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    The night was calm and the humidity stifling as two men slowly emerged from the eerie, black ocean. Their boots sank in the sand as they moved swiftly up the beachhead and into the dense forest of the island of Daraca, located just thirty miles beyond the borders of the Dark Lands. 
 
    Hiding in the brush, Rylan Dalcome and his teammate, Zeek Na’Gear surveyed the area. 
 
    “I can’t see a thing,” Zeek said into his com and adjusted his goggles. The nocturnal lenses were doing their job; there just wasn’t anyone there. 
 
    “Something’s not right,” Rylan said. 
 
    Zeek looked over at him. “What’s not right?” 
 
    “I don’t know, it just feels wrong. It’s too … quiet,” Rylan said and pulled his goggles up so that they rested on his forehead. 
 
    Rylan removed his staff, Talus, from his back where it was strapped over his exo-armor. He gripped the staff just beneath the three prongs that held the circular gemstone in place. The purple stone did not illuminate, sensing Rylan’s need to remain hidden within the jungle. With his other hand he reached for the nearby tree. Rylan closed his eyes in concentration. Immediately a network of roots throughout the jungle was clearly visible in his mind. The vision mapped out a small section of the island, as well as the thermal signatures of all life nearby. The number of life forms was staggering, and Rylan had to focus in order to narrow down the signatures to only diagonal walkers. There were only two signatures that fit this description, and they were several clicks away. Rylan released the image and quickly stowed Talus behind his back again. 
 
    “Well?” Zeek asked impatiently. “Anything?” 
 
    Rylan frowned in disappointment; apparently Zeek had been staring at him the entire time when he should have been scouting the area. Rylan glanced over at Zeek and pulled his goggles back down. Zeek looked completely white against the gray luminescent background of the nocturnal goggles.  
 
    “I see two insurgents above ground to the south,” Rylan said and looked down and press the com button on his gauntlet he wore around his forearm. 
 
    “Bane Squadron, this is Shadow team. We have reached the beachhead,” he said quietly into the com. There was a moment of silence before someone replied. 
 
    “Confirmed, Shadow team. Be advised we’ve picked up several anti-air cannons to the north of your position. You’re not alone down there.” 
 
    “Confirmed,” Rylan replied. “Shadow team out.” 
 
    Zeek moved closer to Rylan and nudged him on the shoulder. “Hey, I guess those feelings of yours were right. Sounds like there is a lot more going on here than the Majesty thought.” 
 
    “It’s looking that way,” Rylan said. “I’m thinking the Saber was shot down.” Less than two days ago the Majesty lost contact with one of its stealth aircrafts, a Saber 127, over the west side of the peninsula. Its mission was to capture high altitude imagery and look for ground movement. 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Zeek said. “Looks like we might be fighting our way in and out.” 
 
    Rylan did not like the sound of that. That was not what he had envisioned for his first team mission. Zeek was in the wrong mindset, he thought. He needed to be thinking stealth, not combat. Rylan would fight if he had to, but that needed to be a last resort. This was, first and foremost, an extraction mission. They were to get in, hopefully undetected, retrieve the pilot, and get out. But it sounded like his partner had other plans. 
 
    He was used to having his Master Keeper at his side, but Demetrius Lore had been assigned as the lead Keeper in his own rescue mission in the Goblin city of Ashkatar. Top Realm officials had fallen under attack from the Tora, a radical band of Hobgoblins, while negotiating a new zone treaty. So here he was, his first mission as lead Keeper, and he had been stuck with Zeek. To make things worse, they’d had very little intel at the time of deployment. It was unclear who had captured the pilot. The image and audio from the cockpit suggested random insurgents, but since the ship was downed in the Dark Lands, it was most likely Cyrus Kan’s soldiers who had grabbed the pilot. 
 
    Rylan motioned to Zeek and then pointed to the tree tops. Zeek acknowledged, placing his hand on the nearest tree. Several tall branches began moving, lowering themselves to the ground. Zeek took hold of the nearest branch and was quickly swept away into the darkness. Rylan turned and continued to advance through the forest. Within minutes he had reached their destination. 
 
    “Ry, I see them,” Zeek said, his voice sterile as it echoed in Rylan’s earpiece. 
 
    Rylan peered through the brush. The camp was small and desolate. Best of all, he had been right—there were only two insurgents standing guard. 
 
    “I see two. You?” Rylan whispered. 
 
    “Confirmed, there are two insurgents,” Zeek said. 
 
    Rylan looked on as the two guards moved from the shadows into the light of a campfire. The flames roared and the embers glowed, expelling red ash into the muggy night air. Rylan wrinkled his nose at the rancid odor wafting toward him. 
 
    “Zeek, do you smell that?” Rylan asked. 
 
    There was a second or two before Zeek responded. “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    “What is it?” Rylan asked. 
 
    “To be honest, I thought it was you,” Zeek replied, and then snickered into his headset. 
 
    Rylan didn’t laugh. He wondered if this guy took anything seriously. “Stay focused,” he said through gritted teeth and shook his head. Fresh out of the academy and already Zeek was cocky. Demetrius had warned Rylan that Zeek was a wild card. He was good, but he liked to play by his own rules. Rules that had gotten him in trouble once or twice before. 
 
    “Hey!” Zeek said, “I am focused. I don’t see you hanging from a tree.” 
 
    Rylan looked to the trees above the cave entrance. There, in the darkness, hanging upside down with his arms and legs wrapped around a thick branch, was Zeek. 
 
    “The smell is coming from the pile of severed limbs on the other side of the campfire,” Zeek said. 
 
    Rylan felt his stomach tighten. He was almost afraid to ask, “Is it the pilot?” 
 
    “Nope, not human,” Zeek said, “Too much fur.” 
 
    Rylan let out a sigh of relief. He wanted to find this pilot, and he wanted to find him alive. Sure, it was his first mission, and he wanted to be successful, but this was more than that. This was about a man who was being held as a prisoner. A soldier of the Majesty, who was probably scared and alone. Time was of the essence, and it was slipping away. They needed to get moving, but first things first; they needed to eliminate the guards. 
 
    “Stay sharp, one of the guards is moving your way,” Rylan said. 
 
    The militants wore heavy armor, helmets, and carried Witch-grade caster rifles that were banned by the Majesty years ago. 
 
    “I hate this damn place,” one of the guards grunted as he stepped around the campfire. He stopped just a few feet from Rylan’s position. “It’s creepy! This whole island is creepy.” 
 
    “Well, get over it,” the other guard said, “You get paid to kill, not think.” 
 
    The first guard mumbled something under his breath and moved to the outer perimeter of the camp. Rylan followed him, stepping carefully through the brush and tall trees. At the same time, Zeek slowly positioned himself above the other soldier, who began adjusting the sights on his rifle. 
 
    Gradually, Zeek untangled his legs from the branch and slowly lowered them down. He had moved to within inches from the guard when the man looked up. Before the guard could speak, Zeek locked his legs around his neck and twisted. The cervical vertebrae cracked with an audible SNAP, and the guard fell limp. Zeek gently released his grip on the soldier, letting him fall quietly to the ground. 
 
    Rylan stared in surprise. The technique alone required extreme strength and a strong knowledge of grappling fundamentals. But to do it with your legs, hanging from a tree, well … that was impressive. 
 
    Rylan turn to the guard closest to him, and slowly removed Talus from his back. The staff began to vibrate, sensing the danger at hand. 
 
    “Easy, Talus, I see him,” Rylan said. 
 
    The soldier moved closer to the edge of the brush line and peered between two trees. He raised the small communication device that was attached to his wrist and spoke into it. 
 
    “Tech One to Tech Four,” he said. “Tech One to Tech Four,” he repeated in frustration. “Where the hell are they?” he grunted. 
 
    Rylan stood silently, barely breathing. He was careful not to move as the guard stepped closer. Talus stopped vibrating, but Rylan could feel the power surging through his staff. Zeek watched from afar, frozen among the branches, careful not to give his position away. Rylan’s gaze moved from the guard to the thick vines that hung above him in the tree tops. As Rylan called on the element of Earth, the vines began to move. They slowly glided and twisted their way through the leaves and branches toward their prey. 
 
    “This is Tech Four,” a voice finally said from the soldier’s com. 
 
    The guard looked back down at his device and pressed the button to speak. 
 
    “This is Tech One, checking in, we’re all clear here,” he said. 
 
    “Status confirmed, Tech One, all clear.” 
 
    The guard lowered his arm and shook his head. “Useless,” he muttered. He reached for a pair of land goggles strapped to his belt and began scanning the shore line. 
 
    This was it, Rylan could almost hear Demetrius’s voice saying, as he had so many times before. Distractions create opportunities. And here it was, an opportunity. If he was going to strike, this was the time to do it. 
 
    The vines slithered into view through the branches. Rylan concentrated, focusing as they inched closer to the guard’s helmet near his neckline. 
 
    The guard turned to the right, adjusting the lens on his goggles, and Rylan froze. The vines abruptly stopped moving. His hand tightened around Talus, and his heart began to race. He was so close, he wanted to strike now, but the vines were still just out of reach. 
 
    Slowly, the guard panned to the left, and Rylan quickly clenched his fist. The vines sprang from the branches and latched around the guard’s neck. Rylan jerked his fist up, and the guard was hoisted into the air and out of sight. The tree branches rustled, and leaves fell as the man gasped for air, but there was no use. The guard was incapable of freeing himself. Rylan’s hand shook with force as he stared into the treetops. He could feel the pressure he was placing around the soldier’s neck through the vines. Rylan squeezed tighter until he heard the soldier’s final gasp. Talus stopped vibrating, and the guard hung motionless from the treetops. 
 
    Zeek jumped to the ground, withdrew his staff and stepped into the firelight. “Well done, Dalcome.” 
 
    Rylan continued to stare into the treetops as the last of the leaves floated to the ground. He took no pleasure in taking someone’s life. Unfortunately, it came with the job, but that didn’t mean he had to like it. He was sure that if the tables were turned and the guard had seen him first, he would have no hesitation in putting a bullet in Rylan’s head. But as luck would have it, Rylan had taken advantage of the opportunity as he’d been taught to do. 
 
    Rylan emerged through the trees, and together the two Keepers entered the cave. Every few feet a small green Kamber stone was lodged in the wall, illuminating the tunnel entrance. Although it was still dim, there was enough light to see anyone approaching. Rylan and Zeek removed their goggles and stowed them away. Kamber stones were notorious for interfering with nocturnal lenses, making it difficult to see clearly. Rylan scrutinized the tunnel walls, noticing how smooth they seemed, not jagged and rough like one would expect in a cave. 
 
    “I wonder how long this facility has been around,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t know, but surely the Majesty would have spotted the heavy machinery needed to accomplish such a feat, especially with all the aerial surveillance we’ve done in this region,” Zeek replied. 
 
    “Unless …” Rylan slowed his pace until he came to a complete stop. He placed his hand on the wall and moved it over the smooth surface. “Unless the compound was here before the reconnaissance missions began, in which case, it could be heavily fortified by now,” he said. 
 
    “That’s not good,” Zeek muttered. “What if it isn’t Cyrus Kan’s compound at all, what if it was some, I don’t know, some new band of rebels we have never encountered before?” 
 
    Rylan removed his hand from the wall and stepped back. This was becoming more alarming by the second, and there was something else troubling him. He looked down at his gauntlet. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” he asked. 
 
    Zeek stepped closer to Rylan. “Feel what?” 
 
    Rylan looked around the tunnel and then back to his gauntlet to make sure the readings were correct. “The temperature. It’s rising.” 
 
    Zeek look down at his gauntlet. “That can’t be right. It should be getting colder the farther we descend.” He looked back up at Rylan. “How is that possible?” Rylan could hear the concern in his voice. 
 
    He turned and looked down the tunnel.  “I’m not sure. Could be generators. Maybe the compound is more advanced than we thought.” 
 
    “Maybe. But we’ll never know standing around here talking about it. Besides, it’s not like we don’t have all this great intel to go on,” Zeek jabbed. 
 
    Rylan looked over at Zeek in frustration. “Look, having poor intel is no joking matter. It’s dangerous. We have no idea what we are walking into!” he said. 
 
    “Who’s joking?” Zeek shrugged. “Besides, I got your back, Dalcome. I won’t let them hurt you,” he said, smugly. 
 
    Rylan bit his lip. Demetrius had been right about this guy. He was a wild card. He was talented, but his ego was a problem, the kind of problem that could get you killed if you weren’t careful. 
 
    Rylan turned and began walking down the tunnel again. “Stay close.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Zeek said. 
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    As Shadow team advanced through the tunnels, Rylan held Talus firmly and began to sweep the cave for elements. He could sense the water below the surface, but it was minimal at best. To call on water would result in a wet floor, but nothing more. Earth was clearly apparent as he gazed at the stone walls. There was no vegetation in the cavern tunnel, so that left him two Earth options—gravity and the rock itself. But to move the stone would be dangerous; it might cause a cave-in. Gravity, on the other hand, could be quite powerful. Air was always an option too, although in the confines of the cavern there was not a lot of air to work with. They would have to rely on stealth and the element of surprise if they were going to rescue the pilot and make it out of there alive. 
 
    Zeek led the way down the passageway with Rylan close behind. Several feet in front of them was an opening to a much larger area. Zeek slowed his pace as Rylan moved alongside him. Together they stood in the tunnel, staring at the dark void in front of them. 
 
    “The heat source is close,” Rylan said. 
 
    Zeek looked at his gauntlet. “It’s below us, over … there.” He pointed to the end of the shaft. Rylan squinted to see past the tunnel because the Kamber stones that had been placed along the walls stopped just short of the chamber. 
 
    “I think I see something,” Rylan said. 
 
    “What?” Zeek said, staring harder into the passageway. 
 
    “There.” Rylan pointed. “Near the back of the room, I think I see …” 
 
    Together they slid their goggles down over their eyes, and immediately the room came into view. It looked like a thin set of spiral stairs in the far corner of the room. Rylan had expected the room to look more like the rest of the cavern, but instead the floor was made of large cobblestones. 
 
    “I wonder where that leads,” Zeek said. 
 
    Rylan surveyed the room. From where he stood it looked completely empty. 
 
    “I’m … not sure,” he replied, “but we’re about to find out.” 
 
    “Should we try and trek it from here, maybe map out the surroundings?” Zeek asked. 
 
    Trekking had worked above ground because of the network of tree roots, but it would not be as easy down here. 
 
    “No use,” Rylan said, “I sensed nothing organic within the walls.” 
 
    Zeek looked over at Rylan, “I didn’t sense anything either, but I was hoping it was just me.” 
 
    Rylan’s elemental push was more powerful than Zeek’s, and Zeek knew that. It was commonplace for the Majesty to pair Keepers of different elemental strengths on a mission. They felt it made the team more complete as a unit, and they were right. Missions were always unpredictable; the more elemental skillsets you had, the better chance you had at success. 
 
    Rylan moved closer to the wall. He took off his glove and placed his hand on the stone. Calling on Earth, he quickly connected with the element, but it was faint. He furrowed his brow and tilted his head. 
 
    “What … what’s wrong?” Zeek asked. 
 
    “Shhhh,” Rylan snapped, trying to concentrate. 
 
    Zeek sighed in frustration, removed his glove, and placed his hand next to Rylan’s on the wall. 
 
    “Strange, right?” Rylan whispered to Zeek. 
 
