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		THEY WOULD NOT TOUCH her again.

		The girl stood in the center of the flames. The

		screams of the bad men, friends and family merged

		with the roar of the fire and the crash of falling timbers.

		She watched as one of the bad men stumbled past her, his cloak ablaze and his skin cooking. It smelt like roast pork. The other cloaked figures were either dead or fleeing for their lives. No. They would not take her. She walked out of the ruins of her family home, the smoke and heat not bothering her in the slightest.

		The white-hot of the Rage she had felt still lingered in her chest, but the Fear was fading. Despite the horror, the girl laughed. Why should she ever be afraid again?

		A body lay on the ash covered ground. Cautiously the girl approached and rolled it over. She blinked. It was her mother. The flames had burnt her to a crisp. Her flesh had melted away to reveal the bone beneath. The Rage built again, but this time something else grew with it. An emotion so powerful that it felt like a lead weight in her heart.

		“You would let them take me? Your own daughter!” the girl screamed.

		Hate. The emotion she felt was Hate.

		The ground trembled causing some of the fire-ravaged buildings to collapse. The girl looked at her hands in surprise. She didn’t know how but she knew that she was the cause of the quake. The cloaked men had wanted to take her away, to take her with them so that they could use her powers.

		“Such Anger. Such Fear.”

		The girl spun around. With a blue and black cloak billowing in the heat and flame stood the leader of the Empowered Ones. His handsome face was furrowed in concentration as though he were trying to protect himself from the raging inferno. The girl screamed again and lashed out at the man. Unlike the others, however, this one swatted her blows aside with ease. Tears flowed from the girl’s eyes, and her throat was raw from her screams.

		“I hate you! Leave me alone!” the girl sobbed. Exhaustion threatened to overwhelm her; she could feel her limbs becoming heavy, her head felt light. She swung a small fist at the man, but this time she stumbled and fell to her knees. He stepped forward placing a palm on her forehead. A strange tingling sensation coursed through her body and her senses dulled.

		“No!” the girl cried weakly before going limp. The Empowered One caught her as she fell and held her close.

		“You fear your potential girl,” he whispered as the blackness took her.
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		300 years later

		Hesselwit Estate – Western Imperium

		Life was good. The sun was high in the sky and casting its heat over the plantation. To anyone out in the fields the temperature would no doubt be unbearable, but Baron Hesselwit was comfortable sitting under the shade of an umbrella held by one of his servants. Sitting out on the terrace of his opulent manor house he took a sip from his glass of ice cold apple juice and savoured the cold chill that worked its way down his throat.

		Hesselwit lay on his cushioned couch while his slaves toiled in the fields. It was harvest time, and he was willing to do whatever it took to ensure that his workers hit their quota on time. He smiled as the crack of a taskmaster's whip carried on the air.

		“A motivated slave is a good slave,” he chuckled to himself.

		The slave waving a fan over him stood emotionless. As usual, Hesselwit was surrounded by house slaves that tended to his every need. The man holding the umbrella was slowly cooking, his bare back slowly turning raw from the merciless heat. A young woman massaged his feet while another worked his shoulders. Unlike their lord, they were all skin and bone.

		“I am sure Her Supreme Majesty will be pleased with this year’s harvest. I hear all of the barons have been working their slaves especially hard. Hopefully, it will be enough to allow her to forget the unpleasantness that occurred last year,” said the baron’s guest.

		Tall and wiry, Minister Trajin was the complete opposite of the Baron. He was the leader of the Western Imperium, only the Supreme herself was of a higher rank.

		Hesselwit shifted uncomfortably under Trajin’s intense gaze. The man never seemed to blink; it was most discomforting.

		“Yes well, the peasants paid a hefty price for that little incident. It took me six months to buy in enough new bodies to replace those I lost to the executioner's axe. Just to keep up with demand I have had to work over two dozen to death already this summer!” the baron whined.

		Trajin sipped from his glass and raised a thin eyebrow at him.

		“One would think you are unhappy with the Supreme’s order. Do you perhaps feel the punishment she commanded was too harsh?”

		“No! Never!” Hesselwit sputtered.

		A smile crossed Trajin’s lips, a menacing glint in his unblinking eyes.

		“I hope not, for your sake. Her will is law. Tell me Hesselwit, do you know why I am here?”

		Hesselwit looked into the bottom of his empty glass, unable to meet the Minister’s eyes. Annoyance flared within him. Angrily he snapped his fingers, summoning over a slave girl. He liked to keep the most attractive of his stock close to hand. On his instructions, the girl poured him another glass of juice and scooped out some ice from a nearby bucket.

		“Such extravagance for such a middling baron. Importing ice from the mountains must cost a hefty sum,” Trajin noted, a hint of threat in his tone.

		Despite the iced drinks and the shade cast by the umbrella, Hesselwit began to sweat profusely.

		“My business interests in the mines at Hestra provide me with ample income...” Hesselwit said hesitantly.

		“Or, could it be that you have been selling slaves on the side,” Trajin interrupted coolly.

		The Baron almost spat out his juice. He felt panic rising within him, how did the Minister know? Did one of those wretched slave masters inform on him?

		An awkward silence descended, Trajin continued to stare at the now profusely sweating baron.

		“I jest of course,” he said, breaking the quiet. “I am here to ensure that you continue to send your quota of slaves to the capital.”

		Hesselwit almost cried out in relief but quickly thought better of it. The amused expression on Trajin's face suggested that the minister knew all about his little business on the side. No doubt he too sold his most attractive slaves to the pleasure palaces across the Imperium.

		“The quota will be reached, Minister. I would never fail that most important of tasks. In fact, I have a wagon load ready to depart this evening.”

		No one knew what the Supreme did with the unfortunate slaves. Sending a quota to the capital had been a practice amongst the ruling class for years.  What the Supreme did with them, however, was something only the high priests of the Venerable Chamber knew. If he failed to meet demand, then men like the Minister would deliver swift retribution or worse, a Hollowed may pay him a visit.

		Trajin smiled, but there was no happiness in it, his eyes were like those of a vicious predator, one just waiting for a man like Hesselwit to slip up.

		“I am very glad to hear it. Well,' he said rising from the velvet cushioned couch, ' I must be off. I have a few more estates to visit today. Remember Hesselwit; the Supreme knows all. Farewell.”

		Hesselwit slumped back into his chair and wiped his brow in relief as the Minister departed. Once Trajan was out of sight he snapped his fingers, summoning a slave.

		“Go into the manor's wine cellar and bring me a bottle of the 34 vintage. After that, I need something stronger than poxy apple juice.”

		The slave bowed deeply and hurried off towards the manor.

		The Minister was just doing what he always did. The man liked to throw his weight around and reinforce just who was in charge of this part of the Imperium. Hesselwit smiled to himself, he would play the game just as his father had done and his grandfather before that. Despite the postulations of the Venerable Chamber's Chanters, the Supreme Imperium was anything but pure. Every baron was out for themselves. Slaves meant wealth and wealth meant influence in the Capital. Overall, he was satisfied with his performance at handling the minister.

		‘Perhaps I shall celebrate tonight;’ he thought. The raven-haired beauty that acted as his wife's body slave would do, he'd had his eye on her for a while.

		He looked out over the fields satisfied that the slaves were working hard. The taskmasters were pushing them to their limits, but such was their lot in life. They were the bottom of the heap, those least in the Supreme's favour. The men and women toiling away looked broken, centuries of oppression dwindling any fight within them. Hesselwit's eyes fell on an old man who was struggling to stay on his feet. The man was more like a skeleton, and his limbs were feeble. The baron sighed in exasperation as the man collapsed amongst the wheat.

		“There goes another one,” he muttered.

		Some of the other slaves looked up from their tasks before forlornly returning to work. To go to the man's aid would only result in a whipping from the taskmasters. Servitude and obedience was their lot in life, just as the Supreme decreed -

		His heart quickened as he spotted a tall, thin man wearing a suit and tie standing in the field. They looked at each other for a heartbeat, and to his stunned disbelief the man had no eyes, just empty holes where they should have been.

		“Who?” Hesselwit stammered. “Grimson, come over here,” He called over to one of the taskmasters. The burly shaven-headed brute jogged over to his lord.

		“My lord?”

		“Who is that over there...?” he trailed off. The strange man had disappeared. Had he been real? The sight of a slave so defiant had shaken him deeply. Where had the man gone?

		“My lord?” Grimson asked.

		“I... I must have been seeing things,” Hesselwit muttered. Troubled, he looked at the taskmaster who had a look of confusion etched on his scarred face.

		“It's just the heat, yes the heat has gotten to me. Back to work with you.”
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		Vavius knew things should be different. His travels across the Supreme Imperium had taken him to places that even the Supreme’s omnipotent gaze could not reach. She thought herself invincible, Vavius would prove her wrong. It hadn’t always been this way; before her rise to power the world had been free, at least that's what the Mentors had told him. He pulled the hood of his cloak tighter about his head to hide his features. Even out here in remote parts of the Western Imperium, he could not take the risk of someone recognising his face. He had waited until dusk to make his move, the exhausted slaves who had been toiling in the fields were slowly drifting off toward their compound that lay at the edge of the estate. He crouched in the shadow cast by a tall oak tree and watched the manor house of the Baron Hesselwit.

		It wasn’t long before the sun dipped below the horizon and lanterns were lit about the manor house. He narrowed his eyes; only four guards were positioned at the entrance to the walled complex. Vavius smiled. Hesselwit’s reputation for arrogance and overconfidence was well founded it seemed. He pushed off into a sprint, the tall wheat providing cover. The wind whistled in his ears as he ran, his eyes fixed on the manor houses outer wall. He reached the wall without being spotted and eyed the top of the stone coping. Bending his knees, he channelled his emotions, a smile crossed his lips as he harnessed the power of Joy. He jumped, clearing the ten-foot-high wall in a single bound. Switching to Anger, he felt his body strengthen. Switching emotions on the fly was easy for him after so many years of practice. He landed in a crouch, his enhanced legs absorbing the impact of the fall. 

		Looking around, he saw that he was now in the manor’s main courtyard. He shook his head at the baron’s slack security. If the man knew that there was an Empowered One in the area, he would surely have garrisoned an army, or worse. Swiftly, he crossed the courtyard and ducked down a flight of stairs that lead to the manor’s cellar. If all went according to plan, it should have been left open for him. Voices caused him to pause and duck into the shadows. Two armoured guards ambled by, completely oblivious to his presence.

		Once they were gone, Vavius turned and tried the cellar door handle. He smiled. The latch was open. The slave he had bribed the previous night had done her job well. Carefully, he opened the door and slipped inside. The cellar was dark save for a single candle casting a flickering light. Barrels and racks of wine bottles filled the space. A flight of wide stone steps was at the far end of the room, and he made his way towards it. He kept low to the ground, keeping his footfalls light. Above him, he could hear guards patrolling. Tilting his head, he listened. Just one was in the corridor above him. He reached the bottom of the steps and ascended quickly. There was no door blocking the stop of the stairs. Instead, there was an open archway that led into a wide carpeted corridor.

		Vavius pressed himself tightly against the cold stone wall and peeked around the archway. He had been right, just one lone and bored looking guard was doing his rounds. The man was looking at a painting hanging on the wall. From his vantage spot, Vavius could see that the image was that of a beautiful brown-haired lady. ‘The Baroness no doubt,’ he thought.

		Darting out from the archway, he crept up behind the distracted guard and with a sharp movement wrapped his strong arms around the oblivious man’s throat. A quiet popping noise sounded as his power enhanced limbs snapped the guard’s neck with ease. Maintaining his grip, he dragged the corpse to the archway and down into the dark depths of the cellar. Vavius blew out the candle to make it harder for any curious folks discovering the body. Once the grisly deed of hiding the corpse was done, he hurried back upstairs and down the corridor. Turning right, he headed towards the baron’s quarters, the time he had spent pretending to be a slave had proven invaluable, he knew the manor’s layout like the back of his hand. His back still ached from the sunburn he’d suffered holding the umbrella over the fat baron. The conversation he’d had with Minister Trajin had been interesting, but it had been of no benefit to him.

		Encountering no more guards, he crossed a small inner courtyard that was dominated by a bubbling stone fountain. Lavender and other sweet-smelling flowers grew in borders around the courtyard’s edge adding to the splendour of the place. Anger flashed in Vavius, men like the Baron lived in luxury while countless others lived in misery and despair. He froze and listened. For a heartbeat, he thought that he’d heard soft footsteps behind him. He waited – nothing.

		Quickly, he crossed the courtyard and entered the manor house’s living quarters. A red carpet lined the floors, and wooden panels decorated the walls. A tapestry emblazoned with the Hesselwit crest hung from the wall, and small statues of the Hesselwit barons stood on pedestals. The arrogance of the man was breath-taking. Vavius pressed on, finally reaching the baron’s quarters. To his surprise, the door was open. Cautiously, he crept forwards and pushed the door open with the tip of his boot.

		Lying on the four-poster bed that dominated the chamber was the baron, his throat slit and his eyes bulged in a death stare. Next to him was the Baroness, a deep cut across her delicate neck. The room stunk of blood. The bodies were a surprise, but the creature standing over them made Vavius recoil.

		Tall and thin with a long narrow face and dressed all in a suit of black stood a Hollowed.

		“You’ve finally arrived. We were beginning to grow impatient,” the Hollowed said in a deep emotionless voice. “Were you looking for this?” it added. In its hand was a scroll. At seeing it Vavius’s heart sank.

		The tall and unnaturally thin figure turned from the bodies and looked at Vavius. Just like all Hollowed it had no eyes, just black holes where the organs had once been. Vavius tensed, no one had ever fought a Hollowed and lived. He turned, trying to flee, but another eyeless figure now barred the passage behind him. He'd been followed. There was no escape. He had failed.
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		Fork – Northern Imperium

		THE PATH WOUND ITS way through the woods like a river cutting its way through a canyon to the two teenagers walking down it. Both were covered in thick, black mud, a testament to their success in catching newts that lived in the river that ran through the heart of the woods. The boy, Elian, had blue eyes that appeared to be almost unnaturally bright against the thick black mud that caked his face.

		“I cannot believe you pulled me in after you,” Elian said with a goofy grin. His mother would tan his hide for ruining another tunic.

		“It was your fault for trying to play the hero as usual.”

		As she spoke, Lizella laughed and shoved her friend into one of the hedges that grew along the side of the path. She giggled and ran off as Elian scrambled back onto his feet and set off in pursuit.

		“I'll get you for that!”

		The two ran through the woods, their laughter echoing among the tall trees. It was autumn in the Northern Imperium, and the leaves were beginning to turn a golden brown. The ground was already covered.

		It was always an annoyance to Elian that Lizella was able to run faster than he could. Her long legs gave her the advantage. Both were fifteen years old, but already Lizella was a full head taller than himself.

		They ran for what seemed like hours, and Elian's lungs began to ache. Suddenly, at the edge of a clearing, Lizella skidded to a halt and Elian, unable to slow down crashed into her back sending them both spilling to the leaf covered ground. They disentangled from one another and clambered to their feet. Elian gulped. Stood at the opposite side of the clearing were three older boys.

		The biggest was Ruy, the son of the village blacksmith and with him was Grian and Sac. They were not as tall as their friend but were just as mean. Elian groaned. The boys had spotted him and Lizella. He took her hand ready to flee, but Grian darted to the side to cut off their escape.

		“Well, look what we have here, a pair of piggies. So, freak what's it to be today? Another black eye, or, perhaps a broken bone?”

		The older boys laughed at Ruy's mocking voice. Elian winced, the bruise on his chest from his last run-in with the bullies was still a livid purple. Then, they had beaten him and stolen the sweet roll his mother had made for him.

		Lizella stepped forward, shielding Elian protectively. She held her head high, and her brown eyes stared defiantly at Ruy.  'Wish I was as brave as her,' Elian thought, feeling a sense of pride in his friend. That pride, however, was quickly replaced with embarrassment. In their games he often played the role of a hero, in reality, it was the other way around.

		“Hiding behind a girl huh, you little coward,” Ruy sneered.

		“If you were so brave Ruy, why does it take the three of you to pick on Elian? I think it's because it is, in fact, you that is the coward,” Lizella replied, her voice full of contempt.

		Ruy's face flushed red with anger as his friends chuckled. Elian squeezed Lizella's hand in warning. It wasn't wise to antagonise Ruy. She looked over her shoulder at him and smiled reassuringly.

		“Shut up. Sac, go move her out of the way,” Ruy commanded.

		Sac was around the same height as Elian but almost twice as wide with small pig-like eyes. The fat boy strode over to Lizella, confident that he would have no trouble moving her. He reached out to grab her arm, but as he did so, she lashed out and gripped his hand. She bent and squeezed his fingers the way her grandfather had taught her. The boy cried out as she twisted Sac's fingers into a painful position. Tears formed in the boy's eyes as she forced him to his knees. His chubby face was red, and his whimpering was comical.

		“Do you want me to let go?” Lizella asked sweetly.

		Sac nodded his head frantically.

		“Yes! It hurts!”

		Ruy swore at his friend's weakness. Lizella let go of Sac's hand and shoved him onto the ground. She then glared at Ruy daring him to try something. For a heartbeat, Elian thought that Ruy would hit her, but Lizella's bravery was too much for the bully. With a look of disgust, Ruy helped Sac onto his feet.

		“Fine, you win this time' Ruy said bitterly. He pointed at Elian. “Next time you won't have your girlfriend to protect you. Next time I'm going to break your face!” And with that, the boys turned and fled through the trees.

		Once they were gone, Elian let out a sigh of relief.

		“Thanks.”

		“He's right you know. I won't always be around Elian. You need to learn to stand up for yourself; you’re too kind-hearted. Bullies like Ruy are everywhere, and if you're not careful, you could be hurt or worse.”

		Before he could reply, Lizella took off through the undergrowth. He stood in the clearing for a few moments crestfallen. Did she think him a wimp? His hands knotted into fists. He would show her; he would prove that he was not afraid.
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		ELIAN MADE HIS WAY back to the village his thoughts focused on the events of the day. He no longer cared that he was sure to get a smack from his mother. Instead, his thoughts focused on what Lizella had said. Emerging from the woods, he crossed one of the fields surrounding the village of Fork. In the distance, the gleaming snow-capped Torvus Mountains towered over the valley, and the clear blue waters of Lake Josi shimmered. The village got its name from the way the Awth River forked around it. Elian crossed the narrow stone bridge that crossed the fast-flowing waters and headed toward his father's workshop.

		Fork wasn't a rich village; it only had a dozen or so thatched cottages and a single tavern. Most of the villagers plied their trade as woodsmen and fishermen. Being at the edge of the Supreme Imperium the authorities paid it little interest. As long as the monthly quota of lumber and salted fish was met, the local Baron left them alone. Elian reached the village square that lay at its centre. He hurried by the marble statue of the Supreme that towered over the nearby buildings. As was the norm, the statue was that of a stunningly beautiful woman her arms spread wide to reinforce the fact that her reach was long. To vandalise the statue meant execution. After crossing the square, he rounded a corner to find his father, Helias, stood outside his workshop.

		Elian's family were a rare thing outside the cities. Helias's skill as a carpenter meant that he had earned his freedom. The local baron, recognising his talent had allowed him to set up a workshop and even allowed him to earn a little money. Such a thing was virtually unheard of in the Imperium. Out of all the families living in Fork, Elian's and that of the local stonemason were the only ones granted serf status. To be a serf meant that you were the next rank up from slave. It allowed Helias to travel and sell his wares outside of the Northern Imperium, albeit at heavily taxed prices.

		Piles of logs stood in rows outside, and the sound of hammering came from within.  In his father's hand was a chisel, in front of him a half-finished piece of furniture.

		At seeing Elian, he smiled.

		“Oh boy. When your mother sees the state you're in, you are going to get it. Elian, are you alright?” Helias asked as he noticed the forlorn look on his son's face.

		“Ruy threatened to beat me up again. Lizella stood up to him, but it's embarrassing. I want her to think I'm brave and that I can look after myself.”

		Helias smiled and pulled Elian into a strong hug.

		“Ruy is a lot bigger than you. If you want to beat someone who's bigger than you then you have to rely on other things besides strength,' he said tapping Elian's forehead with a finger, ‘you're a smart boy Elian. Use your head, and you can find a way to beat that bully and impress Lizella,” he added with a wink.

		Elian blushed. He'd had a crush on Lizella ever since she arrived in the village. He remembered the first time he had seen her. She had been at the market her long blonde hair trailing down her back and her big brown eyes had been wide with worry. Her family had been sent by the ruling baron to make up the numbers in the village following a bout of plague that had killed off a quarter of the population. In the Imperium, it was extremely rare for the lower classes to move between settlements freely. At seeing her, his young heart almost skipped a beat. He had offered to show her around, and from that day they had been best friends. Lizella was no longer the frightened girl she had once been; now she was tough and confident. Elian's father often joked that she had more confidence than the Supreme. His mind raced as he digested his father's words. 'Use my head, that's it!'  Elian thought. Helias chuckled at the expression on his son’s face.

		“Uh-oh, looks like I've given you an idea. Listen, son,' he said bending so that he was at eye-level with Elian, 'being brave is about knowing when to act and when to let things go. I know Ruy and the other boys pick on you and that you feel like you need to stand up for yourself, but perhaps you should think about why people like that do the things they do.”

		Elian looked at his father, confusion in his eyes.

		“Ruy has had a hard life. His family are slaves, and so, like many, he takes his bitterness and frustration out on those around him. He is not as lucky as you Elian. When you come of age you will be free to carry on the family trade, or, you can strike out on your own. Ruy will never have that opportunity. Instead of being angry at him, try and relate to him.”

		Elian pulled a face at the suggestion. Ruy had been mean to him for as long as he could remember. Could it truly be down to jealousy? Even so, that was no excuse to be so cruel and vindictive. The bruise on his chest throbbed with pain, a reminder that his father was wrong. He had to stand up to the bully. Otherwise, nothing would change, and Ruy would continue to think that he could pick on him.

		“I have to stand up to him. Otherwise, he will just continue to pick on me. Perhaps if someone showed him that he shouldn’t treat people that way he will stop.”

		Helias stood and placed his hands on his hips a look of respect in his eyes.

		“A noble idea Elian. Perhaps you are right. Standing up against cruelty is something every man should aspire to. I just wish other men were like you; all men should be free...” Helias's eyes widened as he realised what he had said. Elian gasped. Such words if heard by one of the Imperium's informers would be deemed as heresy, and the punishment for that was death.

		“Forget I said that son,” Helias muttered. He glanced around wide-eyed and sighed in relief. They were alone. The nearest person was old Graf who was banging away in his workshop.

		“Now be off with you, I suggest you get yourself cleaned up before your mother gets home,” he added. Elian could see the fear in his father's eyes. Despite all of his talk and pride of them being serfs, they were still slaves. Slaves to the fear of the Supreme.
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		ELIAN LEFT HIS FATHER and carried on down the dirt track that acted as the village's main street. His parent's cottage was on the opposite side, to get there, he had to pass by the smithy. As usual, the blacksmith Trin was at his forge. The man was massive with arms the size of tree trunks. Just like his son, Trin had little respect for Elian and glared at him as he hurried passed.

		Elian looked to the sky. The sun was beginning its descent in the west. He figured that it would be another hour before his mother returned from her duties at the baron's manor. Like his father, she was a serf and served as the baron's bookkeeper. The ability to read and write was incredibly rare amongst the lower classes, and so his mother was treated well for her services. Finally, he reached the little stone cottage. Ivy grew over the front of the house and wildflowers bloomed in the garden. It was small and cosy; it was home.

		As he went through the front door, he began to peel off his filthy clothes. Once in his undergarments, he chucked them onto the pile already awaiting washing. He then went to his bedroom and took a fresh tunic from the cupboard. 'My face is still a mess!' he thought as he caught a glimpse of himself in the small oval mirror that hung above the fireplace. The cottage was comprised of a small living room, his bedroom, his parents' bedroom and a small kitchen area at the rear.

		He noticed that the pile of logs was running low. He headed to the back of the cottage and went outside via the backdoor. A little stream trickled at the end of the garden where his father grew various fruits and vegetables. Picking up the bucket that was just outside the back door he went to the stream and filled it up with icy fresh water. The towering mountains that loomed over the valley provided the villagers with ample water. Ice traders often passed through the village as they made their way to and fro from the frigid peaks.

		Once the bucket was filled, Elian took a deep breath and plunged his head into the icy water. He gasped as the cold hit him. Feeling refreshed he scrubbed his face clean. His mother would never know how filthy he'd been, he thought happily. After cleaning up, he then took the axe that lay next to the woodshed and set about chopping up some firewood. Gathering firewood from the forest was one of his jobs, as was collecting water from the stream and river. With his tasks completed his thoughts drifted back to Ruy. His eyes settled on his father's gardening shovel.

		“That's it!” Elian cried as the idea struck him like a lightning bolt. He knew how to get some payback on the bullies.
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		DESPITE THINKING THAT he would get away with it Elian's mother had been furious at the state of his clothes. As usual, Helias had tried to defend his son, but Dora would have none of it and had sent Elian to bed early with no supper. Lying in his bed, Elian could hear his parents talking in hushed tones in the living room. 

		“It's time that boy became a man. When are you going to start training him as your apprentice? He needs a trade, something to stop him from these childish games. I spend all day working for that pig of a baron, the last thing I need is to come home to him and his foolishness,” Dora complained.

		She had always been a stern woman who had little patience for the tomfoolery of youth. Whereas the other boys had been allowed to play in the mud, she had forbidden Elian from doing so. She had a thing for cleanliness and despised dirt, which explained why the cottage was spotless.

		“Are you ok my love?” Helias asked softly. Dora seemed more on edge than usual.

		“The Baron was in a foul mood today. Word came from the capital that he would have to increase his quota. Apparently, there was an incident in the south, from the rumours it sounded as though an Empowered One was involved.”

		At hearing the words, Elian slid out of bed and placed his ear against the door. Everyone had heard of the Empowered Ones; they were just myths, stories that old folks told children, but if that was true then why was his mother talking about them as though they were fact.

		“You don't think it has something to do with...?” Helias asked, leaving the question unfinished.

		“It can't be. We've been careful. No one can know,” Dora replied, her tone nervous.

		“I'm sure you're right. I'll make sure Elian comes to the workshop with me tomorrow. C'mon it’s late let's get to bed.”

		Elian frowned, he could no longer hear his parents and the living room was plunged into darkness as they blew out the candles. He clambered back into bed and waited. He had to be sure that his parents were fast asleep before he set about enacting his plan.

		An hour went by, and the house was silent. As quietly as he could, Elian got out of bed and tiptoed over to the bedroom door. He had got into bed with his clothes on to avoid making any noise getting dressed. Once again, he placed his ear against the wooden door and listened. Silence. Smiling, he carefully opened the door and crept through the cottage until he reached the back door. He took his cloak off the peg on the wall and lifted the latch, wincing at the squeak it made and went outside. The shovel was right where he had left it. He put on his cloak to protect him from the night's chill and picked up the shovel. He knew just the spot where he would set his trap. With a rush of excitement, he hurried towards the woods.
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		Chapter 3.
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		THE WOODS WERE A SCARY place in the depths of night. The tall Aspen trees cast strange shadows and the night time wildlife gave it an almost alien feel. In the distance, an owl screeched. The temperature had dropped as Elian had worked, but he had barely noticed due to the exertion he had put into his master plan. For hours he had been digging the hole that he would use to get payback on Ruy. Most villagers were too afraid to enter the woods in the dark, but Elian was committed. He would prove that he was no coward.

		With one last effort, he scooped out another pile of earth and added it to the large pile beside the hole. Sweat dripped off of his brow, and his clothes were damp with perspiration. Satisfied that it was deep enough he hauled himself out, his arms trembling from the night's labour. He lay on his back and looked at the sky above him. It was a clear night, and the stars shone like a sea of fireflies. The moon was high and casting an eerie glow on the slumbering world below. Elian felt at peace when looking upwards; it made him wonder what else was out there. Were there other worlds like his own? Was someone just like himself lying on their back and looking at the same points of light? He liked to think there was. He also wondered if their world was like his own. One ruled by a single person. A being that had lived for centuries and possessed powers that could enslave an entire race.  Elian had heard the murmurings of the people before, but it had been a surprise to hear talk of freedom come from his own father's mouth. Helias was a man who obeyed and who had always done as he was told. Whenever the baron's men came to the village to demand more supplies or taxes, Helias always agreed and never showed resistance. And yet, he had spoken about freedom. Then, of course, there was the strange conversation Elian had heard before sneaking out. Perhaps his parents weren't as submissive as he'd once thought? The idea both excited and terrified him. There had always been whispers of a movement known as the Liberators, a group of escaped slaves that tried to fight the Supreme and her Imperium. The authorities did their best to suppress the rumours, but it had been hard for them to hide the mass escape of slaves that occurred the year before.  Travelling pedlars had spread the tale far and wide, and most of those had in turn been hanged for doing so. Elian wondered if his mother's words about the rumours of an Empowered One was related to the rebels. His father would no doubt tell him to keep such thoughts to himself, and he would certainly do so. He wasn't an idiot. Informants were everywhere.

		With a groan, Elian got to his feet. His legs were wobbly from exhaustion, and his eyes were droopy. He wasn't done yet, however, first, he had to dispose of the dirt pile and then cover up the hole. It was going to be a long night.

		A rustling sound came from amongst the trees. He froze. Heart racing, he slowly peeked out over the rim of the hole. He almost cried out as he spotted a tall, cloaked figure moving quickly among the trees. Almost as quickly as it appeared, the figure disappeared amongst the undergrowth.

		Elian held his breath.

		‘Old Yin!’ he thought.

		He waited a few minutes to make sure the figure had truly gone. Convinced that it had left, he went back to his task, a new sense of urgency to his digging. 
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		ELIAN AWOKE WITH A start as his father nudged him with his boot. He was outside the cottage in the shed where Hellias kept his tools.

		“And just why are you asleep outside my boy?” Helias asked his hands on his hips.

		Elian groaned. The sun had risen in the east but judging by the light it was still very early in the morning. Helias always awoke before the sunrise to prepare for the day's labours. Bleary-eyed Elian sat up and coughed. His eyes were tacky with sleep, and his back ached from sleeping on the hard ground. Memories came back to him.

		“I took your advice about Ruy,” he yawned.

		Helias raised an eyebrow. From the dirt on his son's clothes and the shovel that lay next to him, he had a pretty good idea of what Elian had been up to. He sighed deeply.

		“If your mother found you like this she would have had a fit. Heck, she still might.”

		“Please father, don't tell her!”

		Helias couldn't help but chuckle at his son's pathetic pleading. He rolled his eyes and offered Elian, a helping hand. The boy took it and got to his feet; he was exhausted.

		“Fine. I'll say I got you up early to help me in the workshop.  When she catches the cart to the baron's, you can go to sleep in your bed. Judging by the looks of you, you won't be much help to me.”

		“Thank you!” Elian cried in relief.

		“Just be careful son,” Helias said shaking his head.

		An hour later and Dora had left for her job at the baron's estate. She'd not questioned his sorry looking state and simply put his tiredness down to the fact that Helias had awakened him at such a horrid hour of the morning.

		Elian slept for most of the day but was woken up by a knocking on the cottage's front door. Bleary eyed he slipped on a clean tunic and shambled into the living room. He looked out the oval window and smiled. It was Lizella. Every time he saw her, his heartbeat quickened. He squinted as bright sunlight flooded the room when he opened the door. Lizella stood in the doorway with arms crossed and a frown on her pretty face.

		“It's after mid-day Elian, you were supposed to help me get firewood an hour ago,” she said annoyed.

		“Sorry, I had a busy night,” Elian replied sheepishly.

		“Doing what? Never mind. C'mon let's go. If we don't get that wood, we will both be in trouble.”

		Elian took one of the sacks that rested next to the front door before the two teenagers hurried down the path and through the village to the woods. As they walked, Lizella began to sing a song, to Elian her voice was like that of an angel. Birds flitted about in the trees, and a red squirrel darted across the path. He always felt at peace in the woods, safe except for the odd occasion when he would encounter Ruy and the other bullies. Eventually, they reached a clearing that was used by one of the village’s lumberjacks. Often the woodsman would leave some logs and other wood for the children to collect. In the distance, they could hear the faint thudding of axes at work.

		“So, why were you still asleep at such a late hour?” Lizella asked as she picked a wildflower and put it in her hair.

		Elian yawned loudly before answering, “I took some advice. Next time we run into Ruy follow my lead.”

		Lizella raised an eyebrow.

		“Sounds mysterious. I hope you haven’t done anything daft.”

		Elian flushed. He desperately wanted to tell her what he had spent the night doing but thought better of it. It would be a surprise if they ran into the bullies. He imagined her being impressed by his cleverness.

		They walked deeper into the woods. It was humid amongst the trees and patches of mist lingered in parts. The place felt eerie bringing Elian memories of the strange encounter he’d had the night before.

		“Do you think the stories about old Yin are true?” he asked.

		“Old Yin? The old hermit who kidnaps and eats children? I dunno. Thought he was just a tale told by the adults to keep us out of the woods after dark. Why do you ask?”

		Elian looked over his shoulder; he swore he felt eyes watching them from the trees. He shivered.

		“I...I think I might have seen him last night. It was only for a second, but I swear I saw someone moving through the trees,” he replied softly.

		Lizella stopped. The look on her face was one that suggested she thought him mad.

		“You’re not serious?” she said before bursting out laughing. “Oh, that’s a good one Elian, you almost had me going then.”

		Elian folded his arms across his chest and frowned as he waited for her to finish laughing. Lizella wiped a tear from her eye, her body still trembling from the giggles.

		“There’s no such thing as Yin; he’s just a myth. It’s just a story the old folk tell to scare children into behaving” she said finally.

		“My dad says that there is often some truth to myths. I overheard my parents talking last night, and they mentioned an Empowered One. My mother said that one had been involved in some incident in the south,” Elian replied defensively. The mention of an Empowered One caught Lizella’s interest.

		“But, you know whatever, I guess they are just tales too,” he added with a smirk.

		Both of them spun around as they heard the sound of people running through the undergrowth. Before they could move, three figures burst out of a nearby hedge. Red-faced and breathing hard were Ruy and his cronies.

		“See, told ya I saw them Ruy,” gasped Grian a cruel grin on his face.

		Elian and Lizella backed away from the three boys.

		Ruy stepped forward. In his hands was a wooden axe handle which he slapped against an open palm. Sac was at his side, a look of uncertainty in his eyes as he glared at Lizella.

		“What did I say to you two last time? Oh yeah, next time I see you I’m gonna break your face. Well, I’ve got the tool for the job,” he said holding the axe handle menacingly before him.

		Elian could see that Lizella was about to play the hero again and challenge Ruy. ‘No, it’s my turn, my chance to prove to her and myself that I am not a wimp’, he thought determinedly. To everyone’s surprise, he stepped forward to stand protectively in front of Lizella.

		“What are you doing?” she hissed.

		Not taking his eyes from the three bullies he replied, “Trust me, I know what I’m doing. Just follow my lead.”

		Ruy took another step closer and chuckled.

		“Look, lads; it finally looks like the wuss has grown a pair. Won’t do him much good when I smash his face in, though.”

		Ruy and the other boys approached. Elian looked around, desperately trying to get his bearings. He almost shouted out in joy as he recognised the fork in the woodland path. They were close. Lizella cried out as he grabbed her hand and took off in a run, pulling her after him.

		Ruy laughed.

		“Looks like we got us a hunt boys!” he whooped.

		Elian and Lizella ran through the undergrowth, twigs and brambles snatching at their clothing as they went. The bullies were close behind and shouting taunts as they pursued. After a short distance, Elian changed direction, and they emerged into the clearing he had chosen to set his trap. They had gained some ground over Ruy, but it would only be seconds before he caught up with them.

		“Go over there, in front of the tree,” commanded Elian. Lizella nodded and did what she was told. She seemed more curious than frightened. Elian wished he could be so calm. His heart was racing a mile a minute; he just hoped his plan would work.

		Ruy and the others burst into the clearing. Sac was breathing hard, Elian was surprised the big lad had been able to keep up with his taller and skinnier friends.

		“I’m almost disappointed. Is that it? Not much of a hunt,” Ruy complained causing his mates to laugh.

		‘C’mon you bastard’ Elian thought.

		Ruy stalked toward his prey, his comrades at his side. Elian began to retreat. They took a few more paces before Elian suddenly dove to the side to land in a pile of leaves. The unexpected move caused Ruy to freeze.

		“What are you doing idiot. Stay still and take your beating like a man.”

		Elian looked up and smiled.

		“Don’t look down,” he said.

		The looks of confusion on the bullies’ faces was priceless. The sound of breaking twigs was better. He had led them into his trap perfectly. With a loud snap, the ground beneath the bullies collapsed sending them tumbling into the hole that he’d dug. Cries and shouts of surprise were quickly followed by a cacophony of swear words. Cautiously, Elian clambered back onto his feet and hurried over to the edge of the hole. The three boys lay in a tangled heap. Elian couldn’t help but laugh.

		“Got you! You may be bigger than me Ruy, but you’re not smarter. You ran straight into my trap,” he taunted. Lizella walked over to stand at his side and laughed. Ruy struggled free from his friends and stood up. He jumped trying to grab the side, but his fingers couldn’t quite reach the edge. He swore loudly. His face flushed red with anger.

		Elian began to pace along the edge of the hole.

		“I could let you out, but I will do so only if you promise to leave Lizella and me alone for good.”

		Ruy’s hands knotted into fists.

		“No freak. I’ll get out of here and when I do you’re dead. The girl too,” he snarled.

		Lizella picked up a small stone and threw it at Ruy. It struck him right between the eyes to send him falling back onto his stunned arse.

		“Make all the threats you want Ruy. Elian’s beaten you. Know when to quit,” Lizella said.

		Ruy rubbed his nose; his hand came away bloody from a small cut caused by the stone. His rage increased at the sight. Without a word he grabbed Sac and slammed him against the side of the pit. The fat lad cried out in protest, but Ruy silenced him with a punch to the gut.

