from a passing servant. He kept a glass and handed one to each of his friends. “I’m still going to stick around for a few years. There’s much work to do to return the library to the standards Frode would have wanted.” He held his glass up in the air. “For now, let us simply celebrate life.”
 
   “To life!” said Aadi as he took a sip of the strawberry wine. It left a sweet, tangy taste on his lips. As he lowered the glass, he caught sight of Arajakata headed his way. “Can you excuse me for a bit?”
 
   Zoen bowed slightly. “Surely.” 
 
   Aadi walked over to Arajakata, who did not appear to be taking part in the celebration. If anything, he looked a bit more pale than usual. His lips, too, were dry and cracked. 
 
   “Are you okay?” asked Aadi, concerned for his friend.
 
   Arajakata waved his arms. “Me? I’m fine. I think it’s just that I’m a little homesick and need to head back to my land of birth.”
 
   “Home?” Aadi realized that he had no idea as to where Arajakata called home. He didn’t ask, though. If his friend didn’t offer the information willingly, then it must have been for a reason.
 
   “Yes. I think I won’t be seeing these lands for quite a while.” He extended his hand. “Thank you, for everything.”
 
   “Thank me?” Aadi asked. “You’re the one who taught me what I could be. Without you, I would still be a prisoner at Kilead Keep.”
 
   “Trust me.” Arajakata grinned widely. “By returning the power of earth, you did more for me than you could ever have imagined.” 
 
   Aadi studied Arajakata with suspicion. There was something about his smile, something about the way he spoke that Aadi didn’t like. For the most fleeting of moments he sensed a power within him, a power that he’d not heard about in a long time.
 
   Trying to mask his suspicion, he smiled. “Well. Make sure you visit from time to time.”
 
   Arajakata nodded. “I will.” With those last words, he turned and walked away, disappearing into the crowd of people. As Aadi saw him go, he decided that perhaps Ishani had been right. Perhaps he was going to need to look into Arajakata’s past and see what he’d find.
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Aadi’s eyes snapped open. Beside him Ishani slept quietly, her warm breath caressing his chest. It was their wedding night and, after all the celebration, no doubt she was exhausted.
 
   He gave her a soft kiss and tiptoed out of the bed, careful not to wake her. Slowly, he walked out of the large room and onto the balcony that was attached to it. A fresh breeze blew past his shirtless chest, but he didn’t mind. He rather enjoyed the fresh air.
 
   He gazed up at the stars, thinking of the future.
 
   Ghora had said that perhaps a person who could control all the powers would never be born. But that was pessimistic thinking, and Aadi was an optimist. It was that attitude that had gotten him through his turbulent life, and he wasn’t going to abandon that way of thinking now. He wanted, no, he needed to believe that such a person would be born. 
 
   The energy stone had enough endurance to go on for one hundred and thirty years.
 
   Sometime in the future: one, ten, thirty, fifty, one-hundred years from now, a savior who would master all the powers as one would be born. He only wished he’d be alive to experience such an event, to experience the power of the one true—Element Wielder. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue 
 
    
 
   The chaos wielder, Shal-Volcseck, was quiet as he entered the empty cabin that rested atop the mountain. It was so deep in the frozen planes that he doubted anyone would ever find it; nonetheless, he kept his belongings hidden.
 
   He kicked the only furniture in the cabin, a half broken chair, aside and stomped his foot on the old wood. The panels of termite-ridden wood shattered into a dozen pieces below his heavy boot.
 
   He reached in and took out the heavy box. The thin lid was tossed aside, revealing a dark emblem with deep red cracks spread throughout. With a satisfied grin, he took out the chaos emblem. The polished stone felt smooth in his hands. He snapped the chaos emblem on his glove. Instantly, life breathed back into his chest. His pale skin returned to a healthy pink. His muscles surged with energy.
 
   He gazed down at the emblems he’d collected thus far. There was one for each of the basic elements, except for the brown earth emblem.
 