    “I don’t feel anything,” Zeek said, staring at the wall. “I can’t connect. All I feel is … emptiness.” 
 
    Rylan leaned closer. “It’s like the Earth is nonexistent beyond these walls,” he said, bemused, then stepped back and slipped his glove back on. 
 
    Zeek turned and looked at Rylan. “But that would mean—” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rylan said nodding. “There must be a barrier of some kind within the walls, and it gets stronger the farther we descend.” 
 
    “That’s not good,” Zeek said, putting on his glove. Then he pulled his staff, Gaden, from his back. “That means this is not some random hideout like we thought. This place was constructed to keep people out, people like us. Keepers.” 
 
    Zeek had a point, Rylan thought. The cavern had been fortified and shielded with something like iron or steel, both of which could dull a Keeper’s ability to reach the elements. Whoever built this facility—and that’s what it was, a facility, not some excavated cave—had been here for quite some time. Far longer than anyone had thought. 
 
    “Come on,” Rylan said. “Let’s keep moving. The sooner we recover the pilot, the sooner we get out of here.” 
 
    Rylan and Zeek hurried down the tunnel and positioned themselves on either side of the doorway to the room. Zeek, being the more impatient of the two, leaned over to look around the corner, but Rylan held up his hand. Zeek stared back, unsure of what he was trying to convey, until he heard it. Voices, muttering from somewhere inside, echoed through the room and into the tunnel. Zeek nodded and carefully eased himself back against the wall. 
 
    Rylan placed Talus on his back again, then reached down into the utility belt around his waist. He withdrew a small, silver device and placed it on the wall. The words Chameleon Activated flashed on his gauntlet. The device twitched as the internal gyros came online. Three legs sprouted on either side of its body, and a small camera, much like a periscope, swiveled out from the top of its midsection. Rylan pushed a series of buttons on his gauntlet, and the spiderlike device scurried down the wall behind Rylan’s legs and faded into the rock. 
 
    Now camouflaged, the chameleon began transmitting its live feed directly into their goggles. Rylan quickly typed into his gauntlet, carefully guiding the device across the floor, into the room, and down the spiral staircase. 
 
    It took the chameleon several minutes to reach the bottom floor, and Rylan counted five unguarded levels on its way down.  But once it reached the bottom of the staircase, the small device broadcasted a clear feed of the voices Rylan had heard earlier. 
 
    Two men guarded the room, dressed in heavy battle gear, complete with helmets, body armor, and Orc battle rifles. They continued their conversation, unaware of the chameleon’s presence. 
 
    “They’re light, more powerful, and loads more accurate than this junk we’re carrying now,” one guard said as he held up his rifle. 
 
    “So, you’ve actually fired one?” The other asked. 
 
    “Well, no, but they’re Witch-made, so you know they’re good. The Majesty outlawed them for a reason, you know.” 
 
    “The Majesty,” the guard scoffed, “putting their fingers into everything.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I heard they’ll be issuing them soon, and I can’t wait.” 
 
    Rylan guided the chameleon quietly from the wall onto the ceiling above the guards. The halls on either side were now visible through the optical lens. 
 
    “Ry, there’s a door at the end of the hallway,” Zeek whispered. 
 
    “I see it, but first we need to take out the guards,” Rylan said, and pushed one final button. The words GAS CHARGE flashed through the display on his goggles. 
 
    “Ry, you set that off, we’ll have to time it perfectly,” Zeek said. 
 
    Rylan looked up. “Then that’s what we will do,” he said and removed Talus from his back. The display began to count down. 3 … 2 … 1. 
 
    Rylan and Zeek switched on their breathing apparatuses and gave each other one final look. This is it, Rylan thought, there can be no mistakes. Together, they evaporated into the darkness as a steady stream of white gas burst from the chameleon into the unsuspecting guards’ faces. The room flashed, and Rylan and Zeek reappeared behind the soldiers in a haze of blue and purple vapors. They caught the guards as they collapsed and gently guided them to the ground before dragging their unconscious bodies into the shadows behind the stairwell. 
 
    Zeek turned to Rylan. “Well, we were right, this is definitely a base,” he said, looking at the surroundings. The tunnels they had found a few levels up were now gone. Dimly lit corridors, polished floors, and metal staircases surrounded them. Rylan removed his glove and placed his hand on the wall again. “Nothing. This facility is completely shielded from the elements.” 
 
    This is getting worse by the minute, he thought as he stared down the hallway. The place seemed cold and isolated. Where was everyone? It was so quiet, they couldn’t hear anything but the faint hum of what Rylan could only assume was a compressor somewhere in the distance. This was the entry point to something much larger, but how large? Rylan had the sinking suspicion they were going to need more than a two-man strike team to recover the pilot. 
 
    “We’ll have to make do with what’s here,” Zeek said. 
 
    “We’ll use air and gravity,” Rylan said, decisively. He didn’t want Zeek to know just how worried he was. 
 
    Zeek nodded in agreement.” I sense water too,” he said. 
 
    “Water is here, but not enough of it; concentrate on the other two elements.” Rylan ordered. “Now, come on, let’s find that pilot.” 
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    Rylan commanded the chameleon to move down the corridor, and the two Keepers followed. 
 
    Rylan could hear whispers coming from the other room. He motioned to his ear and looked at Zeek, who nodded and reached for the small throwing knife in his utility belt. Rylan did the same, and they both braced themselves against the wall. When they were ready, Rylan commanded the chameleon to move forward. 
 
    The room was illuminated by a soft yellow glow from the ceiling lights above. Six diagonal walkers stood around a long gray table with matching chairs. A red hue in Rylan's goggles flashed over each insurgent's face, indicating that the facial recognition scanning had begun. He looked carefully at a man that stood with the two armed escorts. He couldn’t see the man’s face directly, not yet, but there was something about his mannerisms that struck Rylan as oddly familiar. He was fitted in gray body armor and a long black coat with a hood that hung low on his face. Rylan couldn’t see his eyes, but he did notice the scar that ran across his chin and over his lips. 
 
    That scar, Rylan thought. Then it came to him just as the facial recognition completed its scan. This was none other than the infamous Cyrus Kan. 
 
    “Ry,” Zeek gasped, seeing the readout. 
 
    Rylan couldn’t believe it either. There he was, the most wanted man in all of Haven, just standing in the other room. Rylan swallowed. He could feel his heart pound in his chest, and he suddenly felt very hot. 
 
    “Ry, what do we do?” Zeek asked, sounding a bit dazed. 
 
    Rylan closed his eyes, trying to calm himself. Focus, Rylan, he thought to himself. Keep it together. 
 
    “Ry,” Zeek said again. 
 
    He had to focus on the objective, the objective, damn it. “Don’t get distracted,” he told himself. 
 
    “What?” Zeek asked. 
 
    Startled, Rylan opened his eyes. “I said don’t get distracted. Focus on the mission,” he said, not realizing he had spoken out loud. “We’re here to rescue the pilot. That’s the mission, that‘s the objective.” 
 
    Zeek nodded without saying a word. 
 
    Rylan quickly turned his attention back to Cyrus’s military escort and began sizing them up. These men looked different than the soldiers they had seen earlier. They were bigger and heavily armed. They wore silver skull masks, which rendered the facial recognition useless. As for the other three walkers in the room, the scanner returned with Species Not Found. 
 
    “Not found?” Rylan said. 
 
    “That's impossible,” Zeek whispered. 
 
    Zeek was right, there had to be a mistake. How was it possible that this species went undetected all this time? And how was it that Cyrus Kan knew of them when the Majesty, with all its resources, didn’t? 
 
    Whatever was going on, it was big—it had to be for Cyrus Kan to make a personal appearance. Rylan felt anxiety welling up in his chest; it was as if he were about to explode. He took another deep breath and exhaled slowly as his gaze fell to one of the unidentified species. 
 
    She had black skin and long white hair, and was dressed in animal skins and handwoven textiles. A white insignia that the facial recognition identified as the sign of Virgo was painted over her right eye. 
 
    She wore polished stones around her neck, and bands of ivory and gold hung around her arms and ankles. She and her counterparts, who looked just like her only with different facial tattoos, were tall, fit, and rather lean. Their eyes were dark red except for their coal black pupils and the black outer edge of their irises. 
 
    Cyrus had been scrutinizing the room when he finally turned to the female. His dark eyes glimmered in admiration as he gazed at her. “This is an impressive facility, Nao. Shielded, am I right?” he said smugly and removed his hood. He had thick, black hair that was long and unkempt. 
 
    “You are correct, but that is not why we are here,” Nao said in a bored, flat tone. 
 
    “No, it’s not.” Cyrus’s jaw went rigid, and his stare became more intense. “So tell me, why am I here?” he asked, crossing his arms. “I’m assuming it’s in regards to our little business arrangement.” 
 
    Nao squinted her eyes and tilted her head in thought. “Aries, am I correct?” she asked, as if she was working through something in her head and avoiding his question altogether. 
 
    Cyrus’s expression was cold and calculating. “Yes. I fail to see how that's important.” 
 
    Nao lifted a single white eyebrow. “Oh, but it is. You see, I know your kind very well.” 
 
    “My kind?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course. You, as an Aries, are very independent by nature, and you do not like to take orders from anyone. You enjoy getting your way,” she said. 
 
    Cyrus’s cold stare eased upon hearing this. “Well, who doesn't?” he said. 
 
    “And you act childish or moody should you be given orders that you do not like,” she continued. 
 
    Cyrus’s face fell. “No one gives me orders,” he growled, stepping closer to her. 
 
    “And you are offended easily, as well.” 
 
    “You should be very careful, and remember to whom you are speaking, Nao,” he said as his two military guards stepped forward. 
 
    Nao did not move, nor did her companions. Instead, she stared into Cyrus’s eyes when she spoke. “The problem with Aries is that you are a bit too self-centered for my taste, and above all, Cyrus Kan, Aries of the Dark Lands, you lie when its seems advantageous to do so.” 
 
    Cyrus was turning red now. 
 
    Nao took a step forward. “Did I mention I detest liars?” 
 
    Instantly, Nao's companions vanished from her side and reappeared behind Cyrus's soldiers. In one swift movement they grabbed the two men by the backs of their necks and hoisted them into the air. 
 
    Nao kept her eyes focused on Cyrus, whose eyes were wide. He flinched in confusion as Nao raised her hands above her head. Wisps of blue energy swept from her fingertips, traveled through the air, and swirled around Cyrus’s men. 
 
    “I don't appreciate your tone, Aries,” she said and quickly brought her hands down. There was a loud swish, like a sword cutting through the air. Cyrus recoiled as guns, armor, and helmets came crashing to the ground. 
 
    “Good Lord!” Zeek gasped. 
 
    Cyrus’s eyes flashed with fear as he turned to see the sight of his former soldiers. Both men had been stripped of their skin; nothing but their flayed carcasses remained hanging in the warrior’s hands. 
 
    Cyrus stood, watching as blood dripped from the soldiers' flesh onto the floor. A red pool was forming at his feet. The room had become still and eerily quiet, and Cyrus’s face seemed paler than before. Finally, he turned and looked back at Nao. “Okay, you have my attention,” he said calmly. 
 
    A slow grin spread across Nao’s face. “But do I have your respect, Aries?” she asked smugly. Her red eyes narrowed as she stared at the rogue leader. 
 
    Cyrus’s gaze shifted to the crumpled piles of skin that lay on the floor, then he turned to look at Nao again. “Yes,” he said and cleared his throat. 
 
    Nao pointed to a chair in front of Cyrus. “Sit,” she said, and with a wave of her hand the chair slid out from the table. 
 
    Rylan could see the frustration boiling within Cyrus. His right eye twitched as he looked down at the chair in front of him. 
 
    Nao stared at Cyrus. Her face had gone flat again. “Please, I insist,” she said. 
 
    “No,” Cyrus said, lifting his chin. “I'm fine right where I am.” But his body was stiff, and his words sounded hollow. 
 
    The warriors behind Cyrus released the dead soldiers from their grip, and the men fell to the floor. Cyrus winced, but he stared straight ahead. The two warriors moved to either side of Cyrus and turned to face him. 
 
    “I wasn’t asking,” Nao said through gritted teeth. Rylan could see her long, white fangs when she spoke. “SIT. DOWN.” she commanded. 
 
    Cyrus swallowed and adjusted his collar before gradually lowering himself into the chair. 
 
    Nao moved closer to the table. “Good, shall we continue?” she asked, as if nothing had happened. “Now, where were we … oh, yes. Our. Little. Project.” Nao turned and began to walk the room. 
 
    “We are on schedule, as promised. The breeding facility is now fully operational and is the first of many, per our agreement.” 
 
    Cyrus opened his mouth and then closed it, as if he wasn’t sure if he should talk. 
 
    Nao stopped. “You have something to add, Aries?” she said. 
 
    Cyrus’s eyes narrowed; it was obvious he did not like being called that. 
 
    “When … when, can I have a look?” he asked. 
 
    Nao nodded to her guards, and they turned and left the room. 
 
    “There are certain precautions that must be taken in the beginning, so at this time the breeding chambers are off-limits to everyone but the facilitators,” she said. “But I can show you the incubation conduit that was specially crafted for your new-age warrior.” 
 
    Cyrus turned to see Nao's soldiers enter the room again, but the creatures were not alone. Spinning slowly in the air behind them was a long red and black octagon-shaped cylinder. At first glance, Rylan thought the cylinder’s exoskeleton was covered in chainmail, but on closer inspection, he could see that was not the case. It was covered in scales, like those of a snake. 
 
    “What is that?” Cyrus asked. His eyes widened, and he inched his chair to one side to avoid touching it. 
 
    “This, Aries, is the next generation of bio-wraith warfare. The perfect blend of intelligence, power, and will.” Nao ran her long black fingers over the rigid surface, admiring its craftsmanship. “Just imagine an incorporeal being with the ability to take any physical shape at will. A superior Wraith warrior engineered with a specific genetic code, controlled only by its DNA match.” 
 
    Nao removed her hand and looked over at Cyrus. “And that match is you.” 
 
    A slow, insidious smile crept across Cyrus's face. “I like the sound of that,” he murmured. 
 
    Nao lifted her eyebrow. “I thought you might, Aries.” 
 
    Zeek shook his head. “One is just as crazy as the other,” he said. “We should get in there, Ry, they can't take us both!” 
 
    What? Rylan thought. Had Zeek not been paying attention to anything that was going on in front of him? Not only were the two of them outnumbered, but Rylan was quite sure that Cyrus would have back-up, and there were plenty more soldiers where Nao’s warriors came from. The last thing he wanted to do was get into a confrontation with an unknown species. They had probably only seen a glimpse of Nao’s magic, and, from what he could tell, it was quite powerful. Zeek was going to get them killed if Rylan didn't reel him in. 
 
    “We are here for one thing, and that's to find the pilot and then get the hell out of here,” he said. 
 
    “Come on, Ry, this is an opportunity, for both of us. If we capture Kan we could be looking at a promotion.” 
 
    So that’s it, Rylan told himself. That was all Zeek cared about: himself. He wasn't thinking of the downed pilot that may or may not be alive. He was thinking about how great this would look for him and his career. His goal of becoming the youngest Master Keeper in the Majesty was getting in the way of what needed to be done, and if Rylan wasn't careful it could cost them their lives. 
 
    “I said NO! That’s an order,” Rylan firmly hissed. 
 