		“Shut up and stand there. I’m getting out of here, and I’m gonna kill them!” he bellowed. With that, he forced Sac onto knees and climbed onto his shoulders. The extra height was what he needed to reach the edge of the hole. Grabbing the grass at the top, Ruy began to haul himself up.

		Elian stood dumbfounded. That wasn’t supposed to happen!

		Panic filled him as Ruy crawled out of the pit and staggered to his feet. The stunned Elian was too slow to react, and the bully gripped him by the back of his tunic. Lizella screamed for him to run. Too late. Elian gasped as Ruy’s fist connected solidly with his back. Pain shot through him sending him to the ground. Lizella rushed to help him, but Ruy shoved her backwards. She tripped on a tree branch and crashed to the ground winded.

		A rain of blows struck Elian’s body forcing him to curl into the pain. He could feel blood oozing from his nose from where Ruy’s fist had struck it. Blow after blow hit him until Ruy stepped back panting from exertion.

		“If you think I’m going to let you off with just a beating you’re mistaken,” he growled. Ruy staggered back to the edge of the hole.

		“Pass me the axe handle Grian,” Ruy commanded.

		Grian left the side of the crying Sac and picked up the handle. Fear was in his eyes.

		“Calm down Ruy. Don’t you think the freaks had enough?” Grian said, his voice trembling.

		Ruy glared at his friend.

		“I’ll say when the little freak has had enough. Now pass me the bloody handle or else I’ll beat you too,” he growled. Grian cowered and tossed him the axe handle. Once again Ruy slapped the handle against his palm. He stalked toward Elian who was curled up in a ball on the ground, blood dripping from his broken nose and the cut on his cheek. Lizella stood; she looked dazed from where her head had hit the ground.

		“Now then, let’s smash that face of yours.”

		Elian moaned. He tried to stand, but pain stabbed him like a knife to the chest.

		“Please Ruy...” he pleaded.

		Ruy smiled and raised the axe handle ready to strike. Just as he was about to bring the heavy wood down on Elian's head, Lizella stepped forward. The handle struck her across the face, knocking her to the side and back onto the ground with a thud.

		“Lizella!” Elian cried. Ruy stared at her unmoving body in horror.

		At seeing it, a rage surged through Elian. It was an Anger he had never felt before. It flooded into his veins. All of the pain vanished, and strength burst into his limbs. Without thinking, he jumped to his feet, darted forward and grabbed Ruy by the throat. To both of the boys’ surprise, Elian lifted Ruy off of his feet and high into the air, the bigger boy felt as light as a feather. The power was intoxicating.

		The surprise Elian felt was quickly replaced with anger as he looked at the unmoving Lizella. With a roar, he threw Ruy right across the clearing, over the hole and crashed into a hedge. A sickening snap sounded where Ruy’s arm shattered from the power of the impact.

		Elian advanced, his fury felt unquenchable as though he were possessed. The other boys were screaming in fright as he reached down into the hole and lifted them both out, one in each hand. With a roar, he threw Sac high into the air and batted Grian across the clearing with a single blow. Sac crashed into a pile of dead leaves that cushioned his fall and Grian landed in a hedge of brambles.

		Their screams for help rang out through the woods. Elian was out of control. He could feel it. The rage was like a storm in his chest, one that he could not calm. A part of him was screaming in terror while another was relishing the feeling of boundless strength. He was no weakling after all.

		He spun as the undergrowth burst apart. Standing at the edge of the clearing was a figure wearing a long yellow cloak, their features hidden in shadow. The figure took in the scene before them. Their gaze flitted between the unmoving girl and the three petrified boys that were cowering before the rage possessed lad before them.

		“Run.” The figure said.

		Ruy and the other boys didn’t need to be told twice. They fled through the trees. Elian snarled at the mysterious stranger. The stranger let Ruy go; he let the thugs who had hurt Lizella flee! How dare he?

		Elian roared in rage and charged at the figure. The cloaked man held his ground, easily parrying the punches aimed at his torso. Elian swung another punch but this time his fist connected with the man’s open palm. The man held his ground, but his legs trembled from stopping the supernaturally strong blow. Suddenly, the man stepped forward and placed his palm on Elian’s forehead.

		“Peace,” The figure said softly. A serene calm flooded through Elian. He felt drowsy. The world went black.
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		Chapter 4.
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		ELIAN STIRRED FROM his slumber; he felt as though he had been asleep for a thousand years and every fibre of his being felt relaxed and peaceful. Slowly, he opened his eyes. Peering over him with concern etched onto her beautiful face was Lizella, even the bandage wrapped tightly around her head did little to dampen her looks, at least to Elian.

		“He's waking up,” Lizella said.

		Blinking, Elian could feel some of his senses returning. A sharp pain lanced in his side causing him to gasp and throbbing aches emanated from his face and torso. Tears formed in his eyes but he forced them back. He would not cry in front of Lizella; he would be brave. He tried to focus through the pain and took in his surroundings.

		He was lying on a bed in what appeared to be a small log cabin. A fire blazed in the little fireplace at the far end of the room making the place unbearably hot. The walls were free of decorations save for a piece of cloth that hung from a nail above the door. Lizella was sitting on a rickety looking stool, a worn brown shawl draped over her shoulders.

		Just as Elian was about to ask her who she was talking to the door opened and in walked an old man. A tuft of white hair topped the man's head, and a thick white beard covered much of his face. Thick bushy eyebrows were offset by a pair of dark green eyes and a large nose. Of his appearance, the man wore a simple linen shirt, trousers and a pair of worn old leather boots.

		The old man walked over to Elian and placed a cold palm on his forehead. A scowl was on his face, a look of uncertainty and wariness in his eyes.

		“Good, it seems to have passed,” the man muttered. “It's dark out, you two can stay here until morning. I fear that after the events of today the woods will not be safe this night.”

		Without another word, the man swept out of the room and closed the door behind him. Elian raised an eyebrow as he sat. The sheets were itchy.

		“Who is that?” he asked.

		Lizella was watching the door as though the old man would return at any moment.

		“It's Old Yin. The stories are true. He saved us from Ruy and the others,” she replied a hint of excitement in her voice.

		Elian gulped. Memories came back to him. The old man hadn't saved them, he'd saved Ruy and his friends from him. Lizella had been knocked out by the axe handle, she hadn't seen what he had done, what he had almost done. His hands began to shake as the sensation of losing all control flooded back to him.

		“Are you ok?” Lizella asked worriedly. She reached over and took his hands in her own and squeezed them tightly.

		Elian looked at her hands on his before looking into her eyes. Shame filled him. His foolish plan had backfired spectacularly and they'd both gotten hurt as a result. As well as shame he felt fear. What had happened to him? Where had that unnatural strength come from? He looked at the door, Old Yin knew something, and he had known how to stop him.

		“Just a bit shook up. I'm so sorry Lizella. I thought I'd been clever, that I had put Ruy in his place. It's my fault you were hurt, I...”

		She shushed him by placing a finger to his lips. To his surprise, she was smiling.

		“It was a good plan, just next time dig the hole a little deeper. Yin said I have a minor concussion, I'll have a nasty lump on the back of my skull, but aside from that, I am fine. You're the one who took a beating.”

		Elian looked away unable to meet her kind eyes. If she had seen what he had done to Ruy and the others, would she be looking at him with such kindness? Or, would she be afraid of him as he was of himself?

		Lizella yawned.

		“Sorry, it’s been a long day. Our parents are going to be so worried about us, but I think we should do what Yin says and stay here until morning. I don't know what he meant about the woods being dangerous tonight, but I get the sense that he knows what he's talking about. Perhaps he spotted a wolf pack or something?” she said tiredly.

		Elian threw back the itchy covers and swung his legs over the side of the bed. He winced as his bruises made their presence felt.

		“Take the bed. I feel like I've slept for a hundred years. I'll keep watch.”

		Lizella offered little in the way of an argument and readily agreed. Elian watched her climb into the bed, and as soon as her head hit the pillow, she was snoring softly.

		“I'm sorry” he whispered before heading to the door.

		As quietly as he could, he opened the door and peeked into the next room. It was larger than the bedroom, and it too had a simple fireplace built into the back wall. An old table was in the center of the room and at its side stood two comfy looking armchairs, one of which was occupied by the mysterious Yin.

		“Come here, my lad. I think we have much to discuss,”

		Elian jumped as the old man spoke. He obviously had no difficulty with his hearing. Nervously Elian approached. The old man picked up a pipe from the table next to him and began to top it up with some tobacco. Elian recognised it as a Sindin Cavendish; it was the same make his father often used. Next, Yin leant forward and touched a taper into the fire and then lit the pipe. A spicy aroma began to feel the room as Yin took a few puffs. To Elian's surprise, Yin offered him the pipe.

		“Er... no thanks. I tried it once, and it hurt my throat a bit,” he declined.

		Yin raised his thick bushy eyebrows in amusement.

		“Young'uns these days never seem to want to try anything new,” he chuckled. He took a few more puffs and sighed as he settled back into his chair.

		“Although..., I gather that what you did today was new to you. Tell me, lad, have you ever done it before?”

		Elian shook his head.

		“Interesting. Very interesting indeed and worrying.”

		“Why worrying? I don't like the sound of that.”

		Yin regarded the boy for a moment before tapping his pipe on a small ceramic ashtray.

		“What you tapped into today was the Power. Do you know what that is?”

		Elian had heard the stories, the Venerable Chamber's priests often spoke of it. It was the source of the Supreme’s power they said.

		“The Power is what the Supreme is master of. How could I have tapped into it? Only she can do that...” he replied, confusion evident in his voice.

		Yin snorted and spat into the fire in disgust.

		“No boy, that's just what they want you and everyone else to think. The Supreme wields it most certainly, but it is not exclusive to her. There are others out there in the world that can tap into it. You did today. In fact, you did with such force that your Emergence was as loud as a thunderclap.”

		Elian looked into the fire and then at his hands. He didn't believe the strange old hermit and yet- he had felt something. He had felt powerful.

		“What’s an Emergence?” he asked.

		Yin sighed and stretched his back. He grunted as it clicked.

		“Emergence is the term used to describe when someone Gifted comes into their abilities. Often it comes at a time of extreme emotional distress. In your case, seeing your friend hurt triggered such anger that it was enough to awaken the Power inside you. Emotion is key to the Power. Your anger gave you supernatural strength; other emotions grant their own abilities. It is sad that it was anger that was the trigger, it can lead to an unstable progression, perhaps, even a Break.”

		Elian looked into the fire his mind racing.

		“Before you ask, a Break is when you lose your mind. Many a Gifted has fallen victim to one, but Empowered Ones are most vulnerable to it. Harnessing and switching emotions on the fly is not a very easy thing to do after all.”

		Yin gestured to one of the armchairs that stood close to the fireplace. Elian hesitated for a moment before sitting down.

		“What do you know about Empowered Ones?” Yin asked. He tapped his pipe, emptying ash into the clay ashtray next to him. He regarded Elian with raised eyebrows, curious to know what the strange lad knew.

		Elian shook his head, “Only the stories that my parents sometimes told. I know they weren’t supposed to tell them, they always warned me never to repeat them to anyone else.”

		“Stories and myths are all they are these days it seems. It’s a crime just to utter a word about them,” Yin grumbled. Picking up a pouch of tobacco, he set about lighting his pipe. Elian watched the old man in fascination. Yin took a few puffs from the smoking pipe and sighed contentedly.

		“Sit back lad and let me tell you the story of who we are and how we were betrayed by the ones we trusted the most.”
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		Chapter 5.
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		YIN PLACED ANOTHER log into the fire causing the flames to flare a brighter yellow as it consumed the new source of fuel. With a stretch, the old man sat back down in his worn armchair and stared into the flickering light. Elian leant forward in his seat, eager to hear a tale of the Empowered Ones. He’d always loved such stories, especially the ones forbidden by the Supreme’s decree.

		“A long time ago, our people were nomads wandering the land. We had no interest in farming or science. Our ancestors were one with nature and lived long happy lives. Humans and the other races got along, each choosing to not interfere with the others. That all changed when a tribe of nomads stumbled across something they could not explain. According to the old texts, now forbidden, of course, the tribe had found what they described as a tear in the fabric of reality. Two men stood outside the tear, their clothes were different to those of the tribe. Fearful of the strange men, the tribe attacked them only to be thwarted by powers they could not explain. The two men could control the elements; fire erupted from the palm of one and lightning from the other. Cowed by this display the tribe submitted to the men who identified themselves as Wizards of the Golden Empire.”

		Elian sat back in his seat, his mind racing. Just imagining such beings had set his imagination racing.

		“What’s a wizard?” he asked dumbly.

		Yin cackled at the question.

		“After many months the Wizards learnt the tribe's language and were able to communicate. What they said changed everything. They claimed to be from another world and wielded a power that they called Magic. Using this power, they had discovered a way to travel between worlds and had arrived in ours. They eased the tribe's concerns and told them they came in peace. All they wanted was to learn about our world and perhaps aid the tribe. Needless to say, as the years went by more and more of the Wizards arrived and taught the tribe the ways of civilisation.

		‘A close bond formed between the Wizards and the people to the extent that some of them took our men and women as their spouses. They were curious as to why the people of this world could not use Magic like they could and so experimented. It was when the first offspring of these unions were born that they learnt that they had created a new power. Unlike their abilities, this power manifested itself through emotions, and soon their children were granted the name ‘Gifted’.  These Gifted, were only able to harness the powers of a single emotion. However, a rare few were capable of harnessing all. These very special people were named Empowered Ones. Then, one day, without any explanation the Wizards vanished. As the years went by the tribe became a kingdom, and before long the other tribes followed suit. Civilisation had arrived, and without the Wizards guidance conflict erupted as each kingdom used their Gifted and Empowered Ones as weapons against the others.”

		Elian looked at Yin.

		“So Gifted people are the descendants of these Wizards?”

		“Yes. Although, it is a lot more complicated than that. Anyway, where was I?” Yin answered irritably. He never liked having his stories interrupted.

		“Ah yes, the wars. When the world of man looked set on destroying itself, the Wizards returned. With them, they brought a chest made of gold and told the King of Aeranyth to keep it safe and defended. They explained that conflict had come to their own world and that soon their Golden Empire would fall. The object in the chest was one of immense power, one that could not be allowed to fall into the hands of their enemies. As quickly as they had returned they vanished once more leaving more questions than answers. The King assigned a group of Empowered Ones to safeguard the chest, but one amongst them was ambitious. A young woman yearned to learn the secrets of the Wizards, and so she betrayed the others and stole the power for herself. Using the object, she obtained eternal life and power that was nigh invincible; no one could match her strength. One by one the kingdoms fell until finally, only the great Kingdom of Aeranyth remained. She corrupted other Empowered Ones to her will, and together they destroyed Aeranyth utterly, scattering the survivors to the four winds. Today, those once verdant lands are now a barren wasteland. With the kingdom eradicated the newly self-proclaimed Supreme set about hunting down all those born with the Gift. Her hunters have done their jobs well so that now after three hundred years nearly all of the Gifted are either dead or now serve her will.”

		“What was the object?” Elian said his tone full of wonder.

		“Nobody knows for sure except the Supreme. She has hidden any information about it well. There are rumours, legends that sort of thing but nothing concrete.”

		“You have the Power as well, right?” Elian asked looking at the old man.

		A thin smile touched Yin’s lips.

		“I do. My area of expertise is Positivity. By tapping that emotion, I have the ability to alter people’s emotions. I can calm folks, even send them to sleep as I did with you. I am what is known as a ‘Gifted’, I can harness one emotion with the Power but no more. Some Gifted can use two but not many. An Empowered One, on the other hand, can harness them all. They are extremely rare. I wonder...” Yin said as he stroked his chin. He looked at Elian with renewed interest.

		“What?”

		“Close your eyes and think of the happiest moment in your life. Concentrate.” Yin urged.

		Elian did as he was told and closed his eyes. His thoughts went back to his tenth birthday. It had been a hot summer’s day, and his mother had arranged a birthday party for him. Everyone in the village had attended including the new family that had moved there from the south. He remembered when he had first set eyes on Lizella. She smiled at him, and even though he had never spoken to her, he felt such joy that he almost felt his chest burst with happiness. Thinking of her always made him happy. A tingling sensation spread through his body.

		Yin gasped. Elian opened his eyes, confused. The old man rose from his chair and walked over to a small chest of drawers. Opening it, he took out a small mirror and held it in front of Elian’s face.

		“Woah!” Elian cried.

		All of the bruising that had covered his face, the fat lip, the broken nose, all were gone. Tentatively he touched his chest. There was no pain. He lifted his tunic, his chest was free of bruises.

		Yin stepped back his eyes wide in awe.

		“You...you’re an Empowered One.”

		Suddenly a look of fear crossed his face.

		“You must leave here; they will have surely heard the Emergence as I did. She will have heard it,” he stammered.

		Elian stood up, panic filling him.

		“What do you mean?”

		“The Supreme will have sensed your Emergence. The strength of it, I should have known. She cannot allow any Empowered Ones to live, Elian, she will send her servants to find...and kill you. I fear you are in terrible danger.”

		Yin hurried into the bedroom and began to rifle through the wardrobe. Lizella awoke with a start at the noise he was making.

		“What’s going on?” she asked bleary-eyed.

		Yin pulled out two moth-eaten travel cloaks from the wardrobe and chucked them at Elian and Lizella. Both were far too big for them.

		“We must leave here. I fear it may already be too late,” Yin explained as he hurried back into the living room and began to raid his larder. He took a cloth sack off the peg on the wall and began to fill it with food. A few cans of beans, bread and a few jars were all put into it.

		“What about our families!” Elian asked. “We can’t just run away without telling them.”

		Yin stopped for a moment and sighed deeply.

		“It is better that they do not know anything. Do you not understand boy? You, and now your family are in terrible danger.”

		“We have to warn them then,” Elian argued. Lizella watched them both as though they were mad.

		“Will someone please tell me what is going on?” she demanded with a shout.

		Yin threw a warning look at Elian, a look that told him to keep his mouth shut. Elian understood. To tell Lizella would also put her in danger.

		“We have to leave. Yin thinks that we are in danger.”

		Lizella crossed her arms.

		“A moment ago, you said we should stay here. That it was too dangerous to leave, now you’re saying it’s dangerous to stay? Elian, what are you not telling me?”

		Just as Elian was about to reply, a bell began to toll frantically in the night. It was the village’s warning bell. Even in the woods, the sound could be heard, it was only normally used to warn the woodsmen that a dangerous beast had been spotted in the area. This time, however, Elian knew it heralded something far worse than a wolf pack or bear.
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		“KEEP LOW,” YIN WARNED in a hushed tone. Despite his insistence that they flee, Elian and Lizella had headed toward the village, the concern for their parents overriding the fear they felt. The woods were dark save for the dim glow cast by a half moon. They moved as quickly and as quietly as they could through the trees, in the distance they could hear the warning bell ringing in the night. They hurried through the clearing where Elian had dug the hole and reached the edge of the wood. An orange glow flickered through the trees, and the smell of smoke was on the air. The village was burning!

		“We have to do something!” Lizzela cried. Just as she was about to break into a run and rush toward the flames, Yin grabbed Lizella’s shoulder holding her back.

		“Quiet child,” he said in a soothing voice.

		As he spoke, Lizella stopped struggling. The old man had used his power. Lizella slumped to the damp earth as though in a daze, but all signs that she was about to do something rash had gone. Elian crouched low and crawled to the tree line to get a better view of the village. The villagers were being ushered out of their homes by men wielding firearms toward the main square. He almost cried out as he spotted his father and mother amongst them.

		“Imperium soldiers,” Yin whispered as he crawled up alongside Elian.

		The soldiers wore steel breastplates over their blue uniforms. Each man carried a long musket and had a pistol strapped to the bandoleers that ran across their chests to their belts. All of them also had a vicious looking rapier attached to the belt. On their heads, each man wore a steel helmet complete with a faceplate that only added to their intimidating appearance.

		Each of the villagers was forced to kneel and watch as the soldiers moved from house to house setting fire to them as they went.

		“Why are you doing this?” shouted one of the villagers. Elian squinted, it was Trin. A soldier strode over to the big man raised his musket and placed it against his skull.

		“Speak again scum, and I will put a hole in your skull,” the soldier snarled. Trin went pale and lowered his head.

		More soldiers arrived at the square with more of the villagers who, like the others, were forced to kneel. Elian watched wide-eyed, the whole village had been rounded up. Slaves and Freemen alike. Of his parents, he had lost sight of them.  A tense silence fell over the crowd, only the crackling of fire could be heard. A sudden crash broke the silence as one of the houses roofs collapsed in on itself.

		A deep foreboding descended upon Fork. Elian gasped as he felt a pressure form on his mind. Glancing to his right, he saw a similar look of discomfort on Lizella’s pale face. Yin, on the other hand, had his eyes narrowed, deep in concentration. Sweat was on his wrinkled forehead, and his body shook from some unseen exertion. The oppressiveness grew heavier. The villagers who were already on their knees appeared to wilt under its weight, even some of the soldiers seemed to shrink before it. A lone figure dressed all in black approached the terrified crowd, its cane tapping on the ground as it walked. From his position hidden amongst the trees, Elian could see that the figure wore a tightly buttoned black suit and polished black boots. The way it walked suggested it was a man, a very tall and very slim one. The face was long with a narrow sharp nose and thin lips. The eyes were hidden by a pair of black lensed spectacles.

		With deliberate steps, the thin man paced slowly in front of the petrified villagers. Elian gasped as the heavy feeling grew in strength. It felt as though some heavyweight was sitting on his chest. Lizella was struggling to breathe, and her eyes were wide in terror. Yin, on the other hand, remained on his knees, but the look of concentration was more intense than ever. His face was red, and sweat poured into his eyes. He looked as though he had run a great distance or fighting to resist some invincible force.

		Finally, the thin man spoke, and Elian immediately wished he hadn’t. The voice was like that of something from a nightmare; only this one had bled into reality.

		“You may be wondering why we are here and why we have condemned your village to the fire. The answer to this is simple. You have amongst you a person of great interest to her Supreme Majesty. The fire is simply to encourage you to tell me what I want to know. Each of you has two choices open to you. The first is tell me where I can find this individual. The second...’ the man paused for dramatic effect and a wicked smile crossed his lips. The sight of it made many of the villagers’ tremble. ‘... Is die. Either way, the Supreme has decreed that all of you are now slaves. After that little incident last year, she is unhappy at the numbers being sent to the capital and so has decreed her subjects living at the Edge of the Imperium, such as here, are to be moved to the Central Imperium.”

		As the last word left his mouth, some soldiers advanced on the crowd, in their arms they carried chains which they now forced upon the villagers. Some people protested but were quickly silenced as musket barrels were put against their heads or aimed at their loved ones.

		“Now,' the thin man went on as he began to walk amongst the petrified people, 'I will free the person who tells me what I want to know. Have any of you noticed one of your fellow villagers behaving strangely? Anyone acting out of character?”

		Elian winced at the words. Desperately he tried to spot Ruy, Grian and Sac. Sure enough, Ruy spoke. 

		“Elian! The freak, it's him you're after.”

		The thin man smiled, sending a shiver down Elian's spine. The man strode over to where Ruy was kneeling. Next to him was his father Trin who was urging his son to be quiet. As the thin man stood over them, Trin looked away, unable to look at the strange figure.

		“This Elian. What did he do?” the thin man asked eagerly.

		Ruy paled. His bottom lip trembled, and tears were in his eyes.

		“He...He beat up my friends and me. Normally he's a wimp, but he was so strong. Stronger than a bear he was. It wasn't natural.”

		The thin man stroked his narrow chin and tapped his cane on the ground menacingly as he thought.

		“And where is this Elian now?”

		“I don't know. Last I saw him, he and Lizella were in the woods. I've not seen him since.”

		The thin man placed his cane under Ruy's chin forcing the terrified boy to look at him.

		“I thank you for your honesty boy. Captain,” he snapped, “release him.”

		One of the soldiers walked over and uncuffed Ruy. For a heartbeat, the lad looked happy, but that was quickly replaced by confusion.

		“What about my family?” Ruy asked.

		“Your father told you to be quiet. He defied my command,” the thin man replied humorlessly. With a gesture of his hand, the captain who released Ruy drew the pistol from his belt, placed it against Trin's head and pulled the trigger.
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		THE GUNSHOT WAS LIKE a thunderclap, and Trin's lifeless body fell forward in a heap. Ruy and the villagers screamed. Elian tensed, tears in his eyes. Yin reached over and grabbed him by the shoulder. Terrified, Elian looked at the old man.

		“You two must flee. Run south to the city of Olandis. Once there, find Vavius, he is the only one who can help can help you now,” Yin said slowly so that the lad could take in what was being said.  Staying low he pulled Elian and the shocked Lizella behind him. Despite his advanced years, Yin moved with the agility of a much younger man. More gunshots rang out from behind them causing the children to whimper.

		“There is nothing you could have done,” Yin said as they fled through the trees.

		They ran for what felt like an eternity through the blackness of the night. Eventually, the sounds of gunfire receded, and they found themselves in a clearing illuminated by the soft glow of the moon. Yin slowed to a halt and urged the others to stop too. Despite the sprint, the old man was not even panting, unlike his two much younger companions.

		“This is where we go our separate ways,” he said. “You must head in that direction until you reach the edge of the forest. There you will come across the railway line. Follow it south but be sure to stick to the undergrowth. There are more than just Imperium soldiers you need to be wary of out in the world.”

		Elian choked back tears, and Lizella stood in shocked silence.

		“Do you hear me?” Yin shouted, snapping the two youths out of their daze.

		“Find Vavius. He will help you.”

		“What will happen to my parents?” Lizella said softly. She was in shock that much was clear. Yin sighed and placed a hand on the young woman’s shoulder.

		“I am sorry my child. If they are still alive, they will most likely be taken to one of the mines or factories in the Heart of the Imperium.’ Yin glanced at Elian, ‘the same fate will likely befall your parents as well Elian.”

		Elian kicked the ground angrily. His fear was being replaced by anger. It was his fault this was happening. A look of hope crossed his face as he remembered what Yin had told him.

		“We can save them. You’re a Gifted, and I’m an Empowered One. You said it yourself. We can use our powers to save them. What are soldiers to someone like you?” Elian pleaded desperately.

		Yin looked away. Lizella stared at her friend.

		“You’re a what?” she asked in disbelief.

		“That man with the cane is a Hollowed. They are trained specifically for hunting and killing people like us, and you have only just discovered your powers. You would be dead before you could blink.” Yin replied.

		Elian’s shoulders slumped.

		“The only chance you two have is for me to lure the Hollowed off of your trail. I will reveal myself to him and get him and his men to pursue me. I will lead them north and far away from you.”

		Elian was about to argue, but the sounds of men shouting to one another and dogs barking behind them stayed his tongue. The soldiers were coming.

		“Run!” Yin shouted.

		Elian grabbed Lizella's hand and together they fled.
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		YIN WATCHED THE YOUTHS flee into the night. The sound of the approaching soldiers increased in volume. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath before breaking into a run towards the troops. He ran through the undergrowth, deliberately making as much noise as possible to draw attention to him and off of the children.

		“Come and get me!” he bellowed.

		He could see the light of the soldiers’ lanterns change direction and come towards him. Dogs barked excitedly as they spotted the lone figure sprinting amongst the trees. He had lived in the woods for over a decade and knew the hidden paths that wound their way through it, those, however, he would avoid. He had to lure them away for as long as he could.

		He smiled to himself. It had been a long time since he’d had a run-in with the Supremes’ forces. For a moment, his thoughts flitted back to his youth, a time when he had battled them with all his strength. Despite her self-anointed name, The Supreme, even after three centuries had not been able to crush all resistance to her rule.

		His attention snapped back to the present. Impossibly, like something out of a nightmare and stood in the darkness in front of him was the Hollowed. At seeing it, Yin skidded to a halt. The Hollowed smiled wickedly.

		“It’s been a long time. You’ve grown old,” it said in its whispery voice.

		Yin’s stomach knotted with fear and yet curiosity forced him to approach the Hollowed cautiously. Did it know him? How? Behind him, the soldiers and their dogs burst out of the treeline and began to surround him. The Hollowed raised a hand commanding them to stop. The soldiers glanced at each other in confusion, the dogs snarled.

		“You seem to have me at a disadvantage,” Yin replied. He got his wildly beating heart and rapid breathing under control. He needed to remain calm if he was to have any chance of escaping this encounter.

		The Hollowed clicked his tongue against his teeth before chuckling. The sound was unnerving; Yin could see in the eyes of the soldiers that none of them were comfortable around the sinister being in front of them.

		“No. I suppose you would not recognise me after all this time. It matters not. Tell me, Yin, it was not you who we sensed yesterday. What we sensed was an Emergence, the likes of which we have not felt in a very long time. However, I’m guessing that you know who it was and that you are leading us on this merry little chase is your attempt at helping this Elian.”

		Yin could feel nervous sweat forming on his forehead. The Hollowed had seen through his ruse. He had to keep the Hollowed and soldiers distracted for as long as possible. He had to buy Elian and Lizella more time.

		“Tell us where you sent him, and I will make your death quick and painless,” the Hollowed continued.

		“You are mistaken. I am the only one with powers in this area. There was no Emergence, you have wasted your time. Perhaps the Supremes’ grasp on her stolen power is finally slipping,” Yin replied defiantly.

		The Hollowed hissed at the insult to its master. Yin tensed and narrowed his eyes. Despite the danger he was in, he tapped into his power. Positive thoughts filled his mind, and the gift flooded through his body like fuel to a fire. Focusing on the nearest soldier, he raised a hand and pushed with his thoughts. The soldier blinked and shook his head.

		The power of Positivity gave Yin several useful abilities, one of which was the power to influence the minds of others. He dropped a suggestion into his thoughts and sent it into that of the soldier.

		Suddenly, the affected soldier raised his musket and shot at his closest comrade. The gunshot boomed through the woods, and the shot man screamed. All hell broke loose.

		Yin spun and pushed similar thoughts into the minds of the other soldiers. One drew his sword and plunged it into the back of another. Soon the clearing was filled with men fighting and trying to kill each other.

		Those that Yin was unable to influence were now battling their friends for their very lives. More gunfire erupted as two of the influenced soldiers began to shoot the dogs, their howls of pain only adding to the carnage.

		After only a few minutes of chaos silence fell once again as the last of the soldiers not under Yin’s power were slain. Amongst the chaos stood the Hollowed, an amused smirk on its eyeless face. Six of the influenced men remained their muskets all aimed at the Hollowed.

		“Impressive. Your mastery of Positivity remains intact I see, despite your age.”

		Yin channelled his power, gaining a tighter grip over the minds of the men under his influence. He raised his hands and thrust them at the Hollowed. The six remaining soldiers opened fire sending balls of lead whizzing towards it. The projectiles never reached their target. The thin figure had raised a hand of its own, and now, impossibly, the bullets were floating in the air a few inches from its body. With a casual wave of the hand, the bullets shot back whence they came striking the soldiers. Four of the six crumpled to the ground - dead. The other two were hit but still standing. Yin pushed again prompting the soldiers to draw their swords.

		‘Buy me some time’ he thought on the verge of panic.

		With wild war cries the two soldiers charged at the Hollowed. Momentarily distracted it was forced to turn its attention to its attackers. It was the chance Yin needed. He fled back into the woods. Behind came blood-curdling screams as the Hollowed made quick work of the two wounded soldiers. For a heartbeat, Yin felt a pang of guilt for sending the men to their deaths, but the feeling was short-lived as he remembered the atrocities those in the service of the Supreme had committed over the centuries. Slaves or not, they had a choice.

		He ran for what felt like an age before finally slowing his pace. His lungs were burning, and his breaths came in deep gasps. When he was younger, he could have run for days, but now his age had finally caught up with him. Even tapping into his power his stamina was nothing like it used to be. The number of trees had dropped, and the temperature had fallen to an icy chill. Ahead he heard the sound of a fast-flowing river. He had reached the northern border of the woods and the River Alei. He stood on the lip of a high ridge, the river dividing the land in two below him. On the opposite bank were the foothills of Erin that led to the vast Uil Mountain range. If he could reach the frigid peaks, he would be safe. The mountains marked the end of the Imperium and the beginning of the Wild Lands. It was a region of the world that the Supreme had not bothered to conquer, the mountains contained little in the way of precious or useful metals and resources. The savage tribes of the mountains were primitive but deadly, more than a few Imperium patrols had been lost to their blades and arrows.

		Running footsteps came from behind him. Moving at an impossibly fast speed, the Hollowed burst out of the forest. Before Yin could even cry out the Hollowed was on him, a bony hand clenched tightly about his throat. With no effort at all Yin was lifted into the air his eyes bulging.

		“I will find him. You have failed Yin, just as you failed me so long ago,” the Hollowed snarled. Yin's eyes widened in horror as the realisation struck him like a fist. The monster before him, it couldn't be?

		The Hollowed snarled and squeezed until Yin's neck broke with a sickening snap. The old man went limp. For a moment, the Hollowed stared at the corpse now hanging in its grip; then with a casual movement, it threw the body into the valley below.
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		Chapter 7.
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		ELIAN AND LIZELLA RAN for their lives through the dark woods. Never before had Elian been afraid of them, but now after what they had witnessed every tree seemed to take the form of a soldier or even worse, that of the monstrous Hollowed. The sounds of gunfire had ended a while ago, but still, they ran. Neither of them said a word, only the sound of their breathing and the fall of their footsteps broke the eerie silence. The moon was high and bright in the sky, its soft glow illuminating the path before them.

		“Elian stop,” gasped Lizella. At her words, he skidded to a halt and turned to look at her. To his surprise she appeared exhausted, normally she had always been the one to outrun him. He looked at his hands. Since the incident in the woods he had felt energy flowing through his body, he felt as though he could run all night long. Had the Emergence done something to him?

		“I need to rest,” Lizella said as she staggered over to a tree.

		She leant heavily against the trunk her long hair falling into her face as she did so. Then the sobs began. Her whole body heaved as she wept. Elian watched her feeling helpless and more than a little guilty. Tears formed in his own eyes as he watched his best friend weep. Were their parents even still alive? Why had there been gunfire? Why had it stopped? Was Yin ok? All of those questions raced through his mind. Their world had been ripped apart, all because of him, all because he had lost control. He shook his head angrily. No, it wasn't his fault he'd had no idea that he was one of the Gifted. He almost laughed at the madness of it all. Gifted? If all it brought was fear and pain, he wanted nothing to do with it. He looked over to Lizella; she was watching him through tear streaked eyes.

		“Is it true?” she asked quietly.

		“Is what true?”

		“What you said back there. That you're one of them, an Empowered One.”

		Elian shook his head in despair. He didn’t know.

		“Yin seemed to think so. I don’t know. I don’t understand what’s happening. I don’t even know how to use this power. If I did, I wouldn’t be running.”

		Lizella looked at him for a moment before sinking to the ground with her back pressed against the tree.

		“We cannot go back. You heard the shooting, and we all saw that thing; you felt what it did. The deep oppression that it brought with it. I’ve never been so afraid.”

		Elian sat down beside her. To his surprise, she reached up and wrapped his arm around her shoulders before snuggling tightly against his body. She was shivering. Nervously he held her close and wrapped his travel cloak about her. The night was cold, but Elian could not feel it. He felt warm as though whatever he had tapped into earlier in the day was heating him. ‘I can run without growing tired, and I don’t get cold’ he thought.

		“I’m tired...” Lizella mumbled before falling into a deep sleep. Her soft breathing was the only noise to pierce the silent night. The glow of the moon lit her face. Elian held her close. They now shared more than just friendship; now they shared a tragedy. He watched her sleeping for a while before he too, eventually succumbed to sleep.
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		ELIAN BOLTED UPRIGHT at the scream. It took his tired brain a few moments to register what was going on. It was the day but judging by the dimness of the light dawn had only broken a few minutes previously. A group of men dressed in long grubby coats were stood over him. Next to them was another man who held Lizella in a tight grip. A hand covering her mouth. Her eyes were wide with fear.

		“Shut up girl,” the man snarled.

		“Ere, this one’s awake,” said another.

		The man holding Lizella was bigger than the others with a face that only a mother could love. A hideous scar ran down the right side of his head. It looked as though a sword had slashed him from temple to chin. A black patch covered the right eye socket. Under his long brown coat, Elian could see a chainmail shirt and on his hip hung a dented and rusty rapier. The other men wore similar garb, but each had old looking pistols tucked into their belts. Elian twitched causing the closest man to draw his weapon. Unlike his comrade, this one was tall and skinny with a head of wispy blonde hair. A narrow nose was offset by a pair of cruel looking green eyes and a mouth that was filled with blackened teeth.

		“Now where do you think you’re going boy?” the man chuckled.

		With a gesture, his comrades walked forward and hauled Elian to his feet.

		“What do you want to do with this one Dein? He seems a little scrawny.”

		The big man, Dein, cast an eye over Elian and snorted derisively.

		“The girl will sell for a good price but him? He’s too small for the mines and factories,” Dein said thoughtfully. There was a brief pause as the man assessed his newly found prize. “He might be good for the Arena. I know plenty of scum bags wanting some condemned for the tournament being held in Asta, we might make some coin out of him. Cus, load him up with the others.”

		The skinny man, Cus, nodded and ordered that Elian be taken. As he was being dragged away, Elian could see that he and Lizella had reached the edge of the woods. They had chosen to rest in an exposed spot right next to a roadway. ‘Idiot’ he thought angrily to himself.

		“Who are you?” Elian cried as he struggled in the men’s grip.

		Dein and his men chuckled.

		“Not that it’s any of your business, boy, but we are slavers. We carry out the vital work of catching runaways such as yourselves and returning you to the service of your betters. It is a service well respected by her Supreme Majesty.”

		Lizella struggled violently managing to free one of her arms. Dein shouted out in surprise as she punched him in the face. The blow wasn’t hard, but it was enough to force the slaver to stagger. Lizella screamed as she landed another blow that caught Dein in the ear. The other slavers just laughed. Lizella swung another punch, but this time Dein caught it easily. Using his superior strength, he forced her to her knees before him. A look of amusement was in the slaver’s eyes.