   He had been a fool to not take an earth emblem when they were plentiful. He hadn’t anticipated the scorch that would befall Va’siel. He had to take drastic measures to make sure earth energy returned back to the planet. It wasn’t easy leaving his emblem behind. Pretending to be Arajakata, a powerless buffoon, proved even harder. More than once his true identity had come close to being compromised, especially when that woman, Ishani began to suspect him. He was lucky the farmer was close enough for him to possess, and therefore divert suspicion from himself.
 
    He took a calming breath. That was no longer of importance. All that mattered was that the earth energy he’d felt coming from Kilead Keep all those years ago proved to be correct. Aadi had been the key to everything. True, unlike normal wielders, the Golden Wielder did not carry an emblem. No, he carried his energy within him. It was an ability that was rarely seen, and one of the few things that even he had no answer for.
 
   Of course, it proved to be for the best. In the ten thousand years he’d been alive, no one had ever come close to matching his power. Armies had fallen to his abilities. But Aadi…. He hadn’t expected that the young earth wielder would become as powerful as he did in such a short amount of time. As much as he hated to admit it, a duel with the Golden Wielder had the potential of ending with himself as the vanquished one.
 
   He sneered at the thought. He would have thought that if anyone could ever prove a match for him, it would have been a wielder of an advanced element. Space, poison, or maybe even another chaos wielder. But a basic element wielder? It was almost too much to bear.
 
   Unimportant. Soon enough, Va’siel would be full of earth wielders. He would kill one and add their emblem to his collection. Then he would be one step closer to having an emblem of each element. And when that happened, his grand plan would finally come to fruition.
 
   Of course, there was still the holy element that had eluded him for centuries. He’d waited long enough for a pure-spirited individual to be born, but it seemed that such a person would never come. 
 
   That all changed, however, when he discovered the ruins of the Maki people, the same people whose scrolls foretold the future.
 
   One of the last scrolls they’d written before their disappearance mentioned that a female holy wielder was to be born in the farming village of Asturia in one hundred years’ time. 
 
   His mouth practically watered with excitement at the thought of ramming his sword through the holy wielder’s chest and taking her emblem. If the scrolls were to be believed (they had been wrong before) he would have to wait over a century for her, but that was fine with him. He was a patient man.
 
   He’d waited over ten thousand years; one more century would make no difference. 
 
   Soon he would have the holy wielder in his grasp. Of that, he was certain.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Wielding Adventure continues!
 
    
 
   Here is a sneak peek of Book One of the Void Wielder Trilogy: 
 
    
 
   Element Wielder
 
   (Available on Amazon)
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Despite the soothing morning breeze, Falcon’s heart beat faster as his brother, Albert, marched into the large arena to commence the last fight of the day. The suffocating smell of old mold was stronger than he recalled. Of course, it had been over a year since he last set foot in the coliseum.
 
   Falcon grabbed the long green-hilted spear and ran into the arena. “You forgot your weapon.”
 
   “Thanks,” said Albert, turning and taking the spear. Usually his brother’s blue eyes were filled with a serene happiness, but today they sagged with sadness.   
 
   “Are you feeling well?” asked Falcon, concern in his voice. His brother always got like this on the anniversary of their parents’ murder.
 
   He ruffled Falcon’s charcoal-colored hair. “Yes. Don’t worry.”
 
   Falcon shoved his anxiety aside. “I hope you’re fine, because your next opponent is your toughest one yet. He’s an earth wielder from Missea, and he’s undefeated, just like you. Of course, he won’t be after you’re done with him.”
 
   “What have I told you about underestimating your opponents?”
 
   “To not do it.”
 
   Albert smiled. “It’s not as simple as don’t do it. Failing to be prepared for everything is asking for defeat.”
 
   “Yes, yes, I get it, but hurry up. They’re waiting for you.” 
 
   Albert smiled as he turned and made his way back to the center of the arena. 
 