    “But Rylan—” 
 
    “Zeek, that's an order.” 
 
    Rylan couldn’t see Zeek's face through the protective gear and goggles, but he was quite sure it wasn’t pleasant. 
 
    “Fine,” Zeek grunted. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Rylan gave him a quick nod and turned his attention back to Nao and Cyrus. Cyrus was standing now, just inches from the spinning cylinder. 
 
    “So, you want nothing more than what we agreed upon, right?” He sounded skeptical, as if maybe the deal they had struck in the past had changed. Cyrus turned and looked at Nao. “Right?” 
 
    “Correct,” Nao said smoothly. “Nothing more than the complete annihilation of all those who came here from Earth.” 
 
    Cyrus crossed his arms. “And I also get—” 
 
    “Yes,” she interrupted. “You will keep the keys to the portals, should you find them. Fire, Air, and Earth worlds will be yours, and you may do what you wish with them. Just as long as you leave Haven forever.” 
 
    Rylan looked over at Zeek, who was already staring back at him. “Ry, they’re crazy! We have to do something. We have to act now before it’s too late!” 
 
    Rylan turned from Zeek, leaned his head back against the wall, and took another deep breath. Maybe Zeek was right, maybe they should intervene before whatever this was got off the ground and they were forced into a war with these bio-wraiths. But then there was the mission—they were there to get in and get out. Demetrius had been very clear about that. “No distractions, stay focused on the objective, and bring home our pilot,” he had said. 
 
    “I'm still unclear about something,” Cyrus said to Nao. “Why don’t you just do this yourself? You're a powerful race, you could have killed the Earthlings a long time ago instead of retreating to some mountain to hide. Why not use these …” Cyrus waved his hand towards the cylinder, “these Wraiths yourself?” 
 
    Nao shrugged. “My race is not compatible with the bio-species. If we were, we would not be talking. And you would be dead.” Cyrus slowly dropped his arms, and his eye began to twitch again. 
 
    “In regards to a full-on assault,” she continued, “our numbers are few, and the enemy’s are vast. In an all-out war against the Earthlings the outcome would be grim at best. It's a far better strategy to align ourselves with others, those that share a common goal, like yourself.” 
 
    Cyrus looked down at the floating cylinder again. “Well, that works for me,” he said. 
 
    Nao leered at Cyrus. “Good, I'm glad we are in agreement.” 
 
    Cyrus stood and leaned over the table. “So, what about this pilot? What are you going to do with him?” 
 
    “He is scheduled to be executed, unless you have something else in mind,” Nao said. 
 
    Zeek moved closer to the edge of the corridor. “Zeek, step back,” Rylan said calmly. Zeek held his ground at first but then inched back into the shadows. 
 
    Cyrus looked down at the remains of his two guards. “No, executing him is fine,” he said. “I just want to make sure you interrogate him first.” 
 
    “I assure you, Aries, the pilot has been interrogated to the fullest extent. It was nothing more than a surveillance mission.” 
 
    “Damned Majesty,” Cyrus scoffed. “Well, they will be looking for the pilot. They’ll send more troops, probably Centurions, or even worse, Keepers.” 
 
    Nao motioned to her warriors with a wave of the hand. They turned and escorted the spinning cylinder back through the doorway. 
 
    “Our work here is almost done,” Nao said. “Once it is complete, we will move to a much larger, more secure facility.” 
 
    “Ry, we have to do something!” Zeek said. 
 
    Rylan stared at Nao. So many things were going through his mind all at once. What was this race, and why were they so adamant about getting rid of Haven's Earthling inhabitants? 
 
    “Ry!” Zeek said again. 
 
    Rylan looked over at Zeek. “We find the pilot first! Then—” he paused, unsure of what to say. If they engaged the enemy now, they might die. He wasn’t as confident as Zeek was in their chances of success. 
 
    No, he finally decided. Trying to kill Cyrus and Nao was not an option. But he would wait to tell that to Zeek; he needed Zeek focused on finding the pilot before Nao and her warriors killed him. 
 
    “Then what?” Zeek asked impatiently. 
 
    “Then we will evaluate our options. If there is a feasible way, then I agree, it might be worth the risk to engage,” Rylan lied. 
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    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Rylan hastily glanced down to his gauntlet and programmed the chameleon to come back. This information could prove to be vital, should they indeed be on the brink of war. 
 
    Once the chameleon had returned, Rylan turned off the device and stowed it in his utility belt just as Zeek’s voice broke through the com. 
 
    “Rylan,” he whispered. For a moment, this caught Rylan off guard. Zeek had used his name, his whole name, and he never did that. Most of the time he used a plethora of nicknames to get under Rylan's skin like Mr. Dalcome, my Captain, and Sir, which he said in the most sarcastic way possible. But Ry was the name Zeek used most; he did this because no one else did. Zeek was like that, he wanted to be unique, to stand out in a crowd, and he did, but not always in the best way. As for Rylan, he tolerated Zeek because that was the job. 
 
    Rylan turned to see Zeek looking wearily down the hallway behind them. Rylan slowly shifted his gaze from his partner to the end of the dark corridor. There, amongst the shadows, Rylan thought he saw something move. He strained his eyes and waited to see if it happened again. Suddenly, two eyes appeared, murky yellow, hovering in the darkness. 
 
    “What. The hell. Is. That?” Zeek said. 
 
    Rylan stared until his eyes went dry and began to sting. “Don’t move,” he warned. 
 
    Zeek swallowed hard. “But—” 
 
    “Don’t,” Rylan repeated. 
 
    The creature inched forward and lowered itself to a crouched position, its silhouette becoming more pronounced as it emerged from its shadowy confines. 
 
    But Rylan was no longer focusing just on this strange creature. He had caught a glimpse of something else swaying behind it. He quickly clicked the side of his goggles to intensify the nocturnal view, but nothing changed. The second creature remained cloaked in darkness. He wondered if this was another species he had never encountered before. There was no animal he knew of that could remain hidden from nocturnal view. 
 
    Rylan felt his chest tightening. Strategically, they were in the worst possible position. Cyrus Kan, Nao, and her guards were behind them, and now this unknown creature was blocking their way. Time was running out, and they would need to act now before it was too late. 
 
    “We need to evaporate back to the top of the stairs,” Rylan said as both Keepers withdrew their staffs. “They’ve out-flanked us—we're too vulnerable here.” 
 
    “I’m right with you,” Zeek said, but as he lifted his staff, a black hand with long white nails passed through the wall and grabbed him roughly by the throat. 
 
    “Zeek!” Rylan yelled. 
 
    Nao stepped through the wall like a specter, holding firmly on to Zeek's throat. She shimmered in the light of Gaden’s gemstone as she hoisted Zeek into the air. Rylan watched helplessly as the female warrior jerked her hand to one side with such speed that a loud SNAP rang out. 
 
    “NO!” Rylan cried. 
 
    Zeek’s body immediately went limp, and his staff fell from his hand. Rylan watched in horror as Nao tossed Zeek’s body aside and strode toward him. 
 
    Rylan raised Talus to evaporate, just as Nao vanished from sight. Rylan stopped dead in his tracks and stared into the darkness. A sudden chill struck his core, followed by a flush of adrenaline that shot through his entire body. Where was she? 
 
    But before he could finish the thought, Nao reappeared directly in front of him. A searing pain erupted across Rylan's face from her powerful backhand. He flew into the air and collided with the wall behind him. He fell to the ground and tumbled to a stop at least fifteen feet from where he had previously stood. The room was spinning, and there was a loud ringing in his ears. Rylan rolled over onto his back and looked up to the ceiling. The cave seemed darker than it had before. At first he thought it was from being hit so hard until he realized he was no longer wearing his nocturnal goggles. They were gone, and so was Talus. 
 
    From the corner of his eye he saw the dark creature move from the floor to the wall at the other end of the hallway. 
 
    With his ears still ringing and his vision impaired, Rylan rolled onto his knees and stood up. 
 
    “Talus,” he cried out. His voice was hoarse and it felt scratchy against his throat. 
 
    The staff bounded from the shadows and flew through the air into his outstretched hand. Rylan looked to Nao, who stood in the distance, then turned to the creature at the other end of the corridor. He took a hurried step back when he realized there was no longer just one shadowy figure moving toward him, but several. With astonishing speed, they quickly moved down the hallway, leaping from wall to floor and back again. Rylan squinted in the darkness to keep track of them. But without warning they were practically upon him as outstretched claws and barbed tails burst through the darkness. 
 
    Rylan threw himself to the ground with Talus in hand. The creatures flew past him, careened into the wall, and fell to the floor. They quickly regained their footing, claws scraping the ground, and circled around for another attack. Rylan watched in horror as the evil female warrior and her minions charged his position. He had to get out of there. Talus vibrated erratically, warning Rylan of the danger at hand. He stumbled to his feet and fell against the wall. Nao withdrew a large golden dagger from the sheath tied to her thigh. Her crazed look was only intensified by the rage in her savage red eyes. Nao and the creatures leaped into the air to attack, but a flash of emerald green engulfed the corridor as Talus activated an energy shield. Nao plummeted to the ground, temporarily blinded by the light, and the shadowy creatures followed suit. Nao swiftly got to her feet and scoured the corridor for the Keeper, but he was not to be found. The human was gone, vanished into thin air. 
 
     Rylan reappeared on the upper level near the center of the corridor and took in a deep breath, momentarily relieved at his escape. The cobwebs in his head were finally starting to subside as he began to process what had just happened. But he was interrupted by the sound of sharp claws clattering nearby. A painful lump formed in his throat as he turned and looked over his shoulder. Several yellow serpentine eyes were scampering up the stairwell onto the landing. 
 
    Rylan stared with vacant eyes. Again, there was no escape, he surmised. Everywhere he turned was just another dead end. 
 
    He gripped Talus more tightly, and the staff grew bright. He quickly raised his hand and called for the element of Water as veins of ice appeared, spreading rapidly across the floor until they consumed the entire corridor. The advancing creatures slid over the ice, running into one another until they were spinning out of control. Rylan pushed the element of Air toward them, blasting the creatures back across the icy floor and over the side of the stairwell. The animals screeched and thrashed out in pain as their bodies tumbled down the stairs. 
 
    Rylan quickly turned and ran in the opposite direction. The dim corridor lights flashed overhead as he rounded the next corner and slid to a stop. Cyrus's Skull soldiers were emerging from the adjacent stairwell at the end of the hallway. There was no going back. He would have to make his stand here. Rylan spun Talus in one hand, catching it with the other and braced himself for combat. One by one, the soldiers entered the corridor with their weapons drawn, and Talus’s energy shield erupted from its gemstone. Flashes of blue flames burst from the soldier’s muzzles as they cast out a steady stream of suppression fire. 
 
    Rylan braced himself as the curses exploded against the shield at an alarming rate. He knew that in a matter of minutes his shield would be completely shattered. He needed to act quickly. 
 
    Blue streaks exploded around him as Rylan ran as fast as he could toward the guards and the onslaught of fire. He dashed up the left side of the wall and pushed himself out and over the speeding curses. He landed on the opposite wall and lunged forward with his staff outstretched, colliding into as many of the Skull soldiers as he could. 
 
    He managed to make contact with two of them. The men screamed out in agony as the staff’s energy shield incinerated their armor and burned their flesh to the bone, leaving piles of black ash and charred skeletal remains in its wake. 
 
    Rylan rolled onto his back and then got to his feet again as the two remaining soldiers scrambled to their feet. Rylan then called for Earth, and, with one hand, pushed the force of gravity against the soldiers, pinning them to the wall. 
 
    The men were trapped, their heads turned sideways against the stone. Rylan inched closer as the waves of gravity reverberated between the soldiers and his outstretched hand. He stepped forward, and their helmets and armor cracked under the pressure. Rylan could hear them scream out in pain, but it was like white noise against the anger and adrenaline that was swirling around his head. His arms were trembling, and Talus’s gemstone was so bright now, Rylan had to close his eyes against it. Images of Zeek's dead body flashed in front of him, which only intensified his hatred for the men and the power of Earth that flowed through him. Talus was growing brighter, and the Chimera prongs that held the staff’s gemstone in place were beginning to overheat, turning the metal a glowing red. It wasn’t until he heard the sounds of crushing rib cages and skulls collapsing that Rylan’s eye’s shot open to see the two men permanently embedded into the wall. 
 
    Stunned at the carnage, he recoiled as the ceiling crumbled down on top of the guards. Rylan's Calling had been so powerful, not only had he crushed the guards, but he had almost pushed them through solid stone. Trembling, Rylan looked over to Talus. Thin streams of purple vapor wafted from the dark gemstone into the air. The Chimera prongs, made up of a dragon, lion, and a phoenix, had turned a dark crimson as they began to cool. 
 
    What have I done? Rylan thought, looking back to the rubble where the soldiers were buried. For the first time in his life he had lost control of an element. 
 
    “That should never happen, Talus,” he said, gripping the staff in his hand. “You are a Chimera.” Talus vibrated in response, and the gemstone pulsated, casting a dim purple hue around itself. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Rylan said in defeat. “The prongs should have been enough.” The Chimera prong set was the highest modulator a Keeper could have placed on their staff to temper the power of a Calling. But this time it wasn’t enough. 
 
    Talus continued to pulsate. “It makes no sense,” Rylan muttered. “No Keeper has ever needed more temperament. How could this have happened? Surely, I’m not more powerful than a Chimera. That would mean—” 
 
    But his train of thought was cut short. There was something still moving, something behind him. Rylan turned just in time to see two creatures scurry across the ceiling. They moved in short bursts, their long barbed tails swaying behind them. They quickly scampered down the wall and onto the floor until they were less than twenty feet away from him. Their sharp claws made an eerie clicking sound as they struck the ground and echoed throughout the corridor. Rylan took a step back and positioned Talus in front of him. The creatures were silver, with small horns and serrated teeth that gleamed when the light struck them. As they grew closer, Rylan thought they looked like snakes or something similar. But unlike snakes, these creatures had moveable eyelids and four small legs. 
 
    Rylan spun Talus in his hands and brought the crystal down on the ground in front of him. An explosion of light and gravity burst from the gemstone, sending the Calling down the corridor with a thunderous roar. The walls of the underground facility shook, and the ceiling and floor cracked in its wake, as the wave of condensed air sped toward the creatures. Within seconds, the full force of the massive wave crashed into them, catapulting their helpless bodies down the corridor. Rylan watched as the flailing creatures careened into the walls and bounced off the floor until finally they tumbled to a stop at the end of the hallway. The lights sparked as they struggled to stay lit. 
 
    Rylan could hear hissing and the sound of moving debris as the creatures stirred. He lifted his hand, Talus grew brighter, and once more Rylan pulled downward with the power of Earth. Small stones and bits of sand fell from the cracks in the ceiling until the entire thing crumbled down around them. A cloud of dust billowed down the hallway, and Talus's purple glow softened and then finally went out. 
 
    Rylan stood, breathing hard. He had done it. The immediate threat was gone, but it had cost Zeek his life. Rylan’s shoulders drooped. There was a heaviness in his chest now. Zeek was really gone. His mind tried to process the Keeper's final moments, but all he could see was the face of his killer, the one called Nao. 
 