		“You’ve got some fight in you girl. Shame you have to go to the pleasure palaces, I’d pay good coin to see you in the Arena,” he chuckled.

		His smile faded.

		He struck her hard across the face knocking her unconscious and sending her sprawling to the ground.

		Elian shouted and struggled. Unlike before in the woods he couldn’t concentrate, his mind was a turmoil of emotions. He couldn’t latch onto the anger he had felt; it was being dulled by the fear that was in his heart.

		Dein walked over to Elian and smirked.

		“Put them in the carts. We’re already behind schedule as it is,” Dein ordered.

		Elian tried to resist, but the men were too strong. He shouted to Lizella, but she was unmoving. One of the slavers lifted her unconscious form over his shoulder. The group emerged from the woods edge and onto the dirt road that led south. Nearby on a slight rise was the metal tracks of the railway. At seeing it, Elian felt panic. Yin had said to avoid the rails! On the road, was a long column of horses and wagons. On the back of most of the wagons were cages containing people. Most had the dark skin of the mountain folks; the Imperium often sent soldiers into the frigid peaks to capture a few. Others were cowering in their mobile prisons, from their petrified appearance they were runaways. Elian craned his neck to try and see whether he could recognise anyone from Fork. He couldn’t. Rus shoved him into one of the cages and slammed the metal door shut with a cackle. 

		“Lizella!” Elian shouted.

		Dein still had her slung over his shoulder, but he was heading to one of the wagons near the back of the convoy. Elian banged on the metal door in frustration, they’d been separated. Concern for her flooded him as he sank to the floor of the cage. The cage he was in was the second in the line of over twenty. How could these men have captured so many people? In the distance, he heard another cage door close, and he pressed his face to the metal to try and see which wagon Lizella had been loaded onto.

		“It’s no good lad,” said a voice from behind him. Elian turned his head. In the cage with him were four people. A family by the looks of them. A man only slightly taller than himself, a scared looking woman and two children who clung to her tightly. All of them wore filthy tunics and trousers.

		“Who are you?” Elian asked.

		“Doesn’t matter lad. No point in getting to know one another. Every one of us in these cages won’t live to see another summer,” the man replied in a monotone voice. All the fight and any sense of hope had been beaten out of him. At hearing his words, the woman covered the ears of the children and scowled at the man.

		“Ignore him, lad. He’s a weakling fool. My name is Besta, and these two lambs are my niece and nephew Uri and Tor. That,” the woman said gesturing toward the man who had now retreated to a corner of the cage, “is Fili. Useless sot is my brother in law.”

		The wagon lurched as the convoy got under way at a slow but steady pace. Some of the slavers walked on foot whilst others were mounted.

		“Where are they taking us?” Elian asked.

		“The slave markets of Asta City I’d imagine. It’s the only one in this part of the Imperium.”

		Elian raised an eyebrow at Besta’s relaxed reply.

		“Oh dear, don’t be so surprised by my calm demeanour. I’ve been a slave all my life and escaped my owners three times over the course of it. Every time I’ve been recaptured. I accept what I am, but cherish the short times of freedom I’ve had,” Besta said. She nodded to Fili who was now curled up in a ball and weeping softly to himself, ‘I shouldn’t be too hard on the man I suppose. This is the first time he’s been recaptured. They won’t kill us, they can’t afford too. Slavers need us alive to make coin, and the Imperium needs us to keep it running. No, I, the children and Fili will be sent to a plantation to work the fields. What about you?”

		Elian wiped a tear from his eye. He was stuck in a cage with a mad woman. How could anyone be so calm in such a situation?

		“I don’t know. I think the slaver said something about an Arena...” he replied softly. 

		Besta sighed.

		“Oh dear. I am sorry,” she said before focusing her attention on the two children. Elian wrapped his arms around his legs and closed his eyes. The rocking of the wagon was somewhat hypnotic as it trundled down the dirt road. He felt exhausted despite the fitful sleep he’d had the night before, and before he knew it, he drifted off into a deep sleep.
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		LIZELLA STIRRED WITH a groan. Her head pounded, and a nasty bruise had formed where the slaver had struck her. Strong hands wrapped themselves around her shoulders and raised her into a sitting position. Slowly she opened her eyes, wincing against the brightness of the daylight.

		She blinked her eyes a few times and the blurred figure coalesced into the visage of a young man who was knelt next to her. A look of concern was on his handsome features. A strong jaw and nose were offset by a set of brown eyes and a head of short, thick dark brown hair. Around his neck on a simple string was a silver amulet in the shape of a four-pointed star.

		“Easy, you took a nasty hit. My name’s Marcian.”

		“Lizella.”

		Marcian smiled, revealing a set of pearly white teeth. ‘This man is no common slave,’ Lizella thought to herself. He was too well built and showed no sign of malnutrition most of the slave populace suffered. The slaves of Fork had been lucky in the fact that due to the remoteness of the village their baron was a lot less strict than those that ruled lands closer to the capital. 

		“So, Lizella what were you doing sleeping at the side of the road? Not a very safe place to rest for the night.”

		Lizella wiped her eyes angrily as tears formed once again. She pinched herself wishing that it was all a bad dream that she would wake up in her bed. Nothing happened, she remained in the rickety wagon and trapped inside a cage with a stranger. A stranger! Where was...?

		“Elian!” she cried. She pressed her face to the cage’s steel bars desperately trying to see her friend. All she could see was the long line of wagons trundling along ahead of her own. Directly opposite was open grassland with the thick steel railway track running through its heart. In the distance were the mountains, shrinking inside with every passing second.

		“They put your friend in another wagon. Somewhere near the front, I think. They’re clever you see these slavers. They put their least important stock close in the front in case the convoy falls under attack and their most valued slaves near the rear,” Marcian explained.

		“We are near the rear,” Lizella said not comprehending.

		Marcian smiled humorlessly.

		“Yes, we are. They expect me to be sold as a house slave, good coin in that apparently, and you; well, I guess they’ll try and sell you to a pleasure palace owner. In my case, they assume that because I’m not half-starved like the rest of these poor souls that I am strong enough to be a capable servant and well, your looks have ensured your fate I’m afraid.”

		Lizella looked at him in horror. She pulled her cloak tightly about her shoulders. Is that all these men saw when they looked at her? Nothing, but an object that could give them some debauched pleasure. An awkward silence filled the carriage until finally, she asked “Can you fight?”

		This time Marcian’s smile was one of amusement, and his eyes twinkled.

		“Yes,” he answered simply.

		“Good,” she replied before pressing her face against the cage’s bars once more. She was concerned for Elian. Despite the revelation that he was a Gifted, the boy had no idea how to survive on his own. He was far too kind-hearted, life as a slave would surely break him. One conciliation she thought, was that the Hollowed and the Imperium soldiers appeared to have lost their trail already and by the steady pace of the convoy they would be far away from Fork come nightfall.

		“You should get some rest,” Marcian said breaking the silence once more.

		Marcian moved next to her and pointed through the bars. In the distance was a bend in the road. “You see that bend? A few miles further down the road is a bridge that crosses the Sojun River. It’s there that my friends will be waiting,” he said a hint of excitement in his deep voice.

		“Friends? What friends?” Lizella asked as she shielded her eyes against the sunlight.

		She could see the bend in the road. As the road curved, trees grew on either side of it marking the beginning of the huge Aspen Forest.

		“Friends that are going to get us out of this cage.”
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		Chapter 8.

		Sojurn Forest – Northern Imperium

		THE CONVOY RUMBLED down the road. Thanks to the hot summer months the horses and carriages kicked up a vast plume of dust that covered the unfortunates trapped in the cages. Elian held the sleeve of his travel cloak in front of his face to protect his eyes from the stinging particles.

		The road began to bend to the left giving him an opportunity to try and see the other wagons behind his own. Pressing his face against the bars, he could just make out the rear of the convoy through a cloud of dust. He moaned in frustration as he couldn’t see Lizella anywhere, he hoped that she was safe. Behind him, the strange woman hummed comforting melodies to the two scrawny children that clung to her ample torso, the man, Fili, meanwhile sat in the corner rocking to and fro.

		Elian turned his head to the right. On either side of the road were tall oak trees and thick undergrowth. If he could somehow open the cage door he could jump into the bushes; they would make a soft landing. Staring at the padlock that hung from the cage door he focused. Anger had made him strong before; perhaps it would do so again. He let his mind drift back to all the times Ruy had bullied him, all the times he had been beaten at the bullies’ hands, but most of all he thought about the Hollowed, the creature that had plunged his life into chaos. Clenching his hands into fists, he gripped one of the cage’s metal bars to keep him steady and reached for the lock. At the first attempt, his fingers slipped as the wagon shook as it went over a crack in the road. He tried again, and this time he managed to get a solid grip on the lock.

		“What are you doing dearie?” Besta asked.

		“Trying to get us out of here,” Elian grunted as he focused on the lock in his grip.

		The metal was solid steel, it would take immense strength to break it surely even an Empowered One would be unable to do so? Channelling the Anger, he squeezed the lock with all of his strength. He squeezed and squeezed until his face went red from exertion and sweat formed on his forehead. All the while the convoy rattled onward. With every step, they were getting closer to a life of slavery. It was no use. With a groan, he banged on the cage door in frustration. Was Yin mistaken? He looked at his hands. No, he had tapped into something he was sure of it. How else could he have done what he did to Ruy? How did he heal himself so quickly?

		“There has to be a secret to it,” he muttered to himself.

		The convoy crossed a bridge and entered the forest. The foliage on each side of the road was thick, and the tall trees cast deep shadows. The slavers moved their mounts closer to the cages their hands resting nervously on the grips of their pistols. Those on foot unslung their muskets. Elian watched the trees – was something moving amongst them? He was sure he saw a shadow moving quickly through the undergrowth. For a moment he felt panic, was it the Hollowed? Had it picked up their trail?

		He frowned, there was definitely something moving in the trees. His eyes widened as he realised what the shapes were. They were people, armed people.
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		MARCIAN MOVED CLOSE to Lizella and pressed his face against the cage. His brown eyes were excited as they scanned the undergrowth. He looked at her and smiled. Lizella’s heart fluttered. Despite everything that had happened she couldn’t help but blush. The man had a smile to melt the hearts of any women. Without saying a word, he took her hand in his and pulled her to the back of the cage.

		“Make yourself as small as you can and try and keep away from the sides. My friends are in position.”

		Lizella did as she was told and huddled with the other slaves at the back of the cage. Marcian meanwhile set himself into a crouch as though he was waiting for something. Lizella was about to ask what he was doing when suddenly gunfire erupted from the treeline. The loud bangs of dozens of muskets being fired at once thundered. Bullets that missed their targets pinged off the wagons, but those that hit true dropped a handful of the slavers to the ground. Screams of the dying mingled with a battle cry as over twenty people dressed in crude military uniforms charged from the trees. Most of the attackers wielded simple wooden clubs whilst only a handful brandished real steel swords.

		Dein bellowed at his men, and the slavers rushed to defend themselves. Soon the road was filled with battling bodies. Sporadic gunfire went off as the combatants with pistols opened fire.

		“Get back!” Marcian shouted. One of the attackers sprinted over to their cage, drew a pistol aimed it at the heavy lock and blasted it off. With a heave and a kick from Marcian the cage door opened. Before Lizella could cry out, he grabbed her arm and pulled her out after him. The other slaves followed. Once outside they were surrounded by chaos. Marcian ducked under a slavers sword and lashed out with his foot. The kick caught the man square in the stomach. Marcian followed his attack with a savage uppercut to the face that sent the slaver crashing to the ground. He quickly scooped up the slaver’s dropped rapier and engaged another. Lizella stood frozen in terror. She had never seen a battle before.

		Marcian plunged his sword into the back of another slaver before spinning to parry a blow aimed at his back. Using deft footwork, Marcian forced his attacker backwards. With a swift feint and counter thrust, he stabbed the tip of his sword into the slaver’s throat dropping him to the dusty earth. Despite the bravery of the attackers, the slavers were pushing them back into the forest with their superior numbers and weaponry. Marcian took Lizella’s hand again and made to run into the trees.

		“Elian! We have to save Elian!” she cried.

		“There’s no time, we’re being slaughtered,” Marican shouted back.

		Sure enough, Dein and a few of his men had clambered onto the top of some of the wagons and were using muskets to fire down at the attackers. One salvo cut down four of the attackers at once. Lizella tried to fight Marcian’s strong grip, but it was useless. She could see further down the road to the wagon where Elian was a prisoner.

		The slavers had already retaken control of that part of the road; a dozen attackers lay dying in the dust. Only the end of the convoy was still resisting; to try to get Elian would be suicide. She screamed his name in frustration as she let herself be carried away by Marcian.
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		“BASTARD LIBERATORS,” Dein spat as he took the water skin offered to him by Cus. He swirled the water around his mouth before spitting it out onto the ground.

		“How many did we lose?” he asked. He paced down the line of wagons. Bodies lay in the dust, and amongst the trees, the ground was stained red with blood. He stopped at the corpse of one of the attackers and looked down at it. The lad must have been in his late teens a bullet had shattered his teeth as it had ripped through his skull. Dein sighed.

		

		“Such a waste of a healthy body. He would have been worth a fair bit at the market,” he tutted to himself. He turned as one of his men ran to his side. “Report.”

		

		“We lost five men. Three horses and two wagons of slaves,” the man answered.

		Dein’s face turned red, and Cus winced at the news. Suddenly, Dein roared in anger and began to kick the body at his feet in an animalistic rage. The brutal fit lasted for a good few minutes, and by its end, the corpse was nothing but a mass of pulverised flesh. Dein took a deep breath to get his anger under control.

		“Two wagon loads is what?” he asked quietly.

		Cus gulped and wiped the sweat that was on his brow.

		“About ten thousand Suprims...” he replied wincing.

		Dein swore loudly. He paced down the line of wagons counting the slaves as he went. He stopped outside Elian’s cage and swore again.
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		ELIAN WAS DYING. HE could feel his life slipping away. The musket fire from the treeline had ripped through his cage. Fili was dead; a bullet had struck him in the forehead, Besta too was dead. The big woman had been hit several times, one projectile had pierced her heart. The two children were alive, cowering behind their dead aunt. Elian touched his chest, and his hand came away slick with blood. He was shivering from the shock, and his skin had turned deathly pale. The bullet had struck him on the right-hand side of his torso and had not come out the other side. Blood was gushing from the wound; he could feel his life slipping away.

		Gingerly, he raised an arm and saw the hole in his cloak the bullet had created. No doubt the piece of cloth was embedded deep inside of him. Breathing was difficult. He could hear the slavers approaching the cage. He had to act now, if he didn’t tap into the healing power as he had done before in Yin’s house before they reached him, they would learn his secret- and if he couldn’t use the power, well he would die anyway.

		The slavers footsteps grew louder. Elian shut his eyes and let his mind drift back to the memory he had used before. Strangely he felt at peace and even smiled as the memory filled his mind’s eye. He gasped as he felt the ball of lead embedded in his chest begin to move. He concentrated harder on the memory, doing his best to ignore the sharp pain as his body began to repair itself. Torn muscle and broken blood vessels stitched themselves back together; he could feel the bullet inside him slowly being pushed out. He kept his eyes closed until he heard a quiet thud. Slowly he reopened them. There, lying on the floor of the cage was the bullet, a piece of cloth from his cloak wrapped around it. He could breathe a lot easier, and he felt strength flood back into his limbs. Quickly he reached forward and tucked the bullet into his pocket. He glanced at the two cowering children who looked at him wide-eyed. He held a finger to his lips to tell them to keep what they had seen to themselves. The children nodded in understanding.

		“Supreme be damned!” swore the head slaver Dein as he appeared outside the cage. “Two more dead slaves. At this rate, this trip will end up costing me a small fortune.” Dein’s gaze flitted to the children and then to Elian.

		“Ugh, the scrawny and least valuable ones survived I see. I swear some days that I’m cursed!” Dein moaned.

		He scowled at Elian. 

		“You’ll be happy to know, runt, that your pretty friend got away. As time is short, we won’t be able to go after her,” Dein added before moving on down the line of wagons.

		Elian let out a sigh of relief, Lizella had escaped! Despite the horror, he had just witnessed, he couldn’t help but feel a twang of excitement. He had healed himself; he could access his powers after all. Now he just had to figure out how to regain the strength he had used against Ruy and escape.

		The slavers dragged the bodies of Fili and Besta from the cage and dumped them at the roadside. Elian cursed to himself. If he had waited, perhaps, he could have been thrown out along with the dead. He shook that thought out of his head. He hadn’t had the time, he would have been a corpse himself. The two children wailed, but the threat of a whipping soon silenced them. Now, they clung to each other, wary of the strange man sat across from them. After the slavers had finished their grim task of loading their dead onto the wagons, the convoy lurched forward once again. As the wagons trundled onward, Elian thought of Lizella. He hoped she was safe.

		“I swear I’ll get out of here and find you,” he vowed.
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		TWO CLOAKED FIGURES walked through the ruins of Fork. The houses had all been gutted by fire, and a handful of bodies littered the streets. Dogs moved through the wreckage pining for their masters. Of the villagers themselves, they were long gone.

		“They took the people,” said the shorter of the two, her voice almost cracking with anger.

		“Just like the last time,” replied her partner.

		“We’re too late Tarv. Whoever’s Emergence we sensed is long gone. Either they’re dead, or the Hollowed have them,” the woman said as she knelt down to pick up a blackened doll.

		“Judging by the still flickering flames this happened a day ago, two at most. We may still be able to pick up their tracks Rea. Come on,” Tarv said walking further into the ruins.

		As they walked deeper into the blackened rubble, both of the figures shivered.

		“Do you sense that?” Rea said.

		Tarv nodded a frown furrowing his stern face. A deep sense of oppression lingered in the air. It meant only one thing.

		“Hollowed.”

		They reached the village square and stopped. The tall marble statue of the Supreme still stood unharmed by the fires. Even the ground around it had been spared suggesting that the village’s attackers had ensured no harm would come to it. Rea spat at it in disgust.

		“Wait,” Tarv said holding up a hand in warning. He tilted his head and narrowed his pale grey eyes as though he had heard something. “Over there,” he pointed.

		They hurried over to the edge of the forest that grew at the edge of Fork. Tarv paced through the long grass.

		“Can you not sense it? Someone hid here, and they used Positivity to try and counter the Hollowed’s power. Whoever it was must be powerful to ward it off and not give them away.”

		“It couldn’t have been whoever Emerged. No way would they have been able to use such a power so soon,” Rea surmised as she crouched in the grass and pressed a gloved hand to the disturbed soil.

		“I don't know. That was the strongest Emergence I’ve ever sensed, and I’ve sensed a few in my time. Such power must mean whoever it was is an Empowered One. But, I think your right. There was a Gifted here too. A master of Positivity,” Tarv replied, his eyes closed. Sensing others with the gift was something all of those who had it could do. It was both a useful ability to have and also a dangerous one. Rea pointed to the disturbed ground.

		“Tracks,” she said before heading deeper into the forest. They moved through the trees until they came to a small clearing. Scattered about it were the remains of a dozen soldiers and dogs. Some had been slain by musket fire, others by the sword. Tarv whistled in surprise at the carnage.

		“Look at these ones,” Rea said. She was stood over three bodies. Unlike the others, these ones looked as though they had been hit by a train. Their bones had been snapped like twigs to lie at sickening, unnatural angles. Whatever had killed them had been awesomely strong. Rea closed her eyes and shuddered.

		“A Hollowed did this,” she said quietly.

		Tarv nodded, he was beginning to understand what had occurred.

		“Only someone skilled with Positivity could have caused this. They made the soldiers turn on each other and then on the Hollowed. I think our Gifted friend was trying to protect the Emerged one. Look -” he said pointing to the ground. Tracks led off to the north, whilst another set headed south.

		“What tracks do we follow?”

		“There's nothing to the north except for the Torvis Mountains. If I was trying to hide that's where I'd go. If we Bound, we can follow both trails.” Tarv said pointing to the distant mountains that loomed over the forest.

		They left the disturbing scene behind and using their powers broke into a Bound. They could run faster than any normal man could, another boon of the Gifted. Whereas a normal traveller would have taken hours to reach the northern edge of the woods, they reached it within half that time. The sense of dread they had felt earlier was strong once again. They reached the lip of a ravine that looked over a wide valley. Below, the river Alei flowed, its waters glinting in the summer sun and reflecting the snow-capped peaks towering above it.

		Rea and Tarv spread out each searching for any clues that would lead them to the Emerged One. After a few minutes of looking, Tarv spotted a black shape in the waters below.

		“Something's down there,” he said pointing.

		Using her small frame and agility, Rea clambered down the side of the valley. She leapt the last few feet to land on a gravelly beach where water lapped up against her booted ankles. Cautiously she approached the object that was bobbing up and down in the river. Whatever it was, it was trapped between some rocks that were jutting out just above the water. As she got closer, she could now see that it was a body face down in the water. Her heart fell at the sight. Was it the person they were looking for? She waded into the icy cold river, gasping at its chill. She reached down and turned the body over. A face that she had not seen in many years looked back at her. Tears fell from her eyes.

		“Who is it?” Tarv asked from above.

		Rea wiped her eyes. She had to be strong. So many had been lost; this was just another. Vavius always said that there would be casualties, but why did it have to be Yin? He had left them years before to try and find some semblance of peace, to escape the fight. Yet, here he lay. 

		“It's Yin,” she shouted back, her voice breaking.

		She held the old man's body in her arms and wept. Tarv scrambled down the valley and hurried over to her. He stood over her and Yin, a look of devastation on his face. Another Gifted taken. Gently he placed a hand on his sobbing companion’s shoulder.

		“First Vavius vanishes to who knows where, now this. Come, Rea; we must find the Emerged One before the Hollowed does.”

		Rea looked at him; eyes streaked red from tears.

		“How do we know they don't already?” she asked bitterly.

		Tarv sighed deeply and pulled her into a hug. His strong arms wrapped around her petite frame. He held her as her body shook from crying. They had all lost people. The Supreme would not stop until they were all dead or worse.

		“We have to hope. That's all we have.” 
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		Chapter 9.
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		The Imperial Road – Central Imperium

		TO ELIAN, IT FELT AS though the slavers wagons had been trundling along for weeks. The dusty lane had long since given way to cobbled road suggesting that they had entered the Central Imperium. The lush, vibrant forests and perfect waters of the North had given way to flat farmland and factory towns. The sky was dull, turned grey by the smoke cast by thousands of chimneys from the region's cities. Elian watched the world pass by in frustration. He had spent hours trying to break the lock, but still, he could not use his strength. Healing seemed easy in comparison.

		In the distant fields, he spotted one of the infamous iron-clad Guardians towering over the landscape. The mechanical titan was a marvel of technology and also one of the most obvious signs of the Supremes’ dominance of the land. The huge steel, steam-powered tri-pedal machines patrolled the vastness of the Imperium, ensuring that any hint of rebellion was forced out of people’s minds. Armed with cannons capable of destroying a small army, the monstrosities were terrifying to behold.

		Beyond the machine, Elian could just make out a city on the far horizon. He brought up a map in his mind’s eye. His father had often taught him about the layout of the land. Being a serf had allowed Helias the freedom to travel the world, often he would talk about his travels. The tales he had told of the Central Imperium had often been grim.

		They had been travelling south-east for days and judging by the sun he was facing south, which meant that they were heading as Dein had said to the coastal slave market city of Asta. He was alone in the cage as Dein had moved the children to another, for some reason the slave master would ride alongside his cage and mock him. The man was a bastard.

		Elian groaned as he heard hoofs clopping towards his cage. Sure enough, it was Dein. Since the attack on the road, the man had taken to drinking heavily. Every time he saw him the man had a flask of whiskey in his hands. Dein banged the metal flask on the cage’s bars and cackled. Elian just glared.

		‘One day I’ll get out of here, and I’ll kill him,’ he thought.

		His thoughts had grown dark in recent days. Being trapped and his inability to tap into the powers that he knew were within him had frustrated him beyond belief. The fear he had felt had faded, however, knowing that Lizella had escaped the slavers clutches had eased his nerves. Instead, he felt numb more than anything else.

		‘It’s also a good thing she’s away from me. The Hollowed won’t go looking for her.’

		“I underestimated you boy,” Dein slurred interrupting his thoughts.

		Elian glanced at the slaver, his face emotionless.

		“I thought you’d be a blubbering wreck just like the rest of these wretches. Instead, you sit there thinking all brooding like. I wonder what goes on in that head of yours, perhaps your thinking that you’ll kill me someday or perhaps your thoughts are about that pretty girl you were with,” Dein cackled.

		Elian smiled humorlessly.

		“I am going to kill you,” he replied softly.

		Dein laughed then took another swig from his flask.

		“I like you boy. I reckon you’ll do well in the Arena. Who knows, perhaps you’ll even survive Visp to become a fighter yourself one day. Last long enough, and you might even earn your freedom,” he said, almost wistfully.

		Elian moved closer to the bars.

		“You fought in the arena, didn’t you?”

		Dein chuckled and drank again.

		“I did. Fought and bled in the sands for over a decade. I was undefeated in all that time, became something of a fan favourite too. Then it was over, and I was granted my freedom by the Supreme herself.”

		Elian peered through the bars in interest. There was a lot more to the man in front of him than he had expected.

		“You’ve met the Supreme?” he asked in disbelief. He had never met anyone who’d met the Supreme in person before. It was said that she hardly ever made public appearances. Dein wiped his face with the back of a gloved hand and spat.

		“Yes. The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. She is a goddess in every way. I knelt before her, and she stepped forward to touch me on the top of my head, as she did, I could feel her power. It was the best moment of my miserable life,” he said wistfully before trotting away.
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		THE CITY OF ASTA WAS a place, unlike any other Elian had ever been to. Surrounded by an ancient stone wall that loomed a hundred feet above the smoke and soot-stained streets below it was a mixture of the ancient and modern. The slavers convoy was queued up in long line of traffic waiting to gain access to the city proper. From his cage, Elian could see thousands of people thronging the roadway. Taking advantage of the traffic jams were merchants that had set up stalls all along the roadside. A series of taverns and stables were there too, the sounds of rowdiness easily carrying over the cries of traders. Imperium soldiers marched causing the huge crowds to part out of their way like waves going around a rock. The soldiers wore their steel helmets complete with face masks, and each carried a musket and sword. Elian looked at the high walls and could see soldiers walking along the crenellations. Asta was a heavily fortified city, it had to be for the slave population far outnumbered the free folk.

		A loud whistle caused him to clamber to the other side of the cage and look through the bars. A train was pulling into the nearby station that was also packed with people. It was the first time Elian had ever seen one of the machines in the flesh.

		A long trail of smoke poured from the steam engine’s chimney, and a thick cloud of steam flashed out of its sides as it crawled to a halt. Behind the engine were twenty carriages, all filled to the brim with people. The front carriages discarded finely dressed men and women onto the station's platform. The nobility, Elian surmised. The men wore top hats, and long, expensive looking coats whilst the ladies wore long flowing dresses and wide-brimmed hats. Once the nobility had exited the train and made their way off of the platform, the rear carriages opened and out flowed the serfs. Unlike the nobility, they wore basic clothing and very few wore clothes that had any semblance of style. Judging by the number that exited the carriages they must have been packed inside like sardines in a can.

		The wagon shook again as the convoy finally got underway once more. Imperium guards manned the checkpoint that barred entry into the city proper. Dein conversed with the captain and walked with him down the line of wagons.

		“...unfortunately, I lost some cargo on the northern roads to those Liberators. I trust the Imperium Treasury will compensate me for the loss.” Dein was saying as they approached.

		“That is not up to me slaver, but I will be sure to inform the garrison that Liberators are operating in the region. Fear not, your next trip will be a safe one. I hear from the top brass that a major operation will soon be underway to rid the wilderness of these...irritants,” replied the captain.

		They reached Elian’s cage but ignored him. Happy that the slavers were not smuggling any illegal contraband into the city the guard captain waved them through the gates. Elian pressed himself against the cage’s bars once more. The gatehouse was vast, no doubt built before the Supreme’s rise.

		Ancient text was carved into the stonework, and a massive iron portcullis was raised. Attacking the place would be a nightmare for anyone foolish enough to attempt it. Murder holes dotted the stone ceiling and lined the walls. If an attacker somehow managed to breach the portcullis and survive the barrage from the city walls they would find themselves trapped in the gatehouse and slaughtered.

		Elian sat back and recalled the stories his father had once told him. They were tales of the time before the Supreme and tales that would have gotten him into a lot of trouble if anyone found out that he had been telling them. The city had once been the capital of a mighty kingdom, one that had used its position on the coast to dominate the Northern Sea. Through the skill of its navy, the kingdom had prospered and conquered much of what was now the Central Imperium. Then the Supreme came into her power and soon the kingdom was conquered by her followers. It was said that even Asta’s high walls had proven no match for her.

		The wagons passed under through the gatehouse and trundled down a wide straight avenue. Tall soot-stained buildings loomed on both sides of the cobbled road. Many of the city’s populace were crammed into the high tenement buildings. At street level market stalls stood with pedlars and beggars all calling for the attention of passers-by. Just like outside the walls, the streets were busy. Slaves hurried about to run their master's errands, and many moved with backs bent as they hauled heavy sacks of coal over their shoulders as they lumbered to the industrial heart of the city. Their blackened faces failed to hide the misery they felt. 

		The convoy turned down a street that led to a wide-open plaza. In its centre stood a marble statue of the Supreme. It towered over the cityscape and made the statue in Fork look pathetically small. The statue showed her with arms spread wide, and her exquisitely carved face glared down over the city like some watchful guardian. Stood alongside the plaza’s edge were ornate buildings carved out of white granite. The tallest of them had the banner of the Venerable Chamber flying from its domed roof. They were in the heart of the city Elian surmised. Through a haze of smoke, he could just make out the chimney stacks of the factories and ironmongers.

		The convoy went on, leaving the plaza behind and turned down a narrow street leading toward the docks. The cry of gulls and the tolling of ship’s bells carried on the air which smelt of fish and smoke. As well as a busy industrial and slavers city, Asta was also renowned for its huge fishing fleets. Finally, the wagons juddered to a halt outside a long squat building. Dein and the other slavers set about opening the cages and shoving their captives out onto the filthy cobbled street. Dein reached Elian’s cage and unlocked it.

		“End of the road boy. Don’t even think about trying to run,” the slave master said, gesturing with his pistol. The message was loud and clear. Elian nodded and clambered out of the cage.

		The slaves were made to stand in a horizontal line in front of the squat building as the slavers shackled their wrists and ankles with iron manacles. Elian looked down the line, the two children he’s shared the cage with were there, and even they were shackled. Cus walked up the line. He carried a pot of red paint in his right hand and a brush in the other. As he walked down the row, he would dab a line onto the slaves clothing. Some he drew a crude cross, on others just a simple line. When he got to Elian, he cackled as he dabbed a cross onto his cloak.

		“This,’ Dein said loudly so that everyone could hear his voice, ‘is the slave quarter. Some of you may get it into your heads that escaping is a possibility, I can assure you that it is not. These,” he continued, pointing to a group of people standing outside the buildings large double doors, “are buyers. Some of you I have marked for what I deem to be suitable jobs. As she is an excellent customer of mine first dibs goes to Visp. All of you with a cross painted on your clothing step forward.”

		Elian nervously stepped forward. Glancing down the line, he could see another six people had done likewise. Four of them were well built, men that looked like real fighters, the others, on the other hand, looked scrawny and malnourished. ‘Good for dying’ Elian thought soberly.

		A dark-skinned woman stepped forward. She wore a long brightly coloured dress over a shirt of chainmail. At her hip was a curved sword that hung naked from her belt. On her legs were intricate tattoos and her feet were in a pair of tall leather boots. Her white hair was tied up into a topknot which was held together by a clasp of solid gold. The slaves gawked at her and Elian joined them. He had never seen one of the people that hailed from the Arikar Mountains before.  She stalked along the line with the eyes of a hunter. She paused in front of Elian and sneered.

		“Is this really the best you could do Dein? I’ve seen more impressive specimens in the mines of Hestra, and those are malnourished prisoners.”

		Dein opened his arms wide and shrugged.

		“They don’t grow them big up north Visp what do you want me to say? You need slaves to fight and slaves to die. If these don’t match your standards for fighters then perhaps they will make good...er, victims?”

		Visp stroked her chin, her grey eyes glaring at the slaves. For a moment Elian hoped that she would refuse to buy them.

		“There is a match coming up later this month. A re-enactment of the battle of Kaspen...” she said thoughtfully.

		“You mean the slaughter of Kaspen?” Dein chuckled shaking his head. “You fight bosses never ceases to amaze me.”

		Visp smiled cruelly at Elian. He couldn’t hold her gaze.

		‘I’m going to die’ he thought. Despair and panic fought one another for domination of his emotions.

		Visp walked over to Dein and took a heavy pouch of coins from her belt. She slapped it into the slavers hand.

		“You have a deal. The revenue from the fight will more than cover this expense. The more bodies in the dirt, the better spectacle,” she said with a cruel smile.

		Dein chuckled and tucked the coin pouch into his coat. He bowed to Visp before barking orders to his men. Elian and the other slaves chosen were shoved together whilst the wagons were prepared for travel once more. Before he joined his men, Dein strode over to Elian his one good eye twinkling with amusement.

		“I guess you won’t get to kill me after all kid.  Be sure to save me a spot in the afterlife,” he cackled as he slapped Elian roughly on the shoulder. Dein bellowed a few more orders before climbing onto the lead wagon. A cracking of the reigns and the convoy rattled away down the street leaving Elian and the other slaves with Visp.
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		THE DANK, COLD CELL was dark, but Elian could not sleep. The day’s events kept replaying themselves in his mind. Was Lizella safe? What had happened to his parents? What would happen to him? He was all alone, no one was out there to help him.

		He was lying on a cot made of straw, only the sobs of other slaves to keep him company. High on the stone wall was a barred window that allowed in some moonlight. Outside the cell, it was pitch black not even a single candle was lit. He could hear the laughter of the guards.

		Once they had been left by the slavers, they were led inside the squat structure. They’d all been stripped of their clothing and buckets of icy cold water had been thrown over them. Women with unkind faces had then scrubbed them with coarse hair brushes that had scoured his skin almost raw. When that was done, they’d been left cold and naked. Men with whips then ushered them outside into a courtyard that revealed the squat building was, in fact, a hollow square in shape.

		Visp strode into the courtyard accompanied by a brute of a man. He was a full head taller than Dein, and his massive tattooed arms looked like tree trunks. His bare torso was huge and covered in scars. His head was round like a ball, and his jaw was strong. To Elian’s surprise, the man’s blue eyes radiated intelligence as he looked at each of the slaves up and down. When he stood in front of Elian, he chuckled and shook his head dismissively.

		“This is Tibero. He will assess each of you to see if you have what it takes to become a fighter. He is a cruel taskmaster, but there is none better than he to prepare you for what is to come,” Visp said.

		After the brief introduction, the slaves were then ushered into the tiny cramped cells and given bowls of lukewarm stew to eat. Elian and the others were then left in the dark worrying about what the new day would bring.

		The men spoke to one another from their cells.

		A burly bald man with a face tattoo introduced himself as Nimbo. He'd been caught smuggling food from his plantation to try and feed his wife and children. As a result, he'd been sent to Visp in order to repay the debt he owed.

		Each of the slaves told similar tales of misfortune. A wiry man with shoulder-length brown hair called Yorik had been a miner in the pits but one whipping too many had seen him lose control and attack his slave master. Another called Hiro had once been a soldier in the Supreme's army but had fallen in love with a slave. As punishment, he'd been sold into slavery. The injustice of it all made Elian's blood boil.

		“What's your story then boy?” Nimbo asked Elian.

		He looked away. He couldn't tell these men the truth. He couldn't trust them.

		“I...I was caught stealing bread, and my master sent me to the slavers market,” he lied.

		The others didn't press him further, satisfied with his answer.

		As the night drew on, he tried to sleep, but his dreams were haunted by visions of his mother and father in chains. He tried to focus on happier times but always lurking just out of view was the sinister figure of the Hollowed. What would happen if the monster managed to track him to Visp's?

		Hours went by, and still, he could not sleep. He sat up on the uncomfortable bunk and looked longingly at the high window. A thick cloud crossed the face of the moon dimming some of its glow.

		“It's no good lad,” said a voice from the darkness.

		Elian jumped at the sudden sound. He slid from the bunk and approached the bars of his cell. Sat cross-legged on the stone floor of the cell opposite was a man. In the dim light Elian couldn't make out his features, but he could just see his outline. There was something ethereal about it.

		“You need to focus on the here and now if you are to escape this place. You need to be careful,” the man said softly.

		“Who are you?” Elian asked in a whisper.

		“A friend. Someone who wants to help you. You have the Gift within you, don't you?”

		Elian sat back in surprise.

		“I'll take your surprised reaction as a yes,” the man chuckled, “you need to keep it a secret. Only use it when you absolutely have to. Slavers and Fight Masters will be the least of your worries otherwise. Get some sleep, you're going to need it.”
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		“WAKE UP SCUM!” SHOUTED Tibero.

		Elian jolted awake with a start. He’d fallen into a fitful, restless sleep where his mind had not allowed him any rest. Instead, nightmares about his parents and the Hollowed had tormented him. He glanced at the window that was high on the cell wall. It was still dark outside. Getting up from the bunk he moved to the bars. The cell opposite was empty. Had he dreamt the strange conversation? Had the strange man been a figment of his imagination?

		Tibero unlocked the cells and dragged those unwilling to leave out into the cold hallway. Elian knew better than to resist, besides he was too tired. Despite the chill, Tiberio wore only a loincloth to hide his modesty. Once all of the slaves were back outside in the courtyard, he lined them up. Sat to one side was Visp her eyes analysing her new acquisitions.

		“Today we find out which of you weaklings has what it takes to be chosen to become a fighter or victim. Either way, your death will be to entertain the masses of her Supreme Majesty’s Imperium. Mistress Visp is now your master and controls whether you live or die. Prove yourselves to her,” Tibero said.