   Falcon’s hands trembled. He scanned the arena from the battlegrounds on the bottom to the circular stone arches that made up the walls on top. It looked as if the entire kingdom of Ladria had turned out for the event; no seat was without an owner. Yells, screams, and roars from the thousands of spectators filled the air. 
 
   The cheering abruptly ceased as Emperor Romus of Ladria strode into the royal booth. The short man had a generous-sized belly that could clearly be seen through the luxurious blue robe that went from his shoulders to his feet. The only trait preventing him from resembling a child more than a man was his long mustache. He took a seat along with the other emperors and empresses of Va’siel. 
 
   Albert gave the emperors a slight bow. He turned to his adversary and gave him a slight bow as well. 
 
   “I am Mathias Jiggoro,” grunted Albert’s opponent, not bothering to bow in return. “I hail from the great capital city of Missea. Today your winning streak comes to an end. I hope your people show you mercy when you lie crippled in defeat, for you shall have none from me.”
 
   Albert grinned.
 
   “We’ll see how tough you are when my brother beats you to the ground,” Falcon yelled, pumping his fists into the air. “I hope you like losing.”
 
   Mathias showed no sign of emotion. His gaze remained locked to Albert’s as both wielders met at the center of the arena. They couldn’t be any more different. On one side was Albert. He stood about six feet tall and wore a simple green tunic. On the other side was Mathias. He had to be at least eight feet tall and well over three hundred pounds. He wore no tunic, opting to expose his muscular body. In his right hand he carried a gigantic mallet, and in his left, a circular steel shield.
 
   “Ready for today’s main event?” yelled the short announcer. His voice echoed through the arena. 
 
   A resounding “yes” roared through the crowd.
 
   The announcer nodded. “Planet Va’siel is home to many great wielders. Every year we invite the capital cities of the world to choose the three best warriors from their royal academies and send them to participate in the academy tournament.” The announcer took a breath. “We do this in hope of finding the strongest among us, and to engage in friendly competition. This year we have seen some great duels thus far, but alas, it has come down to these two warriors. The first competitor is the youngest person to ever win the tournament, and he has won it a record five consecutive years. People of Ladria, give it up for our very own Albert Hyaaaaatt!”
 
   The crowd erupted into a frenzy of cheers.
 
   “You’re Ladria’s pride, Albert!”
 
   “You can do it, Albert!”
 
   “Show that Missea snob how we do it here in Ladria!”
 
   “Albert, Albert, Albert!”
 
   The announcer hushed the audience with a wave of his hand. “And his opponent comes to us from the capital city of Missea. Mathias!”
 
   The entire coliseum went quiet.
 
   “Warriors, are you ready?” Both fighters raised their weapons into the air. “Begin!”
 
   Albert brought both his hands together and created two balls of wind. He flung them. They left a trail of dust as they rushed toward Albert’s opponent. 
 
   Mathias stomped his feet and an earth wall rose before him. The two air balls disintegrated as they slammed into the barrier. 
 
   Mathias’ brown earth emblem, which rested firmly on the dorsal part of his emblem glove, sparkled as he pushed his hands forward. The wall of rock, which until a moment ago had stood stationary, raced toward Albert. 
 
   Albert didn’t flinch as he shot thin wind gusts from his hands. The gusts created green ripples as they navigated through the air. They cut the wall into hundreds of thin slices. With loud thumps, the fragments crashed to the ground. 
 
   The glow of Albert’s light-green emblem intensified as he wielded wind to boost his speed. He zigzagged between earth attacks, closing the distance between him and his foe.
 
   Mathias’ eyes bulged. He dug both hands into the ground and cut out a large chunk of rock. He grunted and cursed as sweat ran down his arms and torso. Falcon feared the rock might crush him. But a second later Mathias lifted the giant rock over his head. The crowd gasped. In one fell swoop Mathias threw the brown lump.
 
   Albert unhinged his spear and ran it forward to meet the object. Falcon’s heart raced. A spear would not cause a dent in such a large object. However, when he saw the coating of green water-like energy around the spear, his worries dissolved. 
 