    Lights from above continued to flicker, and Rylan cleared his mind. There would be time to grieve later, he told himself. The pilot was the objective; he had to find the pilot. Rylan began to survey the damage around him. The corridor was in ruins; he would have to return the way he’d come, which would be dangerous, but what choice did he have? Nao and Cyrus knew he was here now, and they would be looking for him. He was running out of time, and he still had no idea where the downed pilot was. 
 
    Rylan turned and headed back down the hallway, but Talus trembled and flashed once more. Before he could react, Rylan felt a sharp pain in his back that traveled through to his chest. He looked down to see a long blade protruding through his armor on the right side of his torso. 
 
    “There is no escape, human,” Nao whispered in his ear. Rylan's breath caught in his throat, his vision became clouded, and everything around him slowly faded to black. 
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    Cold … 
 
    I’m so cold, he thought. His skin felt like it was burning, and his back ached against something cold and hard—the floor maybe? 
 
    Where was he? 
 
    Rylan lay there for a few moments before opening his eyes. The room was dimly lit, and at first it felt like it was spinning. He closed his eyes, and when he opened them again the spinning had stopped, but he smelled something foul, like meat left to ferment in high heat for too long. Disgusted, Rylan lifted his head and gazed around the room. The cell was far too dark to find the source of the odor, but he did find something else he thought was odd—a single beam of light that fell to the center of the wet stone floor. 
 
    Still groggy, Rylan slowly sat up and felt a sharp pain in his back and chest. 
 
    “Uuugh,” he gasped and looked down in agony. There was a large gash in his exo-armor, and his skin was clearly visible through it. The wound had been mended, but not by his staff. It had been cauterized. Rylan ran a finger over the raised flesh and winced at its tenderness. 
 
    He lowered his head and waited for the pain to subside. He took in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. The wound was still raw; even the slightest movement caused him pain.  
 
    Rylan slowly examined the wound some more. The large gash was hollow and swollen. He would have to be careful not to open it again. He needed Talus, but where was his staff? He turned to see if maybe Talus was behind him when he felt the sharp pain again. 
 
    “Talus,” he said in a raspy gasp. “Ta—”  
 
    He didn’t even have the strength the word. 
 
    Rylan gritted his teeth in frustration. Nao had been so quick that he hadn’t even seen her until it was too late. He only remembered the pain and then … nothing. He had woken up here, in this hellhole.  
 
    That’s what happens when you’re caught off guard by some unknown species, he thought to himself. He could not believe how badly the mission had turned out. Not only had the enemy captured him, but he was wounded too. And then there was Zeek. Rylan grimaced at the thought. He had been in several tight situations with Demetrius in the past, but that was just it—he’d always had Demetrius to fall back on. Rylan had relied on Demetrius to make the right call, to get them home safe and sound. All he’d had to do was follow orders. Just as Zeek had followed his. But, unlike Demetrius, Rylan had failed Zeek. There would be no homecoming for him. Instead, his name would be added to the floating memorial in the Great Hall of the Majesty as one of the fallen. Rylan stared down at the floor as he took in a deep, pained breath and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Forgive me …” he whispered. 
 
    He took a moment to gather his thoughts before looking up again. When he did, his eyes fell to the same beam of light he had noticed earlier. This time he followed the light to its source. It was not coming from a wall as he had thought earlier, but from a large keyhole in the center of a stone door. 
 
    For the first time, Rylan took notice of his surroundings. The cell walls were tall and made of a dark stone. Pools of murky water gathered on the dank floor and in the corners of the room. 
 
    Rylan’s eyes shifted back to the stone door that kept him captive. What was beyond the confines of this cell, he wondered. And where were his captors? 
 
    He contemplated this, thinking back to his training. A Keeper was taught that there were always two outcomes to every dire situation: one in which you live and the other in which you don’t. It was that simple, but patience, above all, was the greatest weapon. Used correctly, it allowed you to analyze, strategize, and execute a plan with precise accuracy. He needed to focus and evaluate the situation so he could control the outcome. He would need patience now more than ever to turn what lay behind that door into freedom. 
 
    But first the most crucial step was getting to his feet. You can’t escape if you can’t walk, he told himself. Rylan took in a deep breath, bit down on his lip, and slowly turned over onto his knees. The pain came quickly, ripping across his chest and down into his back. It was like being stabbed all over again. Rylan threw his head back in agony and the metallic taste of blood flooded his mouth. He slowly stood, bracing himself against the wall, arms shaking. 
 
    “Aaaahhh,” he cried out as he fell forward, writhing in pain. 
 
    With his cheek pressed firmly against the wall, he took in short, controlled breaths and steadied himself once more. The ghastly odor became more intense the longer he stayed there, and Rylan desperately looked around to see where it might be coming from. He saw nothing at first, but then his eyes caught the silhouette of a figure huddled in the corner of the room.  Rylan strained his eyes to see, but there was not enough light to make out anything clearly. He swallowed and, with his mouth dry, he spoke. 
 
    “Who … who’s there?” he asked in a ghastly tone. He found it difficult to swallow. Rylan waited in silence for a reply, but no answer came. 
 
    “Answer me!” he said and coughed. The dry choking sound reverberated around the room. 
 
    He waited, squirming in pain as the minutes passed, but the figure remained silent. Perhaps it was no longer alive. That would explain the smell, he thought. Then again, maybe it was alive, only it was injured and unconscious. There was only one way to find out. 
 
    Rylan limped toward the huddled mass, taking small, calculated steps, inching his way along the edge of the room. The pungent smell grew stronger the closer he got until he was forced to stop and lean his head against the wall. The cold stone felt good against his forehead. Sweat trickled down his neck, and there was a sour, metallic taste in his mouth. He needed to keep moving. There was something or someone in this room with him. He needed to know what that was. Rylan turned and looked at the figure again, only it looked more like a jumbled mass and less like a person the closer he got to it. It had not moved or stirred; it simply sat there, as if it was waiting on him. Rylan pursed his lips. 
 
    “Then I will come to you,” he muttered and pressed on. Finally he stepped into the corner, and for the first time he could clearly see the scene in front of him. 
 
    “NO!” he cried and stepped back against the wall. He felt tears well up in his eyes as he stared at not one, but two dead bodies. 
 
    “Nooooo!” he gasped, and fell to his knees. 
 
    He felt his body tense up as pain exploded through his chest. He fell forward and threw his hands on the floor. He trembled and squeezed his eyes shut so tightly that he could feel the muscles in his face burn against the pain. 
 
    But the pain was nothing compared to the agony that raged around inside his head. 
 
    Everyone was dead. He had failed them. He had failed them all. 
 
    Rylan sat back on his knees. He clasped his hands over his ears and began to rock back and forth. Images flashed through his mind—Zeek’s lifeless body, Nao’s bloodthirsty eyes peering through the darkness. 
 
    It was too much. Rylan’s eyes shot open and he fell back against the wall. He blew out a series of short breaths, trying desperately to gain control of himself, and his gaze moved wildly around the room until it finally settled once again on his two dead comrades. 
 
    The decayed body of the pilot was barely recognizable. It was as if something had eaten away at him. Only small patches of skin remained on his tattered bones. If it had not been for the Majesty’s crest on his torn uniform, Rylan would not have known who he was. 
 
    Zeek, on the other hand, sat motionless with his back against the wall. His skin had turned a pale gray, and his neck was tilted at an unnatural angle. Rylan’s stomach churned at the sight until he willed himself to look away. As he stared intently down at the floor, he noticed the light that streamed in from the large keyhole had begun to flicker. Someone was coming. 
 
    Rylan quickly shuffled back into the corner of his cell and pulled his knees to his chest. There he waited, listening closely and staring at the solitary light. Was it a beacon of hope or a warning of the treachery yet to come? The footsteps he could hear in the distance told Rylan that he would soon find out. 
 
    He watched, sweating as he clasped his knees closer together until the small flicker of light vanished. Darkness enveloped the room, and his eyes became confused at what they were seeing, but he continued to stare at the door in anticipation. The increased adrenaline had every hair on his body standing on end, and the darkness amplified the sound of footsteps. They were light, female perhaps. The cadence of their strides differed; there were three visitors, he was sure of it. 
 
    All at once, the footsteps stopped. 
 
    Rylan waited, but the door did not open. There was no sound, only his breathing, rapid and unhinged. He felt his strength wain, demoralized by the silence. 
 
    What are they waiting for? 
 
    Rylan knew they were standing directly in front of the door. If only he could speed up time so he could face this head on. Knowing they were there, waiting, was madness. They were taunting him. 
 
    “You're alive.” 
 
    Rylan flinched at Nao’s voice. Her tone was calm and beguiling all at once. 
 
    “That’s good. Very good,” she mused. 
 
    Nao moved from in the front of the keyhole and the light streamed in again, shining on a septic pool of water on the stone floor. 
 
    “Hmm. Leo, I think,” she said and took a deep breath. “Yessss, that's it.” She exhaled heavily. “I see a dark onyx in you. Quite rare. Quite. Rare. Indeed.” 
 
    “Who … what are you?” Rylan asked. His voice shook as he spoke. He wanted to sound brave and in control, like he had done this sort of thing before, but the truth was he was terrified, and any fool could tell that. 
 
    “Oh, no, no. The real question is who are you, my young Leo. Who. Are. You?” 
 
    Rylan remained silent, staring at the keyhole. How did she know that he was a Leo? And onyx, that was his birthstone. Rylan narrowed his eyes. What was she getting at? 
 
    “Come now,” she continued, “how can we get to know one another if you don't share?” 
 
    Rylan was hesitant to speak at first, but curiosity got the best of him. “I think I asked you first,” he said. 
 
    Nao sighed. “Very well. I am the one who holds the key to your cell. The one who will judge you. The one who will execute you, should you not tell me what I need to know … Leo.” 
 
    Rylan straightened himself against the wall and winced in pain. He took in a long, labored breath, knowing what he said next could cost him his life. But what he didn’t say could possibly save others. He was an Elementalist, a Keeper of the Majesty, and it was his duty to honor his oath, to keep the faith. 
 
    “I am Agent 51 of the Majesty,” he said flatly. 
 
    Nao sighed again. “Oh, you are much more than that, Agent 51, I assure you.” She inhaled as if she was breathing him in. “Yes … there it is, the intellectual explorer with the …” she paused as she searched for just the right words, “the ability to live on many mental levels. You’re innovative and a non-conformist, I see. Those can be very powerful qualities, Agent 51. I think you might be rather extraordinary and quite the adversary, should you be allowed to live.” 
 
    Rylan placed his hand over his chest; his wound was burning again. He wasn't sure if it was the injury itself or if infection was starting to set in. 
 
    “It’s painful, isn’t it?” Nao said. “I can help you with that, but first I will need something from you, Agent 51.” 
 
    Rylan gritted his teeth and stared at the back of the door. How did she know what he was feeling? Was she watching him? He scanned the room again, but there were no cameras, no obvious surveillance. Just the four walls, himself, and his dead comrades. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” Rylan asked, working to hide the pain in his voice. 
 
    “Rumor has it that the Majesty is in the final stages of building a ship capable of cloaking itself to the point of complete invisibility. I would like to know the location of the hidden facility.” 
 
    Rylan’s hand slid from his chest, and his mouth fell open. That base was top secret. The Majesty’s top scientists and engineers were located at the facility. If it were destroyed it would set the Majesty back decades in research and development, not to mention the hundreds of lives that would be lost in an all-out attack. The future of the Majesty depended on that facility and its team for a better life and a safer future. There was only a handful within the Majesty that even knew of the base; no one from the outside knew, let alone someone like Nao. The only reason Rylan was aware of the base was because he was part of the Keeper detail sent to secure the plans for the Apparition engines. 
 
    Rylan’s chest tightened. He could not give Nao what she wanted, even if it meant forfeiting his life to keep it secret. 
 
    “I don't know what you are talking about,” he said firmly. 
 
    Blinding pain erupted in his chest and back, forcing Rylan to scream out in agony. He fell forward on his hands, his nails scraping the stone floor as he clenched his fists. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, Agent 51!” Nao said loudly. “Lies are something I will not tolerate!” 
 
    Rylan gasped for breath, and sparks of light flickered around his fingertips and feet as his emotions consumed him. 
 
    “I’m not lying, I don’t know what you are talking about!” he screamed. 
 
    The pain surged again, and Rylan fell face down on the murky, wet floor. His eyes rolled back into his head, and he felt himself starting to lose consciousness. 
 
    But suddenly the pain stopped, and Rylan closed his eyes, trying to catch his breath. The smell of something burnt lingered in the air. It entwined with the smell of rotting corpses. It must be his gloves, he thought. He had no doubt burned them off his hands while in pain. 
 
    “Come now, tell me the truth, and I promise the pain will stop.” Nao was in control again, her voice steady. Rylan thought she almost sounded sincere for a moment. 
 
    It took several minutes before Rylan had the energy to speak. 
 
    “I'm telling you. I. Know. Nothing!” he screamed out. 
 
    Agony tore at every fiber in his body again. He clenched his fists, his muscles trembled and his body convulsed. He rolled onto his back, the wound on his chest ripped open, and he began to bleed freely. 
 
    Water sloshed back and forth across the cell floor as blue and green sparks exploded wildly around the room. 
 
    “Your stubbornness will not serve you well, Agent 51!” Nao said, striking the outside of the door with her fist. “Perhaps you need time to think things over. But, I assure you, pain will be forthcoming should you not comply with my demands.” Suddenly the pain stopped. 
 
    Rylan gasped as he stared up at the stone ceiling. He could feel the warm blood on his neck that had trailed up from the wound in his chest. 
 
    “Talus,” he whispered. But he could barely get that out before he coughed, spewing blood into the air. The room began to spin, and his vision blurred until he saw no more. 
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    “Wake.” 
 
    Rylan’s eyes flew open, but he was still half asleep when he lifted his head from the cold floor. The room was dark, except for the single light that shone through the keyhole. He looked groggily around the room and noticed there was a plate of bread and water near the door. There was also no trace of Zeek or the pilot. He was all alone. Rylan looked down at his chest. A new bandage stretched across his wound. His gloves were gone too, replaced with dressings carefully entwined around each finger. 
 
    “Eat, Agent 51. You will need your strength,” Nao said softly beyond the door. 
 
    Rylan looked to the keyhole and then back down at the food. His stomach was in knots; he was starving. He licked his dry lips in anticipation, crawled to the door, and began to ravage the bread and gulp down the water. 
 
    “You see,” she said coyly, “this is how things can be going forward, as long as you cooperate.” 
 
    Rylan pulled the bread from his mouth and looked up. He could see Nao’s silhouette through the keyhole. She was pacing back and forth. 
 
    “I believe the human Aristotle once said that memory is the scribe of the soul.” She stopped, and Rylan watched her look up in thought. “I like this Aristotle,” she said and began pacing again. “As humans you are born with great capabilities, but in order to achieve one’s potential you must call upon your inner strength, your inner conviction, and be willing to sacrifice certain things along the way. Each choice affects what you will become. Even the smallest choice is important, because over time its cumulative effect is enormous.” 
 
    Rylan tore into the bread again as he watched and listened. 
 
    “The road to becoming an Elementalist must’ve been difficult, and I’m sure there were setbacks along the way. But that’s like anything else, isn’t it, Agent 51? If being an Elementalist is your goal, it must be remade every time you fail.” 
 
    Rylan grabbed his cup, sat back, and drank until the cup was empty. Then he placed his eye to the keyhole again and tore at the bread once more. 
 