		Several of the slaves whimpered at the words, one even pissed himself. Elian understood their fear, but instead of being paralysed by it he felt strengthened by it. He had no idea what the Emergence had done to him. The tales of the Empowered Ones were well-repressed tales after all. He knew that emotion was key to their powers, was the fear he felt granting him some as yet untapped ability?

		“First we shall see who out of all of you has stamina and willpower. You shall run around this courtyard until I tell you to stop or until you drop. Begin!” Tiberio shouted.

		At first, the slaves stood still unsure what to do. Tiberio scowled and strode over to the table where Visp sat. He picked up a whip and walked back to the center of the courtyard.

		“Run!” he bellowed before cracking the whip. The leather thong struck one of the slaves causing him to cry out in pain.

		Tiberio went to crack the whip again, but this time the message had been received. Reluctantly the slaves broke into a run. Elian was last in line but followed the others as they began to run around the edge of the courtyard. The sun had not yet risen; it was going to be a long day.
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		THE SUN WAS HIGH IN the sky, and the world below was baking hot due to its terrible heat. Nine hours had passed, and still, Elian ran.

		Out of the ten men who had started only he and one other still moved. The rest had collapsed either out of exhaustion or heat stroke, but still, he ran. His feet were sore, but aside from that, his limbs continued to feel strong. His hair was wet with sweat and his mouth longed for a drink of water, but still, he ran.

		To the side, Visp was now sitting under an umbrella held by a slave. She and Tiberio were talking in hushed tones as they shared drinks. Elian glanced at them as he passed by for the umpteenth time, both were watching him closely. A look of surprised respect was on Tiberio’s face. The strange conversation he'd had the night before entered his mind.

		'You need to keep it secret.'

		‘If I’m the last one standing then they will suspect something,’ Elian thought as he completed another lap. ‘I’m just a kid. I shouldn’t be able to outlast men that are bigger and stronger than me.’

		The other slave, Hiro, was still running just ahead but judging by the slumping of his shoulders he would not last much longer. With a feigned cry, Elian fell to the ground doing his best to simulate a collapse. He fell hard to the ground and lay unmoving, hoping that Tiberio would buy the act.

		Tiberio pointed to Elian and slaves rushed over to him. They sat him up and poured water over him before dragging him into the shade. At seeing Elian fall, Hiro slowed to a stop. Sweat dripped from his forehead, and his breathing came in heavy, laboured gasps. Despite the exhaustion, a grin was on his face. From the side of the courtyard, Visp rose from her seat. Without a word, she walked over to Hiro and handed him a glass of iced water. Tiberio clapped his hands signalling the end of the day's exercise. The slaves that could still walk made their way back to the cells whilst the others were carried. The darkness of the cells was a welcome relief following the day’s trial.

		Once alone, Elian dropped his exhausted act and sat on the cot. He looked at his hands in wonder. How much longer could he have run? The Emergence has definitely changed him, and despite the horror of the past few days and the precariousness of his situation he couldn’t help but feel a twinge of excitement.

		“You need to be more careful than that boy.”

		Elian clambered to his feet. It was the voice from the previous night. He pressed his face to the bars of his cell. Again, the figure of a man sat cross-legged was in the cell opposite, his features obscured by shadow.

		“The Emergence was strong with you. The power it awakened means that you are now stronger and faster than any normal man. You can run for days at a time without feeling tired, and your reflexes have been heightened. You must mask these traits,” the voice said earnestly.

		“How do you know who I am?” Elian demanded.

		“I will answer all of your questions in time. For now, you need to survive.”
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		Chapter 10.
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		Sojurn Forest – Northern Imperium

		THE SOJURN FOREST WAS a scary place even in the daytime. It was one of the oldest in the world, and that sense of ancient life made the thousands of years old trees seem alive. After the attack on the slaver convoy, the Liberators had retreated back into the vastness of the forest. Moving an army through the undergrowth was nearly impossible which was why the group had chosen the forest as the location for one of their bases in the Imperium. Lizella stumbled on a tree branch and would have fallen flat on her face if Marcian’s strong arms hadn’t caught her.

		“How much further? I need to rest,” she complained rubbing the bruise on her shin. They had been hiking through the seemingly eternal forest for what felt like forever. It had been days since the attack on the road, but the Liberators were not content to halt their advancement through the trees until they were certain they were safe.

		“Not much further,” Marcian replied with a coy smile.

		“You said that yesterday,” Lizella replied testily.

		“Imperium spies are everywhere, and the reach of the Supremes’ agents is long. We cannot stop until we reach our camp in the heart of the forest. The last thing we want is to have a Hollowed on our tail.”

		At the mention of the creature that had destroyed Fork and pursued her and Elian through the night she shuddered. She hadn’t told the strange man who had taken her under his protection of how she’d ended up in the slavers cart, she still wasn’t sure whether he could be trusted or not.

		Marcian froze and squeezed her hand to warn her to do the same. She did as commanded. The forest had gone eerily quiet. Where before there had been the sounds of birds and insects there was now an ominous quiet. Around them, the other Liberators lowered themselves to the ground to hide amongst the undergrowth. Those with muskets crouched into firing positions. Lizella’s heart was beating quickly in trepidation, was something out there in the dark forest?

		A huge shadow appeared in the near distance, and the sound of something huge trampling on undergrowth echoed through the forest. Twigs snapped loudly, and the ground itself vibrated as the shadow drew closer. Marcian held her hand, his gaze focused on the undergrowth. He held a finger to his lips, indicating for her to stay quiet.

		A creature with an enormous head and large floppy ears emerged from the trees. Its wide flat face was offset by a long tensile snout that was covered with long thick hairs, it's huge eyes scanned the forest floor as it searched for food.

		Lizella's eyes widened at the sight of the bizarre looking creature. In the woods around Fork, the biggest animals were wolves or the occasional bear. The creature in front of her was massive in comparison. She glanced at Marcian who was signalling to the other Liberators. She spotted two armed men stealthily moving through the undergrowth their muskets held at the ready.

		“You're going to attack that thing?” she whispered.

		Marcian nodded and smiled.

		“A Resh is good eating. Its meat will feed the whole camp for a week,” he replied his gaze not leaving the creature.

		The Resh was moving its snout loudly through the leaves that littered the forest floor. Excited grunts came from it as it found a delicious truffle buried in the soil. With surprising ease, the creature ripped up the soil with its versatile snout to throw debris all over the place. The Liberators were all in position. Two were in the undergrowth to Lizella's right whilst the rest had edged closer to the beast. The way they stealthily moved through the forest was impressive. They hadn't made any noise at all, and she had been listening hard.

		Marcian raised his right hand and curled it into a fist before aiming his own musket at the Resh. The calm of the forest was shattered by musket fire. The loud bangs of the guns sounded like thunder, and the smell of gunpowder filled the air. The Resh roared in pain and reared up onto its hind legs, making it seem even larger than it was before. Lizella cried out; she felt sympathy for the now wounded creature. The other Liberators charged firing their own weapons as they went. The bullets hit their target, but still, the Resh thrashed about. Trees shattered as it's snout smashed into them and its powerful front legs kicked. More muskets fired. Marcian dashed forward.

		“Form a line and reload. I want a full volley aimed at its head!” he bellowed over the chaos.

		The Liberators quickly followed the order and soon a dozen of them were in position. Lizella shouted a warning as the Resh used its powerful snout to rip a tree out of the ground. The creature's rage-filled eyes fixed on its attackers. With a deafening roar, the Resh fell back down onto all fours. The ground shook. It roared again and stamped its feet. It was clear that it was about to charge. Lizella cried out again, but Marcian ignored her. With an intimidating calmness, he and his men held their ground. Marcian aimed his musket waiting for the right moment. The hide of a Resh was incredibly tough, meaning that even cannon fire had difficulty bringing them down. They had to be clever. He'd hunted enough of the beasts in his nineteen years of life to know how to slay them and keep the meat intact.

		First, you had to enrage them. Every Resh reacted in the same way. They would stamp their feet and rear up to try and intimidate the attacker. Most of that time that would work. Even experienced hunters often fled at the sight. Marcian and his men, however, knew their weakness.

		The Resh shook its head side to side and released the tree trunk to send it smashing through the forest where it shattered into thousands of splinters.

		“Fire!” Marcian roared.

		Another thunderous volley rang out as each of the Liberators fired simultaneously. Gunsmoke obscured Lizella's view for a moment before a pained roar came from the Resh. As the smoke cleared, she could see that the creature had collapsed to the ground where it lay unmoving. Marcian handed his musket to one of his men before walking towards the wounded creature. He drew his sword and climbed up onto the beast’s head. He faced his men who to Lizella's surprise had all fallen to one knee and bowed their heads.

		“We take this offering of the forest so that we may live and fight another day. Peace be with you noble creature. Forgive us,” he said softly. He gripped the hilt of his sword in a two-handed grip and stabbed downwards through the Resh's eye. The creature twitched once more before lying still forever. Marcian then wiped the blood off of his sword before sheathing it and walking back to Lizella.

		“Get to butchering the meat and meet us back in the camp,” he said to his men.

		Lizella stared at the strange man in front of her. He seemed so cocky and yet when it came to killing the Resh he had shown another side to his personality.

		“We're not savages,' he said as though he were reading her thoughts. 'we take what we need from nature. The Supreme took everything from us and yet nature gives us the things we need to survive. For that we are thankful.” 
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		“WHO ARE YOU?” LIZELLA asked Marcian as they continued their hike through the forest. Marcian chuckled at the question and shook his head. Around them the other Liberators were moving through the undergrowth, some were now carrying large blood-soaked bags that contained meat taken from the Resh.

		“Nope. I don’t know if I can trust you yet. For all I know, you could be a part of some elaborate trap set by the Supreme,” he said pushing a low hanging branch out of the way. He held the branch back and waved Lizella past. She walked by; their bodies close as she did so. She didn’t know what to make of this strange young man. He was a gentleman and ruthless killer all in one.

		“I am not part of a trap. Me and my friend were running from the Supremes’ agents before we were captured by those slavers.”

		“You would say such a thing if you were part of a trap. Trust me, It's not the first time our enemies have tricked one of my men by using pretty girls to gain information.  Also, why would the Supreme be after you?” Marican said, his interest peaked.

		Lizella stopped and put her hands on her hips. She glared daggers at Marcian.

		“I’ve lost my home; I don’t know where my family is, and my best friend is in a cage being carted off to who knows where,” she said with tears in her eyes.

		Marcian tilted his head, regarding her with renewed interest.

		“I’m sorry to hear that. Everyone here has lost their homes and families because of the Supreme and everyone here is seeking revenge,” he said gesturing to the grim-faced men and women walking with them.

		“But you lead them? You’re only a few years older than me. Why do they follow you?”

		Marcian sighed and stopped. He rested the barrel of his musket on the forest floor and leant on the butt. The other Liberators stopped too, all eyes on their leader. Some looked wary, others angry.

		A burly bare chested man stepped forward, his large grey eyes glaring at Lizella. To her surprise, the man knelt in front of Marcian and bowed his head.

		“We follow Marcian because he is the true King of Aeranyth.”
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		Chapter 11.
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		LIZELLA GAWPED AT MARCIAN in shock. The gormless look on her face made Marcian chuckle. With a movement of his hand, he gestured for his followers to rise. All had bent the knee.

		“You’re a king?” Lizella stuttered dumbly.

		Marcian flashed her a smile and nodded. He pointed towards the tree line, and once again they were on the move.

		“Apparently so, although I, just like most of my people have never seen our homeland. I was living as a plantation slave in the Western Imperium when a strange fellow in a cloak came by one day. No one knows what happened, but at night we heard a loud commotion coming from the estate of the Baron that owned us. We heard gunfire and screams and then nothing but silence. We were too afraid to go see what was happening, so we cowered in our hovels until morning. When the sun came up, we went outside and there, stood in front of our homes was the cloaked man. He said to us, ‘You’re now free.’ And then he pointed at me and said loudly so that all could hear, ‘this young man is the heir to the empty throne of Aeranyth, follow him and fight for your freedom.’ He gave me this amulet” he said pointing to the silver star about his neck. “and then he just walked away. I haven’t seen him since, and that was about three years ago.”

		Lizella shook her head in amazement. “These people follow you just because some mystery man told them to? Who was he?”

		“No idea he never told me his name. Some say he was an Empowered One, but I don’t believe in fairy tales,” Marcian replied as he pushed some branches out of his path. Lizella hesitated ‘Yin said that Elian was one. Are they real?’ she thought.

		“Are you ok?” Marcian asked a look of genuine concern on his face. “You went a bit pale just then.”

		Lizella nodded and shook thoughts of Empowered Ones out of her mind. She had to survive the forest and these strange people if she was to help Elian.
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		REA POINTED TO THE tree line as Tarv knelt down and ran a finger through the blood-soaked dust on the road.

		“There are over a dozen tracks leading into the forest,” she said, her eyes staring into the dark undergrowth. Tarv grunted and stood. He walked over to Rea and placed a hand on her shoulder.

		“And there’s more that lead down the road. There was definitely a Gifted here. I can sense it. Once again, we must choose what route to follow. Did the person we’re looking for escape into the forest or did they remain with the wagons?”

		Broken wagons filled with bullet holes lay overturned at the roadside and ravens picked at the decomposing corpses of dead men. After finding Yin, they had buried him on the river bank before following the second set of tracks they had discovered in the woods close to Fork. Using Bound they had covered the distance in only a few short hours, and it hadn’t been long before they stumbled upon the carnage all around them. Rea kicked the ground in frustration.

		“If we choose the wrong tracks we will fall even further behind the person we’re looking for,” she moaned.

		“We could split up?” Tarv suggested as he nudged one of the dead bodies with his boot.

		Rea spun around and shook her head animatedly.

		“No way! What if we encountered a Hollowed? Alone we wouldn’t stand a chance,” she cried her voice panicked.

		“I doubt we’d stand much of a chance together either,” Tarv muttered. “Fine. Let’s pick a trail and stick with it. I reckon we go into the forest. If the person we’re looking for used their powers then there’s a good chance they escaped,” he reasoned.

		“Do you think they did all this?” Rea asked gesturing toward the bodies and mangled wagons.

		“It’s possible I suppose. Come on, let’s get moving it’ll be nightfall soon.”
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		THE SUN WAS SETTING in the west, and the sky was a brilliant fiery orange. Clouds that had threatened rain earlier in the day were now long gone leaving the sky clear; already some stars were making themselves visible. Marcian rose from the tree stump on which he had chosen to rest and paced through the undergrowth rousing his people. He smiled as Lizella slowly got back onto her feet. The girl had a fiery temper and a spark that he found very appealing. He’d never met anyone like her before. Most of the slave girls he’d been with had been sombre dull creatures, their life’s vitality broken from years of servitude. Most people thought him strange that he was able to still see the humour in the world. ‘One thing the Supreme cannot take is my mind’ he thought. Never again would he be someone's property. It had felt strange to tell Lizella his story, and as the words had fallen from his lips, even he thought them absurd. There was no proof that he was a king, none at all, but the way the hooded man had said those words it had made him believe it was so. Luckily for him, the others had believed too, and now here he was leading a band of freed slaves in an uprising. He almost laughed at that. Uprising? It was far from something that grand. He’d bet that if the Supreme was asked to describe it, she would simply laugh and claim it was but a tiny irritation. ‘Stop doubting yourself’ Marcian muttered. ‘It is an uprising, one that needs a spark to ignite the masses.’ He had hoped that the Liberators actions the previous year was that spark, but the brutal response by the Supreme had petrified the populace back into obedience.

		“What are you muttering about?” Lizella asked. She’d tied her hair up into a ponytail and stood with her hands on her hips.

		Marcian coughed and looked away embarrassed that she’d heard him.

		“It’s nothing. You’ll be pleased to know that the main camp is just a day’s trek away,” he replied, doing his best to change the subject. Lizella rolled her eyes.

		“Another day! Every minute that passes Elian is further away.”

		Marcian shook his head and crossed his arms.

		“I am sorry for the loss of your friend I really am, but I am not about to risk my men to go chasing after them. The Imperium will no doubt step up patrols once they learn about our attack on those slavers. They might even send a Guardian out this way, and the last thing we need or want is to tangle with one of those. It’s best that we lay low for a while.”

		Lizella glared at him, tears formed in her big brown eyes. “Hide you mean. My friend is out there in the hands of those slavers. I can’t just hide.”

		Marcian walked over to her and rested his musket against a tree. To her surprise, he pulled her into a hug. Without thinking she buried her head into his shoulder, everything that had happened to her struck her like a lightning bolt, and finally, she couldn’t keep it in any longer. She sobbed uncontrollably and all the while Marcian held her tightly not saying a word. Too many times he had seen the after-effects of a run in with the Supreme’s soldiers or the aftermath of encountering slavers. She cried for a good few minutes before finally raising her head and wiping her eyes dry. She didn’t look at him. Instead, she turned and walked deeper into the forest to join the other Liberators who were setting up camp for the night. He watched her walk away and for the first time in a long time felt something in his heart that wasn’t anger.
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		LIZELLA AWOKE WITH a start. Above her, the night sky was filled with twinkling stars and all around was the deep darkness of the forest. The Liberators had made camp next to a fast-flowing stream, and all she could hear was the tinkling of water. A flickering torch moving through the trees revealed one of the men assigned to guard the camp. She rubbed her eyes tiredly not sure what had woken her. Lying nearby was Marcian, the young man was snoring loudly. He’d used his overcoat as a pillow, but aside from that, he was sleeping on the leaf-strewn forest floor. A twig snapped somewhere close by causing her to spin to face that direction. The sound was what had woken her she realised. There was a faint rustling of leaves and then to her horror the man wielding the torch vanished, the flames extinguished to plunge the area into even deeper darkness. A strong hand clamped itself over her mouth, preventing her from screaming.

		“Shhh, it’s me,” whispered Marcian into her ear. He eased his grip.

		“There’s something out there,” Lizella replied her own voice a trembling gasp.

		Marcian carefully reached for his sabre and attached it to his belt. He then picked up his pistol and held it ready in front of him.

		“Get behind me and stay close.”

		Together they moved through the dark forest alert to any noise. To their right, they heard footsteps sprinting softly through the leaves. A stifled cry came from their left. “There’s two of them whoever they are,” Marican said in a hushed tone.

		The camp erupted into chaos as one of the Liberators fired their pistols.

		“We’re under attack!” someone cried before they were quickly silenced. All around them Lizella and Marcian heard the Liberators being dispatched. Impossibly fast-moving figures flashed among the trees. Lizella almost screamed as she watched one of the Liberators be sent flying through the air to crash against a tree trunk. She could make out the shape of a cloaked figure fighting a small group of Liberators with its bare hands. As quickly as the figure appeared it moved on to the next group, it’s prey now battered and unconscious.

		Marcian grabbed her hand and pulled her to the ground. He fell to one knee, his eyes fixed on the forest. Lizella shouted a warning as racing footsteps approached their location. Marcian waited for the right moment. Just as the footsteps grew louder, he spun about and whipped his pistol up into a firing position. A startled cry sounded. Lizella looked up. Marcian had his gun pressed against the head of a petite figure wearing a cloak. He reached forward and pulled down her hood to reveal the face of a woman no older than Lizella. Her long raven black hair was offset by a pair of large green eyes and small button-like nose. Despite her soft appearance she had a fire in her eyes.

		“I have your friend under my gun sights, I suggest you stop!” he shouted.

		A silence descended over the camp. The Liberators still on their feet hurried over to their leader and formed a circle about him their muskets pointing out towards the trees. A frustrated sigh emanated from the darkness.

		“Fine. Don’t shoot I surrender,” came a deep manly voice from the darkness.

		Marcian ordered one of his men to light a torch. The light revealed a camp in disarray. Two dozen Liberators lay unmoving; their comrades moved to help them up, most had been battered senseless. Marcian whistled unable to hide his surprise at the carnage dealt by the two cloaked strangers.

		A tall, well-built figure stepped into the light and pulled down their hood to reveal a grim-faced man with short blonde hair and steely grey eyes. Tarv held his hands up and approached.

		“Stop right there friend,” Marcian commanded. He wasn’t about to let such a potentially dangerous person get any closer to him and his men. “Who are you people and what do you want?”

		The man glanced at his friend and shook his head as though to warn her against rash action. Marcian placed his pistol against the woman’s temple once more. “I suggest you heed your friend's warning and don’t try anything.”

		“My name is Tarv, and that is Rea. We’re searching for someone,” Tarv said reluctantly.

		Marcian raised an eyebrow. Lizella tensed. Were they looking for her?

		“Well, you’ve found us despite our best efforts to remain undetected. But I’m guessing you’re not looking for us Liberators, so tell us who you are searching for.”

		Tarv glanced at Rea who had a hint of warning in her eyes. Marcian could see that they didn’t want to share that information. He pulled back the hammer on his pistol spurring Tarv to hold his hand out.

		“Wait! Ok, I’ll tell you. We’re looking for someone who came this way via the village of Fork and by the road south. We found signs of a fight and tracks that led us to you.”

		“Impossible, we covered our tracks once we reached the forest,” growled one of the Liberators whose musket was pressed into Tarv’s back.

		“A Gifted can track anything,” Tarv snapped back.

		Marican lowered his pistol and regarded the two strangers in a new light. Other Liberators kept their guns trained on Rea. The twitch in her cheek suggested that she had considered making a move.

		“You’re Gifted? We’ve heard rumours that there was a group of you causing trouble for the Supreme. I just assumed it was an urban myth, but here you stand after having bested a dozen of my best men without even breaking a sweat. Perhaps the tales of the Empowered Ones are true too...” he said thoughtfully.

		“Why are you looking for this person?” Lizella interrupted. A spark of hope had been fired in her heart.

		Rea regarded her with a distrustful look.

		“We’re looking because that person is in grave danger. A Hollowed is on their trail; we want to protect them.”

		Marcian placed a hand on Lizella’s shoulder, but she shrugged it off. The Liberators may have saved her from the slavers, but they had no desire to help Elian.

		“I think my friend is the person you’re looking for. Something happened to him in the woods near Fork, but after that Imperium soldiers and that thing came to the village and burnt it to the ground. The slavers caught us, but we got separated when the Liberators attacked them.”

		“Do you know where the slavers were headed?” Tarv asked earnestly.

		“Yes. They were headed for Asta. They were going to sell me to one of the pleasure palaces, but I have no idea where he would be sent,” she replied.

		Tarv faced Marcian.

		“Now we have a destination. Let us go, and we will find this person.”

		Marcian shook his head and chuckled.

		“You attacked my people with no provocation and know we are here. No way can I just let you leave. Our survival depends on the Imperium not knowing where we are.”

		“We have not permanently harmed any of your people. We haven’t seen your main base and have no desire to. Your little movement here is of no interest to us,” Rea argued.

		Marcian rubbed his chin in thought before pointing his pistol once more at Rea.

		“It’s a risk I’m not willing to take. You’re coming with us I’ve got some questions for you.”

		For a heartbeat, Lizella thought that the two Gifted would put up a fight. The woman tensed causing the Liberators to aim their muskets, but the man, Tarv, sighed and put up his hands. He gave Marcian a hard look.

		“So be it...” Tarv said reluctantly.

		Just as Marcian was about to reply, Rea gave out a startled cry. All eyes fell on her. The young woman had turned deathly pale, and a cold sweat had broken out on her brow.

		“Tarv”- Rea stammered. The feeling of oppression hit Tarv like a cannonball, almost sending him to his knees. He held Rea’s hand a look of horror in his eyes. Marcian, Lizella and the Liberators looked at one another in surprise. Then the sensation of dread hit them as well.

		Men moaned and slumped to the floor, women began to weep and throw down their weapons. Marcian staggered under the sensation; it felt as though all his strength had been sucked out of him for a second. Lizella, however, recognised the feeling, it was the feeling she had felt at Fork. All around her the Liberators who had not fallen into despair where they stood staggered about in zombie-like trances, and she too, unable to fight the power washing over her sank to her knees and wept uncontrollably. She screamed as her eyes settled on the tall and unnaturally slim figure stood at the edge of the clearing. The man wore the clothing of a gentleman, complete with a top hat, but that was where the comparisons ended, the creature’s face was empty of all emotions, and it had no eyes.
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		Chapter 12.
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		THE HOLLOWED WAS MERCILESS. With impossible speed, it was among the Liberators and with animal-like ferocity, the thin creature attacked them. Soon their screams filled the air. Men and women tried to flee, but the Hollowed’s power made them sluggish and disoriented. With sickening ease, it punched clean through the chest of its first victim. Blood and gore sprayed in all directions as a bony fist complete with still beating heart tore through the man’s rib cage. Casually it tossed the man aside before catching hold of another. Its hand clasped around the petrified Liberators head and with a sickening crack crushed it like an egg. Lizella staggered away from the horror, stunned at the ease with which the Hollowed killed. The terrible sense of dread was now so intense that it was difficult to focus. She felt sick and weak, barely able to stay on her feet. All around the clearing, the Liberators staggered about as though they were in a trance making them easy prey for the monster in their midst.

		With methodical ruthlessness, the Hollowed slaughtered them all. She almost vomited as she watched the creature rip the arms off a wailing man who fell to the ground screaming. Marcian stood next to her watching in horror at the ease in which his people were being annihilated. Unlike Lizella he appeared unaffected by the Hollowed’s power, he fired his pistol, but the Hollowed moved blurringly fast to send the bullet whizzing through where it had once stood.  Strong hands gripped Lizella by the shoulders. It was Tarv. He too appeared unaffected save for the sweat on his brow and twitch in his eye.

		“We have to flee!” he shouted, his voice strained as though he was concentrating on something. Lizella tried to respond, but the feelings of dread and sorrow were too strong. Instead, all she could do was whimper. Tarv swore loudly and shouted for Rea. The young woman hurried over to them and placed a palm on Lizella’s head. She closed her eyes and focused. Lizella gasped as the dreadful sensation was replaced by a serene peace. It was an identical feeling to when Yin had calmed her in Fork. She looked at Rea in wide-eyed surprise.

		“We cannot fight it,” Rea shouted at Tarv.

		“We cannot outrun it either!” he replied desperately.

		The Hollowed moved like a blur through the clearing as it continued to cut down the Liberators. Marcian was frantically reloading his pistol. A final blood-curdling scream sounded before an eerie silence fell over the forest. Lizella cowered behind the two Gifted.

		“Gifted in a place such as this. I must be on the right track,” said the Hollowed in its scratchy voice. In its hand was the decapitated head of a Liberator, the mouth was open in a silent scream. A wicked grin crossed the Hollowed’s eyeless face as it threw its grisly prize away contemptuously.

		Tarv stepped forward his hand held out protectively of the two women behind him. “You need to run Rea. Take the girl with you and run.”

		Rea shook her head a look of grim determination on her face.

		“No. I’m not going to let you face it alone.”

		Tarv sighed. He knew that tone. When she uses it, her mind was made up, and nothing would change it. He closed his eyes always knowing that sooner or later this day would come. So many Gifted had fallen to the Hollowed, he and Rea would just be added to that number.

		Resigned to his fate he focused on all the injustices he had suffered under the Imperium. His wife’s petrified expression as she was dragged away by Imperium soldiers, the cries of his three children as they burned, trapped in their home that had been put to the flame. Hot anger flashed through his body until it ignited into his Gift. To an observer, he appeared to grow in size as his muscles expanded and his bones strengthened. He was a Master of Anger, and the eyeless creature before him would feel his wrath. His eyes snapped open. Power coursed through his veins allowing him to cross the distance to the Hollowed in a blur of speed. The Hollowed simply sneered.

		With an animal like roar, Tarv swung a fist towards the Hollowed’s head, but the creature caught it in its own palm. Even with Anger powering him Tarv couldn’t move his fist forward. Sweat broke out on Tarv’s brow as he struggled against the creature. The Hollowed’s arm shuddered only slightly from the strain. The Hollowed pulled his free arm backwards and balled the hand into a fist. With a mocking smirk, the fist flashed like lightning to strike Tarv like a bullet. An ordinary man would have been turned to a pulp but on an Anger enhanced Gifted the blow blasted Tarv backwards. He flew through the trees, everyone his body struck toppling like dominoes. The sound of splintering wood and trees being ripped from the ground was deafening. He struck the ground hard, creating a crater in the soft earth. Dazed, Tarv staggered back onto his feet only to find the Hollowed stood in front of him. With startling speed, the Hollowed crossed the distance between them, just as it was about to strike, Rea tackled Tarv out of the way. They landed in a heap together, but Rea leapt to her feet to stand over her still dazed companion. Narrowing her eyes, she tapped into her own Gift.

		The emotion of Positivity flooded her despite the terrible danger she was in. The emotion filled her as she thought of her long-dead family. Keeping the positive thought in her mind’s eye required tremendous amounts of concentration and required her to quiet the Fear that threatened to overwhelm her. She shook her head, that emotion had no power for her. She held up a hand and channelled her power at the Hollowed. She poured as much positivity as she could muster into the creature before her. When using her powers against normal men and women, she could overwhelm their emotions with it. She’d used such a trick many times against her enemies. Some became overwhelmed by the emotion, some so struck by ecstasy that they simply lost all desire to fight. Against the Hollowed, however, there was nothing she could manipulate. Normally she could feel the tumultuous range of emotions most folks felt, but with the Hollowed she felt nothing, absolutely nothing.

		“What are you?” she gasped.

		The Hollowed smiled. Its gaunt face tightening as it did so, giving it a near-skeletal appearance. It raised a thin arm and pointed a bony finger at Rea. She screamed and clutched her head in her hands as a sensation of utter despair washed over her. It was a feeling so full of malice and desolation that she could feel it fracturing her mind. Her spine-chilling screams filled the forest.

		Tarv got back on his feet. The Hollowed was distracted as it tortured Rea. His Anger intensified at the sight, clearing the concussion from his head and filling his limbs with renewed strength. He turned and placed his arms around the trunk of one of the towering oaks that filled this section of the forest. With a grunt, he ripped the eighty-foot tall tree from the ground. To his power enhanced arms, its was as light as a feather. Seeing what he intended Lizella dashed forward and pulled Rea out of the way. As soon as they were both clear, Tarv brought the tree down in an overhead arch onto the Hollowed. The creature raised an arm to block the heavy trunk. It struck with an impact that shook the ground. Startled birds flew from the treetops and dust and mud was sent skyward in clumps. A quiet descended on the clearing as everyone held their breath, was the Hollowed dead? Their answer came quickly as with a crack the tree trunk began to rise slowly.

		Tarv grabbed Lizella and Rea’s hands.

		“We have to go, run!” he shouted. With a startled shout Tarv lifted the stunned Marcian and Lizella over each of his shoulders and scooped up the sobbing Rea to carry her under his arm. Taking a deep breath, he once more channelled the Anger. Power flooded into his legs adding to the Gift already within. Behind them, the Hollowed rose like some nightmarish monster rising from its grave. Tarv fled, his power allowing him to run like the wind.
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		WEEKS OF BRUTAL TRAINING had gone by before the slaves were even allowed to practise fighting. The days began at the crack of dawn with a run around the courtyard that lasted several hours. Those that fell behind were whipped mercilessly by the taskmasters or put to death, but thanks to Elian’s gift he never felt tired. He was careful not to give himself away, however, and made sure to stay in the middle of the pack. In the afternoons, they did more exercises.

		A week of lifting heavy stone weights had already had an effect on Elian’s body. He could already feel that he had developed muscle where there hadn’t been any before. The weights had felt light to him but judging by the pained expressions on the other slaves faces they were anything but. As with the running, he’d had to pretend to struggle with the exercises.

		Elian had never used a sword before; now he was surrounded by men wielding them. In his right hand was the heavy wooden training sword that the slaves had been given to practice with. The bruises on his bare chest attested to his lack of skill and the superior reach of the bigger slaves. It was another hot day, and the courtyard was filled with the clacking of wood striking wood. He cried out as his opponent landed another blow on his already bruised ribs. It didn’t help that the man attacking him was Tiberio.

		“Keep your guard up boy. Mistress Visp has a match coming up very soon, and she’d rather her slaves not embarrass her. If you die too quickly, then the crowd will complain,” Tiberio chuckled. The man was twice the height of Elian, and his reach was far superior.

		“Visp sees something in you,’ the fighter continued as he feinted forward. Elian winced and flayed his sword about in front of himself, ‘you almost won the endurance test. I have seen tougher men fall far quicker than you.”

		Tiberio rolled his shoulder suggesting that he was about to strike from the left. Elian prepared to block, but once again cried out in pain as the blow came from the right.

		“You must focus on your opponent. Look into their eyes, and you will learn how they move, what they intend. You must have the courage to fight; if not; then you will die.”

		Tiberio smiled and pointed to his eyes.

		“Focus”

		Elian nodded and readied himself. Tiberio lunged forward, and Elian reacted. The clack of wood sounded, and the impact of the block shot up Elian’s arm.

		“Good.”

		Tiberio struck again, this time with an overhead blow. Elian raised his sword, but this time he noticed a twitch in his opponent’s face. A muscle on Tiberio’s shoulder flexed and instead of keeping his sword high, Elian whipped it down low just as the big man’s attack came in. He parried the low blow. Tiberio chuckled.

		“Very good. You are a quick learner.”

		“My father always said so,” Elian replied rubbing his sore chest.

		Tiberio lowered his sword and shook his head.

		“Do not think of your family or the life you once led. It will not help you. Those days are behind you. You are a slave, property of Visp and ultimately the Supreme. To fight and die in the arena is your lot now. The only real choice you have left now is to decide whether you die with honour or as a coward.”

		Elian looked down. It surprised him just how quickly he'd accepted his fate. Seeing his home burnt to the ground and all he had known taken from him to places he did not know where had almost broken him. Almost.

		“If you survive the upcoming match I will train you personally and put a good word in for you with Visp. You may only be a slave now, but if you can prove yourself, you could become a slave that lives in luxury. The best fighters are treated like heroes by the people. Even the Supreme herself respects us for she knows that through our blood we keep the populace happy.”

		‘Distracted more like’ Elian thought.

		The Supreme ruled with an iron fist, and she knew that a distracted population was easier to control than one that was not. The arenas were just one way of keeping people entertained and apathetic to her rule.

		Tiberio lowered his sword and gestured for him to follow suit. Striding into the courtyard was Visp and her attendant Yilla. The young slave girl was of a similar age to Elian. Unlike her master, her skin was a snowy white and her hair the colour of straw. Her large piercing blue eyes suggested that she came from the south. Of that place, Elian had only heard rumours and tall tales.

		Visp stopped in the centre of the courtyard her hands on her hips. The other fighters and slaves stopped their practising. All eyes fell on her. As usual, she wore her long hair up in a top knot and wore chainmail under her long flowing brightly coloured dress. Her muscular legs and arms made Elian think that she could probably hold her own in a fight. It was little surprise that she had such respect from the men around her.

		“These past weeks you have had but a taste of being a fighter. Now you will experience the arena for real. Prepare yourselves for tomorrow for we are going to the arena. Survive, and you just might have a future. Die; and well, you will have served your purpose. Fight bravely my slaves,” she said her arms held out to her sides. Speech over she began to bark orders to her men.

		Tiberio stepped forward and took the wooden sword from Elian’s hand.

		“Wood will be no good for where you are going.”

		The big man leant down and pulled him close.

		“Get your hands on a sword as quickly as you can. Use that stamina of yours to your advantage and do not hesitate,” he whispered into Elian’s ear before joining the other taskmasters in their preparations. Elian watched him go. If he was going to survive, then he would have to do what the fighter said. He knotted his hands into fists. He had to be strong; he had to leave his old life behind if he were to survive.
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		THE NIGHT CAME QUICKLY. Elian sat alone on his cot and rubbed his eyes. He couldn’t sleep. How could he? Tomorrow he would have to fight or die upon the sands of Asta’s arena. A feeling of panic made his heart race. He had learnt the basics of swordplay from Tiberio, but he was just a kid. The opponents he would face would no doubt be well-trained killers twice his size. He couldn’t access the power he knew resided inside him and even if he did it would surely attract the attention of the Hollowed.

		“Trust in yourself Elian, and you will survive,” said the mysterious figure from the cell opposite. Elian looked up and frowned. Every night the man had spoken to him but had never revealed his identity. During the days, he had tried to find him but to no avail; it was as though the man was just a figment of his imagination. Elian slid off the cot and crept over to the cell door. Pressing his face against the cold iron bars, he strained to get a clearer look.

		“Are you going to tell me who you are? Chances are I’m going to die tomorrow, and I hate mysteries,” he whispered. The other slaves were no doubt struggling to sleep themselves, so he had to keep quiet.

		“If you die then chances are that I will as well. I suppose there’s no harm in you knowing, after all, I’m depending on you to save me.”

		Elian sat back on his heels in surprise. “Save you? What do you mean?”

		“There is so much for you to learn about the Gift Elian. Where to begin?”

		“Your name would be a good start,” Elian replied.

		The figure sighed.

		“Very well. My name is Vavius. Like you I am an Empowered One, and like you, I am a prisoner. If you haven’t figured it out already, I am not really in this cell. In fact, I am not even in the same city as you.”

		“Vavius? That’s the name - Hang on, if you’re not here then how can I see you?”

		“What you can see is merely a projection. I have been held prisoner by the Hollowed for many months; so many that I’ve lost count. They torture me and are trying to break me,’ Vavius said, his voice pained. ‘They never will,” he added his tone full of determination.  “The gift of Anticipation allows us to project our minds elsewhere, allowing us to communicate across vast distances. I tried to contact my friends, but no one could hear me. That is until I sensed your Emergence. I focused on you until you could see and hear me and here we are.”

		Elian scratched his head in confusion. What Vavius was saying was impossible...wasn’t it? “The Hollowed are relentless. I won’t be able to communicate with you for much longer. You’re my only chance of escaping their clutches. You have to survive the arena. You have to find a way to escape and find my friends. You have to save me! Only I know what the Supreme is planning; only I know how to stop her!”

		“I can’t use my powers!” Elian said desperately. 

		“You have to believe in yourself. Control your emotions, and they will come to you. Your Emergence was the strongest I have ever sensed Elian. The Hollowed are hell-bent on finding you, but you must find a way to escape, you must!”
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		Chapter 13.
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		Asta – Central Imperium

		THEY COULD HEAR THE roaring of the crowd long before they reached the arena but as the wagon got closer to the huge structure, the sound became a wall of noise. Elian and the other slaves had been loaded onto a wagon that had then wound its way through the city of Asta's narrow streets. Sitting at the front with the wagon driver were Visp and Tiberio.