   The chunk of earth shattered into hundreds of pieces as the spear drove through it.
 
   Falcon bit down on his lip. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but something in the air felt amiss.
 
   Lightning! 
 
   Hundreds of rock shards that surrounded his brother shattered, releasing lightning bolts. Albert crashed into the stone wall. Had it not been for the layer of wind he had surrounded himself with, he would have been knocked unconscious or killed outright.
 
   Falcon’s mouth fell open. How had I not sensed it before? Mathias was a dual wielder!
 
   On his left glove he wore an earth emblem, but on the right, he had a lightning emblem. There was no mistaking the dark blue emblem with yellow lightning ripples in constant movement at its center. 
 
   Mathias stood rigid, his mouth gaping. With trembling lips he looked up at the Missean emperor.
 
   Albert took a calm step forward, waving away the shield around him. He swayed his spear, sending an earth-shattering gust toward his opponent. The attack met its target. Despite his large size, Mathias flew into the coliseum wall. His impact left a spiderweb of cracks. 
 
   Albert moved above his opponent. Mathias swung his shield. Albert kicked it from his hands. He then pressed his spear down on Mathis’ neck, stopping inches before piercing flesh.
 
   “Yield,” ordered Albert.
 
   Mathias scanned his surroundings. A grin overtook his lips as his eyes settled on the mallet. 
 
   Albert pushed the spear deeper into Mathias’ neck. “Don’t even think about it.” A drop of blood trickled to the ground.
 
   The crowd fell silent.
 
   “I yield,” muttered Mathias, kicking and punching the ground. A screen of dust rose into the air.
 
   When the dust settled, Albert still remained standing over Mathias. Except this time instead of extending his spear, he outstretched his hand to his fallen opponent. “Winning or losing doesn’t matter, my friend,” he said. “Learn from this loss, and allow it to make you better.”
 
   The large wielder didn’t look up or take Albert’s hand. He simply rose and lumbered back to his corner.
 
   The crowd roared to life. Falcon joined in their cheers.
 
   “Albert, Albert, Albert!”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   It wasn’t the best of training grounds, just a field of dead grass with scattered pine trees. The terrain was uneven and dozens of squirrels scurried over the grounds, but it served its purpose. The sun was now close to descending behind the large green mountains of Ladria. Falcon was determined to make the most of the last few minutes of light.
 
   Falcon met his brother’s gaze as he brought his sword up. Despite the fact that Albert was seventeen years old and Falcon only twelve, they shared many similarities. They both had the same slender nose, same light tan skin, and same curled eyelashes. 
 
   Falcon’s hands tingled with excitement as he lunged for an attack. The sound of steel clashing filled the air as their swords met. “How are you so good with a sword?” he asked, trying to maintain his stance. “You don’t even like using them.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that,” said Albert, easily blocking another one of Falcon’s attacks. “Focus on the duel.” He threw his sword hard into a nearby tree. Leaves rained down, and the sword quivered as its sharp end dug firmly into the tree bark. He held out his hand and wind wielded his spear, which rested against the tree trunk, toward him. He held out the magnificent weapon. It stood over eleven feet in length. 
 
   Falcon scratched his head, pondering on the best way to get past such a long weapon. He had never been able to do it before, but today, with the memory of his mother, he knew he could do it. He grinned as he repeatedly swung his small sword. 
 
   Albert sidestepped all of the attacks with ease.
 
   “Focus,” said Albert. “Your head is not in the fight.” 
 
   “Um…sorry.” Falcon resumed his barrage of attacks. Left, right, left, right, down, up. It made no difference; wherever he attacked, he found no opening.
 
   “Stop!” ordered Albert, leaning his spear on the ancient tree. Falcon brought his hands down to his knees as he took in deep breaths of stale air. He was drenched in sweat. His aching body begged for rest. “Tell me, Falcon, what was going through your head? Don’t tell me it was the fight, because I know it wasn’t.”
 