    “So you see, it’s time for you to make a choice, time for you to find that inner strength and conviction. Time for you to tell me the truth.” 
 
    Nao stopped, turned, and looked directly at Rylan. 
 
    “We know you were not alone. We know that it was the Majesty that took out Cyrus Kan’s snipers. So it is only fair that I speak the truth. We have captured your pitiful band of rebels, and we will execute them, all of them! No one is coming for you, and you will die inside these four walls if you do not tell me what I want to know.” 
 
    Rylan stopped chewing and pulled away from the keyhole. He let the bread fall from his hand as he slumped against the wall. So much death, he thought, and soon it would be his turn. 
 
    He heard Nao step closer to the door. 
 
    “Tell me, Agent, where’s the Majesty’s hidden base? Where are they building the cloaked ship? Tell me, and you can feast like a king, I promise you.” 
 
    Rylan stared at the empty cup on the floor and licked his parched lips. But he couldn’t tell her, he couldn’t. He would not betray the Majesty. 
 
    “Answer me!” she said more forcefully. 
 
    Rylan looked up at the keyhole, “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Lies!” she shouted. 
 
    His body immediately jerked back, his head slamming into the stone wall. Pain surged through his body, and his muscles seized up tightly. The hole in his chest burned as if something were clawing its way out. He fell forward and he cradled himself, cringing and shaking in a fetal position on the floor. 
 
    “Where, Agent, where is it? Tell me!” Nao shouted in frustration. 
 
    Rylan lay helpless, writhing in pain. 
 
    “The pain can stop. Quickly now, and this can all be over with!” Rylan thought he could hear a hint of excitement coming through the door, but he didn't have much time to focus on that with the excruciating pain he was in. 
 
    Violent tremors rocked Rylan’s body, and he screamed out in agony as water began to levitate from the cell floor. “I. Am. Agent. 51!” he cried. 
 
    Another wave of pain shot through his chest, up his neck and into his head, and veins of lightning exploded into the air above his body. 
 
    “Tell me!” Nao demanded. “Where is the Majesty’s base?” 
 
    Water swirled and the wind howled in protest as the fallen Keeper fell victim to his own emotions. 
 
     “I. Am. Agent—” But his words failed him. Helpless, he lay on the floor, staring up at the ceiling. The pain had suddenly stopped—Nao probably knew she was close to killing him. But it was too late. He was dying. He could feel it. This creature had eradicated every ounce of his fortitude, and now there was nothing left. He was a prisoner of war, and he would die like one. Rylan closed his eyes and listened as the wind in the room died out to nothing more than a whisper. His mind began to drift. He felt drops of cool water brush his cheeks, and he smiled. It was raining; he had made it rain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Rylan did not die that day. Instead the days turned into weeks, and the torture grew worse. The small cuts and abrasions on his body seemed to multiply, and his stab wound never really healed. Each of Nao’s visits grew longer and only concluded when Rylan passed out from extreme pain or fatigue. 
 
    His cell remained the same throughout the duration. The nights were still cold and the days humid, sometimes stifling. Foul smells spoiled the air as they drifted up from the floors and through the thin cracks in the walls. Some days he was so nauseous he could barely move. But most of his time was spent looking through the keyhole. 
 
    This small crevice had become something of a window, his only real escape. He would stare for hours through the hole, lost in his thoughts. Often times, it felt like a quiet rebellion, strategically planned while Nao was away. It had become an exercise to discover the contents of his own mind. A self-assessment to make sure that he was still sane. Then maybe, just maybe, there was still hope. 
 
    Being captive came with its own set of adversities beyond the cruel treatment that was now a part of his daily routine. It seemed like Nao derived pleasure in torturing him only to heal him again. The repetitive process was agonizing—more to his psyche than his body itself. Most nights, after a day of physical abuse, Rylan would find his wounds cleaned, skin stitched, and his dressings changed. He would spend the rest of the night huddled near the door, looking through the keyhole into the corridor, just to repeat the process again the next day. 
 
    But one night Rylan awoke early to find himself sprawled face down in his own blood. The flesh on his back was scorched, and any slight movement cracked the dried skin, making it bleed. He had three broken ribs now, which forced him to take shallow breaths. His fingertips were raw, his nail beds torn off and splintered due to his violent convulsions while he was on his hands and knees. 
 
    Rylan turned his head so that his cheek pressed into the cold floor. The rancid smell of the dungeon still lingered, but even that could not hide the smell of his own blood. The air stung a gash on his forehead, and from the corner of his eye, he could see a small trickle of blood travel over the bridge of his nose and onto the floor. 
 
    He was going to die here. It was like Nao had said. The Majesty would not come. They couldn’t. If they tried to rescue him, they would acknowledge that the Majesty had a hand in this rogue mission. He knew that was something they could not do. 
 
    To lose his life was one thing, but to lose it here, in this state, was demoralizing. He was glad Alisa would not see him like this. She would remember him as the strong, confident Keeper she had married. That was the man she loved. Not this frightened boy on the brink of death. 
 
    Rylan closed his eyes. He could still see her face. They were standing in the hangar, and he was about to board for the mission. 
 
    “Be safe,” she said, and placed a hand on his chest as she moved into his arms. Her blue eyes met his, and Rylan stood there lost in her beauty. God, he loved this woman. He searched her face, taking in every line, curve, and nuance that was individually hers. He loved her strength and independence, her drive and perseverance. But most of all, he loved the way they loved each other. It was genuine and real, and it meant something. 
 
    When he looked into her eyes, he could see the depth with which she loved him. It was a love to which no words could do justice. That’s why they never said I love you, they didn’t have to—they just knew. 
 
    “I will, don’t worry,” Rylan reassured her. 
 
    “I’ll always worry,” Alisa said and nestled her face into his chest. 
 
    “And I’m always fine,” he said, smiling down at her. 
 
    “I wish Demetrius was going with you.” 
 
    “Me too, but I need to do this. I have to make my own way. It’s time.” 
 
    “I know, but I still don’t like it. Zeek is, well, Zeek.” 
 
    “I’ll keep him on task,” he said. “I promise.” She smiled and looked up at him. Their eyes met, brimming with the adoration they felt for one another, and he knew what she was thinking. 
 
    “Always and forever?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Always and forever.” 
 
    Rylan kissed her gently and held her tight. 
 
    His revelry broke when he heard footsteps outside the door. Keys clattered as they slid into the keyhole and heard the lock click as he watched the door creak open. Light from the corridor spilled into the cell, forcing him to close his eyes. He lay there, perfectly still as if he were asleep, listening as the footsteps grew closer. 
 
    “Is he alive?” a voice whispered. 
 
    “Yes, barely,” another said. 
 
    Rylan was sure they were both female. Perhaps more of Nao’s warriors. 
 
    “Well, sedate him and patch him up so we can get out of here.” 
 
    Rylan heard the one closest to him rummaging through something until the cold sting of a syringe pierced his neck. Careful not to move, he felt the warm liquid enter his body. I guess this must happen every night without me knowing it, he thought. 
 
    “This is not civilized,” one of the women whispered as she began to tend to his wounds with a cloth. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you think. Do as you’re told and mend the prisoner,” the other said. Her tone was aggressive, more militant than the first. 
 
    The first woman began cleaning Rylan's burns. She started at the top of his back and worked her way down to his legs. The pain was excruciating. It felt as if each pass of the cloth was tearing the wounds open again. Rylan squeezed his eyes shut and bit his lip to keep from screaming out. As she continued, he could feel his body becoming numb, and the pain lessened as the medicine worked its way through his system. The last thing he heard before falling asleep was the woman whispering. 
 
    “He will need her help if we want him to live.” 
 
    “That will be up to the Queen,” the second woman said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    It felt like only seconds had passed before the familiar voice of his captor rang out. 
 
    “Rise, Agent 51!” 
 
    Rylan was lying on his side, huddled close to the wall by the door. When he moved he felt the familiar pain in his ribs; the wound was still tender. He wore a clean dressing around his chest and fresh stitches in his forehead. 
 
    “I hope you slept well,” Nao said. 
 
    Rylan looked up through the keyhole. He could see her black skin and white hair. She was pacing back and forth again as she spoke. 
 
    “I have something special for you today. Would you like to know what that is?” 
 
    Rylan got to his knees, wincing, and placed a hand over his ribs. He saw Nao lean down so that her red eyes were peering through the keyhole. Rylan was not sure he could talk, even if he wanted to. His throat was raw, and his lips were crusted with so much dried blood it was probably impossible to say anything coherently. And to make things worse, he had not had food or water in several days. 
 
    “I can’t hear you, Agent 51.” 
 
    Rylan tried to speak, but nothing came out. He stared through the keyhole at her and nodded his head. 
 
    “I see,” she said and disappeared from view. 
 
    Keys rattled, the pins in the tumbler clicked, and the door slowly opened. 
 
    Nao stood with her spear in one hand and the gold sword she had stabbed him with in the other. Her black skin merged with the darkness. Had it not been for her animal skin clothes and her brilliant white hair, she would practically be invisible to the naked eye. 
 
    “Death,” she exhaled with the roguish grin. “There is no mistaking it. It has its own vulgar stench.” She opened her eyes and looked down at Rylan. 
 
    “But perhaps you can take a different path, Agent 51. Perhaps you will choose to live, choose to be free from this place.” 
 
    Rylan brought his knees to his chest. His eyes moved from Nao to the empty corridor behind her. Nao’s gaze followed his line of sight. 
 
    “Then again, perhaps not,” she said in a disappointed tone. 
 
    Rylan’s eyes shifted back to Nao, and she grinned at him. He sat motionless, glancing back and forth between her and the hallway. 
 
    “Tempting, isn’t it?” she said. “Freedom, just beyond that door.” Her smile faded. “Would you like your freedom, Keeper?”  
 
    Rylan was reluctant to answer. Even if he could speak, he didn’t know what to say. But he did know one thing. He would not beg. 
 
    “I—” Rylan choked on his words. Blood trickled from his freshly split lip, but he didn’t have the strength to wipe it off. He closed his eyes and did his best to swallow. 
 
    Nao tilted her head, fascinated at his behavior. 
 
    “I said I have something special for you today, and I do.” She turned to her right and spoke to someone in the hallway. “Kara, give the Agent our gift,” she said as she stepped to the side. 
 
    Rylan opened his eyes and looked up at the silhouette that slowly sauntered into view. His mouth immediately fell open in surprise. He must be dreaming; maybe his eyes were playing tricks on him. Even worse, perhaps Nao’s torture had finally driven him mad. Standing before him was a creature he had only read about in books, or heard in fables his mother had told him as a child. But there she was, standing right in front of him. A living, breathing, Waterchild. 
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    Rylan stared up at the mysterious creature. Was this really happening, he wondered. She looked exactly like his mother had described them. Her upper body was alabaster in color, her eyes were huge, teal green, flecked with shimmering gold. She had a button nose, pale lips, and long silver hair that floated around her as she moved. The Waterchild was tall, graceful, her features delicate. As she approached Rylan, he caught a glimpse of her silver fishtail that swayed behind her. She approached him and got down on her knees. Then she held out the cup. 
 
    “Drink,” she said softly. 
 
    Rylan could feel the blood rush to his face. He leaned in and his lips parted to speak, but then he closed them in a stony expression. What do you say to someone like her? 
 
    “Please, you need your strength,” she insisted and moved the cup closer to his mouth. 
 
    Rylan reached out with two shaking hands and took the cup. He began to drink, slowly at first, but then he gulped the cool water down as fast as he could. 
 
    “Slowly, Keeper,” she cautioned and placed her hand on his shoulder. She felt cold, and that surprised him. It never dawned on him that she might not be warm-blooded. 
 
    When Rylan had finished the water, he lowered the cup and looked at the Waterchild again. Kara. What a beautiful name for such a lovely creature. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said and gave her back the cup. She placed it on the ground and turned to look up at Nao, who was staring down at Rylan. 
 
    “Continue,” Nao ordered. 
 
    “Please,” Kara said to Rylan, “lie down.” Rylan struggled at first to do so, grunting in pain as he positioned himself, but he did as she asked. 
 
    “Please close your eyes,” she said, looking down at him with a pensive stare. 
 
    But he didn’t want to. Rylan had gone his whole life thinking this mesmerizing creature was just a legend. Yet here she was, kneeling right next to him, and all he wanted to do was look at her for a few more minutes. 
 
    “Please, Keeper, I implore you,” she said. “You are not well.” 
 
    Her silver eyebrows were pulled together in concern, and she gently patted his shoulder once more. 
 
    Rylan knew she was right, but at that very moment he felt no pain. He felt like a child again when he looked at her, like he was living in a time when everything was new, when the world was full of possibilities, and his imagination was limitless. He had not felt that way in so long. She made him think of home, his parents, and his brother—he hadn't seen any of them in years. He didn’t want the moment to end, but, reluctantly, Rylan finally conceded. He gave a slight nod to Kara and slowly closed his eyes. 
 
    The Waterchild placed both her hands gently on his chest, directly over his wound. Rylan immediately felt a sense of grogginess sweep over him, as if he were slipping into a lucid dream. His muscles relaxed so it felt like his body had fallen asleep. Yet, his mind remained conscious, active, and he was not sure if he was awake or dreaming.  
 
    Then his heart began to quicken. His breathing improved, as if more oxygen had been thrust into the room. It all felt highly tactile and vivid, like an out-of-body experience. His chest wound tingled along with his other injuries. He felt his muscles tense up again, but they did not feel fatigued. His heart was beating rapidly now, but he was under no duress. 
 
    Rylan wasn’t exactly sure how much time had passed, but when he finally came to, Kara was there, waiting for him. Her hands were still firmly placed on his chest, her eyes were closed, and she had her head tilted back in concentration. 
 
    “Enough, Kara,” Nao said. 
 
    Kara opened her eyes and looked down at Rylan. She pursed her lips and tilted her head, just slightly, as if she was apologizing for something. 
 
    “This will help,” she said softly. Rylan looked at the wound on his chest. Only a scar remained. This wonderful creature had healed him. He felt better than he had in days. Thanks to her, he was no longer at death’s door. 
 
    Two soldiers entered through the doorway, and Rylan looked over to see who they were. He was expecting Nao’s warriors, but instead he saw more of Cyrus's skull soldiers. Was Cyrus Kan still at the facility or had he left his men behind as a precautionary measure? 
 
    Rylan watched as the Waterchild stood and left the room with the two guards. As the large cell door closed, Rylan felt an emptiness he could not explain. It festered in his mind but resided in his soul. 
 
    He reluctantly turned and gazed up at his tormentor. Nao stood staring down at him, her face absent of all emotion. 
 
    “Shall we begin?” she asked smoothly. 
 
    Rylan lowered his head back down on the floor. “I have nothing for you,” he said. “Nothing.” 
 
    Nao took a step closer. “Oh, I think you do, Agent 51,” she said. “I think you most definitely … do.” 
 
    Rylan rolled onto his side and gradually sat up. He stared at the floor for a moment and then looked up to meet Nao’s hard stare. 
 
    “I am Agent 51,” he said, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    Nao’s lips flattened and then curled. 
 
    “Where is the hidden base?” she hissed, baring her teeth as she spoke. 
 
    Rylan lowered his head. “I am Agent 51.” 
 
    Nao sighed. “That’s disappointing,” she said and stabbed Rylan in the thigh with her spear. 
 