		“This is most unfair mistress Visp. Renard's crew set this matchup on purpose to make you look bad. The battle of Kaspen is a match that our fighters cannot hope to win,” Tiberio complained.

		“Silence Tiberio, you forget your place.”

		“Forgive me, mistress.”

		“You know full well the predicament we find ourselves in. The debts we owe to the chancellery must be paid off somehow. That bastard Renard smells blood, he thinks he will take my business from me, he is mistaken. Let him revel in his fighter's victory today; I will still receive a pay-out which will more than compensate for the loss of these slaves. We were lucky that fool Dein was in such a charitable mood with the discount he gave me, I can actually get the debtors off of my back.”

		The wagon turned down a side street which led to the rear of the arena. Workers scurried about as they prepared for the day's events and curious onlookers milled about the staging area. Most of the people gathered wore the attire of the upper classes, free men and women who attended the arena purely for entertainment. The rest were runners and slaves tasked with placing and taking bets for their masters. The wagon creaked to a halt, and Tiberio leapt down from the board. He had to push back the onlookers as he made his way around the side and unlocked the cage that held Elian and the others. The big man ushered them outside.

		The noise and smell were almost overpowering, and Elian’s stomach was doing somersaults. For the first time in his life, he felt truly afraid. All of the fighters were chained to each other with iron bands around their ankles making escape impossible. Tiberio cracked his whip.

		“Follow me. Let’s get you miserable lot ready- to die,” he muttered. Tiberio shoved a path through the crowd. As Elian and the others shambled forward like condemned men, the crowd pressed close. Some men laughed when they saw them, no doubt liking the odds of a victory for the other team of fighters that were entering the arena through a different gate.

		“That one is just a boy!” one woman cried out as she saw Elian. Her cry was instantly drowned out. No one else cared that someone as young as he was about to face the arena, after all, it was common for children far younger than he was to face execution on the blood-stained sand. Gifted especially was a fan favourite.

		To Elian’s relief, they quickly made it inside. They were now in a long, tall corridor that was bustling with armed men and women. The sound of the excited crowds gave way to that of hammers striking anvils. Rack upon rack of weapons lined the walls of the corridor, and the stone floor was stained red with the blood of fighters that had fallen in earlier battles. Slaves did their best to clean up the mess, but there was only so much a man could do with mop and bucket.

		The slaves formed up into a line and waited. Out of the men now nervously awaiting their fate Elian was by far the youngest. Most of them were runaway slaves, but one or two had the look of soldiers about them. Did soldiers in the Supremes’ armies try to rebel? Why else would such men end up in the Arena? A loud cheer came from the crowd above to signal the end of a match. A few moments passed before a victorious fighter swaggered down the corridor. A broad grin was on his bloodied face. At seeing the slaves, the fighter stopped and laughed.

		“New victims for our swords. Look and see what awaits you all,’ the fighter chuckled. He looked up the corridor. Two slaves were dragging the body of his victim down the now blood slicked ground. The unfortunate slave who had been mopping threw his hands up in despair.

		“Ignore Casdin. Remember your training and keep your nerve and you will make it out alive,” Tiberio said. The two big men glared at each other before Casdin spat in disdain and walked away.

		A horn sounded signalling that the next fight was about to begin. Tiberio placed a hand on Elian’s shoulders.

		“It is time. Good luck.”
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		HE WANTED TO BE SICK. The slaves were lined up behind a large iron gate that led out onto the sand of the arena, the clapping of the expectant crowd was deafening. Elian wore a cuirass made of rusted iron and a set of iron greaves. His feet were bare as were his arms and a leather cap was rather haphazardly strapped to his head.

		The outfitter who had distributed their armour and weapons had cackled, joking that he didn’t see the point of handing out the quality stuff, all who took part in the re-enactment of the battle of Kasden never came back in one piece. Whether he had meant the armour or the combatants themselves, Elian shuddered to think.

		In his hand he held a heavy sword – it too was made of iron and judging by the cracks and blood stains on the blade it had seen plenty of action over the years. Around him, the other slaves were going through their own torment. A tall, slim man in front of him was muttering a prayer. Elian recalled his name was Tuk. Further up the line, Nimbo had pissed himself; the urine was flowing down the ramp leading up to the gate.

		Narrowing his eyes, he recalled the techniques he had been taught by Tiberio and Vavius's warning. He was no fighter; he'd only had a few weeks of harsh training. It was difficult to keep the despair from overwhelming him fully. Perhaps if he perished on the sands of the Arena, it would not matter. The Hollowed would never get their hands on him, and his parents and Lizella would be safe.

		'Don't even think about throwing your life away Elian,'

		He flinched as the now familiar voice of Vavius echoed about his head.

		'You are my only chance, no, more than that. You are our only chance.'

		Elian shook his head.

		“What?” he said out loud. What did that mean?

		He staggered forward as he was pushed forward by the man behind.

		“Get moving runt its time,” the fighter growled.

		The line of slaves shambled forward, the roar of the crowd growing louder until it became a deafening wall of noise. Elian emerged into the arena, the brightness of the sun almost blinding him as he did so. Using a hand to shield his eyes he could see the crowd. Men, women and children of all ages and classes were packed into the stadium like sardines. Many were slaves; others were of the ruling elite, all shared a lust for blood.

		“We have to fight that?” came a panicked shout.

		Elian focused on where one of the fighters was pointing. Standing on the opposite side of the sand covered battleground were six fighters who looked like gods of war compared to the ragtag bunch of bedraggled slaves sent to fight them. The biggest of them stood at nearly 12 feet in height, his massive chest covered by a solid plate of iron. In his bear-like hands was a wicked looking war hammer. On the Goliath's head was a huge iron helmet and his legs were covered by a patchwork of iron and leather greaves.

		“It must be a Larkan!” exclaimed another slave.

		“Supreme help us!”

		Elian stared at the lumbering giant. He thought that Larkan's were a myth, something his mother told him stories about to scare him. They came from a land across the sea and were said to be a nomadic race of giants. Now, one was looking to kill him!

		The other fighters were normal men, but they too had the physiques of professional killers. Each wore an ornately decorated armour and carried steel weapons of the finest quality. Elian gulped. How were they supposed to win against expert killers? Even with his so far highly unreliable powers how was he expected to survive? He felt fear fill him.

		The six killers strode towards the centre of the arena where they waved and showboated to the crowd.

		“Behold the mighty army of her greatness the Supreme!” bellowed an announcer from a platform built high into the arena’s stone wall. The volume of the crowd increased as they roared their approval.

		“Opposing her eminence’s champions, we have the traitors of the Kingdom of Kaspen. Nefarious outlaws who defied her divine right to rule the world!”

		Boos and jeers erupted from the excited crowd. Even the slaves joined the chorus.

		‘How can people lust for our deaths? They don’t even know us? Elian thought angrily.

		'Use that Anger Elian, use the Fear. Control it and live' the voice of Vavius said.

		The fighters bowed to the crowd, and the announcer raised a green flag into the air. Tension filled the arena. The fighters glared at their prey, picking their targets. The slaves meanwhile were either fidgeting with fright or desperately seeking a way to escape. There was none. Elian meanwhile readied himself and focused on the near paralysing fear and the anger he felt for the crowd. He let the emotions flow through him. At first, he felt nothing but then a tingling sensation spread from his toes and fingertips until it spread throughout his entire body. The fear, the anger both gave way to a serene calmness. It was a calmness, and yet it was powerful.

		The announcer dropped the flag and the crowd once more exploded with cheers. The human fighters sprinted towards the petrified slaves, the Larkan lumbering ominously behind them.

		The first slave died within seconds. A fighter wielding a spear tossed the weapon nimbly into the air, caught it and then launched it with all his might. The deadly projectile crossed the arena in a blur to impale itself into the slave's torso. Blood burst from the dying man's mouth before he collapsed onto the sand.

		The other fighters reached the slaves, and the sounds of desperate battle echoed about the arena. Another slave fell to sword thrusts in quick succession.

		“We have to work together!” Elian shouted. He grabbed the nearest slave and pulled him closer.

		“Get off me boy,” the man snapped before pushing Elian away.

		He looked around, desperate to gather the other slaves. Only together did they stand any hope of surviving the fight. To his right was Nimbo and Niro, the two men were fighting side by side against one of the fighters, who was slowly being pushed backwards. They had the right idea.

		A wild cry caught his attention. A fighter charged straight for him sword aimed at his chest. Elian sidestepped the attack and parried the blow with his own blade. Whereas before when he had parried Tiberio's blows during sparring the impact often numbed his arm, this time he barely felt a thing. The fighter attacked again, but to Elian, he seemed to be moving in slow motion. He ducked and dodged the man's wild swings with ease until sweat poured into the fighter’s surprised eyes. The Fear had given Elian supernatural speed and agility. He danced around the fighter's attacks and stepped in close. With his bare hand, he punched the man in the chest with Anger. The impact of his fist visibly dented the steel armour and sent the now screaming fighter flying backwards to crash into the dirt where he lay unmoving.

		The crowd roared their approval. Elian stared at his fist.

		'Wow,' he thought. A wild cry caused him to look up. An enraged fighter was charging at him, his sword held in a tight two-handed grip before him. The man intended to skewer Elian on the point. Elian almost laughed. To him, the man once again moved slowly. He waited until the sword was almost on him before sidestepping and swatting the fighter around the back of the head with the flat side of his own weapon. The impact sent the startled fighter flying forwards to send him crashing to the ground in a heap. Excited screams and yells came from the packed stands, all in praise of Elian. He couldn’t help but smile. ‘I could get used to this,’ he thought as he took in the crowds’ appreciation.

		His joy was cut short by the agonising screams of another of the slaves. He spun to see that Niro was being pushed back by two of the fighters. Nimbo lay dying in the sand next to him, a spear protruding from his chest. If Elian didn’t do something, then Niro would soon join his friend's fate. He broke into a sprint, his power enhanced legs allowing to cover the distance in a matter of seconds. As he drew close, he launched himself into the air and crashed into the side of one of the fighters to send him flying. The fighter cried out as the impact lifted him off of his feet to send him smashing into the arena’s side. He crashed onto the dirt where he lay twitching. The other fighter spun to face the new threat, his eyes widening in surprise at the sight of the young man. With a shout, the fighter swung his sword at Elian’s head. Elian ducked allowing the blade to pass over his head. A look of fury crossed the fighter’s face, and he launched into a series of rapid, deadly thrusts. Even to Elian, the sword moved quickly, highlighting the skill of the fighter. For the first time in the match, Elian felt sweat break out on his forehead, and his concentration began to slip, the Anger quickly being replaced by Fear. He cried out as a blinding pain lanced into his brain causing him to stumble and fall backwards. The Fighter cackled as he stepped over him and raised his sword high in a two-handed grip. Elian shut his eyes, awaiting the end. It didn’t come. The Fighter let out a choked gasp before coughing up blood, behind him stood Niro, his own sword buried in the Fighter’s spine. The man slid off the blade to fall face first into the sand, blood pooling around his body.

		Niro offered Elian his hand and pulled him to his feet.

		“I don’t know how you did that lad but thank you,” Niro gasped. Sweat poured off of the older man, and his breaths came in strained gasps.

		“No problem,” Elian said. The sound of heavy footsteps caused him to turn. He gulped. The Larkan was coming for them. They watched in horror as the brute crushed one of the slaves like a bug with its huge Warhammer. Even the other Fighters were swatted out of its way as its fury filled eyes fixed on Elian and Niro. The crowds shouting grew in volume.

		‘Focus Elian’ Vavius voice said in his head.

		Elian nodded and narrowed his eyes. He had to concentrate; he had to tap into the power that he now knew he possessed. If he didn’t then he and Niro were both dead. Niro stepped forward and pulled the spear out of Nimbo’s body.

		“Sorry friend, but I don’t think you’ll be needing this,” he said sadness in his voice.

		He raised the weapon over his shoulder, took a short run up and then hurled the spear like a javelin. If the throw had been against any other Fighter, it might have wounded them or perhaps even killed them, but against the Larkan, it did next to nothing. The spear bounced harmlessly off of the creature’s thick armour. The lumbering titan continued to advance as all around the arena the other slaves fought desperately for their survival. Elian glanced around surprised to see that so many slaves still lived and were giving the Fighters a challenge. It seemed as though Tiberio’s intensive training had paid off. Elian fixed his attention back onto the Larkan. The only weakness he could see was that the creature was slow, but aside from that, it appeared invincible. He looked at Niro.

		“Try to get its attention. I’m going to try something,” he said, his heart racing.

		Niro looked at him as though he were mad but realising that there was nowhere to run he nodded reluctantly. The thin man ran forward waving his arms and shouting obscenities at the Larkan. The beast fixed its gaze on Niro and roared. The sound boomed across the arena, even drowning out the noise of the near-hysterical crowd. The Larkan charged toward Niro its Warhammer held high. With a high-pitched squeal, Niro dived out of the way of the hammer as it struck the ground. The heavy hammer head lodged in the Arena’s sand, and the Larkan struggled to pull it out of the crater it had made. Elian meanwhile ran around the back of the creature. As the Larkan tried to free its hammer, Elian could see that the creature had no armour on the backs of its lower legs and that there was a gap between its helmet and neck. His mind raced back to the tales his father had told him; ‘Larkans fight naked, normally scorning armour. Their hides are so thick that it would take an Empowered One to have the strength to pierce it. The neck, now that is another story.’

		“The back of its legs and neck are exposed. They’re its weakness,” he shouted to the petrified Niro.

		Elian narrowed his eyes and psyched himself up, rusty sword in hand. ‘Time to find out if I truly am an Empowered One.’ He thought.

		Taking a series of deep breaths, he dashed forward. The Larkan roared as it managed to pull the hammer out of the dirt, Elian cried out. The momentum of his run meant that he was unable to avoid the backswing of the weapon. The iron hammer connected solidly with his chest, the impact lifting him high off his feet. He flew through the air, his arms cartwheeling like some fledgeling bird before he crashed into the dirt in a heap. The crowd screamed its approval at the show. Gasping, Elian sat up; the wind knocked out of him. Any other man would have been pulverised by such a blow or at least suffered considerable injury. Elian could see Niro gawping at him in surprise as he staggered back to his feet. The Larkan too was surprised. It let out a frustrated howl and ran at Elian.

		With furious anger, the beast swung the hammer, Elian jumped out of the way, the hammerhead passing over his head by mere inches. The Larkan lumbered forward, and Elian took his chance. He dived into a forward roll between the Larkan’s legs and found himself behind the beast once more. This time he didn’t hesitate and lashed out with his sword. His strength enhanced arms allowed him to punch the blade deep into the back of the Larkan’s exposed right leg. With an agonised howl the Larkan fell to its knees allowing Niro to run forward, spear in hand. The thin man let out a war cry as he leapt onto the wounded creatures back. Holding the spear high, he thrust downward with all his strength. The spear tip found its mark piercing the soft flesh of the Larkan’s neck to sink deep into its throat. Blood spurted from the beast’s mouth, it let out a garbled cry before collapsing, dead.

		The crowd exploded with rapturous applause and coins began raining down into the arena. Niro laughed, either from fear or hysteria that they had survived Elian couldn’t tell. The thin man walked over to him, grabbed his hand and held it into the air. The crowd roared its approval at the gesture. Elian looked around to see that two of the other slaves were still standing, of the Fighters, all lay dead or unconscious. By a miracle, Visp’s slaves had won the day.
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		Chapter 14.
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		WHERE IT HAD TAKEN Lizella and Marcian several days to reach the heart of the Sojurn Forest, it had only taken Tarv Bounding at top speed an hour to reach its edge. His legs burned, and his head pounded as the Anger he had used to power their escape threatened to overwhelm him.

		He unceremoniously dropped Lizella and Marcian to the ground and lowered Rea onto the grass. Her eyes were wide open but staring at some invisible horror. Her mouth was open in a silent scream, whatever the Hollowed had done to her had left her in no condition to use her Gift, and Tarv needed her to. He gripped his head with his hands and staggered away as the Anger roared into every fibre of his body. Lizella and Marcian looked at one another, confusion on their faces.

		“What’s happening?” Lizella said her voice panicked.

		Tarv stumbled backwards an animal-like growl emanating from his throat. Marcian stood protectively in front of Lizella. Against a Gifted, however, he had no idea how he was supposed to defend her.

		“Keep away!” Tarv shouted as he staggered into the forest. His body twitched and convulsed, and Lizella swore that the already big man grew in size. She cried out when without warning Tarv lashed out at a tree. His arm punched clean through the thick trunk causing the tall oak to fall. Marcian took the stunned Lizella’s hand in his own and pulled her out of the way. The tree toppled to the ground with a crash, narrowly missing them. Tarv let out an animal like roar.

		“He’s suffering...help me up,” Rea said weakly from her spot on the grass.

		Marcian reached down and pulled the Gifted to her feet. He caught her as she immediately collapsed. Rea’s face was deathly pale, and her tear streaked eyes looked haunted as though she had awoken from some horrendous nightmare.

		“I’m fine...” she gasped. Shakily she staggered towards Tarv, Lizella walking close behind just in case she fell again.

		“What’s wrong with him?” she asked. She took Rea’s hand offering the Gifted a shoulder to lean on. Rea glanced at her a look of thanks in her weary eyes. Tarv was among the trees his roars growing louder. He lashed out again toppling more of the oaks. If they couldn’t stop him, he’d destroy the entire forest.

		“He used too much Anger fighting the Hollowed. He’s Frenzying, and if I cannot calm him he will suffer a Break, and his mind will be lost,” Rea explained. Lizella didn’t understand what the strange woman was saying but nodded anyway. To their left walked Marcian his hand on the hilt of his rapier, he’d lost his pistol during the Hollowed’s attack.

		“Stay your blade,” Rea snapped at him. She took a deep breath and slowly made her way towards the raging Tarv. She narrowed her eyes and focused on her friend. Tapping into her powers caused her to gasp as the desolate sensation returned. Gritting her teeth, she deepened her concentration and forced her mind to clear. She latched onto the memory of her family that she often used to channel her powers.

		Positivity flooded through her body which she then focussed into her palms. She held her hands up in front of her and fixed her gaze on Tarv. She had to calm him before he fully succumbed to the Rage. Far to the east, there was an asylum full of broken Gifted; she would not see Tarv join its ranks. A deep sense of calm washed over her as the last vestiges of the Hollowed’s foul taint dissipated. She focused on Tarv who was now punching a tree into matchsticks and allowed the calmness to flow from her and into him. She had done this many times over their years together, up to the point where she was concerned that he had come to depend on her.

		Lizella watched Rea, her eyes flicking between the two Gifted. The young woman closed her eyes, and to Lizella’s surprise, Tarv ceased his violence and even appeared to shrink slightly as his massive muscles returned to normal human size. His breathing slowed, and he sank to his knees. Rea hurried over to him. The two spoke in quiet tones before she helped the man to his feet and together they faced Lizella and the agitated Marcian.

		“You’d better give me some answers,” Marcian said pointing a finger at the Gifted. “Starting with why was Hollowed in my forest?” he said his voice almost breaking.

		Seeing an entire platoon of his best men and women being dispatched so easily had shaken him. He’d never seen one of the Hollowed in the flesh before; he’d dismissed them as mere legends to scare people into obedience, now he knew better. What else was real?

		Marcian looked at her with surprise in his eyes.

		“Because of you and your mysterious friend?” he said to her in disbelief. “What’s so special about him? I... I can’t believe this.”

		Lizella rubbed her eyes suddenly feeling exhausted. When was the last time she’d had a full night’s sleep? She had hoped that the last few weeks had been a bad dream, but in her heart, she knew it wasn’t.

		“We sensed an Emergence. The most powerful I’ve ever felt,” began Rea.

		Marcian held up a hand. “I have no idea what an Emergence is; I didn’t even believe people like you were even real before now. We’d all heard stories, but never did I think they were true.”

		Tarv walked over to a nearby tree and slumped down against the trunk. “I think you’d better fill our new friend in Rea. I need to rest.” He said.

		“An Emergence is when someone comes into their Gift. Most of the time it is a subtle thing barely noticed by other Gifted, but the one experienced by your friend was like a clap of thunder in our minds. Every Gifted in the Imperium would have felt it. Your friend...’

		“Elian. His name is Elian,” Lizella said softly.

		“Elian will now be hunted by the Venerable Chamber. They are tasked with tracking down all Gifted. Most they force into the Imperium’s ranks, others they deem too powerful they kill outright. That is what they tried to do to me when I was just a child. The same thing happened to Tarv, but he was already an adult when his Emergence occurred. Those of us that manage to escape have to remain hidden and fight for survival every day.”

		“Are you telling me there are more people like you out there that oppose the Imperium?”

		Rea nodded. Marcian laughed mirthlessly and walked away, his hands behind his head.

		“All this time we have been fighting them, and a bunch of super-powered beings that could have helped us have been in hiding the entire time. You people could have turned the tide in so many skirmishes, saved so many Liberator lives.”

		“You don’t understand,” Rea interjected, “your fight is not ours, and even if it was, as soon as we entered the fray the Venerable Chamber would send Imperium Gifted and even Hollowed against you, and you saw how well we fared against just one of those.”

		Marcian kicked the ground in frustration. He’d spent years of his life fighting the Imperium, years building up the Liberators. Gathering people brave enough to resist the Supreme had been immensely difficult, most cowered in fright at the mere thought.

		“We need to find Elian,” Tarv said. Some colour had returned to his face.

		“Which means getting into Asta,” Rea spoke, reservation in her tone.

		“And why is that an issue?” Lizella asked concerned.

		“We’re wanted by the Imperium and the last time we were in Asta we... kind of blew up an ammunition factory,” Tarv answered.

		Marcian spun around to face the Gifted his eyes wide.

		“That was you? So, you do fight back,” he said excitedly.

		Tarv shook his head.

		“Only when we have to. The Venerable Chamber’s hunters had cornered one of us and were close to capturing her. We created a – distraction. Getting in undetected will prove difficult.”

		“Not necessarily,” said Marcian. A mischievous look in his dark eyes. “There are Liberator cells operating in all of the major cities. I’m sure the Asta cell can help. Oh, wait,’ he paused, ‘I forgot. Your fight isn’t ours so why should we help you?”

		For a heartbeat, it looked as though Tarv was about to put Marcian on his backside but Lizella stepped between the two men. She placed a hand on Marcian's chest and looked at him with her big brown eyes.

		“Do it for me,” she said softly.

		Except Marcian wasn’t looking at her. His attention was fixed on the sky. A thick black cloud of smoke was billowing high into the air – right from the direction of the Liberator camp. The Hollowed had found the main base. He closed his eyes. There were over fifty of his people in the camp, but he was in no doubt that none would survive a run in with the creature. The others watched the smoke rising in silence.

		“I am sorry,” Tarv said.

		Marcian knotted his hands into fists.

		“Not as sorry as the Imperium will be. I’m in. I’ll help you.”

		

		***
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		Chapter 15.
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		ELIAN WALKED DOWN THE ramp that led from the arena. The crowds were going wild for the stunning victory. Never before had the Fighters taking on the role of the doomed Kingdom of Kaspen emerged victoriously. As he, Niro and the other survivors ambled down into the staging pit, the other Fighters watched them, their expressions not matching the joy of the crowd. Some glared with open hostility; others spat as they walked by. At the base of the ramp stood Tiberio his hands on his hips and smirk on his face.

		“Well, that was certainly a surprise,’ the big man greeted. “We’d best get you lot back to the compound sharpish. A lot of this city’s wealthiest lost a lot of money thanks to you, and I’m pretty sure they’ll send a few assassins our way to get some revenge.”

		Elian gulped. Niro clapped him on the back and laughed heartily. “Don’t worry Elian, after what you did out there no one is going to mess with you!”

		Tiberio gave Niro a warning look forcing the skinny man into a sheepish silence. “Go and get cleaned up,” he said to the exhausted slaves. He placed a hand on Elian’s chest. “Not you. Come with me.”

		Elian groaned. He didn’t feel tired like the others, the adrenaline of what he’d just experienced was still fresh in his veins, and the excitement of tapping into his powers made him feel weak at the knees. Despite that, he longed to clean the blood and sweat off his bare skin. He followed Tiberio down a corridor that went to the right, and that led deeper into the underworks. Eventually, they reached a chamber. Inside stood Visp, her dark skin and long black hair a stark contrast to the thickset pale man standing opposite her. Behind him were three huge bodyguards, all had pistols holstered in their belts. Both Visp and the burly man looked flustered, as though they’d had a heated argument.

		“Ah, Elian there you are,’ Visp said her voice tight. ‘this is Renard. A man in a similar line of work to myself.”

		‘A slaver then.’ Elian thought, instantly feeling wary.

		Renard looked Elian up and down. A cunning thought was evident behind the man’s green eyes. His lip turned upward into a sneer.

		“You’ve cost me a lot of money today boy. How’d you do it and don’t play dumb with me I’ve seen plenty of men much bigger than you take a hit from a Larkan and none of them, not a one walked away from it. In fact, they were all turned into a pulp if I remember correctly. One might think there was something special about you – perhaps you’re a Gifted.” Renard said stroking his clean-shaven chin.

		Elian shifted uncomfortably under the man’s intense gaze. His stomach flipped. He was such an idiot, of course, they would suspect he was a Gifted. He should have been more careful. But how? If he hadn’t tapped into his powers, then he’d be dead in the arena.

		Visp bristled, and Tiberio’s hand drifted to the sword on his hip.

		“Now, now don’t try anything stupid Visp. I may be convinced to keep your little secret if you write off what I owe you for this little shit show. Having a Gifted in your Fighters ranks breaks all the rules after all. You do that, and I won’t contact the Venerable Chamber and tell them there’s a rogue Gifted in your stable.”

		Visp glared at Renard before sighing and shaking her head. To everyone’s surprise, she started chuckling.

		“You bastard. You know as well as I do that you traffic Gifted illegally across the Divide. I’m not without resources Renard. Do you honestly think that I don’t know every move your organisation makes?”

		At her words, some of the colour drained from Renard’s face, and his eye twitched involuntarily. The bodyguards exchanged concerned glances. A cruel smile crossed Visp’s lips.

		“No Renard you won’t go to the Venerable Chamber. The last thing you want is the Imperium looking into your affairs. You will give me what you owe me and my debts to you will be paid,” Visp said confidently.

		To everyone’s surprise, Renard laughed. His chuckles were more sinister than the vicious looking thugs at his back. He stabbed a finger at Elian.

		“You’re a fool to think that I am the only one whose guessed what this kid is Visp. You know full well that there are always Imperium spies sitting amongst the crowds. If I were you, I’d kill him and deny all knowledge of him.”

		Panic filled Elian at the words. He flinched as Tiberio placed a massive hand on his shoulder. This couldn’t be the way he’d die. It wasn’t fair, not after surviving the slavers and the Arena. To be murdered in some grubby dark room underground was not how he was going to go out. He could feel Anger beginning to build within him. Now that he knew that he could tap into its power these people would be sorry. Tiberio squeezed his shoulder. Elian looked up, and the Fighter gave him a look of warning.

		“I’m not going to pay you Visp as it appears we are in a stalemate. You could cause me a lot of problems if you go to the authorities, but I can do the same to you. How about this? We both pretend this little meeting never took place. You will still make a profit from the winnings of the fight when you claim from the other bosses, write off your debt to me and I won’t near bankrupt myself. It’s a win-win for both of us,” Renard continued.

		Visp rubbed her chin and glanced at Elian. For a heartbeat, Elian thought the dark-skinned woman would follow Renard’s advice and continue pushing for her winnings, but he breathed a sigh of relief when she said, “You make sense for once Renard. Fine. I agree to these terms. This meeting never took place.”

		Both of the slave bosses then spat on their palms and shook hands. With a smile, Renard and his men turned and left the small chamber. Once they were gone Visp stamped her foot on the stone floor in frustration.

		“Blast it. I was so close to getting rid of this debt without paying a penny. I despise owing that man a single Suprim.”

		“You made the right decision mistress,” muttered Tiberio.

		Visp wheeled about to face the big man; fury was in her eyes. For a second it looked as though she would strike him. Taking a deep breath, she regained her composure and stood in front of Elian.

		“Renard may be a piece of scum, but he isn’t stupid. Tell me, boy, are you a Gifted?” she asked.

		Elian was horrified. What could he say? If he lied he would no doubt be punished for doing so and if he told the truth how could he trust that he wouldn’t be handed over to the Imperium?

		“I...I...,” Elian stammered.

		“I have no love for the Imperium boy,’ Visp interrupted bitterly. ‘My people, the Arikar, have been fighting it for over a century. The Battle Lands are filled with the bones of Arikar warriors and Imperium soldiers. Even with all her power, the Supreme has yet to conquer our lands. So, boy, you can tell me the truth and know that I would never give the Imperium a prize as valuable as a Gifted.” 

		Elian sighed in relief. However, the glint in her eye made him wary.

		“I think so,” he lied.

		Visp clapped her hands and stepped away from him.

		“A real-life Gifted. Oh, the spirits have favoured me finally. Don’t worry boy; you will never see the Arena again. You will be my biggest money earner, my most valuable asset. Come, Tiberio, let’s get our friend here cleaned up and back to the compound. We have much to plan.”

		

		
			[image: image]
		

		

		IT WAS DUSK BY THE time Elian and the others arrived back at Visp’s slave compound. Child slaves hurried through the city carrying long burning tapers which they then used to light the tall gas lamps that lined the streets. As the sun dipped below the horizon, the city remained illuminated. A thick fog was rolling in off the Dividing Sea and enveloping the city in its ethereal grip. Elian and the other survivors clambered out of the wagon and wearily walked toward their cells, the chains fixed about their ankles clanking as they went. Visp strode ahead of them clapping her hands to alert the house slaves of their arrival. Other slaves began to unload several large chests off of the wagon; each contained a small fortune, the winnings of the day. After a hot bath and a rare treat of a meal of pork and potatoes, they were led back to their cells. When his cell door clicked closed, Elian sat heavily on his bunk. The events of the day raced through his mind. He was afraid. What had Visp meant? His secret was out, surely someone from the Imperium would come for him?

		“You did well Elian. You’re alive.”

		Elian jumped at Vavius’s voice. He frowned. The voice sounded more distant than it had before.

		“Me, on the other hand, ...well let’s just say time is running out.”

		Elian felt panic swell in his breast.

		“What can I do? Visp says she has plans for me, what they are I don’t know, but I don’t think they’re good,” he said, making sure to keep his voice low. The last thing he needed was for someone to hear him talking to himself.

		“Survive Visp’s plans. Escape when you can and seek out my people. Hurry....” The voice said, fading away like an echo.

		Elian looked up at the small window of his cell. Moonlight streaming in through the bars. He whispered Vavius’s name but received no reply. Now he felt truly alone.
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		Chapter 16.
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		LIZELLA WAITED IN THE shadows of the city of Asta’s high walls. Tarv and Rea were at her side, their faces hidden by the hoods of their cloaks. They stood a few meters from the roadside, just out of view of the nearby guards who were checking the identities of all who were attempting to enter the ancient city.

		“How much longer is this going to take?” muttered Tarv. From their time together on the road, Lizella had learnt that patience was not one of the big man’s virtues. After leaving the Sojurn Forest, the two Gifted had been forced to walk and not Bound. To be seen to use their powers in the open would have only led to them being sought after by the Imperium. The hike had taken almost two weeks but had also been uneventful.

		Every time they’d stopped for the night, Lizella had feared that the Hollowed would appear in the darkness, to their relief it hadn’t. As to where it had gone, they had no clue. Lizella shuddered at the thought of what the creature had likely done to the Liberators main camp, the smoke rising from the centre of the forest had been visible from the road for two whole days.

		Lizella’s attention was drawn to a procession of horse-drawn carriages that were quickly making its way through the crowds toward the gate. The contingent was flanked by a dozen heavily armed Imperium soldiers, their eyes scanning the gawking crowds for danger. The front carriage was ornately decorated with gold leaf, and a variety of golden mythical creatures were etched onto the red wooden surface. The crowd of slaves parted to allow it through, the shouts of mounted armed escorts playing their part. Tarv spat in disgust.

		“Minister Trajin?” Rea gasped, “What’s he doing here?”

		“It cannot be good whatever it is,” Tarv replied, his eyes narrowing as he watched the lead carriage. Sat inside he could make out a familiar tall, wiry figure wearing a top hat. He’d not seen the Minister in many years, but it was unmistakably him.

		“Isn’t he the leader of the Western Imperium?” Lizella asked dumbly.

		“Yep and he’s one of the three Archon’s of the Venerable Chamber as well. Let’s just say that now we have an even greater reason to keep a low profile,” said Tarv.

		A hooded figure moved quickly through the gate and hurried towards their hiding spot. As he got closer and out of the view of the guards Marcian pulled down his hood and smiled.

		“Good news. My contact will help smuggle us into the city. We need to meet him at the water’s edge on the other side of the railway lines tonight,” he explained looking at the sky. The sun was still high but close to its apex; it would still be a few hours before it began to sink. “I guess we’d better get comfortable. I saw a tavern back up the road. Who fancies a pint?”
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		AS MIDNIGHT NEARED, Marcian led his companions down a woodland path that took them to the railway tracks and towards the waterfront that marked the beginning of the Dividing Sea. For aeons, the stretch of water had divided the people of the world. Countless naval battles had been waged on its tumultuous surface as rival kingdoms and empires vied for supremacy of the waves, that was; until the rise of the Supreme. Her ascendance to ultimate power had put an end to the conflicts of the past. A century previously she had led her followers across the sea, and one by one the kingdoms of the east fell to her might. Now, the Dividing Sea was just a name. To bridge the western and eastern ends of her new Imperium she had chosen to build her capital across the narrow divide to the south that divided the two continents.

		Ships of all shapes and sizes thronged the waterways, their lanterns giving them the appearance of fireflies moving in the cool night air. Lizella looked out across the sea in awe. She’d never seen so many boats in one place before, even in the depths of night the waterway was packed. A loud whistle carried across the calm waters. A large vessel made of iron sped through the waves a thick plume of black smoke rising from the huge chimney stack built into its heart. She’d heard of the new steamships but never imagined that she would ever see one. Her excitement was dulled as she spotted the purple and gold flag of the Imperium Navy flying above its deck and illuminated by one of the ships powerful searchlights. The Supreme ruled all, even the sea.

		Marcian took her by the hand and gestured for Tarv and Rea to stay close. He clambered down the steep embankment, careful to help Lizella as he went. Once at the bottom they waded out into the shallow but frigid water. They made sure to keep the quayside and piers between them and the open water. If they were spotted by one of the Imperium patrol ships, then they would surely be arrested due to being outside long after the military imposed curfew had begun. Above them and to their left towered the walls of Asta. A hundred feet high, the thick stone cast a long shadow that aided them as they moved towards its base. Marcian squeezed her hand and let out a low whistle. Lizella tensed, her ears straining. Another whistle answered from the darkness and Marcian moved forward. The water was now up to their waists and bitterly cold, Lizella’s teeth began to chatter. Out of the blackness appeared a small rowing boat, a hooded figure used oars to expertly manoeuvre the vessel so that it drew up alongside them. Marcian took the figures offered hand and hauled himself aboard. Next, he turned and pulled Lizella up. Tarv and Rea following close behind.

		Rea was about to speak, but the hooded figure hushed her and held a finger to his lips. The boat rocked sharply as it was hit by the wake of a passing ship. In the dim moonlight, they could see the ominous black shape of an Imperium patrol craft moving silently through the water. No lanterns were lit on its deck making it virtually invisible to any observers from the shore. Above the sound of lapping water, they could hear something else. Lizella’s eyes went wide as she realised that she could hear the cries and moans of people coming from the Imperium ship.

		“There must be hundreds of people in there,” whispered Tarv.

		The hooded figure shushed him, but a shudder ran up Lizella’s spine at the words. The ship was a slave vessel. The moans were emanating from the throats of men, women and children in chains. They let out a collective sigh of relief as the ship moved away, the disturbance of the water being the only clue that it had been there at all.

		“That’s the sixth one I’ve seen this night,” the figure said its gruff voice revealing it to be an elderly man. “I’m Jip. I’ll be your guide this evening. Keep yer mouths shut and don’t rock the boat.” He added with a scowl as he began to row.

		“The sixth?” Tarv asked.

		“We’d heard that the Supreme had stepped up her movement of slaves. Tens of thousands have been transported from all over the Imperium the past few months. We’ve liberated as many as we can,’ Marcian replied glancing at Lizella as he spoke.

		“What about keep yer mouths shut don’t you eejits understand?” Jip hissed.

		They heeded the old rower’s words and spent the rest of the trip in a tense silence. As they went, they passed three more of the slave ships. Like the first, they moved quietly and with no lanterns lit. Each time they could hear the torment of the people trapped inside the holds. It made Lizella want to weep. Was her family on board one of those ships? Was Elian’s? She felt incredibly homesick and wanted nothing more than to be held by her parents. She wiped her eyes as the little boat drew up alongside a large circular iron grate.

		Jip pursed his lips and whistled. A few tense moments went by before the grate creaked open. The old man grunted in satisfaction and then rowed them through the opening.

		“You may want to cover your noses my ladies. Asta’s sewers aren’t for the faint of heart,” Jip said with a wink.

		The stench hit them like a fist causing Marcian to gag. Lizella and the others covered their noses with their cloaks whilst Jip seemed completely unfazed by the foul odour. He reached into his cloak and handed Marcian a handkerchief which the younger man took gratefully. The boat rounded a bend to reveal a well-lit tunnel. Glass lanterns were located at regular intervals along the route casting flickering light.

		Stone walkways lined the edge of the tunnel, and dozens of people watched them as they traversed it. Some wore rags, others clothes that they had obviously been lifted from some wealthier citizens. None carried guns, but a few had simple iron daggers tucked into their belts.