   He paused for a minute, lost in memories. “I was thinking about Mom and Dad. I don’t remember much about that time, and you never talk about it, but I do know they were killed on this day five years ago.”
 
   “Why would you be thinking of them in the middle of a duel?” 
 
   “I can’t help it. I hear Mom’s scream as that…that monster Shal-Volcseck murdered her. I have to become stronger, and kill him for what he did to her, and….” Falcon’s expression hardened as he pressed his lips together. 
 
   To his surprise, Albert simply crouched beside him. “Shal-Volcseck, huh? Tell me, how do you plan to defeat the only known chaos wielder? How would you kill a man who has lived over ten thousand years and has defeated entire armies single-handedly?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he answered, kicking the ground under him. “Even though most of the events of that night are a blur, Mom’s screams remain etched in my mind. I promised myself that night I would never again stand by as people I care about suffer, and that I would one day kill Volcseck. I intend to keep those promises.”
 
   Albert sighed. “There is nothing wrong with using Mom as an inspiration to improve. But the way you’re doing it is not the right way. You accomplish more sometimes by doing less.” 
 
   Falcon scratched his head. “Huh?”
 
   “Stop and listen, there is no need to be in a rush.” His brother’s voice lowered to a whisper. “Your energy is not a lifeless thing. Listen to it and it will tell you what it wants.”
 
   This was not the first time his brother had told him to slow down during a fight. Not the first time he had ordered him to stop rushing mindlessly during a duel. Falcon couldn’t help it, though. Once a fight began, his blood boiled with excitement, and he gave in to the heat of the battle.
 
   “Fighting in a delirious state will only serve to—” Albert’s words hung in the air. His attention focused on the distant horizon. 
 
   A large silhouette moved through the shadows. Moments later a chubby blue-robed man atop a horse emerged. His garment had a golden collar and two stripes of the same color running from top to bottom. Grasped tightly between his hands was a scroll. 
 
   “I am looking for one Albert Hyatt,” said the man, stopping his white horse directly in front of them.
 
   “I’m Albert.”
 
   “I come with a message from the Ladria high council.”
 
   Albert heaved a deep sigh. “If this is about a celebration for my victory earlier today, please tell the high council that I greatly appreciate their offer, but I cannot attend.” 
 
   Falcon didn’t find his brother’s answer surprising. Albert didn’t enjoy socializing with people who only wanted to be near him because of his accomplishments.
 
   “This has nothing to do with your victory today, Mr. Hyatt,” the messenger shot back. “What the council wants with you is far more important than a mere tournament duel.” 
 
   Albert raked his hand through his hair. “Could you please stop speaking in riddles and tell me what they want?”
 
   “Take the scroll, Mr. Hyatt. It will explain everything.”
 
   Albert accepted the scroll. “Thank you.” The messenger bowed and retreated back into the darkness. Albert untied the glossy blue ribbon that kept the scroll in place and unrolled the parchment.
 
   “What do they want?” asked Falcon, jumping around his brother. “I bet they want you for a special mission. Or…or…um, they want to offer you a position as a member of the royal wielders. Yes, I’m sure that’s it. It’s about time, you’re better than any of the wielders they have now.”
 
   “Relax, Falcon.”
 
   “Can I see what it says? I’m right, aren’t I?” 
 
   Albert took a seat besides a large pine tree. Falcon looked over Albert’s shoulder, eager to read the scroll’s contents. It read:
 
    
 
   To One Albert Hyatt,
 
   You are ordered to appear
 
   before the honorable high council of Ladria.
 
    
 
   Falcon shot a puzzled look at his brother. 
 
   Albert shrugged.
 
   “Didn’t that messenger say the scroll would explain everything?” said Falcon, trying his best to imitate the high-pitched voice of the messenger. “This sure doesn’t explain much.” 
 
   Albert gathered a stack of swords. “I suppose I’d better go see what they want. I’ll drop you off at home first.”
 