    Rylan screamed as he lunged forward in an effort to grab the weapon, but Nao twisted the serrated tip into his thigh and quickly pulled it from his leg. The torn flesh burned white hot, and blood flowed from the open gash. Rylan clenched his hands over the wound in agony as Nao kicked him in the nose. He flew back, hurtling into the wall. 
 
    Nao closed the gap between them within seconds. She was standing above him now, glaring down at the wounded Keeper. 
 
    “You make me very unpleasant, Agent 51. I pride myself on my patience and my dignity, because I am better than you. But there’s something about your very existence that unhinges me, that makes me want to tear you limb from limb. You are not my adversary, you are my prisoner, and you will do as I say, or you will die. Do you understand?” 
 
    Nao struck him again across the cheek with the end of her spear and Rylan’s head flew back. He quickly covered his face, writhing in pain. 
 
    “Now, I will ask you once again, where is the Majesty’s hidden base?” 
 
    Rylan gripped his face in his hands as he lay crumpled on the floor. The muscles in his thigh shuddered, twitching erratically as blood streamed across his leg and onto the stone beneath him. 
 
    Nao moved closer, her menacing stare bearing down on him. 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    Blood was streaming from Rylan’s nose now, down his mouth and over his chin. He turned so he was facing her and lifted his hand to wipe the blood from his mouth. He glared at Nao.  
 
    “I am Agent 51,” he snarled. Then he smiled. 
 
    Nao blinked in disbelief. Her hand tightened against the shaft of her spear, and her lips quivered with fury. 
 
    “You fool!” she yelled. 
 
    She lifted her spear high into the air and paused, just long enough to see Rylan’s blank expression staring up at her before plunging her weapon forward. Rylan saw nothing but darkness. 
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    The stone door creaked as it swung open on its metal hinges. Rylan stirred against the back wall of his cell and turned to see two warriors move through the doorway into the chamber. 
 
    “Wake, you beast,” one said to Rylan with a swift kick to his stomach. 
 
    Rylan gasped for air, then rolled onto his side. 
 
    “Please, Commander,” Nao said from behind them. “That’s no way to treat our guest, especially since he has been so forthcoming.” 
 
    Turning onto his back, Rylan looked up at Nao, who strolled between the two women. 
 
    He grimaced and placed a hand on his leg. He was barely awake, but he was wearing fresh clothes, and all his wounds had been treated again. Rylan looked up at Nao and forced himself to speak. 
 
    “What?” he muttered. 
 
    Nao towered above him now. She was holding her spear in one hand and a large glass of water in the other. But what was most peculiar, and perhaps even more disturbing, was that for the first time Nao was smiling. Rylan leaned back as she approached him. His stomach tightened and suddenly he felt hot. Something wasn’t right. This was not the captor he had grown to hate. 
 
    “Why yes, 51, and I must say your information proved to be most helpful,” she said. 
 
    Rylan's eyes shifted around the room and then back to Nao. He could feel that his gaze had grown distant. “What information?” he asked. He sat up gradually and slid his back to the wall. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Nao nodded to her guards. “Please, give us a moment, will you?” 
 
    The guards bowed in unison, turned, and walked out into the hallway, positioning themselves on either side of the doorway. 
 
    Nao turned and looked back at Rylan and, once again, she feigned a smile. “I’m talking about the location of the hidden base, of course. Thanks to you, we were able to eliminate the threat in its entirety.” 
 
    With a smile still on her face, Nao leaned down and offered him the large glass. “We could not have done it without you.” 
 
    Rylan’s face fell. What was she talking about? The last thing he remembered was being stabbed. He shook his head. “No … no! That’s not possible. I told you nothing!” 
 
    Nao’s smile had become so wide that Rylan could see her teeth. They were long, white, and fanged. “Oh, on the contrary, Agent 51,” she said, placing the glass on the floor, “you told me a great deal!” 
 
    Rylan began to sweat, and suddenly his mouth felt very dry again. He looked down at his thigh. His wounds were clean, and he had been bathed. His mind was racing now¬—he had no recollection of the Waterchild healing his wounds or changing his clothes. Rylan felt his stomach roll with anxiety; if he couldn’t remember that, then had he betrayed the Majesty? 
 
    “Please, 51, drink.” Nao pushed the glass forward. “I’m sure you’re parched. Besides, you will need your strength, if you are to leave.” 
 
    Rylan's mouth fell open and he looked up at Nao. “What did you say?” he gasped. “Leave?” 
 
    “Well, yes, you have done your part,” she said. “That was our deal, and I plan to keep my word.” Nao stood and took a step back, motioning to the doorway. 
 
    “You’re free to go, Agent 51.” 
 
    Rylan looked at the open corridor and then back at Nao. He shook his head slightly. “No, this can’t be right,” he said, his voice trailing off. “I … I can leave?” 
 
    Nao smiled warmly. “Yes, I will have my guards take you to the mainland.” 
 
    Rylan looked to the guards and then back down to the ground, rubbing a hand across his neck. Was this really happening? Had he really betrayed the Majesty, and now was he really being set free? He glanced up at Nao. “What about Cyrus Kan?” he asked. 
 
    She looked surprised. “What about him?” 
 
    “He won’t let me go.” 
 
    Nao began to laugh. “Let you go? Agent 51, you are quite humorous. I am the ruler of this domain. Cyrus is but a pawn in a much larger game. If I say that you are to go free, then you will go free. I assure you, no one will dispute this, nor will any harm come to you. Come,” she pointed to the glass of water, “drink.” 
 
    There were so many things going through Rylan’s mind he didn’t know where to begin. He couldn't have betrayed the Majesty, he couldn’t have! But then again, he couldn’t remember. Rylan ran his hand through his hair and shook his head again. 
 
    “When can I leave?” he asked. 
 
    Nao tilted her head to the side and looked at Rylan as if he was being foolish. “Now, if you like,” she said with a shrug and waved her hand to the door. 
 
    Again, Rylan looked past the doorway and down the dimly lit corridor. For the first time, he noticed how much bigger the hallway was than he’d originally thought. But the world looked very different when you weren’t viewing it through a keyhole. He had spent countless hours seeing the same hall as a prisoner. Now he would be able to walk it is a free man. But at what cost? What had he done, and how many lives had paid for his freedom? 
 
    Nao turned and walked out of the cell. She stood in the center of the corridor with her back to Rylan. “Come, Keeper,” she said softly, “it’s time you return home to your people.” 
 
    Rylan slowly got to his feet and began to walk, placing one foot in front of the other as if he was doing it for the first time. Moving slowly, he stopped at the doorway and stood in its threshold. He turned to look down at the lock on the door and stared at the keyhole. 
 
    It was strange that something so trivial could hold so much meaning. This minute opening had served him in so many ways, ways he never thought imaginable. On the surface, it was nothing more than a lock, the gatekeeper between him and his freedom. But for Rylan it was a symbol of hope, a constant reminder that a world existed beyond these walls. A world where he had once been a free man, free from Nao and her torturous ways. As long as he could see the keyhole, he could believe that one day he would be free again. Yet, in the end, it had simply been a lock. A lock for which he’d apparently always possessed the key, and the key had been his betrayal. 
 
    Rylan shuffled through the doorway and stopped when he reached Nao’s side. She stood with her hand resting on her spear, then turned and looked over her shoulder. “There is just one thing before you go.” 
 
    Rylan looked into her blood red eyes. “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    Nao’s soft gaze transformed into a menacing glare. “I would like you to admit that you are a traitor.” 
 
    Rylan took a step back. “What?” 
 
    Nao advanced quickly toward him. “It’s a simple request, one that will grant you freedom. Say it,” she said firmly. 
 
    Rylan shook his head. “No, no!” 
 
    “I’m afraid I must insist, Agent 51,” Nao said, pursing her lips. It’s important to acknowledge your betrayal. Many people died because of you.” 
 
    Rylan’s brain scrambled for answers. He was feeling more confused the longer she spoke. He wanted her to stop talking. He couldn’t think. He needed to think. 
 
    “No, no,” he said again and continued to back his way into the cell. “I didn’t betray them! You’re lying!” 
 
    Nao’s head twitched a bit but she held her chin high. “Careful, 51,” she cautioned. “Watch your tone.” 
 
    She leaped forward, past the threshold of the chamber and into the cell with Rylan. 
 
    Rylan put his hands to his head. He could not remember anything. 
 
    “Dear God, what have I done? I didn’t, I couldn’t have!” he muttered. 
 
    “You did,” she said, her voice rising. “You betrayed your people, and you will admit it or you will rot here for the rest of your miserable life.” 
 
    Rylan stumbled across the stone floor and he fell to the ground. 
 
    “I am a traitor!” Nao shouted. “SAY IT!” 
 
    Rylan shook his head and tried to scurry to the back of the room, but Nao cut him off. She spun her spear in her hand and held it firmly to Rylan’s throat. “Four simple words and you are free. Say it, 51, say it, and you can see your people again.” 
 
    “No!” Rylan screamed belligerently. He squeezed his eyes shut. “I am not a traitor!” 
 
    “Yes you are!” Nao yelled and pulled the spear back to strike. 
 
    Rylan shook his head and held himself in a tight embrace. “I am Agent 51,” he muttered, “I am Agent 51.” He began to rock back and forth. “I am Agent 51. I am Agent 51.” 
 
    Nao’s eyebrows squeezed together in fury as she watched him, but the grip on her spear loosened, and she slowly lowered her weapon. Rylan sat trembling, withdrawn, far removed from his surroundings.  Nao watched, intrigued by his odd behavior until her guard came forward. 
 
    “He is weak, my Queen, broken. Kill him and let’s be done with it,” the guard said. 
 
    Nao said nothing. She simply stood, engrossed with the human and his behavior. 
 
    “My Queen,” the guard said again. 
 
    Nao narrowed her eyes. “I have beaten this man like I have beaten no man before,” she said. “I have brought him to the brink of death, only to give him life so I can slowly drain it from him again.” She tilted her head to one side. “Yet, he will not betray them. He will not bend to my will.” 
 
    “There is nothing left of this pitiful human, my Queen,” the guard said. “Let me kill him for you. There are more important matters at hand.” 
 
    Nao stared at Rylan and slowly shook her head. “And now, so close to the end, he goes where I cannot follow.” 
 
    Nao took in a deep breath and slowly exhaled. She then turned and walked back into the corridor. “He is not to be harmed,” she said firmly. 
 
    “But, my Queen!” the guard protested. 
 
    Nao turned and glared over her shoulder at the guard. “No harm will come to him.” 
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    When Rylan woke up he was lying in the back corner of his cell. He was groggy, but awake enough to hear voices on the other side of the door. Rylan rolled onto his stomach with a groan and began to crawl, slowly inching himself closer to the door. His body was weak. It had been days since his last meal, but he pushed forward, determined to see who was there. 
 
    The voices turned to murmurs as they moved farther away from his cell. Finally Rylan reached the door and peered through the keyhole. He saw two of Nao’s soldiers carrying a limp body by its arms down the hallway. A streak of what looked like sparkling silver blood trailed behind it. Rylan pressed himself against the keyhole to get a better look, but his vision was blurry, and he quickly pulled away, wiping the sweat from his eyes before looking again. Just as they turned the corner, he caught a glimpse of the body they were dragging and its long silver tail—the Waterchild. 
 
    “No!” he whispered. 
 
    He turned and let his back slide down the length of the door as he stared vacantly at the dim light in the center of the room. His limbs felt heavy, and a painful lump had lodged itself in his throat. 
 
    Rylan buried his face in his hands. He would never forget the Waterchild’s angelic face and the kindness she had bestowed upon him. 
 
    “You did that,” Nao’s voice said from the other side of the door. 
 
    Rylan lifted his head, and his face flushed with anger. He looked through the keyhole, but the corridor was empty; there was no sign of her. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he yelled, his voice shaking in anger. 
 
    There was no answer. Rylan glared through the keyhole, desperately searching for his nemesis. 
 
    “Answer me!” He screamed. “What do you mean? What did you do?” 
 
    “Not me, you, Agent 51.” Nao's voice sounded smug. “You forced me to make her an example, an example of the lengths to which I am willing to go.” 
 
    “You’re mad!” Rylan yelled and struck the door with his fist. “You are sick, and twisted, and a coward!” 
 
    Suddenly Nao’s black face appeared in his line of sight, her crimson eye dilated and crazed. 
 
    Rylan jumped back from the door. 
 
     “No, I’m persistent,” she hissed. “Admit you’re a traitor, 51, and this will all be over.” 
 
    Rylan stared up at the cracked ceiling. What had he done? He couldn’t get the images out of his head. Zeek was dead, and the Waterchild had been killed because of his reluctance. He felt the sting of tears in his eyes. He didn’t know what to do anymore. Despite all his training, had he told Nao the location of the hidden base? Had hundreds of people lost their lives because of him? 
 
    “Say it,” she whispered. 
 
    He hadn’t meant to do it; he didn't want to say it. But maybe he was. Maybe he was a traitor. 
 
    “Say it, 51!” 
 
    His lips quivered. All those innocent lives … 
 
    “51!” 
 
    “I …” he said, tears streaming down his face. 
 
    “Yes, that’s it!” 
 
    “I …” 
 
    Rylan heard more footsteps approaching rapidly, like someone was running. 
 
    “Quickly, 51, they are coming for you. Admit that you are a traitor!” 
 
    “I am …” 
 
    The footstep stopped just outside the door. 
 
    “My Queen,” a new voice said, “the rebels have arrived, their ships have landed. We must leave!” 
 
    “SAY IT!!!” Nao shouted over the newcomer. 
 
    Rylan swallowed, his body trembling. “I am …” 
 
    Nao pressed her eye to the keyhole. “Continue, 51! Rid yourself of the guilt, the betrayal! Free yourself!” 
 
    Rylan put his hands to his head in frustration. Voices rose from the depths of his mind. Screaming, they were all screaming. Nao, Zeek, the Waterchild, thousands of voices, all screaming. “I. Am. AGENT. 51!” he shouted. 
 
    “NOOO!!!” Nao cried, and she pounded the door so hard that Rylan could feel the walls of the cell shake around him. 
 
    “51!” he yelled again in vindication. He got to his knees and glared through the small opening at Nao. “I. AM. AGENT. 51. YOU. BITCH!” 
 
    Nao struck the door again, hard. “Open this door now!” she screamed. 
 
    “But, my queen, they are coming!” the guard said. Rylan could hear the panic in her voice. 
 
    He watched in horror as a gray translucent hand reached through the door, clawing at him, but a second later it burst into flames. Even Nao could not penetrate the cell she had imprisoned him in. 
 
    “Now, damn you! Open the—” 
 
    A loud explosion rumbled the confines of the lower dungeon. Rylan was thrown flat on the floor as dust and debris cascaded from the ceiling. 
 
    He scrambled back to the door and pressed his eye to the keyhole to see what was happening. The ground shook again, and he saw Nao fall to her knees. She looked up, scowling in Rylan’s direction. With her teeth bared, she got to her feet and marched frantically toward the door again, but her guards grabbed her by the arms and held her back. 
 
    “NOOO!” she protested, her spear cutting through the air in desperation. 
 
    “We must leave!” the guard yelled, pulling her back into a cloud of dust. 
 
    Rylan watched them disappear around the corner and braced himself as a second, more powerful explosion shook the chamber, and the ground buckled beneath his feet. What the hell was happening? Was this the Majesty?  
 