		“Pay the Sewer Rats no heed. Harmless and no friends of the Imperium that lot. Best bunch of thieves in the city they is, a right good help finding supplies for us Liberators they are. In fact, Asta’s thriving underworld has been very advantageous to our work. I daresay you’ll be impressed by our operation here Master Marcian,” Jip explained proudly.

		“It had better be. I gave Erin more than enough gold to get us established. Speaking of which how goes the recruiting?” Marcian asked.

		Jip looked away as though ashamed.

		“I’m afraid you’ll have to ask her.”
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		ERIN WINLOCK SAT BEHIND a rickety desk with her booted feet resting on its surface. She regarded the three strangers with a look of what could only be described as muted interest. Marcian, on the other hand, she looked at with barely concealed fury.

		“So, let me get this straight. You come into my city, risking the safety of my people and then have the gall to admonish me?” she said her voice barely louder than a whisper.

		Marcian crossed his arms, returning the death stare.

		“Two carriages of gold lifted from the Imperium Bank train. That’s how much I sent to you, and there you sit with your feet up. This cell is a mess. You’ve barely got enough people to cause a ruckus in the street let alone overthrow the city garrison. Tell me, Erin, just what exactly have been doing this past year?”

		Erin swung her legs off the desk and shook her head. Long red hair fell about her face to her shoulders, and green eyes glinted with contempt as she regarded the young buffoon standing before her. She laughed humorlessly and walked over to the rickety looking cabinet in the corner of the small dark room. Located in the heart of the sewers, the place, understandably stank of mould and damp. She opened the broken cabinet door, pulled out a bottle of whiskey and poured herself a glass.

		“What do you want Marcian? You can’t still be dreaming of a day when we rise up and overthrow the Imperium? I’d have thought those thoughts would have died during the purges. I know they did for me,” she said bitterly before downing the whiskey. She sighed as she savoured the burning liquid sliding down her throat.

		Marcian’s face reddened with anger at the words. Sensing that he would only argue and possibly ruin any chance of them getting help in their search for Elian, Lizella interjected.

		“We need your help,” she said.

		Erin sized up the young blonde, a look of disinterest on her pockmarked face.

		“She’s a pretty one Marcian. Where did you-”

		“Talk to me not him,” Lizella interrupted, stepping forward. Erin’s eyes widened in surprise at the fiery tone of the strange girl. “We need your help to find someone.”

		Erin ran a hair through her red locks and smiled coyly.

		“My my you have a fire in you girl. What’s your name?”

		“Lizella. Now, will you help us or what?”

		Erin stroked her chin.

		“What’s in it for me and mine? As you can tell, we have little respect for our so-called glorious leader. Did he tell you that he abandoned us to our fate last year? He encouraged us to rise in rebellion and then left us to die at the hands of Imperium soldiers. Dozens dead, more captured,” Erin said bitterly.

		“You honestly think I abandoned you? I lost fifty men trying to reach this city. We were ambushed by a Guardian on the march. Someone sold you out,” Marcian snapped in response.

		Just as it looked like the two Liberators were about to launch themselves at each other and rip each other's throats out Tarv stepped between them. With casual ease, he grabbed Marcian by the collar and lifted him up, and likewise did the same to the swearing Erin.

		“Enough of this. Time is pressing. I don’t care about what has occurred between you two; we need to find Elian and soon.” He said, his tone like that of someone scolding small naughty children.

		Erin ceased her struggling at hearing the name.

		“Put me down you ox. I’ve heard of this Elian.”

		Tarv put her down but remained standing between her and Marcian. Erin straightened her tunic before sitting heavily in her chair. Reaching into one of the drawers of the desk she pulled out a leather-bound book and placed it upon the desk’s surface. She flicked through the pages until she reached what she was looking for.

		“One of my contacts in the Fighters circle told me of a young man who single handedly bested a Larkan in the arena. A lot of rich folks lost a lot of money because of him and naturally rumours spread in the underworld that he was a Gifted,” she explained glancing at Tarv, “I guess that you’re one too?”

		“Keep talking,” Lizella said impatiently.

		“Fine. My contact works as a bodyguard for a sot called Renard. Apparently one of his rivals owns this Elian. Apart from that, that’s all the information I have.”

		“It’s a start,” Tarv said hopefully. “We have to find this Renard character and find out who has Elian. I trust you know where this Renard character resides?”

		A smile crossed Erin’s lips.

		“I do. But it’s going to cost you.”
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		Chapter 17.
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		ASTA’S UNDERWORLD WAS an odd place. Escaped slaves mixed with the highest of nobility as anyone who risked breaking the Supreme’s law would be classed as a criminal. Marcian stood in the shadow of a building; his eyes fixed on the rowdy tavern across the cobbled street.

		“He’s in there,” Jip said from behind him. The old man had been assigned to be their guide through the warren of streets that comprised Asta’s Merchant Quarter. “He owns the entire building, no doubt he’s surrounded by his gang of thugs. The arrival of the Conclave has got a lot of the criminal elements nervous.”

		Marcian nodded. He drew the pistol from its holster and checked the flintlock. It was an adequate replacement for the one he’d lost in the forest. On his hip was his trusty rapier and tucked into a sheath on his belt was a knife. He leant out into the street and narrowed his eyes. Sure enough, he could just make out two human shapes moving over the rooftops. Tarv and Rea would soon be in position. Marcian faced the four-other grim-faced Liberators who’d reluctantly agreed to go with him. Each carried a pistol of their own whilst two also wielded muskets.

		“Remember the plan. We take the lower floor whilst the Gifted clear the top floors. Have you got the sack Erin gave us?” he asked Lizella. The girl looked nervous. In her hands was the sack in question. She handed it over to Marcian who pulled out five metallic balls and handed them out. The stun grenades would be invaluable to get the jump on Renard’s goons. A whistle sounded from the rooftops. Tarv and Rea were in position. The Liberators moved out into the street their weapons trained on the unsuspecting tavern.

		“Stay close to Jip and make sure you’re ready to run. We’re going to have to move fast. It won’t be long before the Imperium soldiers respond to the commotion.”

		He turned to join the others, but Lizella grabbed his hand. He looked back at her.

		“Be careful Marcian,” she said softly, fear evident in her brown eyes.

		He flashed her one of his coy roguish smiles. “I always am.”
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		REA NIMBLY LEAPT ONTO the taverns flat tiled roof and quickly moved towards the door leading down into the bar area. Tarv was close behind her, but his bigger bulk made his landing far heavier than hers had been. They both froze, listening for any sign that the rowdy gang below had heard anything. To their relief, the laughing and cavorting continued without pause. Tarv pursed his lips and whistled. In the street, they could see the Liberators move into position. Rea pressed herself against the side of the doorway whilst Tarv readied himself.

		The sound of breaking glass was quickly followed by the detonation of a stun grenade; it created a deafening bang that made their ears ring. Tarv exploded into action. He stepped back before smashing the door off of its hinges with a kick. They ducked inside and moved down the narrow staircase that led to the upper floors. Beneath them panicked shouts mixed with Liberator gunfire. Another blast as a second grenade was thrown. Tarv and Rea found themselves on a landing that had several rooms leading off it. Some of the room doors opened as groggy patrons checked to see what was happening. Rea focused her Gift, using it to convince them to go back to their beds and sleep. People that were already tired or under the influence of narcotics were always easier to manipulate. Unfortunately, they weren’t the only people on the upper floors.

		A band of five heavily armed thugs stormed onto the landing on their way to deal with the fight downstairs. At seeing Rea and Tarv, they skidded to a halt and drew their swords. Tarv rolled his shoulders and dropped into a fighting stance. The first thug lunged at the big man with a war cry, but Tarv, using his Gift easily sidestepped. He grabbed the man’s arms and swung him to send him crashing and screaming through the nearest wall. Another thug attacked, but Rea dashed forward and under the blade to deliver a powerful punch to the man’s groin. He dropped like a stone to roll around in agony. Tarv channelled his Anger and launched himself at the remaining thugs, and within a few short moments, they were lying in an unconscious heap at his feet. He and Rea moved from room to room clearing out any resisting goons. From downstairs came the sound of clashing steel as the outnumbered Liberators were hard pressed by Renard’s gang.

		“We need to help them,” said Rea.

		Tarv nodded tensing his limbs as he concentrated his Anger. With a roar, he raised a booted foot and brought it down with a thud. The floor shuddered under the impact. He stomped again, and this time the floor gave way, dropping him and Rea into the room below, their cloaks billowing out behind them as they fell.

		Immediately they went to work attacking the stunned gang members. Three had been knocked out cold by the falling ceiling. Rea sent one of the gang sprawling with a well-placed roundhouse kick whilst Tarv ducked the sword swing of another. He stepped back, swatting the rapier aside before putting the man down with a punch.

		“Stop! What is it you people want?” shouted a man from behind the taverns bar.

		“Good timing, a few more minutes and we’d have been overwhelmed,” Marcian said breathlessly, wiping sweat from his brow and sheathing his sword. The other Liberators kept their guns trained on where the voice emanated from.

		“We want Renard. We need to ask him some questions,” spoke Tarv.

		“You’ve got him. I’m coming out, just don’t hurt my boys or me,” the voice replied.

		Sure enough, a pair of raised hands slowly emerged from behind the bar to reveal Renard. A bloody wound was on his forehead, and his fine coat was ripped and torn. Tarv strode forward and without a word knocked Renard unconscious with a swift blow to the side of the skull. He slung his body over his shoulder.

		“Time to leave.”
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		“WAKEY, WAKEY,” ERIN chuckled as she threw a bucket of icy water over Renard.

		The gang boss spluttered awake with a start and a cacophony of swearing. He struggled against the restraints on his feet and arms before slumping back in his chair defeated. Erin stepped back with a smile.

		“He’s all yours,” she said sweetly to Marcian.

		“What do you people want?” Renard whined.

		Marcian stepped closer, his arms crossed. Behind him stood Tarv and Rea, their faces cast in shadow by the hoods of their cloaks.

		They were back in the sewers in a small stone chamber just off of Erin’s office. The smell of sewage and damp seeped through a small barred vent at the base of the back wall and rats could be heard scurrying behind the stonework.

		“Tell us what you know about Elian,” Tarv said his voice threatening.

		Renard’s eyes widened in surprise at hearing the name.

		“You don’t want to be talking to me, you idiots. That kid belongs to Visp, the Arikar whore that operates out of the Sword district. That git cost me and a lot of other folks a small fortune. Winning the unwinnable Kaspen match, how Visp thought she could get away with using a Gifted is beyond me.”

		Tarv and Rea exchanged a look. Rea stepped forward and placed a gloved hand against Renard’s head.

		“What are you doing?” he protested.

		Rea ignored him and narrowed her eyes. Using the power of Positivity, she probed the man’s mind to see if he was speaking the truth. After a few seconds, she opened her eyes.

		“He’s telling the truth. He’s seen Elian and this Visp only recently.”

		“Where does this Visp reside? Be precise,” Tarv pressed turning his attention back to the obviously shaken Renard. The man blinked a few times and shook his head.

		“Oh, bloody hell you’re Gifted too aren’t you?’ he moaned, ‘look I can do better than that just don’t hurt me! Visp knows the kid is a Gifted; she’ll do what any Fight boss would do in her position.”

		“And that is?” Rea demanded.

		“Duelling! There’s a shit load of money to be made in those fights. They’re highly illegal. If you’re caught hosting one or partaking in one, you’ll be sent to some Imperium prison for a very long time. Luckily for you, I know that such a fight is due to take place in two days’ time at Baron Nostrom’s estate. He often holds them as the centrepiece to his extravagant balls.”

		“A baron hosts such fights?” Rea said in surprise. Renard cackled.

		“Of all the talk that the upper classes are devoted to upholding the Supremes’ law, not all of them are as loyal as they say they are. Nostrom is a villain, who prospers from illegal activity and from using his privileged title to hide behind. He holds Duels every couple of weeks and makes a fortune from them. The rich love nothing better than to see two Gifted duke it out, must be all the blood or perhaps the fact that it’s illegal and gives them some sort of twisted thrill.”

		“We have a place and a time. What are we waiting for?” Rea asked excitedly.

		Renard cackled.

		“Foolish girl. Nostrom is no idiot. His security is notoriously tight; you won’t be able to just walk in. Nah, you’ll have to be far smarter than that.”

		Disappointment crossed Rea’s face. Marcian meanwhile was rubbing his chin in thought. After a few moments, he gestured for them to exit the chamber. Sitting outside on a wooden bench was Lizella and a bored looking Erin.

		“We need a way inside the baron’s estate. An assault sounds like it would be suicide, but I have another idea. We need a way to infiltrate Nostrom’s ball -”

		Erin clicked her fingers and jumped to her feet.

		“I have a plan,” she smiled.
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		Chapter 18.
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		LIZELLA ADMIRED HERSELF in the mirror. The long flowing silk dress and undergarments felt like heaven, never in her life had she ever worn such finery. The tailor's shop that Erin had taken them to was owned by a kindly old man named Christof. He was a serf of one of Asta’s ruling lords but also a friend of the Liberators and seemed to be especially fond of their red-headed leader. They had come to him early in the morning, sticking to the backstreets as to ensure that they were not spotted by any prying eyes.

		Erin’s plan was as simple as it was brilliant. Thanks to the Liberators contacts she had been able to find a master forger quickly, and within a day, near-perfect copies of invitations to Baron Nostrom’s ball had been produced. Despite thinking that they ruled with an iron fist, it seemed the underclasses were more than happy to betray their betters for coin. All it had taken was a bribe to one of Nostrom's slaves, and soon they were in possession of a real invitation to copy.

		Marcian had grumbled at the cost. With the invites secured they now had to look the part, which was why Lizella was now standing in one of the opulently decorated changing rooms of Christof’s tailors. She marvelled at the colour of the dress, a deep green that seemed to shimmer in the light. On her feet she wore heels made of the finest material, she dreaded to think how much they cost. She’d enjoyed a soak in Christoff’s luxurious bath, and her hair had been styled by one of Christof’s hairdressers so that it now fell in blonde ringlets to her bare shoulders. She almost didn’t recognise herself. Gone was the filthy exhausted girl that had spent weeks on the run and travelling the roads of the Imperium, instead she saw a noblewoman wearing some of the most expensive makeup and perfume from Asta’s extensive markets. She wondered if Elian would even recognise her. A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts.

		“Come in,” she said.

		The door opened and in stepped Marcian. She gasped at his appearance. His thick black hair had been styled smartly, and his clothing was dapper indeed. He wore an embroidered shirt with flared cuffs as was the fashion, complete with bow tie and expensive looking black trousers. Over the shirt, he wore a dark blue military style jacket complete with a gold pocket watch tucked into the breast pocket and on his feet shining black boots that almost reached his knees. He looked completely different from the rough looking rogue she’d met in the forest. She flushed as she noticed that he too was admiring her.

		“Ahem, you look very nice,” he said with a smile.

		Whereas Elian had always been nervous around her, Marcian was the complete opposite. He was cocky to the point where it often frustrated her, but she could not deny that his confidence was attractive. Their time together had felt like a whirlwind at times, but the longer she spent at his side, the more comfortable she’d become around him. Her heart fluttered when Marcian stepped forward, bowed, took her hand in his and raised it to his lips.

		“Your carriage awaits my lady,” he said smoothly, his voice deepening to mimic that of an aristocrat. At that moment Lizella could see why his followers thought him a king. She blushed before curtsying and allowing him to lead her out of the room.

		Waiting for them in the shop’s reception area was Tarv and Rea. They too wore the clothing of wealthy nobles. Tarv wore similar garb to Marcian except his jacket was a deep burgundy colour, the big man looked uncomfortable in the fine clothing, and he picked at the flared sleeves constantly. Rea meanwhile wore a long cream gown that stopped just above her ankles. A slit was cut into the side to allow her extra movement and exposed her long shapely stocking covered legs. Her hair was tied up in a bun with a hairpin that looked as though it could be drawn and used as a makeshift weapon at the first sign of trouble. Her fine features were accentuated by the makeup she wore, something that she usually never used. A side door opened and in walked Erin and Christof.

		“Oh, we have outdone ourselves today. You all look spectacular! You can easily pass as nobility; I daresay you may even put some of the finest lords and ladies to shame.” The old man cooed at the sight of them.

		Erin rolled her eyes at the words, but Lizella noticed that even she looked at Marcian appreciatively. She brushed the old man aside and handed Rea four envelopes.

		“These are your invitations. Remember your cover stories. You two,’ she said pointing to Marcian and Lizella, ‘are two young nobles from the south. The lord and lady Drunich, your father is a notorious recluse, and so it is easy to believe that he would send his daughter and son-in-law to attend such an event in his stead. We haven’t the time to teach you the etiquette of court, but this story will give you some cover. If anyone calls you out on anything, simply tell them that you rarely get to attend such marvellous balls or some other such posh nonsense.”

		Erin faced Tarv and Rea.

		“You two are the Lord and Lady Fenich from the Isles of Fenich just off the coast of the Northern Imperium. I doubt anyone at the ball will pay such low nobles much attention. Fenich is out of favour with many of the upper class for some reason that I do not care to try to understand. Right,’ she said clapping her hands together, ‘that’s it then. Now for you to hop in your carriages and be on your way. Freeing Elian is up to you. If you do get into trouble, I have a squad ready to create a diversion for the city garrison. Aside from that, you’ll be on your own.”

		Christoff ushered Tarv and Rea outside and into one of the black carriages that had pulled up outside the shop. Lizella too stepped outside leaving Marcian alone with Erin.

		“I meant what I said the other night about you owing me Marcian. I haven’t arranged all this because I’m such a lovely gal,” she said, her hands on her hips.

		“What is it you want?” Marcian replied testily. He’d known some sort of request had been pending.

		“You're going to be inside Baron Nostrom’s estate. That bastard has something that his soldiers took from me during the purges. A silver chain necklace inlaid with a yellow gemstone.”

		Marcian raised an eyebrow at the request.

		“I’ve never taken you as a sentimental person, Erin. What’s so important about this necklace? You have the resources to pinch another easily.”

		Erin glanced away unable to meet his gaze.

		“Just find it for me, and I’ll consider us even,” she said quietly before walking away. For a second Marcian could have sworn he’d seen a tear in the normally stoic woman’s eye. It raised his curiosity; now he really would have to find the necklace to find out why it was so important to her.
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		THE TWO BLACK CARRIAGES arrived outside Baron Nostrom’s estate just as the sun was dipping below the horizon. Already hundreds of finely dressed lords and ladies were passing through the gates. Music mixed with laughter and conversation greeted Lizella when their driver opened the carriage’s door and helped her out. She thanked the man and was filled with wonder at the size of the estate. In front of her was a long path that ran toward the vast manor house. Lanterns hung from posts along its edge illuminating it and casting the guests in a white glow. On either side of the path were the gardens. Hedges taller than a man were topped with intricately pruned bushes in the shapes of men, animals and other objects. Whoever tended to the grounds was a true artisan.

		Marcian took her hand, and together they followed the crowd toward the manor house. As they got closer, Lizella could make out the details of the building. The ground floor had six huge windows that bathed the exterior in the light. Above them was a balcony that ran the length of the structure, already there were guests standing on it enjoying the evening. They slipped into the crowd, but Lizella could tell that many of the male guests and even some of the women were looking at her appreciatively.

		“You truly do look beautiful Lizella,” Marcian whispered into her ear. She blushed at the words.

		“Thank you. I feel a bit uncomfortable with all of the attention I’m getting. It doesn’t exactly help us blend in,” she replied in hushed tones.

		“Nonsense. The more you stand out, the more you blend in at these sorts of events. Look how they all dress. Every lady is out to best others. It’s the same with the men. Except their competing comes in the form of boasting about their wealth and the like.”

		Lizella looked at him in surprise.

		“Have you done this sort of thing before?” she asked.

		Marcian nodded and flashed her another of his roguish smiles.

		“It may surprise you to learn that before I met the man who gave me this,’ he pointed to the amulet about his neck, ‘I wasn’t always a slave. In fact, I am from nobility myself. Well, was. Anyway, now’s not the time to get into all that. Just keep smiling,” he replied nodding to some of the other party goers.

		“Well you are a King after all, so I suppose it makes sense; your highness” Lizella teased.

		“Don’t you start. I think that’s all nonsense, but for some reason, my people believe it.”

		Lizella squeezed his hand.

		“They believe it because whether you like it or not you’re a leader and I think a good man,” she said.

		They reached the manor house and joined the queue to get in. A servant dressed in a red jacket and black trousers was greeting and announcing each couple as they arrived. Close to him were three Imperium soldiers, their hands resting lazily on their sword hilts. Marcian presented the servant their invitations. The man looked over the pieces of paper, his eyes widening in surprise at the names.

		“Lord and Lady Drunich welcome to Baron Nostrom’s estate. I am a little surprised at your ages; it is not common knowledge that, well, forgive me... that you were so young. Your father hasn’t been seen at court for many years; I trust he is well.”

		Marcian nodded. “He is, but I shall speak no further of his condition to a servant. He sent us in his stead as he believes it's high time we were introduced to proper society. I trust all is in order with our invitations? If not, then I would kindly ask that you do not delay us further good man.”

		The haughty tone in his voice caused the servant to blush slightly. 

		“Forgive me, my lord. My lady. Please go inside and enjoy this evening’s entertainment,” the servant added with a bow.

		Marcian offered Lizella his arm, and together they entered the manor.

		“You enjoyed that,” she said disapprovingly.

		Marcian held his head up higher, the look that many of the wealthy used around slaves and commoners. Lizella slapped him playfully on the arm. As they walked into the manor’s lobby, they were greeted by more servants. Each carrying a silver platter containing various foods or bearing expensive wines. Marcian took two glass flutes and offered one to Lizella before leaning in close.

		“Where are Tarv and Rea? Their carriage was only just ahead of ours,” he said into her ear.

		Lizella drank from the flute savouring the taste of the fruity wine and scanned the room for any sign of the two Gifted. As her eyes swept the room, she again noticed several of the men watching her. A knot of dread formed in her stomach, she was sure that she would have to fend off a few of their advances as the booze flowed and the night wore on. The lobby they were in had three doors each leading off in different directions. The one to their right led to the main hall where couples were mingling, and musicians were preparing to play. Through the left door was a carpeted hallway that led deeper inside the manor whilst the third and final door led to the rear gardens. A wide marble staircase dominated the lobby’s centre, and huge crystal chandeliers dominated the ceiling.

		“We should split up,” Marcian said suddenly.

		“What. Why?”

		“There’s something I have to do. You and the others can handle finding your friend. If a nobleman approaches you to dance politely decline. I mean, I’m assuming you can’t dance.”

		Lizella scowled.

		“I can hold my own on the dance floor. In the North, we may not have fancy balls, but we do know how to dance. Go and do your mysterious deed, I’ll find the others, and we can make our next move from there. Someone must know about Elian,” she replied, making sure to keep her voice low as to avoid any eavesdroppers.

		To her surprise, Marcian leant forward and kissed her on the cheek before slipping off into the crowd of party goers. She raised a hand to where his lips had brushed her skin. Once more she felt confused. She shook her head, now was not the time or place to think about such things. She walked through the doors to her right and into the main hall. The vast vaulted ceilings were inlaid with beautiful stained-glass windows and chandeliers that put the one in the lobby to shame. The floor was polished marble, and the walls were covered in large mirrors and brightly coloured tapestries. She had never seen such extravagance before. A twinge of anger flashed in her breast. The wealthy lived like this whilst the rest of the population were slaves.

		“Excuse me,” came a voice from behind her. She jumped at the suddenness of it causing the man who spoke to chuckle. “Forgive me, my lady.”

		The man was middle-aged with a head of greying hair that almost reached his shoulders. A scar ran down the left side of his face, and his blue eyes twinkled with amusement. Unlike Marcian, he was not wearing the clothing of a noble. Instead, he wore the uniform of a high-ranking Imperium soldier.

		“I am General Rickon. The commander of the Western Imperium army. I did not mean to scare you but offer my compliments. I do not believe I have seen you before.”

		Lizella forced down the panic that tried to overwhelm her and remembered some of the etiquette lessons that Christoff had taught her whilst he measured her for her dress. She offered the general her hand which he took and kissed.

		“No, forgive me, General. I am Lady Drunich.”

		“Ah, that explains why I have never seen you,” the general said with a knowing smile.

		“I’m afraid I have not been to many balls as regal as this one,” Lizella said staying in character. The general sighed before chuckling.

		“Once you’ve been to one you’ve been to them all. You see the same faces every month; it gets terribly dull after a while. That is why meeting a lady such as yourself is a rare treat. Perhaps you will consider me for a dance partner later this evening?” He kissed her hand again.

		‘If he keeps this up I’ll have a very wet hand before this night is through’ she thought.

		She smiled sweetly at the general.

		“Of course. Forgive me I must be off, my husband gets terribly jealous if I leave his side for too long,” she said excusing herself.

		She left the crestfallen general behind her and moved deeper into the room. She’d still not spotted Rea or Tarv.

		“- I heard there’s a new Gifted fighting tonight.”

		She froze in her tracks. A small group of men were chatting in low voices to her right. She edged closer taking another glass from a passing waiter and pretended to admire one of the ballrooms paintings.

		“Who’s the owner?” asked another of the men his words slurred. The party had only been underway for a few minutes, and already the man sounded sloshed.

		“An Arikar bitch named Visp,” the man answered, his voice dripping with disgust.

		“Ain’t it her group of fighters that pulled off that victory in the arena a few weeks back? Cost me a pretty sum that did. She might be an Arikar, but I wouldn’t bet against her fighters.”

		Lizella sipped from her glass before moving on. The men had resorted to discussing their latest gambling habits. She felt some excitement. Visp was going to be at the party; their lead had played out. Now she had to find the others. Before she could do so, she felt a tap on her shoulder. It was the general once again.

		“Forgive me my lady, but you would do me a great favour if you would dance with me. Between you and me, I am trying to stave off the advances of the Lady Gwindole and I feel that if she sees me with someone such as yourself she may take the hint,” he said looking across the room at a short dumpy woman wearing far too much makeup and who had hungry eyes.

		Lizella followed his gaze and almost laughed out loud. Lady Gwindole blew the general a kiss causing the man to shudder. With a smile, she faced the General. What harm would one dance do? The man, despite his stern appearance and military uniform covered in medals from countless campaigns, appeared to be genuinely afraid of the woman. Marcian’s words from earlier made up her mind.

		‘I’ll show him,’ she thought. With a bow, she offered the general her hand.

		“Well, seeing as it is a noble cause I doubt my husband will mind.”
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		ELIAN AWOKE GROGGILY. He rubbed his eyes and glanced at the window of his cell. To his surprise, the sun was beginning to dip under the horizon. He’d been asleep the whole day! He rolled off his bed and staggered over to the cell’s door. Visp stood watching him, her hands on her hips and a smile on her lips.

		“Finally awake I see. I thought it best to let you rest and regain your strength you have a busy night ahead of you.”

		“What’s happening tonight?”

		Since the victory in the Arena, Elian had been excused of many of the training sessions that the other slaves had to partake in. His food had also improved in quality. No longer was he fed the disgusting stew that the others were given. Instead, he received plates of fresh vegetables and various meats including venison. Visp was treating him like some sort of prized possession.

		“Tonight, you make me a lot of money,” Visp replied. “Get your boots on and follow me.”

		Elian did as he was instructed and followed the slave owner outside. To his surprise, a horse and carriage were waiting. Tiberio opened the door of the black carriage and gestured for Elian to climb inside. The interior was a stark contrast to the slave wagons he’d become accustomed to. The seats were leather and lined with purple felt. A small lantern hung from the carriage roof to illuminate the inside. He’d never experienced such luxury.

		Visp climbed inside and took the seat opposite. Once in the lanterns light, Elian could see that the woman was wearing the smart dress of one of the city’s upper classes. A long dress that reached her ankles was offset by a smart button up jacket, and on her head, she wore a wide-brimmed hat. Even Tiberio was dressed in upmarket garments. Normally the big man wore little clothing save for his tattered trousers, but tonight he wore a suit complete with overcoat and gloves. Elian felt very underdressed. Visp banged on the carriage’s roof, and with a lurch, they were away.

		“Now Elian, listen to me,” Tiberio said, his eyes glancing at Visp as he spoke, “we are heading towards the mansion of Baron Erik Nostrom, a man who has great wealth and influence over Asta’s leadership. He is one of the Supremes’ Chosen class, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t partake in; shall we say illegal activities. His favourite being Gifted Duelling.”

		“Gifted Duelling?” Elian asked, already knowing that he wouldn’t like the answer to his question.

		“The wealthy and powerful like to collect Gifted and pit them against each other,” Tiberio answered.

		“It’s their version of dogfighting. They get some cheap thrill out of knowing that they are doing something that the Supreme and Venerable Chamber would kill them for. Those born into riches have no sense,” Visp interrupted her voice tinged with disgust.

		Elian slumped back into the comfortable carriage seat. He felt sick.

		“That’s why I’ve had Tiberio training you in hand to hand combat these past weeks. In these Gifted Duels, no weapons are used, just abilities. You obviously are gifted with Anger, so that makes you perfect for fighting. These duels are to the death, and because of that, you’ll be matched against another with the same Gift. It’s only fair after all.”

		The carriage lurched as it rolled over a piece of uneven road. The sudden movement almost made Elian puke. He was to be used to fight another Gifted; he couldn’t think of anything worse. He was surely going to die.

		The carriage ride continued for another ten minutes before they arrived at their destination. Tiberio exited first and helped Elian out. The cool night air was some relief for his nausea. He looked around to see that they were on a hill overlooking the city. The thousands of oil lamps on the streets below looked like fireflies. They were in an obviously affluent part of Asta.

		Grand manor houses lined the finely cobbled street, and the smell of a variety of exotic flowers from nearby gardens wafted into his nostrils. A slave dressed in simple tunic and pantaloons greeted them with a bow. In his right hand, he carried a lantern and in the other a piece of parchment that he held out to Visp. She snatched the paper out of the man’s grip and scanned the words scrawled upon its surface in the lantern light. She nodded as she read before grunting as she reached the end.

		“The Baron is getting jittery, is he?” Visp muttered. She held out a hand, and the slave handed her a pen. She put her signature on a line on the bottom.

		“Just taking precautions. A conclave of the Venerable Chamber is due to take place in the city tomorrow after all,” the slave replied, his tone containing a hint of annoyance. Despite being the owner of her own slaves and business interests Visp was still considered one of the lower classes, her being an Ari’Kar also didn’t help matters when it came to her standing in the Imperium. A free Ari’Kar was a rare thing, and naturally, she was constantly regarded with distrust by the ruling classes and even the lower classes.

		The slave gestured for them to follow. He led them up a paved road and through a beautifully manicured garden. Midnight Jasmin and Moonfell grew in abundance to cast a deliciously sweet smell over the place. They reached what looked like the start of a tall hedge maze.

		“Please stay close. We wouldn’t want you to get lost,” the slave said with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. Elian gawped as they walked through the twisting maze. In the hedges were multicoloured lanterns that cast dancing shadows and caused tricks of the light. They walked for what felt like hours until they reached a wide-open space. Men and women cavorted in the area which also contained a gazebo complete with a band playing fast-paced folk tunes. Banners and flags were strung up between the hedges and in the centre, was a square shaped patch of earth surrounded by a string. It was more of a lavish party than a fighting pit.

		“That’s where you’ll be fighting,” Tiberio said in Elian’s ear. “The decadence of the chosen classes,” he added before spitting in disgust. Elian nodded in agreement. The men and women were engaged in all manner of debased activities. In one corner of the square, he could see groups of people engaged in fornication, in another, scantily clad slaves were forced to dance for leering onlookers.

		“Please go free and enjoy the party. Your Gifted will be summoned soon,” said the slave before turning on his heel and heading back whence they came.

		“Well, I guess we wait until then. Let’s get a drink,” said Visp.
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		MARCIAN CREPT THROUGH the manor house. The west wing was empty and dark something that he was perfectly happy with. The shadows would make his clandestine activities easier to accomplish. The house was like a maze, rooms of various shapes and sizes lined the corridors. He couldn’t tell where he was but judging by the finery on display he guessed he was heading toward the baron’s living quarters. A painting of the baron and his wife dominated the wall to his right. Both were middle-aged, and the baron’s wife was not a beauty to sing songs about by any stretch.

		‘If I’d stolen a necklace with a precious stone in it I’d keep it close,’ he surmised. The truth was that he’d no idea if the baron would even have kept Erin’s necklace, but knowing the man’s ego, he would bet his life on the man keeping it as a trophy. If the nobility were one thing, they were notorious show-offs.

		He paused. The sound of muted voices drifted down the corridor. Ahead, he could see a light coming from under one of the doors. He tiptoed closer.

		“- yes, my lord baron,” came a female’s voice clearly in the throes of pleasure. Curious, Marcian placed his eye to the door’s keyhole. Sure enough, a woman was bent over an ornate looking desk her skirts hiked up around her waist. Stood behind her was a man, moving enthusiastically. Obviously, the baron Nostrom.

		“Will you be at the Conclave tomorrow my love?” the baron panted.

		“Yes, yes, my baron I shall!” Her voice rose in pitch until she let out an orgasmic sigh.

		Satisfied with his work the baron stepped back and did up his trousers. The woman sat up, her bosom heaving and her pale skin flushed red. Her brunette locks and stunning young features suggested that she was not the baron’s wife. 

		“Good. For I am in possession of some exciting and rather secret news.”

		“Oh. Pray tell my love. I will not tell a soul,” the girl simpered.

		The baron finished tucking in his shirt and poured both of them a glass of wine.

		“Minister Trajin has brought that nefarious criminal, the Empowered One called Vavius to Asta. Apparently, it was he who murdered that fat fool Hesselwit out west. He hopes that showing him off to the Conclave will give him extra renown with the Supreme for she has long been hunting him. I daresay such a gesture will lead to Trajin being promoted to the position of Prime.” The pretty girl’s eyes widened at the news.

		“Oh, my. How exciting. I trust we will all get to see this dreadful Vavius character executed?”

		“Most certainly. What better signal to quash any notion of resistance to the Supreme’s Will. Now come, my dear, I have to oversee tonight’s main entertainment. Two talented fighters, it should make for quite a show.”

		Marcian moved away from the keyhole his mind racing.

		‘An Empowered One in the city? Tarv and Rea will want to know of this,’ he thought. Careful not to make a sound he crept off down the corridor and reached a small lobby area. A solitary lantern lit the room, but from the relics displayed proudly on the walls, he was sure he was close to some sort of treasure room. Tentatively he tried the door handle. It was locked. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the picks he always had on his person and set to work.
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		Chapter 19.
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		ELIAN COULD SEE THAT the food on offer was of the highest quality, and seeing it made his stomach growl noisily. Piles of it laid out on long tables in or on expensive silver platters. The amount on display would have fed the entirety of Fork for a month, and yet these people sat there seemingly ignorant that the rest of the people were constantly living with the threat of starvation. He tore his eyes from the food and looked at Tiberio.

		“What does Chosen Class mean?” he asked. He’d heard of savants, freemen and of course slaves but of the Chosen, he had no knowledge whatsoever.

		“The Chosen are said to be the descendants of those who helped the Supreme seize her power. She is immortal; her followers are not. But even she needs loyal supporters to ensure she keeps her grip on the rest of us. These...people, are those descendants. Simply because of who their ancestors were, they have lived a pampered existence with no accountability to anyone but the Supreme herself,” Tiberio explained bitterly.

		The big man’s eyes looked distant as he spoke as though remembering something from long ago. “It was one of the Chosen that sold my mother into slavery and me to the fighting pits. They tore me from her arms and condemned her to the mines of Hestra, simply because they could.”

		The anger in Tiberio’s eyes made Elian nervous. Here he was, surrounded by a bunch of the Supreme’s Chosen people whilst he was being hunted by the very thing those people served. A tall man with a round body waddled into the centre of the clearing and waved his arms. Abruptly the music ceased.

		“My guests. Please make your way to the fighting square where tonight’s main entertainment will shortly begin. Tonight, I have a very special treat for you. We have a new talent who is said to be a very promising fighter. You may have heard of the shock victory for the slaves in the Asta arena last month, well, we have tonight the Gifted that won that victory.”

		Some members of the crowd jeered at the revelation. Elian shrunk back. Many of the men and women gathered in this strange maze had no doubt lost a lot of money thanks to him. The Battle of Kaspen had never been lost by the professional fighters before, and the news that it was a Gifted that had been the reason would no doubt make many of them furious.

		Baron Erik Nostrom ignored the angry shouts of abuse aimed at Elian and turned to face the opposite side of the fighting square. Stepping into the ring was a young man only a year or two older than Elian. A mop of black hair covered his head almost covering his eyes; his body was tall and slim. The man was dressed similarly to Elian but decided to take off the thin cotton shirt to reveal the torso of someone who hadn’t eaten a good meal in days. His ribs were clearly visible, and his skin was a sickly pale white.

		“In the opposing corner, we have Jasper. Victor of over ten fights and our current champion. Will he teach the newcomer a lesson and send him from the ring in a body bag?”

		The crowd jeered and clapped at the Baron’s words. If Elian had any delusions about what was about to happen those words removed them. It was just as Visp had described. A blood sport of the rich and powerful with Gifted as their fighting dogs or cockerels. The Baron stepped back out of the ring and pulled a white cloth from the breast pocket of his dinner jacket. Without further preamble, he dropped the cloth, and the gathered nobility applauded or shouted encouragement to their favoured fighter. With Elian being the newcomer, most were backing their reigning champion.

		Jasper charged without warning, his right arm swinging toward Elian’s head. The speed of the movement took him by surprise, and it was only by sheer luck that he managed to leap back in time. He could feel the air move as the fist skimmed past his cheek. Jasper struck again, this time with his left hand. The open-palmed strike connected solidly with Elian’s chest knocking the wind out of him and dropping him to his knees. The blow felt like being hit by a freight train, the Larkan’s strike was nothing in comparison. Elian gasped for breath and tears fell from his eyes. Behind him, he heard Tiberio shouting at him to get up. Jasper didn’t give him a chance. The tall lad grabbed him by the throat and lifted him high into the air before throwing him across the ring. Elian landed heavily on his side and skidded towards the ring’s boundary. Jasper’s eyes looked manic and desperate.