   “Why? Let me go with you, please.”
 
   “No. Just help me pick up the weapons.”
 
   Falcon let out a disappointed sigh as he gathered the remaining swords, daggers, and staffs. He then followed his brother down the dirt path. Usually Albert would talk the entire way home, but not this time. Despite his calm demeanor, Falcon was certain the message had rattled Albert. Could there be something he knows that I don’t? He didn’t ask. His brother was the strongest person he knew. Whatever was going on, he was sure he could handle it. 
 
   After a few minutes, they arrived at their home, a run-down wooden cabin with a chimney that hadn’t worked in ages. The door handle dangled, and the walls were full of termite holes. 
 
   Albert opened the door. “Go inside and don’t leave. I will be back shortly.” Falcon wrapped Albert in a hug. Despite the cold weather, his brother’s body radiated warmth. “Don’t worry. I won’t leave you alone for long.”
 
   Falcon rushed into the cabin. The floor squeaked loudly as he ran to the window. He caught a glimpse of his brother as he disappeared into the thick fog. An eerie sensation drifted in the air, and his skin goosebumped in a thousand places. His head told him something was wrong. He quickly dismissed the thought, convinced his riled imagination was toying with him.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Albert strode into the nearly empty grand hall where the five council members sat. The men relaxed on cushioned throne-like chairs high up in an arc. 
 
   “Welcome, Mr. Hyatt,” greeted an old man who sat at the center. “I am the head of the Ladria council, Councilman Masters.”
 
   “Greetings, Councilmen. How may I be of service?” asked Albert, doing his best to not breathe in the thick aroma of lavender incense. 
 
   “We have summoned you because we have an issue of grave importance to discuss with you, something that may change the fate of Ladria, as well as Planet Va’siel, forever.” The councilman flashed a crooked smile. “You must promise not to divulge this to anyone.”
 
   Albert cleared his throat. “I won’t, sir.”
 
   Councilman Masters smiled as he rubbed his white goatee. “Good, good.” He placed his hand on the council member beside him. “Councilman Rohan, if you please.”
 
   “We’ve been observing you for quite some time now, Mr. Albert Hyatt,” began Councilman Rohan. He was a short man with countless scars etched across his face. “Grand champion of the royal tournaments since you were twelve years of age, owner of all the trial, tactics, and strategy records at the royal academy, undefeated in battle, with the highest academic grades, and not once injured in a duel. Only the legendary Golden Wielder can match those feats.”
 
   Albert grimaced. Did they really summon me for a pat on the back? “I’m sorry, Councilmen, but what is the point of this meeting?”
 
   Councilman Masters rose from his seat. “The purpose, Mr. Hyatt, is that you’re the kind of person we need to put our plan into action. A plan that will benefit Ladria for centuries to come.” He licked his dry lips. “You want to do what is best for Ladria, don’t you?”
 
   Albert’s skin crawled as his eyes and Councilman Masters’ met. “Of course.”
 
   “Then listen well, tomorrow….” 
 
   Albert stared at the dark patterned floor, not wanting to believe what the councilman was telling him. 
 
   “What say you?” barked Councilman Masters. 
 
   Albert remained quiet. His chest tightened as he realized what needed to be done.
 
   The old council member leaned forward in his chair, his frail frame shaking. He ground his large yellow teeth. “What say you…Aaaargh.”
 
    Albert’s spear drove through Masters’ chest.
 
   The remaining men gasped as they attempted to get off their chairs. A gust of wind blew the four men into the wall and pinned them in place. Their mouths opened, but no sound came out. The strong wind made it impossible for them to even breathe. 
 
   Albert pulled out his spear from Councilman Masters’ chest and turned his attention to his remaining targets. One by one, he rammed his spear through their hearts. 
 
   Albert sighed. Good, no witnesses.
 
   The councilmen’s lifeless bodies lay atop each other in a mangled heap, surrounded by a pool of blood, as Albert calmly strolled out of the chambers.
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