    In the distance Rylan thought he heard gunfire. He quickly sat up, but suddenly everything stopped. It was quiet. Rylan froze. His heart quickened, and he listen intently, but all he heard was a soft click. 
 
    He immediately looked to the door. 
 
    CLICK. CLICK. 
 
    A key was turning in the lock. 
 
    The cell door slowly creaked opened, and a plume of dust filled the room that made Rylan cough and cover his mouth. When he looked back up, he was met by two glowing red eyes. “No!” he gasped. 
 
    Nao leaped from the doorway, landing on top of Rylan and pinned him to the ground. She crouched over him on all fours like a wild animal and held him by the throat, squeezing his esophagus until he could no longer breathe. Rylan gasped for air. He could feel the pressure building in his head. He frantically grabbed Nao’s wrists and pulled as hard as he could to try and free himself, but there was no use; she was too strong. 
 
    “Did you think I would let you live?” she snarled as she stood up, lifting Rylan by the throat until his frail body dangled in the air. “You fool! I will break you!” And with that she slammed Rylan back to the ground. 
 
    Rylan's vision went dark as he hit the stone floor, and when he came to a moment later he saw her standing over him. But he could breathe freely. 
 
    “I will rid this world of human filth, and I will start with you,” she said as she unsheathed her dagger and straddled his body. Taking hold of his throat again, she raised her weapon high into the air. Rylan flinched, preparing himself for the inevitable when he heard more gunfire. 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    Green blood spattered into the air as a bullet tore through Nao's flesh, leaving her with a mangled shoulder. 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    Another bullet, a missed headshot, grazed the side of her right cheek. 
 
    Nao hid a grimace, but Rylan saw the malice in her eyes, and then he felt her gold blade pierce his neck. 
 
    His eyes grew wide as the cold metal sliced into his flesh. He couldn't move. All he could feel was the burn of the incision as Nao quickly removed her dagger. She leaned forward, green blood dripping from the side of her face. He could feel her hot breath as she whispered into his ear. 
 
    “Traitor!” 
 
    More shots were fired, and Rylan felt the weight of Nao’s body vanish as she dissolved into wisps of black smoke. 
 
    He gripped his neck as tightly as he could and rolled onto his side. Blood flowed from his wound onto his hand and across the floor. His body was numb. The pain was slowly ebbing away. He could taste blood in his mouth now, and in the distance he thought he heard voices. 
 
    “Area clear,” one of them said. It sounded mechanical, as if it was coming through a headset. 
 
    “Valkyrie, we have a man down.” This voice was different, but it still had the same mechanical tone. 
 
    Rylan felt someone kneel down next to him. 
 
    “Keeper, can you hear me?” the person asked. 
 
    Rylan looked up to see a heavily armed soldier. He wore a grey helmet with a black visor that covered his eyes. Rylan recognized the symbol on his chest plate; it was the cross of freedom, the insignia of the Paladins, the Majesty's Kill Squad. 
 
    “Vaysinger, get over here,” The warrior said. 
 
    Another Paladin came into view and knelt down next to the first one. “Facial recognition is a match, this is our boy,” he said. “Hello, mate, we’ve been looking for you.” 
 
    Considering the circumstances, Rylan thought the man sounded quite cheerful. 
 
    Vaysinger moved Rylan onto his back, removed something from within his armor, and jabbed Rylan in the chest with it. 
 
    “DNA is a match too,” he said. 
 
    Rylan stared blankly up at Vaysinger. He could feel his limbs beginning to grow cold. 
 
    “He has a cut to his carotid artery,” Vaysinger said. He took off the large med pack he was carrying on his back. “Hold on now, I’m going to stop the bleeding, so stay with me,” he said to Rylan. 
 
    Rylan tried to nod, but he found that he couldn’t. His life was fading away, and there was nothing he could do about it. 
 
    “Creed, we have incoming!” another soldier yelled from outside the door. 
 
    “Six, I’ll set the charges at the end of the hallway. You and Dune cover me. No one gets through here until we get the Keeper stable.” A man Rylan assumed to be Creed came into his sight and turned to Vaysinger. “Get this boy on his feet. Things are about to get hot!” he said. 
 
    “Roger that, boss,” Vaysinger replied. 
 
    Vaysinger took out another small device and placed it on Rylan’s neck. “This is going to hurt a bit, but we're going to stop the bleeding and cauterize the wound. You hear me?” 
 
    Rylan didn’t respond. His eyelids were too heavy now, and he felt relieved as they began to close. Vaysinger slapped his face. “Stay with me, mate, almost there!” he said. 
 
    Rylan struggled to remain conscious. His limbs had grown stiff and he was cold, very cold. All he wanted to do was sleep, but every time he began to drift Vaysinger would wake him with a slap. 
 
    “Ruger better hurry or he’s going to miss the party,” Six said to Creed. Rylan watched blurrily as the man called Six pulled out a large railgun he had strapped to his back and placed it on the ground. He pulled two small hoses from the gun and attached them to his armor. 
 
    “It’s time to get wet!” Six said and looked over at Rylan. He tapped his gauntlet, and the railgun apparatus sprang from the weapon and attached itself to his lower right hip. 
 
    “No one’s missing anything,” Rylan heard another soldier say. He had not heard this Paladin’s voice before, but somehow it sounded oddly familiar to him. Rylan turned just enough to see the Paladin from the corner of his eye. He was dressed like the others except for two short swords he had strapped to his back. There was blood splatter on his armor, not to mention the dents, scrapes, and bullet fragments lodged in his chest plate. He carried a small semi-automatic Harbinger in one hand and a large, narrow bag in the other. 
 
    Rylan stared at the Paladin as he moved into the room, and then gradually he closed his eyes again. The voices around him faded into the darkness, and he felt his body succumb to the fatigue he had fought for so long. It felt good, he thought, his mind drifting, to just rest. 
 
    Vaysinger reached down to Rylan, turned his head, and checked his neck. The device had successfully cauterized his wounds, and the bleeding had stopped. 
 
    “Sleep while you can, mate,” Vaysinger said, “You’re gonna need it.” 
 
    Ruger surveyed the prison cell as he made his way over to Creed. 
 
    “Glad you made it. Looks like you started without us,” Creed said and pointed to the blood on Ruger’s armor. 
 
    “What, this? Just a little appetizer, sir. Plenty more where that came from,” Ruger replied. 
 
    “Good,” Creed said and placed a hand on Ruger’s shoulder. “I’m tired of all this sneaking around.” He looked down at the bag in Ruger’s hand. “Is that it?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good, he’s over there.” Creed tilted his head in Rylan’s direction, then turned and headed down the hallway to join Dune. 
 
    A high pitched whine rang out as Six brought his railgun online, and the barrel began to spin wildly. 
 
    “How many?” he asked, swiveling the gun on his hip. 
 
    “Thirty, maybe more,” Ruger said. 
 
    “Don’t tease me.” 
 
    “Would I do that to you?” 
 
    Six steadied himself behind the railgun. “I love my damn job!” he said. 
 
     “How’s our boy?” Ruger asked, making his way over to Vaysinger. 
 
    “Blimey, he’s lost a lot of blood!” Vaysinger said as he removed the device from Rylan's neck and checked its readout. “This bloke has been tortured pretty bad. He has lots of fractures and some nerve damage as well. Whatever they used on him really messed him up.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ruger asked. 
 
    “I mean just about every system in that Keeper's body is shutting down, and I don’t know why. I have never seen anything like it, but I’m no Healer. This kid needs help, and he needs it fast.” Vaysinger looked down at the bag Ruger held in his hand. 
 
    “Let’s just hope that thing does what they say it will,” Vaysinger said. “It might be his only chance.” 
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    “Charges set. It’s party time, boys!” Creed said as he walked through the cell door. Dune followed behind him, holding a large 886 sniper rifle. 
 
    “He needs about ten minutes before we can move him,” Vaysinger said. 
 
    Ruger knelt down beside Rylan. The Paladin stared at the Keeper for a moment before speaking. 
 
    “It’s been a long time,” Ruger said softly. “I have something for you.” He unzipped the long narrow bag he had been carrying. “This should help,” he said and placed Talus between Rylan's arm and chest. 
 
    The staff came to life, and its gemstone grew bright. Ruger watched as Rylan’s pallid skin became flushed again. He placed his hand on Rylan’s chest and kept it there for a brief moment. 
 
    “Come on, Talus,” he murmured. “Bring our boy back.” 
 
    As Ruger watched over Rylan, the Paladin team moved into position. Standing center was Six holding his railgun. Dune was on the floor with the massive sniper rifle. Creed had taken a knee near the entrance with a detonator in one hand and a Harbinger in the other. Both Vaysinger and Ruger stood in front of Rylan’s body with their Harbingers trained over Six's shoulder. 
 
    “Paladin Team, this is Valkyrie, register?” a voice said from Creed's gauntlet. 
 
    “This is Paladin Team, GO!” he replied. 
 
    “Are the assets secure?” 
 
    “We have two assets down and one in need of Healer care.”  
 
    “Confirmed, Paladin. Valkyrie inbound in fifteen. Send coordinates for extraction.” 
 
    “Sending coordinates now,” Creed said. 
 
    The sound of approaching soldiers echoed through the corridor. Their boots struck the ground with an eerie cadence that hid their numbers. 
 
    “Okay, boys, steady!” Creed said, holding up his Harbinger and aiming at the door. The shadows of the advancing soldiers stretched across the stone floor. 
 
    “Steady …” Creed said through gritted teeth. 
 
    The footsteps grew louder, and the shadows that stretched from the floor to the walls were getting larger by the second. Finally, Cyrus Kan’s skull soldiers rounded the corner. 
 
    “Now!” Creed yelled. 
 
    A barrage of gunfire exploded from the small dungeon into the onslaught of angry soldiers. Rylan flinched at the noise as he regained consciousness. Vision blurred and exhausted, he lifted his head just in time to see several of Cyrus’s men cut down by the Paladin gunfire. Bright fiery flashes erupted from the Harbingers’ muzzles. Their odd tempos were almost drowned out by the high-pitched whine of Six’s railgun. 
 
    “Reload!” Creed shouted. 
 
    Together Vaysinger, Ruger, and Creed ejected the magazines from their Harbingers and replaced them with new clips. Dune continued to fire the massive sniper rifle, obliterating any enemy that rounded the corner. 
 
    “The next wave is bigger, boys!” Creed said, looking down at the screen on his gauntlet. “But this one is on me!” He held up the detonator in his hand. “Ruger, get that shield up!” 
 
    Ruger retracted his Harbingers, which folded back into his gauntlets, and stepped forward, unbuckling a short cylinder that was strapped to the side of his utility belt. He twisted the top of the cylinder, then placed it by the doorway. Rylan watched as three blue flares flashed from the top of the mechanism, which then burst into a large blue dome of energy, encapsulating the entire group. 
 
    “Shield's up,” Ruger said and took his place behind Six. The team repositioned their weapons and took aim again. All eyes were trained on the dank corridor. 
 
    A few minutes later the sound of boots and clattering armor resounded down the long hallway once again. Rylan pulled Talus closer to himself in anticipation. The staff began to vibrate, warning him of the pending threat. 
 
    The corridor erupted again in a barrage of heavy gunfire as an angry mob of Skull soldiers sped around the corner. 
 
    The energy shield Ruger had erected intensified, growing brighter as the outer surface became riddled with incoming bullets. Rylan craned his neck to see at least fifty militants advancing on their position. He was feeling groggy, but he needed to get up. The enemy's numbers were growing. He needed to help the Paladins. Rylan tried to sit up, but he immediately felt faint and lay back down. Talus, please, he thought, work faster. 
 
    He lifted his head to look up again, but he had trouble seeing beyond the onslaught of blue and green explosions that peppered the shield. Cracks multiplied across the surface and spread like a web over the entire orb. 
 
    He stared up at the blue orb, his mind racing. There were too many attackers; the energy shield would never hold. But then it dawned on him that it was never meant to. The shield was there to buy the Paladins time, just enough to get as many soldiers into the narrow corridor as possible before detonation. 
 
    “Get ready!” Creed yelled, “in three, two, one!” He clicked the small lever of the detonator. Rylan saw the enormous flash before he heard the explosion and felt the ground tremble beneath him. The Skull soldiers suddenly vanished, engulfed by tons of rock and debris that billowed down the corridor. The energy shield sputtered and flickered against the fragments of the blast as rocks and body parts sprayed like shrapnel against its waning barrier. 
 
    The Paladin gunfire had ceased, but it took a few minutes until the ringing in Rylan’s ears stopped. He watched anxiously as the dust settled and the devastation came into view. The only other light in the room besides Talus’s glow was the dim blue flicker of the shield, but it was clear that the corridor had been reduced to rubble. There were no survivors. One by one, each of the Paladin warriors lowered their weapons. 
 
    There was a moment of silence before Creed and his men began reloading. Ruger turned and knelt down next to Rylan. 
 
    “Can you move?” he asked. 
 
    Rylan looked at the warrior. His scarred helmet and tattered visor suggested this was just another day in the life of a Paladin elite. Rylan could almost see Ruger's face through the thin layer of dust on his black Y-shaped visor. He wondered what this man looked like behind his mask. 
 
    He knew there were few, if any, that knew his true identity. It was rumored that Paladin recruits were taken at an early age, plucked from Haven’s society and trained to be fierce soldiers. Their missions were top secret, and few civilians had ever laid eyes on one of these soldiers. You didn’t ask to be a Paladin, you were chosen. 
 
    Rylan nodded. “I think so,” he said. 
 
    “You better know, Keeper, we leave in five,” Creed said, looking at his gauntlet. He pointed to the back of the room. “Dune, I need an extraction point. Make it so.” 
 
    Ruger held out his hand to Rylan. “Come on, Keeper, let’s get you up,” he said as he helped Rylan to his feet. 
 
    Rylan winced in pain, but he knew Talus would not stop working until he was completely stable. The staff had minimized the pain by trying to heal him internally. He still had a long way to go, but he was no longer dying. He leaned on Talus, who was emitting a soft, pulsating glow. Ruger held onto him for a moment longer before letting go. 
 
    Dune switched off the energy shield, and the dome of blue light that had been protecting them vanished. He unscrewed the top of the tube and removed a small silver disc from it. As he held it up to Talus's light, Rylan could see that the disc was burned and warped. 
 
    “Few minutes more and we would have all looked like this,” Dune said as he tossed the disk onto the ground, “which would’ve been unfortunate, because without this bucket on my head, I’m the best looking one in this group.” 
 
    “You're telling lies again, Dune,” Ruger said and handed him another disc. Dune snatched it and mumbled something under his breath about everybody being jealous. 
 
    He placed the disk inside the cylinder and screwed down the top again. The energy shield came back to life, but this time it was a bright orange. 
 
    Rylan knew from his training that the change in color meant a change in the density and longevity of the shield. The orange was a blast shield, capable of withstanding massive explosions and heavy debris, but it would only last minutes at best under a constant assault. 
 
    Dune took his massive sniper rifle and pulled three small shafts from the butt of the gun. He removed a flash suppressor and replaced it with a thinner shaft that slid easily into the barrel. Then he screwed on a small missile to its end. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Rylan asked. 
 
    Ruger looked over at the Keeper. “Cryo missile,” he said. 
 