		Again, the tall man was on him and grabbing him roughly by the throat in an iron grip. Panic filled Elian as he desperately tried to prise the vice-like hold off his neck. He was gasping for air, and he could feel unconsciousness threatening to claim him. Anger ignited within him as the pain grew in intensity. He savoured the power that flooded through his body and with a yell he thrust upwards and broke the hold. Lashing out with a foot, he forced Jasper to jump backwards.

		Anger raced through every fibre of Elian. With a wild shout, he leapt at his attacker and rained blow after blow upon him. To the cheering watchers, the two young men were fighting at an incredible pace. Elian remembered Tiberio’s training, blocking, parrying and countering when the opportunity presented itself. The two young men were evenly matched, but Jasper’s obvious advantage in experience and skill was beginning to make its presence felt. Elian missed a block, crying out as Jasper delivered a quick punch to his side. The force of the impact staggered him, and Jasper leapt to deliver a roundhouse kick to his already bruised torso. Elian crashed to the ground in a heap; he could feel that at least some of his ribs had been broken and his hip had been dislocated. Despite the agony, he did not whimper. Instead, he focused on the pain to feed the power within. He felt himself grow hot as the Anger intensified. Jasper approached to stand over Elian. Instead of a look of victory, relief was in his eyes.

		‘What had this man been through?’ a part of Elian thought. The thought vanished as quickly as it had made its presence felt; replaced by the Fury in his heart. He would not die in front of these sadistic rich bastards. He would not give these sick servants of the Supreme the satisfaction of profiting from his death. Despite the agony in his hip and chest he clenched his hands into fists and flipped back onto his feet. Jasper’s eyes widened in surprise at the sudden movement. He thought that he’d defeated his foe, that only the coup de grace was required to survive another night. Agony lanced through Elian’s body as his damaged hip took the weight of his body. He didn’t cry out. Instead, he channelled the pain into his anger. Jasper struck again, but this time Elian caught the tall man’s fist in his open palm. Sweat poured from Jasper’s brow, and a coarse shout emanated from his throat as he tried to force Elian backwards. Instead, Elian tightened his grip on Jaspers’ hand and with a sickening crunch crushed the bones within. Jasper screamed.

		‘This man is just a tool of these bastards. I bare him no ill will’ Elian thought. He felt his Anger ease. He wouldn’t do what the watching crowd wanted. He would not kill the Gifted. He moved his hand up to Jasper’s wrist and threw him to the ground. Elian stood over the now weeping Jasper, his breathing coming in ragged gasps. The crowd roared at him.

		“Kill him!”

		“Finish him!”

		Elian closed his eyes to focus his thoughts. He thought of Lizella and his parents. The Anger eased. As before he focused on the memory of seeing Lizella for the first time. Almost immediately the pain subsided. He winced as he felt his broken ribs fuse themselves back together and his hip pop back into place.

		No, he would not kill this man. He wasn’t a killer; these people had made him into one. He leant down over Jasper who looked at him with tear-streaked and pleading eyes.

		“Hold still. I’m going to heal you. Together we can escape this place do you understand?” he said into Jasper’s ear. The Gifted nodded.

		Elian placed a hand on Jasper’s head and again channelled the memory. This time, however, he focused on the man at his feet. The now familiar tingling sensation travelled from his arm and into Jasper who gasped as his crushed hand began to repair itself. The crowd meanwhile was still cheering and screaming at Elian to kill.

		“I’m ready,” Jasper stammered, his tone dripping with disbelief at the turn of events.

		Elian grabbed Jasper by the hand and pulled him to his feet. The crowd fell silent.

		“What is the meaning of this?” shouted one of the watching nobles.

		Elian loosened his shoulders and neck. Jasper settled into a fighting stance.

		“We are not going to fight for you any longer,” he said, his voice shaking slightly. He could sense the crowd turning angry. Several guards were pushing their way through the enraged nobility with swords drawn.

		He scanned the crowd, and his heart skipped a beat. There standing amongst these vile people was Lizella. Her appearance took his breath away, and for a heartbeat, he thought he was dreaming. Their eyes locked onto one another and the chaos began.
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		Chapter 20.
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		MARCIAN’S PLAN TO LIBERATE Erin’s necklace from Baron Nostrum’s safe room hadn’t quite gone to plan. As soon as he’d unlocked the door with his lockpick alarm bells began to ring in a room down the corridor. The door’s polished surface had exploded in a spray of splinters as a musket round smashed into it. He’d booted the door open and dived into the dark room.

		Coming up from a combat roll he’d leapt to his feet and desperately looked around the room for some sort of weapon. An ancient looking spear had been affixed to the wall, which he’d gladly taken. The room was filled with relics, pieces of precious jewellery and other artefacts. He’d run through the room in search of Erin’s necklace and sure enough, had found it in a glass display case at the rear of the room.

		Now, he stood panting with the spear in hand and desperately seeking a way out of the room. Using the spear, he smashed the glass and quickly tucked the necklace into his pocket. With a shout, the first of the guards stormed into the room, raised his pistol and fired. The bullet slammed into the wall to narrowly miss Marcian’s head. He hefted the spear and with a yell charged the guard who panickedly tried to reload his pistol. Marcian punched the spear into the guard's chest sending him crashing to the ground. Marcian reached down, picked up the guard’s discarded pistol and pulled the spear out of the now dead man’s body. The other guards were more cautious with one of them holding a lantern to illuminate their surroundings. Marcian quickly scavenged some powder and shot from the dead man and reloaded the pistol.

		“Wez did you get him?” called one of the guards.

		Marcian pressed himself against the doorframe and held the spear close to his chest. The guard holding the lantern stepped through his pistol raised. With a shout, Marcian brought the spear down onto the guard’s arm causing the gun to go off with a loud bang. The guard swung the lantern, but Marcian ducked causing it to smash against the wall. Burning oil fell to the ground, igniting the treasure rooms carpet. The fire quickly spread as Marcian and the guard fought. Marcian pushed forward, pinning his foe against the wall. With his knee, he delivered a savage blow to the guard's crotch causing the guard to cry out in agony. Stepping back Marcian swung the spear delivering a blow to the guard’s head and knocking him unconscious. The other guard now entered the fray, but Marcian easily dispatched him with a thrust from the ancient weapon. The fire was now an inferno, and thick black smoke began to fill the manor houses halls. Marcian fled, all pretence at stealth now lost.
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		THE GUNSHOTS CAUSED Elian to flinch, but to his surprise, they hadn’t emanated from the gardens. Instead, they came from the baron’s manor house. People screamed, and the gathered crowds stampeded to flee the area. The guards that had been approaching him and Jasper were swept away by the panicked guests. Of Lizella, he’d lost sight of her. Had she been a figment of his imagination? Jasper wasted no time and fled into the maelstrom of people.

		“Good luck,” Elian muttered before seeking a way out of the gardens. More gunshots rang out in the near distance. Someone shouted “Fire! The manor is ablaze!”

		A strong hand clamped itself on his shoulder. Elian looked up to see Tiberio, a grim look on his face.

		“Time to leave!” the big man shouted over the din as he pushed Elian ahead of him.

		A terrified nobleman fell into their path almost sending them both sprawling. To fall would likely result in being trampled. The narrow path that led to the exit of the garden was choked with people all clawing to escape. Elian narrowed his eyes. Something wasn’t right. The gunfire was indeed scary but to create such hysterics? He could sense something or someone playing with the emotions of the near frenzied crowd. Following the feeling, he looked to his left to see a woman with black hair standing with palms held before her a look of intense concentration on her face.

		Tiberio pushed him forward towards a clearing. Visp stood waiting, a long-curved sword in her hand. Where she had gotten hold of such a weapon, Elian hadn’t a clue.

		“Ah,’ she exclaimed at seeing him, ‘I’m glad to see my most prized possession is still in one piece. Remind me to go over the rules of Duelling with you once we get out of here,” she said with contempt. “Tiberio, help me cut us a way out here,” she added handing him a sword dropped by one of the guards. Together they set about hacking a way through the hedge that lined the garden. In the distance came more gunfire and more disturbingly the sound of the city’s alarm bell tolling.

		“Imperium soldiers will be here any minute. If they catch us we are all dead,” Visp panted from exertion. She looked at Elian and gave him the sword. “Use your Gift and get us out of here boy!”

		Elian hesitantly took the blade. For a heartbeat, he considered using it against Visp but thought better of it as he doubted that even with his powers he’d be able to best Tiberio before the Imperium soldiers arrived. For now, they were all on the same side. He focused his Anger and threw himself at the hedge. Within a few slashes, he had hacked a man-sized hole in it. Visp took the sword back from him and shoved him through, Tiberio following at the rear. They emerged into another section of the garden, the manor houses iron fence in the near distance. Several dozen of the party guests had fled out into the night to go running in all directions. To be caught attending such an illegal activity as Gifted Duelling would result in their imprisonment or worse. Even being a noble would not protect them from the Supremes’ wrath. They sprinted across the immaculately manicured lawn and reached the estate's gate. Elian looked back toward the manor house hoping to catch sight of Lizella, alas he could not. The manor house was now consumed in an inferno, thick black smoke billowing high over the city. The crowd was now surging towards the gates. Tiberio shoved him forward and together they ran into the night. 
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		BEHIND MARCIAN, THE fire had spread out into the corridor, and within moments the hallways carpet and tapestries were ablaze. Ahead he could hear panicked shouts and the sound of running footsteps. With a skid, he rounded a corner and crashed into an unimpressed looking Tarv.

		“What have you done?” the big man demanded.

		“Don’t ask just run!” Marcian shouted as musket fire came from back down the corridor. More of the Baron’s guards had piled into the manor. The two men fled until they reached the lobby. Chaotic scenes greeted them as the partygoers surged towards the manor’s exit. Their pursuers lost them as they slipped into the crowd. They were swept outside by the throng of people. Standing above the crowd and clinging to one of the statues that lined the main path was Rea. Catching sight of her Tarv shoved his way towards her.

		“Elian is gone! He escaped the gardens with a big man and an Arikar, who I assume must be Visp. Lizella set off in pursuit; we have to hurry and catch her,” Rea shouted above the din. Tarv nodded in acknowledgement and gestured towards the gates. He and Marcian pushed their way down the path, the momentum of the panicked party-goers sweeping them along. Rea meanwhile had jumped back into the gardens and exited via the hole in the hedge that Elian had made earlier. 

		Once back on the cobbled street of the Manor district they could clearly hear the city’s alarm bells ringing in the distance. Nobles leapt into their carriages to gallop off into the now smoky night. A shout came from their left; it was Rea.

		“Lizella went this way,” she said before breaking off into a supernaturally fast run.

		Tarv faced Marcian.

		“Blast it. She’s always been a hot head. Hurry and find a horse, on foot you’ll never be able to keep up,” he said before he too sprinted off into the darkness.

		Marcian looked around desperately. A noble was struggling to get his rotund body into the saddle of a struggling horse. He smiled and ran over to the animal. Reaching up, he pulled the squealing noble from the saddle to leave him in a heap on the cobbled road. With athletic ease, Marcian mounted the horse and with a crack of the reins shot off after the two Gifted.

		The whistling air whipped his hair into his face as he rode at full speed. Approaching from the opposite direction was a whole battalion of Imperium soldiers heading towards the carnage at the manor. He wondered how the Baron would explain events. To be caught hosting a Gifted Duel would no doubt result in him being put in chains or worse. The soldiers paid him little interest; their attention was fixed on the blazing inferno on the hilltop. Behind the troops came several horses pulling wagons filled with large water barrels, Asta’s fire brigade. He focused on the road ahead unable to see the Gifted, a movement from the rooftops, however, caught his attention. To his surprise he saw Tarv bounding over the closely packed buildings, Rea was ahead of him her skirts billowing at the speed of her movement. He rounded a corner in the road to find himself on an avenue that ran through the Manor District and down towards one of the canals that crisscrossed the city. A narrow bridge led over it and into the Merchant District.

		On the opposite side he caught sight of a white horse galloping, a woman was on its back her long blonde hair streaming out behind her. It was Lizella! Marcian spurred his mount onwards and raced over the bridge. Above him, Rea and Tarv leaped across the canal and landed with catlike grace on the roofs of the opposite bank. The sound of the city’s alarm bells grew louder, causing him to glance over his shoulder. His eyes widened, the entire Manor District was aflame! The inferno had rapidly spread through the Baron’s manor and gardens and had ignited the neighbouring properties. Marching feet came from the front as more soldiers hastened toward the fire, unlike the troops he’d seen earlier these were only armed with buckets and shovels. Following behind was a convoy of horses pulling wagons weighed down with water barrels.

		Entering the Merchant District, the architecture changed. Marble and tiled roofs gave way to simpler granite and thatch and the neatly paved cobblestones quickly deteriorated into haphazard paving slabs. Despite the wealth of the Merchants, it was clear where the true power in the city lay. The wide street narrowed as the buildings began to group closer together on each side forcing Marcian to slow his pursuit. Ahead Lizella turned off the main avenue and down a side street. Marcian followed. Rounding the bend, he had to pull back on the reins to prevent him from crashing into her. At seeing him a look of utter relief crossed her face to quickly be replaced by one of devastation.

		“I’ve lost him!” Lizella cried. “I could have sworn they went this way.”

		A thud sounded from behind them. Tarv was in the middle of the street and rising from his landing. Marcian looked up.

		‘He just jumped down from a height that would kill a normal man’ he thought in amazement.

		“Do not fear. We caught sight of them from our vantage on the rooftops. There’s a compound a few streets over. That’s where they went. It must belong to this Visp character,” the Gifted explained as he led the way. Marcian and Lizella dismounted, the horses would be of little use in the narrow side streets of the Merchant District. They were maze-like in their layout suggesting that whenever it had been built there hadn’t been much planning. Several cities in the Imperium had similar areas, a result of the huge increase in population thanks to the economic boom the Supremes’ rise had created centuries ago. Those days of promised plenty were long dead, and now many of the Districts thronged with the desperate or slaves.

		They reached Visp’s compound only to find the thick iron gates locked tight. From inside angry shouting could be heard. Marcian, Lizella and Tarv kept to the shadows offered by the overhanging buildings.

		“If I were Visp I’d be looking to escape the city pretty sharpish. No way would the Baron not have named her to save his own neck,” Tarv muttered. He was eyeing up the heavy gates. Even for someone as strong as he was, would struggle to breach them in time. A sharp whistle came from above. Marcian leant forward to see Rea pointing frantically back down the street. The sound of armoured feet marching on stone reverberated off the tightly packed buildings.

		“We’re out of time,” Tarv growled. 

		Appearing from one of the side streets came a column of fifty heavily armed Imperium soldiers at their head astride a white stallion was General Rickon, his once pristine white uniform now blackened with soot and smoke. The soldiers fanned out across the street their muskets aimed at the iron gates of Visp’s compound. With expert ease, Rickon trotted his horse forward.

		“Visp of Arika open your gates now. We know that you are in the illegal possession of a Gifted. As is the Supreme’s law you must surrender this individual to us at once on pain of death.”

		A tense silence descended over the street. A few moments passed with the only sounds being that of the distant alarm bell and the wind. No response came from within the compound. Rickon gestured to two of his men who hurried forward and placed a barrel next to the gate. Marcian’s eyes widened.

		“They’re going to blow up the gate,” he whispered urgently. Taking Lizella’s hand, he retreated up the alleyway. Tarv followed. Lizella, however, struggled free of his grip and glared at him.

		“We have to save Elian,” she snapped.

		“We cannot take on such odds. We must wait and see what happens. Another opportunity may present itself to us,” Marcian replied irritably, “and keep your voice down!”

		“If you two are done, follow me and stay down,” Tarv said from further down the alleyway.

		He pointed to a building whose exterior was covered with scaffolding before he began to climb up onto the roofs. Lizella and Marcian followed suit. Once on the roofs, they edged back towards the clearing and Visp’s compound. Hiding in the shadow cast by a chimney they watched the scene below.
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		VISP PACED BACK AND forth deep in thought. She had always known this day would come but never in a million years did she think that it would have occurred in the way it had. She glanced at Elian who looked petrified. All of this because of a Gifted? She’d known the risks of keeping and using him, but the opportunity to make some serious wealth had been too good to refuse.

		She had arrived in Asta, a slave just as he had. The only difference was that the boy seemed too naïve, too trusting to survive. She had killed her master at the first opportunity and had slipped into the city’s underworld learning all of the skills she’d needed to live this long. So much had happened since she had arrived, how long had it been since she’d seen the beautiful desert oasis of Arikar? She could barely remember her true home. Instead, she had forged herself one here in Asta. Using the skills, she’d learned hiding amongst the criminal underworld; she had clawed her way up into Asta’s society proper to hide in plain sight as a slaver. It was a trade she was good at and one that had made her wealthy. Most importantly, however, she’d been free. She had always known that her freedom would be temporary. She wasn’t so stupid as to believe that she’d live to see her twilight years. If the criminal fraternity didn’t kill her, then the Imperium would. She still remembered the Imperium troops raiding her village and taking her away as a child.

		“I will not go down without a fight,” she snarled facing Tiberio, “Open the Fighter’s cells and tell them to gather in the courtyard. If the Imperium wants me, then they shall have to come and get me.”

		Tiberio was about to protest, but the look in his master’s eyes made him stop. He’d known Visp for over a decade and had served loyally. She may appear cruel on the outside, but she had always treated him well. He clapped his fist to his chest and bowed before hurrying off to the slave pens.

		“What about me?” Elian asked nervously.

		A cruel smile crossed Visp’s lips.

		“You? All of this is happening because of you boy. I am about to lose everything because of you.”

		“Why not hand me over?”

		Visp laughed humorlessly. She walked over to a chest located behind her large mahogany desk and opened it. Inside was a curved sabre made of white steel and a dagger made of the same rare metal.

		“I will never freely give the Imperium anything, not even a slave like you. I would rather die,” she said handing him the dagger. He took it, marvelling at the strange weapon. The hilt was decorated with intricately carved runes, and the blade was razor sharp.

		“Weapons of my homeland. The white steel is stronger than anything in the Imperium. It is the reason why the Supreme lusts for Arikar. Not content with enslaving the people of the world she also seeks to claim all of its resources too. She will never succeed. Come,” Visp said sweeping out of the room. Elian stared after her before reluctantly following.

		Visp stepped out into the compound’s courtyard her long dress flowing out behind her. In the pale moonlight, she looked like some sort of warrior queen complete with sword gleaming in hand. Tiberio stood in front of the gathered fighters a mean looking war hammer in his big hands. Niro and the others looked nervous and more than a little confused at being roused from their sleep and have real weapons put into their hands. Beyond the courtyard, the sound of Imperium troops moving and the bellows of a man demanding the opening of the compound’s gates could be heard. Visp sneered at the voice and faced the fighters.

		“Hear me my fighters. I know that most of you would be happy to see me dead. It is true that I bought you as slaves, but have I not treated you fairly? You are strong to have survived. I have forged you into fighters. True fighters that have achieved much in the Arena and have I not made you wealthy? You may not be free, but you want for nothing.”

		Some of the fighters nodded at her words. What she said was true, Visp provided her best and proven men with ample food, shelter, a share of their winnings and even the freedom to take on mistresses in some cases, something unheard of amongst the other fight masters. The man's voice came again, this time his tone was angrier than before.

		“You hear that man? He serves the Imperium. They who are responsible for this world of slaves and injustice. Now they seek one of your own,” she paused pointing her sword at Elian. “This young man is a Gifted, but do not let that change the way you see him for he is still the man who gave you the impossible victory you won in the arena. Will you let them take him?”

		A murmur of discontent spread through their ranks. Some glared at Elian; others nodded in agreement at Visp’s words. Elian caught Niro's eye, and the skinny man smiled at him before he stepped forward spear in hand.

		“To those of us who fought at his side that day we don't care that Elian is a Gifted. All we care about is that if it weren't for him, we'd all be dead. Aye mistress Visp we will fight them for him. Let the Imperium know that not everyone’s spirit is broken.”

		A loud bang came from outside the compound, and the ground shook. The heavy metal gates bulged inwards with a screech of tortured metal.

		“They will blast their way through within moments. Prepare yourselves, my brave warriors.” Visp snarled.

		Sure enough, the first blast was quickly followed by another, and the gates exploded inwards sending shrapnel whizzing into the compound. Elian ducked as did most of the others. One fighter, however, had been too slow and now lay on the courtyard with a jagged piece of metal impaled in his chest. They had no time to focus on the screaming man as through a haze of mist and gunpowder smoke charged the Imperium soldiers, their bayonets affixed to their muskets and howling a battle cry.

		The fighters let loose with their own roar of defiance and threw themselves at the attackers. Gunshots boomed and the clashing of steel mixed with the shouts and screams of men fighting to stay alive. Elian once more channelled his power of Anger, all hesitation now forgotten due to the desperation of the situation. He threw himself at the soldiers swatting away the bayonet of one and grabbing the barrel of the musket. With a violent tug, he hurled the screaming soldier through the air sending him slamming into the compounds stone wall with a sickening crunch. To him, the soldiers moved sluggishly allowing him to easily dance between their attacks and lash out with his own.

		Behind him, Visp fought with amazing skill, her curved blade flashing in the moonlight as it delivered swift death to her enemies. Tiberio fought beside her his tunic covered in blood where a soldier had scored a lucky hit with a pistol shot. The courtyard was carnage, but it was clear that the fighters were losing men quickly. Elian shouted out in rage as he saw Niro struck down by gunfire. He desperately searched for the shooter, and a flash of fear filled him as he spotted that a dozen sharpshooters had taken up position on the roof of one of the buildings opposite the compound. They fired another volley, this one cutting down six of the fighters and catching Visp in her swordsman. Despite the wound, she did not cry out. Instead, she unleashed a terrifying cry and savagely decapitated a soldier. Elian shouted a warning but a man on a white horse, his sabre slashing barrelled into the fray. Using the pommel of his sabre he struck Visp around the head sending her sprawling to the ground and her sword spilling from her grip. Tiberio rushed forward to defend his master, but the horseman dodged the big man’s attack with skilful ease. The horse reared onto its back legs and kicked; it’s steel-shod hooves catching Tiberio square in the face and causing him to collapse to the ground in an unconscious heap.

		The fight was going poorly, but just as all seemed lost, a movement caught Elian’s attention. A hooded figure was amongst the sharpshooters and hurling them from their vantage point on the rooftop. Another much larger figure, a man, dashed into the courtyard fists swinging. The power on display made Elian gasp. Soldiers were sent flying in all directions as the stranger fought them with his bare hands. A bayonet swished past Elian’s head causing him to snap his attention back to the fighting. He ducked the thrust and stabbed his dagger deep into the soldier's guts. The wounded man screamed, and the stink of shit filled Elian’s nostrils as the man died.

		Following the stranger into the courtyard came another man, much younger than the first but in his hands, he held a pistol and sabre. Behind him was- Lizella! The man at her side engaged the soldiers with his blade and quickly dispatched one then two opponents with relative ease. Whoever he was, he certainly knew how to fight. Lizella spotted Elian and called his name. Elian shook his head; she was real! At the baron’s gardens, he had thought she was a mirage and even now surrounded by gunpowder smoke and the dying he had to take a double take. He ran to her, the fighting all around them a distant memory. All he could see was her. Tears filled his eyes as he fell into her open arms. Both of them wept as they held each other tightly.

		“You can have your reunion later. Right now, we have to go,” shouted the young, handsome stranger.

		The two other strangers, the smaller of which was a woman joined them. In front of them, the remaining soldiers approached. Some were desperately reloading their muskets whilst others rounded up any survivors, Visp and Tiberio among them.

		They slowly backed out of the courtyard as though any slight movement would cause the soldiers to strike. The man on the white horse trotted towards them, his eyes widening as he recognised Lizella.

		Suddenly Elian and the two strangers cried out. A familiar sense of utter dread washed over them almost sending them to their knees.

		“We have to run and fast,” the big man said through gritted teeth. Before they could protest, the big man picked up Lizella and the young man and put them over his shoulder.

		“Catch up as soon as you can,” he said before sprinting down one of the side streets. That left Elian with the young woman.

		“Can you Bound?” She asked.

		Elian shook his head. What was she on about?

		The woman nodded and took his hand.

		“Hold on!”
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		THE HOLLOWED WATCHED from its vantage point on the top of a nearby building. The young man he had been seeking had been close, and so he had chosen to mask his presence until the end of the battle to ensure that he and his would-be rescuers did not flee too soon. The Supreme had been right to request he be observed. Indeed, the young man was powerful. It was untrained and raw, but it was clear that he had potential. The Hollowed smiled wickedly; perhaps he was strong enough.
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		Chapter 21.
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		SMOKE STILL DRIFTED over the city of Asta. The fire that had begun in the Manor District had rapidly spread until half of the city’s buildings were ablaze. The strong breeze coming in off the Dividing Sea had carried embers across the canals to land on the thatch and poorly built homes of the poorer districts, and like a tinderbox, they had ignited. It had taken the city’s authorities close to a week to get the Great Fire under control, and shortly after that, the repercussions had come.

		Elian walked down one of the main streets that led to the Market District doing his best to try and ignore the gently swinging bodies. Minister Trajin had been ruthless in administering the Imperium’s justice. Pauper and nobles alike had been strung up from whatever high place they could be. The sheer number of those executed had stunned the city. The Venerable Chamber had claimed that all those killed had been heretics and blasphemers. Any person who defied the Supreme’s law were treated in a similar fashion. The Archon of the Chamber had even declared Asta as a den of sin and had called for a purge.

		Marcian had muttered that Trajin had used the blaze to clean house of anyone he deemed a threat to his growing ambitions. As a result, the Venerable Chamber’s Conclave had been delayed until the fires had been put out; a move that had only added to the minister's rage. Soldiers patrolled the streets in force, and even a Guardian had been deployed just outside of the city.

		Elian’s reunion with Lizella had been brief, and due to the chaos of events around them, he’d still not had a proper opportunity to speak with her. It was obvious from the way they acted around one another that they had both changed. Their experiences as slave and fugitive had taken its toll on them both.

		Once free of Visp’s compound they and their strange new companions had escaped into the sewers where they had sought sanctuary with the group known as the Liberators. They’d been forced to hide for a week in the smelly tunnels, and it was only now that they dared venture to the surface. He wore a black cloak with a hood that he used to hide his face in shadow. He couldn’t risk being recognised, not with a Hollowed about. Moving quickly through the crowds he reached a wide stone bridge that crossed the city’s Grand Canal. On its surface moved barges loaded with products and supplies.

		Among the merchant barges, however, were ones with armed soldiers on their decks. The bridge itself led to Asta’s Government District and the palace of the Venerable Chamber. The palace would be where the Conclave would be held, but judging from the sheer number of troops patrolling the canals and the bridge itself any attempt at a stealthy incursion would prove near impossible.

		“How did I end up here?” he mumbled to himself as he leant against the bridge’s iron railing.
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		AFTER THEIR ESCAPE from Visp’s compound, the two Gifted; Rea and Tarv had told him a similar tale to the one that Old Yin had. This time, however, Elian knew the truth. He was an Empowered One, but one who had only managed to tap into two of his powers. It had been during that conversation that Marcian had interrupted.

		“An Empowered One? I heard Baron Nostrum say that Trajin had one imprisoned and that he was going to present him at the Conclave.”

		Tarv and Rea had looked at each other before glaring at Marcian.

		“Well, did he say a name?” Tarv had demanded impatiently.  Arriving back at the sewers the big man had scolded Marcian for his actions at the manor house. As was his way Marcian simply shrugged off the criticism. A win was a win whatever it took in his opinion.

		Marcian scratched his chin deep in thought. A few moments had gone by before he clicked his fingers.

		“Vavius. That was it. Nostrum said that he was some criminal, that he’d murdered a Baron named Hesselwit. Nostrum seemed to think that Trajin would use this Vavius as a way to secure support for a push to the position of Prime.”

		Elian had paled at the mention of the name. If Vavius was real, then he’d not been going mad. A part of him felt relieved, but another felt terrified. What had he found himself involved with?

		“We have to save Vavius,” Rea said excitedly, her brown eyes wide.

		Marcian looked at them as though they were mad.

		“We barely managed to rescue him,’ he said gesturing to Elian “now you want us to risk our necks trying to rescue this Vavius character. In case you misheard me, he is being held by the Conclave. It won’t be as easy as taking on a squad of Imperium soldiers and breaking him out of a slavers compound. There will be tight security, even more so thanks to the events at Nostrom’s estate.”

		“Who is Vavius? Why is he so important?” Elian asked from the back of the room.

		Tarv faced him his expression growing stern.

		“Vavius is our leader. He was trained by the Mentors, a council of Empowered Ones who live in exile in Arikar. It is because of them and their powers that the Arikar have been able to fend off repeated Imperium attacks. Since entering the Imperium, Vavius has sought out Gifted like me and Rea and gathered them to his cause. Together we work to undermine the Imperium with the ultimate goal being to supplant the Supreme.”

		Marcian laughed humorlessly.

		“Supplant the Supreme? I thought the goal of liberating as many people from slavery was an ambitious goal but to overthrow the Supreme. Impossible.”

		Elian frowned and glared at Marcian. Since their meeting, they had been cordial for Lizella’s sake, but there was no denying the dislike Elian felt towards the arrogant Liberator. Perhaps a hint of jealousy played its role too. Tarv, however, smiled at Marcian’s words.

		“I wouldn’t be so sure of that. In his travels, Vavius encountered several ancient texts that suggest that the Supreme is not as all-powerful as she would like us to believe. In fact, he learned that there is something that even she is afraid of.”

		“What could she possibly be afraid of? I’ve heard tales of how she single handedly defeated an army of Larkans that dared invade the Eastern Imperium and how she crushed the allied kingdoms of Kaspen and Asta centuries ago in battle by herself,” Marcian said in disbelief. 

		“All true, but the last time we spoke to Vavius he mentioned that he was on the trail of something that could help overthrow the Supreme. He vanished some time ago; we have to rescue him, only he knows the truth,” Rea interjected.

		“You speak of the Supreme’s agents. I’m guessing you’re talking about that freak with no eyes. The one that massacred my people in the forest.”

		Rea blanched slightly at the mention of the Hollowed.

		“You need to understand Marcian that there are two wars being waged. The first is yours. A battle to free the peoples of this world from slavery and the Imperium’s iron rule. The second is a war being fought in the shadows between Gifted, Empowered Ones and the Supreme. Both of these conflicts are important, but it is only victory in the latter that will win the first.”

		Marcian had run a hand through his thick black hair and sighed in exasperation. It was clear from his expression that he held little stock in what Tarv had said.

		“Even after all you’ve seen you still don’t believe, do you?” Rea asked, arms crossed.

		“Forgive me if I find all this hard to believe. How many men and women have died for the dream of overthrowing the Supreme? What good did it do them? Don’t get me wrong I would love to see it happen but I’m also a realist. We Liberators fight to free slaves whenever we can, to cause as much trouble for the Imperium as we can, but none of us believes that we can overthrow her.”

		“Perhaps someone has arisen who could challenge her,” Tarv said quietly his eyes focusing on Elian who blinked a few times as the words sunk in. He shook his head and backed away.

		“No way. I can use the Power for sure but beat the Supreme are you insane?”

		“Never before has an Emergence been as strong as yours. It must mean something.” Tarv retorted.

		“The Hollowed have never taken a personal interest in one before. Normally Imperium soldiers or Gifted loyal to the Conclave are sent to hunt those with the Gift. Like it or not there is something different about you,” added Rea.

		“I am not some sort of chosen one. I’m just a kid who has a power he can’t control-”

		“-Yet. You can’t control it yet. With training and guidance, you will become a powerful weapon against the Imperium,” Tarv finished.

		Elian stood aghast. A weapon? He didn’t want to be a weapon. Fighting for Visp had been bad enough, but at least that had been down to survival. That he could live with, but to willingly kill and be a weapon of a group he’d only just heard of made him sick to his stomach.

		“I am not a weapon. I will not kill,” Elian shouted.

		He could feel Anger growing in his chest. He smacked a fist down on the table as he shouted and like glass, the thick oak shattered into splinters.

		Before anyone could say a word or stop him, he had stormed out of the room. He’d picked up a cloak and left the sewer. He needed fresh air. He had walked and walked until now here he was at the bridge.
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		MINISTER TRAJIN STRODE through the opulent halls of the Conclave palace towards the Grand Chamber where the Archons would meet. Any servants in his way averted their eyes, to risk the ire of the Leader of the Western Imperium was foolhardy at the best of times, but following the whirlwind of executions and the crackdown on Asta’s populace, it would be suicide. He’d been furious. Not about the fire, but the fact that the Conclave had been delayed by a whole week. It was time he could ill afford if he were to maintain his advantage over his rivals. He walked quickly down the curved stone staircase that led to the dingy dungeon beneath the palace. As usual, the dreadful smell of faeces and sweat hit him like a fist and as usual he quickly covered his nose with a handkerchief doused with perfume before he could gag. At the bottom of the stairs, he was in the dungeons proper.

		Lanterns cast the dreadful place in a flickering orange light only highlighting the ghastliness of the place. More than a dozen prison cells lined the narrow corridor; each was filled to the brim with prisoners. Soon they would face the noose, but it was not they who he had business with. At the end of the corridor was a sturdy oak door flanked by two members of the Elite Venerable Chamber Guards. Their unique uniform was comprised of a steel breastplate strapped above the pure white robes of their office. In their hands, they held a ceremonial poleaxe. Use of the weapons had ended a century previously but in the guard's hands, they remained formidable tools of death.

		

		“I wish to see the prisoner,” Trajin said.

		

		Without a word one of the guards unlocked the cell door and held it open. The other guard followed Trajin inside his poleaxe held at the ready. A wave of nausea threatened to overwhelm his senses and almost caused him to stumble. Standing at the back of the cell in the shadows was the menacing figure of a Hollowed. The eyeless creature stood as still as a statue its focus fixed upon the prisoner. Even in chains, the man before him warranted such attention.

		Vavius was on his knees shivering in the coldness of the cell. His hands were chained to the cells damp wall, and his feet were clamped in manacles. He was naked save for a filthy rag of cloth that covered his manhood. His hair was long and lice-ridden, and a thick black beard covered his face. His bare pale skin was covered in bruises and wounds, a testament to the thoroughness of the torturers work.

		“Enough Hollowed. I wish to speak with him,” Trajin ordered through gritted teeth. The oppressive power emanating from the sinister Hollowed was almost too much to bear.

		“As you wish,” the thin, suited figure replied with a scratchy whisper. As soon as it spoke the feeling dissipated. It took all of Trajin’s willpower to not sigh in relief. The guard, however, was not so composed and gasped. Trajin glared at him causing the guard to apologise. Trajin stepped in front of his prisoner and clasped his hands behind his ramrod straight back.

		“The time of your judgement is almost at hand Vavius. You are running out of time to tell me what it was you were looking for at Baron Hesselwit’s estate. If you disclose this information, I will see to it that your death be a quick one. Sadly, there is nothing I can do to spare you. The murder of a Baron and Baroness is unforgivable under the Supreme’s law.”

		A few moments of silence went by irritating Trajin. Then to his surprise, Vavius began to chuckle.

		“The Hollowed couldn’t break me. What makes you think you can? Not that it matters, but I did not kill Hesselwit and his wife. You think you’re in control, but you’ve not even realised that the Hollowed has lied to you,” Vavius said staring at the Minister defiantly.

		A feeling of doubt crossed Trajin’s mind. Vavius had said the same thing before during his torture. He glanced at the motionless Hollowed. They were the servants of the Supreme, bound to her will. No way could they be capable of deceit.

		His thoughts drifted back to the events of a few months previously. It had been late at night that he’d been roused from his sleep. After visiting Hesselwit’s estate he and his entourage had taken up lodgings at Lord Fuin’s estate. The elderly noble was a trusted ally, unlike the dubious Hesselwit and as it was not unheard of for nobles to be dispatched by a rival in their sleep; Trajin had not been willing to take any chances. A rider had arrived at Fuin’s a missive in his hands stamped with the seal of the Venerable Chamber. The words it contained had filled Trajin with excitement. The outlaw Vavius had been apprehended at the Hesselwit estate by the baron’s guards. He’d rushed to the scene to find the notorious Empowered One lying bound and unconscious, the guards standing over him. Of how Vavius had been bested by simple guards he hadn’t asked, he’d initially put it down to sheer luck. There had been no sign of Gifted and not one of the guards had mentioned anything about a Hollowed being present.

		Suddenly he flinched, as he felt invisible fingers inside his head. A rasping voice whispered in his mind until.... Trajin blinked. What had he been thinking about? He glanced at the Hollowed who remained motionless. His eyes fixed on the bottomless black pits of the creature’s eye sockets sending a shiver up his spine.

		“The Hollowed are loyal servants,” he said, his voice sounding oddly monotone. Even the guard glanced uncertainly at him.

		Vavius chuckled again this time a hint of despair in the humourless sound. Trajin coughed, clearing his throat. He adjusted his tie-loosening the collar, had it suddenly gotten hot in the cell?

		“Tomorrow you will be presented before the Conclave where the nobles of the Imperium will cast their judgement upon you in the name of the Supreme.”

		With that, he turned and swept out of the room the confused guard following close behind. The door closed leaving Vavius alone with the Hollowed.

		“He has no idea that he’s asked me that same question three times over the past few days, does he?” Vavius muttered.

		The Hollowed, still motionless smiled.
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		Chapter 22.
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		ELIAN WALKED THROUGH the streets of the Merchant District careful to keep his face hidden under the hood of his cloak. Several of the district's buildings still smouldered from where the fire had ripped through the wood and thatch. One structure that he guessed must have once been a bookshop lay in ruins its windows shattered, and interior blackened from the flames kiss.

		“They allow books to be sold here?” he muttered.

		In Fork, the village’s ruler had banned books, and anyone caught in possession of one was severely punished. His father, however, had taught him to read in secret, and his thoughts flitted to the old brown book he’d read late at night when his parents were asleep. The book had been one of the fables from the long-conquered kingdom of Sinar; his father had never told him how he came into possession of such a rarity. It had tales such as the Trials of Rovio, and often in the games, he’d play with Lizella and the other children he’d pretended to be the legendary hero. The others, of course, had never heard of Rovio, nor any tales from the days before the Supreme who had done her best to remove all mention of the world before her rise to power.