    “I like to call it the Shredder,” Dune said, stepping back and admiring his work. “That looks about right. Twenty tubes should do it.” 
 
    It had been a long time since Rylan had used a mechanized weapon of this caliber. In fact, it took him a minute to remember that there were ten cryos per tube. That would be a big explosion, Rylan thought as he looked up at the stone ceiling. 
 
    “Paladin Team, this is Valkyrie. We have your tracking beacon and will be in position for extraction in one minute,” a voice said from Creed's gauntlet. 
 
    “Confirmed, Valkyrie, Paladin Team standing by,” Creed responded into his wrist. He looked over to Dune. “Let’s blow this top and get the hell out of here!” 
 
    Dune nodded. “My pleasure! Strap up, boys. Daddy’s gonna make it rain!” 
 
    Ruger took Rylan by the arm and moved him closer to the sniper rifle. The rest of the Paladins formed a circle around the large gun and took a knee. 
 
    “Get down, Keeper,” Ruger said. Rylan knelt down beside him and they all looked to Dune. 
 
    Dune pushed a few buttons on his gauntlet, and the screen changed from blue to a pale green. The lights on the barrel of the sniper rifle glowed in the same corresponding colors. 
 
    “The two are synced,” Dune said, looking over at Rylan. “You’re gonna love this!” One by one the eight lights on the barrel of the gun went out, signifying the countdown. 
 
    When only four lights were left, Rylan could hear the sound of Tagar engines roaring overhead. 
 
    Two lights left … 
 
    “Brace yourself!” Creed yelled out. 
 
    One … 
 
    The gun jolted, the barrel flashed, and the floor shook as the rifle detonated like a cannon. The ceiling of the small prison exploded into a thousand pieces. Large rocks and pieces of debris came crashing down onto the shield. Rylan flinched as the rubble disintegrated on impact. He could see lights from an aircraft shining down on them through the large hole in the ceiling. He watched as the massive ship came into view, its large bay doors opening as it descended through the night sky. 
 
    “That’s our ride!” Creed said. 
 
    “Time to move, Keeper,” Ruger muttered. 
 
    Dune switched off the blast shield with his gauntlet, and all the Paladins stood up. Each one raised their hand and launched a small grappling hook from the end of their gauntlet. The hooks disappeared through the open bay doors and into the belly of the ship. Ruger took hold of Rylan, wrapping his arm around Rylan's chest. 
 
    “Hold on,” he said. 
 
    Rylan held tightly and watched as the Paladins ascended one by one through the hole in the ceiling and into the ship. Once they were inside the bay doors closed and they all hung for a second, suspended by their ropes in the holding area of the Tagar. 
 
    The engines roared as the Paladins lowered themselves onto the floor of the ship. Rylan placed both hands on Talus to stable himself as Ruger let him go. But the room began to spin, and he felt another sharp pain in his chest. 
 
    “He’s bleeding again,” Vaysinger said, looking down at Rylan. The wound on his neck had reopened. Feeling too weak to stand, he stumbled to the floor before Ruger caught him. 
 
    “Easy, Rylan,” Ruger said. 
 
    “Why is he still bleeding?” Creed asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Vaysinger said. “I’ve never seen anything like it. We have to get him back to the Majesty. Like I said before, he needs a damned Healer!”  
 
    Rylan could no longer hold onto Talus. He felt his staff slip from his hand. The room spun faster, and the last thing he noticed was the blurred image of the Paladin they called Ruger. 
 
    “Hold on, Ry,” he whispered. 
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    Rylan opened one eye, and the dim light slowly crept into his sight. Everything seemed fuzzy and green at first. He closed his eye as he tried to remember how he got there. 
 
    His muscles felt sore and fatigued, but not from injuries, more from lack of use. 
 
    How long had he been lying there? 
 
    Rylan open both eyes this time, but it took several minutes for things to come into focus. The room was white with a red stripe near the center of the wall. He had been here before during a training exercise at the Academy. It was the Majesty’s Critical Care Center—he must be worse off than he thought. 
 
    Rylan could hear the sound of the monitors in the background, the ticks and beeps associated with his vital signs. Finally he noticed the source of the green glow off to the left. He slowly turned his head to see a shadow of a man standing there. 
 
    “You gave us quite a scare, my boy.” 
 
    The voice was soothing and kind, but most of all it was familiar. 
 
    “Demetrius,” Rylan said, squinting to see him more clearly. His voice was rough, and his throat was tender. He tried to lift his head, but he did not have the strength. 
 
    “Easy, Rylan, rest. You’re safe. We can talk later once you’re better,” Demetrius said. 
 
    Rylan lay his head back on the pillow and took in a deep breath as Demetrius moved from the shadows and approached his bedside. He was a tall man with unique amber eyes. They were almost like that of a witch, but lighter. The hood of his emerald cloak covered most of his features, but the green glow from his staff illuminated the familiar grey stubble around his cheeks and chin. 
 
    “So, I’m going to live?” Rylan asked with a smile. He winced and moved a hand to his ribs. 
 
    “It looks that way,” Demetrius replied as he removed his hood. 
 
    Rylan looked into the Master Keeper's eyes. They seemed distant and concerned. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Rylan said. 
 
    Demetrius moved closer to the bed. “Sorry, for what?” 
 
    “I couldn’t save Zeek,” Rylan said. “I tried, but …” His eyes drifted away from Demetrius. 
 
    “It’s not your fault. It’s no one’s fault but the killers’ themselves,” Demetrius said. 
 
    Rylan looked back at Demetrius. You couldn’t see it in his rugged exterior, but Rylan could hear the sorrow in his voice. 
 
    “They were so powerful, Demetrius, I had never seen anything like it!” He could tell that he sounded on edge. 
 
    “Kan’s men?” Demetrius asked. 
 
    “No, the creatures in black. Didn’t they see them?” 
 
    Demetrius shook his head. “No, the only insurgents listed in the report were Cyrus Kan’s soldiers.” 
 
    Rylan tried to sit up again. “No, Demetrius, there were others! Large creatures in black. They were powerful! They were working with Kan. She was smart, very dangerous and … ruthless.” 
 
    “She?” Demetrius said, tilting his head to one side. 
 
    “Yes, their leader. They called her Nao.” 
 
    Rylan grabbed his side in pain again. “Demetrius, they are working with Kan. They are creating an army for him.” 
 
    “An army? An army of what?” 
 
    Rylan swallowed. “She called them …” he thought for a moment, “bio … bio-wraiths? She said they were the perfect blend of intelligence, will, and power.” 
 
    Demetrius's gray eyebrows lowered until they almost touched his nose. 
 
    “And there was something about DNA,” Rylan said, tilting his head back in pain. He took in a quick breath and continued. “She wanted the location of the F11 project. She knows that we are working on cloaking capabilities.” 
 
    “How is that possible? The F11 is a top secret project,” Demetrius said. 
 
    Rylan shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said and took in another short breath as pain flashed through his body. 
 
    “Okay, enough, you need your rest,” Demetrius said calmly. “We’ll talk more at the debriefing once you’re better.” 
 
    “I think that would be more appropriate,” a voice said from the doorway. 
 
    Rylan and Demetrius both turned to see a young doctor standing there. He wore a white tunic with a flowing red cloak that fastened to his shoulders. 
 
    “Right now the boy needs his rest,” the doctor said, moving into the room. His violet eyes scanned Rylan as he approached. “Your body has been through major trauma, Mr. Dalcome, more than your staff could heal. It’s my job to take care of the rest.” His pallid face was stern as he spoke. He looked to be no older than Rylan, but it was hard to tell with Vampires. 
 
    “My staff!” Rylan said, lifting himself on to his elbows. “Where, where is it?” 
 
    The doctor placed a hand on Rylan’s chest. “Your staff is here,” he said and pointed behind the bed. Rylan turned to see Talus hovering just a few feet away from him. 
 
    “Please, Mr. Dalcome, I need you to rest.” 
 
    Rylan grimaced in pain and lowered himself down onto the bed. 
 
    “My name is Dr. Cuza, Lucian Cuza. I am the Majesty’s Military Medical Liaison, and Chief Healer for the Artemis Latimer Healing Facility. I will be your primary caretaker.” 
 
    Rylan looked over at Dr. Cuza. “That’s a mouthful, Doc,” he said. 
 
    Dr. Cuza stared at Rylan for a brief second before turning away. He moved closer to the monitor, read the display, and placed his hand to his chin. 
 
    “How do you feel, Mr. Dalcome?” 
 
    Rylan studied Cuza. He looked troubled; his lips were pressed into a fine line. Apparently he didn’t like what he was looking at. 
 
    “I’m sore, but I feel much better than before. But you tell me, how do I look?” Rylan gave a slight smirk. 
 
    The doctor stared at the screen for a minute more. “Hmmm,” he said before turning to squint at Rylan. Suddenly Rylan felt more like a specimen than a patient. The Vampire's face seemed to be frozen in the same stoic expression it had been in since he arrived. Rylan didn’t think the man was too fond of his humor either. 
 
    “Did you know that you are missing a small amount of flesh on the back of your neck, Mr. Dalcome?” 
 
    “What?” Rylan’s smirk faded. Man, this doctor needs to work on his bedside manner, he thought. He lifted his hand to feel a small indention just below his hairline at the nape of his neck. The area was a bit swollen and numb to the touch. 
 
    “No, I … I had no idea,” he said and then looked at Demetrius. Demetrius stared down at him but did not speak. 
 
    “Your vitals are finally stabilizing, and you seem to be healing nicely,” Cuza said. “I have given you something for the pain, and we have tailored a potion to fight your infection.” 
 
    “What was wrong with me? I mean, other that the obvious,” Rylan asked. 
 
    Dr. Cuza sighed. “To be honest, we are not sure. We have never seen this type of infection before. At one point it was unclear if we could stop it from spreading. But, as luck would have it, we finally conjured the right potion and used several new incantations to deliver a tonic to where it was most needed.” 
 
    Cuza looked at Rylan and pursed his lips. “You are very lucky, Mr. Dalcome. Not only are you alive, but it looks as though you might have escaped without major injuries. Aside from the patch of skin, I think you will be fine.” 
 
    Rylan touched the back of his neck again. “Doc, do we know why they took the skin sample?” he asked. 
 
    “That I don’t know,” Cuza said and crossed his arms. “But having a sample of your skin is really no different than having you there in person.” Rylan narrowed his eyes. “What I mean is there is a great deal of information to be found in the smallest of skin samples. Essentially, it contains your entire genetic code. Now, what they intend to do with that sample I could only speculate on, so I’m afraid that really doesn’t help you.” 
 
    Rylan’s face grew stiff, and his gaze fell to the foot of the bed. Why had Nao done this? What was there to gain? He shook his head in disbelief. He was a fool to think he had prevailed, that he had actually escaped Nao’s clutches. 
 
    “Well, thank you, Doctor, for all your help,” Demetrius quickly interjected. 
 
    Dr. Cuza nodded. “Of course.” Then he turned back to Rylan. “Rest, Mr. Dalcome, and I will check on you later this evening.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc,” Rylan said. 
 
    As the doctor left, Demetrius stared after him with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “You’re worried,” Rylan said. 
 
    Demetrius walked slowly around the bed so he could be closer to Rylan. “I’m concerned, yes,” he said. 
 
    “I didn’t think I was going to see you again, Demetrius. I didn’t think I was going to make it.” Rylan said. His voice broke as thoughts of being alone, isolated in his dark cell came rushing back to him. 
 
    Demetrius placed a comforting hand on Rylan’s shoulder. “But you did, and that’s all that matters,” he said. 
 
    Rylan’s gaze trailed away from Demetrius, and he looked over at the monitor next to him. Small green lines moved erratically across the screen and the word NORMAL flashed on the bottom left side. 
 
    “It happened so fast. They appeared out of nowhere,” he muttered. 
 
    “I’ve looked over the Paladin mission file,” Demetrius said. “There is no mention of seeing anyone other than Cyrus Kan’s soldiers. They did state you were being attacked when they first found you, but it was too dark to identify the attacker. They assumed it was one of Kan’s men, but when they entered the room the insurgent was nowhere to be found. They noted that your DNA signature they were tracking was weak due to interference¬¬—something to do with the material used in the fortress. They were lucky to have found you at all.” 
 
    Rylan shook his head. “I’m telling you, she was there. Her skin was black, marked with white tribal tattoos. She was very tall, at least six-four, if I had to guess. Very perceptive or extremely lucky. She referred to me as a Leo, as if she just sensed it. But it was her, Demetrius, she is the one that tortured me. She had the ability to inflict excruciating pain without even touching me. 
 
    Demetrius narrowed his eyes, and he reached out to pat Rylan on his shoulder again. 
 
    Rylan looked up at him. “I’m not crazy! I know who tortured me!” he said. 
 
    “No one is saying you’re crazy, Rylan. I’m saying you need sleep. You need your strength. I promise you, we will get to the bottom of this,” Demetrius said. 
 
    Rylan pursed his lips and stared up at the ceiling. “You’re right,” he sighed. 
 
    They heard footsteps out in the hallway, and Demetrius turned to see Alisa standing with her arms crossed and her staff strapped to her back. Tears stained her cheeks, and her light blue eyes seemed overly bright. 
 
    “Ry,” she gasped. 
 
    Demetrius took a step back from the bed. “We’ll talk soon,” he said and turned toward the door. 
 
    As the Master Keeper left, Alisa wiped her tears away and moved to Rylan’s side. 
 
    “Oh, Rylan!” she said, leaning over him and placing her hands on his face. “I … I thought I had lost you.” Her voice trembled when she spoke. 
 
    Rylan reached out for her, cupped her cheeks in his hands, and kissed her gently on her forehead. 
 
    “I would always find my way back to you,” he said softly and kissed her again. 
 
    Alisa closed her eyes as his lips touched her skin. “I love you,” she sighed. “When they said the Majesty had lost contact I feared the worst.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, “I’m sorry I scared you.” 
 
    Alisa looked up and met Rylan’s eyes. “What happened? What went wrong?” 
 
    Rylan pulled Alisa close, making room for her next to him on the bed. Over the course of an hour he described the loss of Zeek, his imprisonment, being tortured, and, lastly, the escape. 
 
    “But there was a moment,” Rylan said, “there at the end …” He paused, and his eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “What, Rylan, what is it?” Alisa asked. 
 
    “Nao had asked me one last time to admit that I was a traitor, and if I did, she would set me free.” Rylan’s lip began to tremble. “And in those last few moments I wanted to say it.” 
 
    Alisa stared into his mournful eyes. “Not for my freedom, but because I thought I actually was.” 
 
    Alisa stroked Rylan’s cheek. “You are no traitor,” she said as she ran her hand over his brow and into his hair. “You are a brave Keeper, a leader, and a wonderful man, and no one can take that from you, not even Nao.” 
 
    She wiped the tears from Rylan’s face, and stared into his eyes. “And there’s something else I know that Nao doesn’t.” 
 
    Rylan gave her a small grin and lifted an eyebrow. “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “That you’re going to be an amazing father,” she said proudly, resting her chin on his chest. 
 
    This made Rylan smile. “You think so?” 
 
    Alisa sat up, took Rylan’s hand, and slowly placed it on her stomach. 
 
    “I know so,” she whispered. 
 
    Rylan paused, then his eyes grew wide. “Wait, what? What are you saying?” 
 
    Alisa was beaming now. “I’m saying we are going to have a little girl!” 
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