		Looking about to make sure no one was paying him any unwanted attention he walked into the ruins of the shop. Most of the leather-bound books had been burnt beyond all recognition. He leant down and picked one up. The edges of the pages were tinged brown from the heat of the fire, but the text was legible. The book was simply titled; ‘The Rules and Laws of the Supreme and her Imperium’.  With disgust, he tossed the book aside and picked up another. It too had the same title. He picked up another and another; they were all the same book! Striding over to the damaged shelves, he could see the title ‘The Rules and Laws of the Supreme and her Imperium’ etched into the spines. Every single book was the same, and everyone was filled with the propaganda of the Imperium. He couldn’t explain the wave of sadness that washed over him. Was he feeling sad for himself? Or was he sad for the world at large? Tears formed in his eyes as memories of his father and mother came to him. He tensed at the sound of booted feet on broken glass came from behind him.

		Closing his eyes, he could sense Rea’s presence. At first, it had spooked him at being able to feel when she or Tarv were near. It was a subtle sensation, but each of the Gifted gave off their own distinct feeling. No doubt she had tracked him down the same way.

		“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you,” Rea said.

		Elian wiped the moisture from his eyes before facing her.

		“It’s ok. I was just thinking of my family and wondering where they are. I feel...so helpless and angry. I have these powers and yet I couldn’t help them,” he said sadly.

		Rea stepped into the ruined bookshop. She too wore a cloak, but hers was the colour of crimson. Her boots crunched over the broken glass and debris.

		“There’s nothing you could have done Elian. There was a Hollowed; even Yin could do nothing in the face of such a threat,” she replied softly.

		“What are they? The Hollowed I mean?”

		A serious expression crossed Rea’s face.

		“We don’t know for sure, but Vavius had a theory. He believed that they were once Empowered Ones who have been broken and twisted by the Supreme to serve her will. We know there are at least ten of them, all are extremely powerful and deadly. However, there is one that is far worse than all the others and who we believe is their leader.”

		“The one at Fork? The one that’s hunting me,” Elian shuddered.

		Rea nodded.

		“He is known as the First Fear. The most devoted and most ruthless of the Supreme’s servants. Anyone who has opposed him has perished, me and Tarv were incredibly lucky to escape his clutches alive. In fact, no Gifted or Empowered One has ever bested a Hollowed, not even Vavius.”

		Elian’s shoulders slumped.

		“We shouldn’t linger here. If I could find you then so can they. You need to learn how to mask your feelings. Do as I do,” Rea said. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. A look of serene calm emanated from her and then to Elian’s surprise he couldn’t sense her anymore.

		“How did you do that?”

		Rea smiled.

		“Our powers come from our emotions. As a Gifted, all I have to do is take control of my emotion of Positivity. You will find it harder as every one of your emotions creates an effect and gives off a charge. You must be serene, and at peace, a lot easier said than done I know. With practice, you’ll get the hang of it, for now, though I can mask your presence for you.” She raised a hand and gestured at him. A sense of peace washed over him taking away his fears and doubts. 

		“Speaking of other emotions. I’ve only managed to tap into Anger and Joy so far. I feel other emotions, but I can’t tap into their powers.”

		Rea took his hand and led him back outside.

		“You will learn in time. It took me years to do what I do, and I’m always learning new tricks or aspects of my powers. Come on, let’s get back to the others, they’re worried about you.”
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		AS THEY WALKED TOGETHER through the city, Elian spoke.

		“I heard Vavius,” he said softly.

		Rea stopped dead in her tracks. She looked at him with a renewed curiosity. She said nothing allowing Elian to continue.

		“He spoke to me when I was training to be a Fighter at Visp’s. At first, I thought he was another Fighter, but he always looked hazy or hidden in shadow. He explained to me that he’d been trying to call for help but had been drawn to me because of my Emergence. He told me to be strong; he got me through it.”

		Rea’s expression softened. She squeezed his hand as tears swelled in Elian’s eyes. He’d been through so much. Seeing his home burnt and his family taken as slaves, being hunted by a monster and then sold into the savage world of the Fighters it was amazing there was anything left of him at all. Most people would have lost their minds and given up, but Elian still stood.

		“We did wonder why he’d not contacted one of us. How did he sound?”

		“The last time he spoke to me he didn’t sound good at all. He was relying on me to help him and I... I failed him.”

		“No Elian. You didn’t fail him. You stayed strong and survived. Now, we have a chance to save him. I know what Tarv said angered you, but what he said was true. We need you Elian. We are losing this war against the Supreme. It’s a war fought in the shadows, but it is one that we need to win.”

		Elian nodded. He knew she was right.
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		Chapter 23.
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		THE LIBERATOR BASE was a hive of activity. Erin had called in every favour she could, and now dozens of operatives were checking over their weapons and making plans. At first, she had sided with Marcian, that risking everything to save one man was madness, but now she was relishing the chance to strike a blow against the Imperium.

		Sitting crossed-legged in a darkened tunnel lit with a single flickering lamp was Elian and Tarv. The big man had insisted that Elian join him and with no explanation led him to one of the abandoned sewer tunnels. 

		“What does it feel like when you tap into your Anger?” Tarv asked in the gloom his voice echoing off the brickwork of the tunnel. “Close your eyes and focus on it.”

		Elian took a deep breath and did as instructed. Almost at once he could feel heat spread through his body. His heart rate increased and soon his breathing became rapid. Every muscle trembled with the white-hot power that Anger provided.

		“You want to inflict harm. Real, consequential harm. You don’t care about anything when in Anger’s grip; it’s as though you are someone else, driven to breaking point by emotion so intense that you cannot control it any longer. Now, breathe out and allow the Anger to fade,” Tarv instructed.

		Thoughts of his parents, of the Hollowed and of everything he’d experience over the preceding months raced through Elian’s mind. His arms trembled as he concentrated on Tarv’s words. He was right. He did want to inflict harm on his enemies and whilst in Anger’s grip he no longer cared whether he lived or died. With an effort, he forced the memories and emotion aside and focused on clearing his mind. Rea’s words came to him, and soon he felt all of the pain and rage subside like a waning tide.

		“If you cannot tame the Anger it will consume you. If there is no means by which to vent it, it builds up, and it’s worse the next time and the time after that. Many a Gifted with Anger has succumbed to it and found themselves being sent to the Asylum of the Damned.”

		“Are other emotions as strong as Anger?” Elian asked.

		“All emotions possess great power. Fear, for example, can grant you the ability to flee at great speed or vanish within plain sight. Joy can make you as light as a feather and able to jump great heights or- even fly.”

		“Fly?” Elian cooed in wonder.

		Tarv chuckled. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. It takes years of training to be able to tap into the upper talents of the Power.”

		“Upper talent?”

		“All emotions have a base ability and what is known as an upper talent. As you know, Gifted such as myself can only tap into one power whereas Empowered Ones can use all of them. Take Anger for example. The upper talent of this power is known as Rage. Very few people have ever managed to harness it.”

		Elian looked up.

		“Have you ever managed to?” he asked.

		Tarv smiled and shook his head.

		“No. I am skilled with Anger, but it is an emotion that can very easily destroy you. Rage requires a focus and concentration that I can scarcely imagine. That heat you feel inside you when angry manifests itself into a physical form via Rage. I have only ever seen Vavius use it once and it was terrifying to behold.”

		“What happened?” Elian asked his curiosity piqued.

		“His Rage was so intense that fire burst from his skin. He became a walking inferno capable of bending the element to his whim. He slew a lot of Imperium soldiers that day, and it was the closest I’ve ever seen to him suffering a Break,” Tarv answered a hint of sadness in his voice.

		“Yin mentioned Breaks when he took Lizella and me in at Fork.”

		Tarv nodded.

		“Yin was a great man and an excellent teacher. He trained Rea when she first came into her powers. Did he explain what a Break is?”

		“Kind of. I didn’t really understand it though.”

		“Every time we use our powers we risk a Break. Those using what we call the negative emotions are more prone than those using the positive ones. Anger users, for example, are highly vulnerable to it. Using it too much can destroy a person as they become consumed by their Anger. The worst power of all, however, is Hate.”

		Elian shivered at the way Tarv said Hate.

		“Hatred almost always leads to a Break or worse. Those consumed by it become inhuman, almost monstrous,” Tarv went on.

		“Like the Hollowed?” Elian whispered.

		“No. They are something else entirely. Fortunately, a Hated One has not been seen in this world since before the fall of the kingdoms. They were corrupted Gifted who used their powers to spread  

		Elian shuddered at the thought of such beings. He was beginning to realise that the world was a lot bigger and more dangerous than he could have ever imagined. Before he could ask more questions, Tarv held up a hand.

		“Enough for today. Perhaps if we survive the next few days, I’ll tell you the rest of the tale. For now, though you have a visitor,” Tarv said gesturing to the end of the dark sewer tunnel.

		Standing in the dim light was Lizella a look of curiosity on her face.

		“Sorry for interrupting but could I speak with Elian?”

		Tarv uncrossed his legs and got to his feet. He offered a hand to Elian and pulled him up.

		“Of course. We were just finishing up anyway. I’ll leave you two alone.”

		With that Tarv tussled Elian’s hair and winked before walking down the tunnel and out of site. An awkward silence filled the tunnel. They’d not had a chance to speak properly since they were reunited. Elian rubbed the back of his neck not sure what to say.

		“I...”

		Lizella rushed forward and threw her arms around him, pulling him into a fierce embrace. She held him tightly not saying a word. Elian returned the hug; she smelt amazing as usual. After a few silent minutes, Lizella stepped back.

		“I’m so sorry I didn’t save you from those slavers on the road. Everything happened so fast, and Marcian took me into the woods. I tried to get to you, but the fighting was so intense,” Lizella said the words tumbling out of her mouth in a rush.

		“I was just glad you’d got away. Don’t blame yourself for any of this Lizella. If anyone is at fault, it’s me. All of this has happened because of me.”

		Lizella placed a hand on Elian’s cheek and forced him to look at her.

		“No. None of this is your fault. You have a power that you didn’t even know was within you. It’s not your fault the Imperium is the way it is. It’s them who are to blame for what happened in Fork and what’s happened to us. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through,” she said sadly.

		“The thought of you got me through it,” Elian replied without thinking. He flushed with embarrassment as he realised what he’d said. Lizella smiled and squeezed his hand.

		“You’re stronger than you know Elian. I’ve always thought so, even when Ruy would chase you through the woods and give you a beating,” she chuckled. The humour was quickly replaced by sadness.

		“Do you think they’re still alive. Our families and the others from Fork? Marcian told me that they would have most likely been taken to the mines of Hestra. I dread to think what they’re going through.”

		It was foolish he knew, but the way she said Marcian’s name he couldn’t help but feel a twang of jealousy. The man was only a year or two older than himself, but he had confidence that Elian envied. He shook the petty thoughts aside. He should thank the man for keeping his best friend safe.

		“We will find them Lizella. I promise,” he said with conviction. He didn’t add ‘only if we survive the days to come’.
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		THE PLAN WAS AN AUDACIOUS one. Tarv, Rea, Marcian and Lizella would once again don their disguises and pose as their noble alter egos to infiltrate the Conclave. Erin had warned them that there was a chance they would be recognised, but Marcian had argued that in all of the confusion at the manor and at Visp’s no one would be able to identify them as Elian’s rescuers. Elian himself would have to keep a low profile and would be with Erin and the other Liberators who would act as a distraction for any Imperium forces in the area.

		As was the way with the gatherings, all nobility from across the Western Imperium had to attend. It was where the Minister and Archons told them the will of the Supreme. Things such as how much the capital expected to receive in tribute of resources such as food, coal and iron. It was also the time when they were informed of the number of slaves they were expected to send. Every year that number had grown until now many of the nobles had found it increasingly difficult to hit their targets. With more and more people being sent to the capital there was less manpower to tend to their fields or dig in the mines, and those nobles unable to hit their quotas would often end up in chains themselves.

		The location of the Conclave changed each year on a rotating basis with the previous year’s having been held in Caspia to the south. Asta was filled to the brim with the Chosen and upper classes and even despite the fire that ravaged half the city trade was booming as peddlers and merchants took advantage of the wealthy in their midst. The fire had been fortuitous for those nobles who’d been running late and even on the day of the Conclave trains packed with nobles, and their servants arrived every hour.

		Elian watched as Lizella and the others climbed into the carriages arranged by Erin. She looked stunning. He flushed with embarrassment as she flashed him a smile and waved him over to the carriage. She took his hand in hers.

		“We’ll be fine. I think I’m getting the hang of this spy lark,” she joked lamely. He felt nervous for her but smiled back reassuringly.

		“Good luck,” he said before jumping back as the carriage got underway. He watched it go, his heart heavy. Erin called his name, and soon he was joining the Liberators in preparation for what was to come. The old man, Jip was overseeing the Sewage Rats as they loaded several rowing boats with muskets, powder and shot. Normally the thieves tried to stay out of Liberator affairs, but following the fire, the Imperium had executed any they had gotten their hands on. Such brutality had ironically given the Imperium’s enemy a new ally. Over the preceding days, the Sewage Rats had used their extensive knowledge of the city’s underground tunnels to plant explosives and prepare escape routes.

		When the others gave the signal, the Liberators would spring into action and try to take over key points in the city. With most of the troops and security at the Conclave, the Liberators hoped they would face little resistance and have enough time to dig in and cause as much chaos as possible. Nothing so audacious had been carried out before and even the previous years attempted slave uprising would pale in comparison to an Imperium city being taken over. Marcian had argued with Erin that her plan was insane, that they only needed a diversion, but the woman’s mind was made up. Sick and tired of hiding like rats in the sewers she was hell-bent on inflicting a real defeat on the Imperium. Even if it was likely to be a short-lived one. Elian’s role in the plan was to keep out of harm's way unless things went catastrophically wrong. Rescuing the most wanted man in the Imperium from under the noses of Hollowed and the city garrison sounded like madness. He would be ready.
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		THE CONCLAVE WAS HELD in Asta Palace, the old ancestral home of the ancient Sea Kings that had once ruled the region and terrorised the Dividing Sea. The architecture of the palace was in common with the rest of the ancient parts of the city. Huge blocks of sea-grey stone were interconnected like a house of cards. Despite the simplicity of the structure, it was the carvings on the surface of the stone that made it stand out. Intricate depictions of ancient sailing ships riding tumultuous waves and battling sea monsters covered virtually every square inch of space. The main Keep towered over the city, giant Imperium banners of the gold star on a purple field and the gold tower on a white field of the Venerable Chamber hung side by side. Leading towards the palace was the wide stone bridge now lined with soldiers, their armour gleaming in the sunlight.

		To Lizella, the sight was almost overwhelming. Never had she seen the power of the Imperium on such a grand scale. She glanced nervously at Marcian who gave her a reassuring smile. He didn’t look nervous at all, even as they were going into the heart of the beast’s den. 

		A wide oval-shaped plaza lay before the palace. Dozens of carriages were discarding their occupants, and hundreds of footmen and slaves scurried about meeting the needs of the nobility. The footman/Liberator driving their carriage stamped his foot down once in warning.

		“We’re almost there. Remember what we practised. Stay calm and pretend to be one of them. We need to wait until Tarv, and Rea kick things off and then move like the Supreme herself is behind us,” Marcian said as he straightened the collar of his jacket. Lizella nodded. Their role was simple. Whilst the Gifted were causing havoc they would grab Vavius and flee. She tapped her thigh and sighed at the reassuring weight of the small pistol strapped to it. No guard would ever dare search a lady in such a place.

		“If you end up needing to use that then we’ve failed,” Marcian said sternly. The carriage came to a stop, and the footman leapt from the driving board. The tall Liberator opened the door offering his hand to Lizella. Once outside the carriage, he wished them luck before climbing back up. With a crack of the reigns, he drove off back across the bridge. Lizella looked up at the imposing palace a feeling of terror in her guts. Marcian took her hand and squeezed it.

		“Stick to the plan, and we will be fine. C’mon let's find the others.”

		Together they made their way through the growing crowd of nobles. All of them were splendidly dressed, and an air of arrogance was tangible. Some of the men smiled and doffed their top hats to Lizella whilst more than a few of the ladies made doe eyes at Marcian.

		A line was forming outside the palace doors as the Imperium soldiers checked the identities of those attending. Once again Asta’s forgers had proven their worth. With a city full of nobles, it had proven relatively easy for them to get their hands on one of the Conclave invites. Marcian and Lizella joined the queue, up ahead they could see Tarv and Rea. They showed the disinterested door guard their invites and were waved through. The sheer number of attendees meant that the guards were not inclined to check every single person; if they did, then it would have taken all day to get them all inside.

		‘They’ll pay for their arrogance’ Marcian thought to himself as he presented his and Lizella’s invites. The guard read the invitation, looked them both up and down and waved them inside.

		The Main Hall of the palace was similar to the exterior. Greystone walls and floors. It was a grim place to hold such a prestigious gathering. Even the decorations were muted. Simple wooden tables and chairs, the occasional painting or tapestry. Aside from that, it was bare. Something about it sent a shiver up Lizella’s spine. She jumped as a voice spoke close to her ear.

		“The Venerable Chamber does not believe in luxury. They believe that all men and women should live simple lives and devote all of their wealth to the Supreme.”

		She turned to find General Rickon stood next to her.

		“I had hoped to see you again my dear.’ He once again took her gloved hand and kissed it. He looked at Marcian and bowed his head. “I am overseeing security. You must be the lady’s husband. I am General Rickon,” the general said shaking Marcian’s hand.

		“Nasty business the other night. I heard that there was some violence,” Marcian said his voice sincere. Lizella looked at him in a new light. The man should be an actor; he was so believable. There was not one hint of nervousness in his composure. Where did such confidence come from?

		“Yes, there was. Nothing my men couldn’t handle. Some trouble with one of the Fighter bands in the city,” the general said waving a hand dismissively.

		“I trust that once the Conclave has been completed that you and your men will be sent east to fight the Arikar? I’ve heard that the war goes ill for our beloved Imperium.”

		Rickon’s face flushed red at Marcian’s words. For a moment Lizella thought that the General would cause a scene, but just as quickly as the anger had appeared, he got it under control.

		“It is true that the Arikar are continuing to put up a – spirited resistance. I’m sure the brave warriors of the Eastern Imperium can handle them in time. Although, I would be lying if I didn’t say that I am itching to join the fray. Putting down troublesome slaves isn’t much of a challenge.”

		The two men stared at each other, a tension rising between them. Marcian broke the deadlock and shook Rickon’s hand with a tight smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Well, General I wish you luck. Come, my love, we’d best find a good spot inside,” he said stiffly before taking Lizella by the arm and leading her deeper into the growing crowd and away from the General. Rickon watched them go, his hand resting on the pommel of his sword. He did not like Lord Drunich.
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		THE PALACE’S GRAND Hall was vast. At four stories high, the great rooms vaulted ceiling towered above the gathered nobility. Every balcony, alcove and scrap of ground was occupied. The crowd was a riot of colour thanks to the lords and ladies’ finery. Lizella could tell that cliques had formed amongst the crowds. To the right of her and Marcian were nobles wearing the blue and green tunics and dresses that identified them from hailing from the lands of Kaspen to the west. The old kingdoms may have fallen centuries before, but the nobles seemed to enjoy continuing some of the old ways. To their left were men and women in the silver and burgundy of Caspia. She could recognise nearly every region of the Imperium thanks to the colour choices of those gathered in the hall. Marcian and herself were both wearing the red and gold of Olandis. They pushed their way into the middle of the crowd and waited. A raised stone platform dominated the centre of the hall, a set of wide marble steps led to its surface. On the platform stood Minister Trajin his hands clasped behind his back. He wore his finest suit of black silk, and an expensive looking pocket watch was on display in his breast pocket. As the nobles filed into the chamber, he checked the watch impatiently. After another ten minutes, the hall was packed to the rafters, and the heavy doors were closed with loud clunks. Trajin nodded to one of the soldiers standing at the edge of the platform. He raised his musket and slammed the solid butt against the floor. In synch, the hundred soldiers stationed around the hall followed suit. The thunderous noise silenced the gossiping nobles.

		“Lords and Ladies, welcome to this year’s Conclave. I apologise for the delay but judging from the business of the city’s train station it seems to have been advantageous for some of you,” Trajin said his voice menacing. Any pretext that the Conclave would be a jovial affair was lost. Marcian glanced around to see many of the Nobles pale at Trajin’s words.

		His attention fixed back to Trajin as the Minister gestured to some soldiers guarding one of the doors. The soldiers opened the door, and the crowd gasped. Shambling into the hall with hands bound and their clothes torn and bloody was Baron Nostrum and his wife. The soldiers shoved them forward laughing as Lady Nostrum staggered and fell to her knees. She cried out as an armoured boot kicked her savagely in the ribs. Her cries echoed around the stunned Hall. Grabbing her by her hair, she was dragged to her feet and pushed onto the platform.

		“Minister Trajin, please!” Nostrum pleaded.

		Trajin sneered at the Baron before addressing the crowd.

		“This Baron believed he was above the Supreme’s Law. He thought that he could use Gifted for the entertainment of his guests. As we all know, all Gifted are sought by the Supreme. They are to serve her and only her. Now,’ he paused for effect, ‘I know that many of you in this room attended this deviant’s parties unaware of these foul practices. However, I also know that some in this room did know and following investigations by the Venerable Chamber’s Interrogators those nobles have been brought to justice. Their corpses now hang from the walls of this palace.”

		Lizella squeezed Marcian’s hand in fright. The Minister was a monster, even the nobility of the Imperium appeared to be terrified of him.

		With a dismissive gesture, the soldiers drew their swords and hacked the Baron and his wife to pieces. Their screams echoed for long minutes after the fatal blows had been dealt. The crowd stared on, stunned by the horror of the killings. Some of the Ladies sobbed whilst the men looked on aghast. Lizella had to look away whilst Marcian looked on grim-faced.

		“Now that unpleasantness is done with we can move onto more... important business. Hear this, nobles of the Imperium. Insolence and illegal activity shall not be tolerated by the Supreme. Her words are sacrosanct, and the Venerable Chamber will enforce them however it deems fit,” Trajin paused, letting his words sink in. Some of the crowd nodded in agreement, but a few, Marcian noted, scowled or knotted their hands into fists. Perhaps some of the nobility were opposed to the Imperium too? He’d never considered that before. He loathed the men and women in the chamber, but now he realised that in their own way, they too were slaves to the Supreme’s will.

		The chamber doors opened again as the mutilated corpses of Baron Nostrum and his wife were dragged outside. A trail of red following them. Slaves rushed forward armed with mops and buckets and began frantically cleaning up the mess. Coming from the opposite direction marched another group of soldiers. Walking in the centre of the tight formation was a man in chains. His hair and beard were wild, and his clothes were nothing but tattered, filthy rags. They ascended the steps leading to the platform and shoved the bedraggled man to the floor. The soldiers then stepped back to take up a position at each of the platforms corners their muskets all aimed at their prisoner.

		“That must be Vavius,” Marcian whispered into Lizella’s ear. As soon as the words left his mouth, a murmur went through the crowd. He glanced at Lizella who had a look of terror on her face. The other nobles seemed to shrink back or tremble. Even Trajin appeared to be in discomfort.

		“Hollowed,” Lizella gasped weakly. Sure enough, one of the sinister thin figures appeared at the railing of the top balcony.

		“Behold!” Trajin bellowed, “Vavius, the most wanted man in the Imperium. An Empowered One who seeks to sow discord amongst the populace and the man who murdered Baron Hesselwit and his wife. For ten years the Venerable Chamber has hunted him and yet, it was I who have brought him to justice.”

		The nobles cheered Trajin’s words and to her surprise so did Lizella. Marcian stared at her in shock.

		“I... I feel compelled to cheer,” she gasped. Marcian looked up to see the smiling Hollowed. Somehow, it was influencing the crowd. Lizella clapped and shouted Trajin’s name along with all the other nobles. Only her eyes betrayed that she and all the others were nothing but the playthings of the creature acting as their puppet master. Tears fell onto her cheeks even as she applauded. Marcian touched the necklace around his neck and wondered. When they had fought the Hollowed before in the forest, he had been unaffected by its strange powers. He looked again at the bound man on the platform, something about him was familiar. The realisation struck him like a fist. Vavius was the man who had freed him from slavery, the man who told him he was heir to the throne of Aeranyth. He scanned the crowd desperately seeking out Tarv and Rea. To his relief, he spotted them struggling towards the platform. He took Lizella’s hand and followed suit.
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		“SOMETHING IS WRONG,” said Elian. He, Erin and a group of ten Liberators were loitering in a side street not far from the palace. He closed his eyes. Sure enough, he could sense something scratching at his mind. Concentrating harder, he could feel despair pulsing like a beacon from the palace. His eyes snapped open as he recognised the feeling.

		“Lizella and the others are in terrible danger!” he exclaimed as the unnerving sensation grew unbearable.

		Erin snorted and shook her head.

		“Calm yourself boy. Of course, they’re in terrible danger the fools have walked right into the heart of evil after all.”

		Elian scowled at her and shook his head. “No, I’m telling you something isn’t right. I can feel Fear emanating from the palace. It feels like everyone inside is petrified of something. I... have to go,” he said before stepping out into the street.

		“Get your arse back here!” Erin hissed.

		“She- they need our help,” Elian replied his tone desperate. Before she could stop him, the lad was off and running down the street towards the palace.

		“Blast it all!” she shouted angrily. “You and you’ she said pointing to two of the Liberators, ‘stay here and get ready to set off the explosives. The rest of you with me, we need to stop that young idiot from getting us all killed!”

		Erin led her men into the street and set off after Elian. The streets were eerily quiet due to the martial law imposed by Minister Trajin. Windows were shuttered, and doors barred as the city’s citizens cowered in their homes.

		They covered the short distance to the palace quickly, standing in the center of the road ahead of them was Elian a look of horror on his face. Erin grabbed him by the arm and pulled him off of the street.

		“Have you gone mad boy?” she demanded.

		“We’re too late. We have to attack, we have to do something!” he argued.

		She stared at him; the lad had truly lost the plot. A sound came from the direction of the palace.

		“Is that what it sounds like?” said one of the Liberators his face pale.

		Erin tilted her head to listen. Screams. The screams of hundreds of people carried on the breeze. She looked at Elian again who looked at her with pleading eyes.

		“We have to do something!”

		“Look” called one of the Liberators.

		From their position at the opposite end of the bridge leading to the palace, they could see Imperium soldiers march quickly inside. The exterior was unguarded!
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		THE SCREAMING BEGAN. The chambers doors were barred by grim-faced Imperium soldiers their weapons loaded and aimed at the panicking nobles. Minister Trajin gawped at the men marching into the room before regaining some of his composure. His mind was still reeling from the influence of the Hollowed; it was like trying to see through a thick fog.

		“What is the meaning of this?” he slurred. The soldiers ignored him. A shout from the crowd caused him to look up. Like something from a nightmare, the Hollowed leapt from the upper balcony, its black coat billowing open behind it and its empty eyes fixed on his own. With impossible grace, the Hollowed landed in front of Trajin, a sinister smile on its eyeless face.

		“The Supreme has had enough of the nobility’s schemes Trajin. She commands that all of you must die in order to ensure a smooth transition of power to the Venerable Chamber. Your ill ambitions die here. You are all just puppets to her will, only through her grace and generosity has she allowed you to serve her.”

		Trajin stepped backwards before falling to his knees. Today was supposed to have been his day of glory. The Hollowed raised its arm and dropped it. The gesture was the order to the soldiers to set about their grim task. The screaming started as the soldiers drew their swords and set to work cutting down the panic-stricken nobles. Trajin cried out in terror at the scene of carnage unfolding before him.

		“I have only ever served the Supreme!”

		The Hollowed stepped forward so that its face was close to Trajin’s.

		“I am the First Fear, and I am no longer a slave. Her time, like yours, shall soon end,” the Hollowed replied, it’s voice barely a whisper.

		The Hollowed smiled and reached out with a long thin arm. Bony fingers grabbed the screaming Trajin’s head. It squeezed with supernatural strength until with a sickening pop it crushed the Minister’s skull like an egg.
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		TARV AND REA PUSHED their way to the platform as all around them the defenceless nobles were cut to pieces. Some of the men fought back with their bare hands; one even managed to disarm a soldier and take his sword for his own. The room was carnage. Blood covered the walls and stone floor, and the shouts and din of the chaos were near deafening. Rea dodged a sword thrust aimed at her heart and stepped toward her surprised attacker. With a cry, she smashed an elbow into the soldier’s throat dropping him to the ground in a heap. She scooped up the sword and tossed it Marcian who had fought his way over to them. Blood covered his once pristine suit, and a tear was in his jacket.

		“This is insane!” Marcian panted. At his side, Lizella continued to struggle with the effects of the Hollowed. The creature’s power had either caused the nobles to freeze with fright or collapse to the floor in jabbering heaps; both were easy pickings for the murderous soldiers.

		More of the Imperium troops cut their way through the crowd towards them until they were surrounded. Tarv and Rea settled into combat stances whilst Marcian held his sword at the ready. The soldiers charged but were no match for the Gifted. With a punch, Tarv sent his attacker flying backwards to crash into the other soldiers who fell to the ground in a tangle of limbs and swearing. Rea, using her smaller frame easily dodged the swords of her attackers before lashing out with feet and fists. Those nobles who had managed to regain some of their wits hurried over to them either to help fight or to seek safety. Soon, men and women had picked up the swords of the soldiers bested by Rea and Tarv, and a desperate fight for survival ensued.

		The First Fear turned to face them.

		“Gifted here?” it snarled in surprise.

		Tarv leapt onto the platform, Rea close behind him.

		“Free Vavius and get out of here!” Tarv shouted. With a roar, he charged the Hollowed. The creature still surprised to see them reacted a second too slowly allowing Tarv to deliver a powerful punch to its face. The thin creature was sent flying off the platform to crash onto the floor below.

		Meanwhile, Rea cut the bonds about Vavius hands and feet and helped him to stand. A tired smile was on the Empowered One's face.

		“Rea. I knew you’d come for me,” he sighed, pulling her into a tight embrace.

		“Can you fight?” she asked.

		Vavius tried to stand straighter but staggered and fell to his knees.

		“I’m too weak, I’ll need some time,” he said tiredly. The livid wounds on his bare torso showed what he had endured as the Imperium’s prisoner.

		“We have to get out of here,” shouted Marcian. The number of people resisting was falling by the second as they were cut down one by one by the now reorganised soldiers. The screaming had weakened in volume as the bodies piled up. Now, only a few dozen nobles were left standing. Blood and gore filled the chamber.

		The Hollowed rose to its feet and stalked towards them. The soldiers un-holstered their pistols and aimed at the survivors. Just as all seemed lost, a deafening explosion ripped through the palace, sending debris and thick choking smoke pouring into the chamber. The force of the blast sent those inside sprawling to the ground. A huge hole had appeared in one of the walls of the chamber and standing in the newly formed gap stood Elian.

		He ran into the room a squad of Liberators at his back. Channelling Anger, he fought his way through the dazed Imperium soldiers. Screaming troops were sent flying from his blows to be quickly dispatched by the Liberators. Bangs filled the Chamber as they fired their muskets. Marcian and Rea picked themselves up from the debris-covered floor and helped Vavius back to his feet; an arm slung over each of their shoulders. The surviving nobles took their chance and fled.

		“Come on!” Elian shouted. He ran forward and took the dazed Lizella by the arm. With ease, he scooped her up in his arms and headed towards their hastily created exit. The others followed, but just as it appeared that they had reached relative safety, Rea shouted in warning. The Hollowed was back on its feet, and its focus was fixed on Elian. Before he could even cry out the Hollowed crossed the distance between them so that they stood face to face. Fear almost overwhelmed Elian, but he now knew how to tap into its power. He would not let the monster touch Lizella. Fear gave him the speed to flee. With impossible speed, he dashed towards the exit and emerged outside to find the rest of the Liberators engaged in a shootout with what looked like an entire battalion of Imperium soldiers. Leading them was the man in the white uniform, the one who had attacked Visp’s compound.  Erin spotted them emerging from the Palace and yelled at them to take cover.

		A musket ball whizzed past Elian’s head to strike the stonework behind him. He tensed before launching himself into a Fear enhanced sprint. The wind whistled in his ears, and Lizella’s hair tickled his face. At first, he was afraid he would fall as his legs moved incredibly quickly, but the power within him allowed him to maintain his balance and fall over. He flashed past the stunned soldiers and ran through the empty city’s streets. He only stopped once he’d reached Asta’s main gate, three miles from the palace. A distance he’d covered in less than a minute. Carefully he dropped Lizella from his arms. She shook her head and using an arm moved her now ruined hairdo out of her eyes. A shocked smile was on her lips.

		“What Yin said was true. You are an Empowered One. I guess the days of us racing each other through the woods are behind us; it would hardly be fair,” she joked. Moving at such speed had been exhilarating. Her smile faded as the distant sounds of heavy fighting reached their ears.

		“I have to go back and help the others. Meet us at the railyard as planned. I’ll be back as soon as I can I promise,” Elian said eager to return to the fray. Demonstrating just one of his abilities to Lizella had filled him with adrenaline.

		“Go, be careful!” she said. Elian nodded before disappearing in a blur of speed back toward the palace. 
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		THE LIBERATORS PRESSED forward. They had to clear the courtyard of soldiers if any of them were to survive. From the city came the sounds of more explosions and gunfire. The other groups had sprung into action. Erin dived for cover behind a stone column, if things were going to plan elsewhere then her men should have overrun the lightly defended barracks by now.

		“Erin look!” shouted one of her men. She peeked around the column to where the man was pointing. She laughed. The Western Gate had fallen, the flag of the Imperium had been torn down and, in its place, flew the blue and gold of the Liberators. Her smile disappeared however as Marcian, and his companions emerged from the palace.

		Tarv was sent flying backwards out of the hole to crash onto the courtyard. Blood flowed from a wound on his head, and his eyes were dazed. The big man tried to rise to his feet, but his legs gave way sending him to his knees. The others ran outside and emerging from the hole close behind came the First Fear. Marcian handed Vavius to Rea.

		“Get him out of here!” Marcian shouted to Rea as he rushed over to Tarv, his pistol in hand. “Don’t just gawp at it, shoot it!” he bellowed to the Liberators.

		Erin nodded, and she and her men aimed their pistols and muskets at the thin monster. She pulled the trigger, and her pistol jumped in her hand. Other Liberators opened fire, but to their horror, the Hollowed held up a bony hand and halted the bullets in mid-air. A cruel smile crossed its lips as it splayed its fingers to send return the balls of lead back whence, they had come. It happened so fast. Erin’s eyes widened as she felt the bullet strike her in her torso, the force of the impact causing her to crash onto her back breathlessly. She coughed, and sticky wet blood emerged from her lips. Her vision blurred but she could see that her compatriots were in similar states or worse. Marcian too was on his back and holding a hand to a bleeding shoulder. The only ones left standing were Rea, with the unconscious Vavius slung over her arm and the Hollowed.

		“Hand over Vavius girl, and I might just spare your miserable life,” the First Fear said in its scratchy voice as it stalked towards her. Rea stepped back, almost stumbling under Vavius weight.

		“Leave her alone monster,” Tarv shouted, but the wound to his head only caused him to stumble and reach weakly for the Hollowed.

		“We have no interest in your kind, just the Empowered Ones, and I have a score to settle with Vavius,” the Hollowed carried on. It reached for the petrified Rea, but just as it was about to grab her, a figure suddenly appeared between the two. Elian had returned.
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		‘I’M INSANE’ Elian thought as he placed himself between Rea and the Hollowed. He was certain that if the horror before him had eyes, they would have registered surprise. Around him, the others staggered to their feet. To his left, the Liberators helped Erin and dragged her out of the courtyard. Marcian meanwhile held his wounded shoulder and aided Tarv up. The big man was slipping in and out of consciousness.

		“So, you’re the one we’ve been looking for,” the Hollowed snarled.  “The Supreme has been obsessed with finding you, boy. Your Emergence was something special, and she longs to meet you face to face.”

		Elian stood his ground his hands knotting into fists. He had to buy the others time to escape. Behind him, he could hear Rea pleading for him to run, that no Gifted or Empowered One had ever defeated a Hollowed.

		“Do you know who I am boy? I am the First Fear, the one chosen by the Supreme to lead her devoted disciples. I was once like you. Young, ambitious, foolish. She showed me the truth; she showed me what is to come.”

		“And what is that?” Elian asked; daring to glance over his shoulder. The Liberators were engaged in vicious hand to hand fighting with the Imperium soldiers whilst the others had managed to fight their way across the bridge and back into the city.

		“The end of all things. She believes that only she can stop it and to do that she needs all of our obedience. Vavius and his foolish dream of freedom is a lie that will only lead to this world’s annihilation.”

		What was the creature talking about? End of all things? What did that mean? He shook his head and instead focused on the Hollowed. He fixed on the memories of Fork and his parents, of all the pain he’d had to endure since that night, of the pain Lizella had suffered too. Anger flared in his chest strengthening his body. Without warning, he dashed forward and struck. His fist connected solidly with the Hollowed causing its head to rock backwards and for it to stagger back in surprise.

		To Elian, his movements felt like they had occurred in slow motion but to everyone else, he had crossed the distance in the blink of an eye. A rush of euphoria rushed through him at having fully tapped into his power. He felt invincible, and that was his undoing. His Anger was replaced with Joy causing his strength to vanish just as quickly as it had manifested. The Hollowed struck back, its blow sending Elian flying backwards to crash into the bridge behind him. The impact sent him bouncing several times until finally, he skidded to a halt halfway across. Shock filled him and as he tried to stand his legs buckled. The blow had been ten times stronger than the one he’d received from the Gifted in the duel. His vision blurred as he tried to rise once more. This time he remembered what Yin had told him, and soon he fixed on Positivity. His vision cleared and the bones that had shattered because of the blow fused together painfully.

		The First Fear stepped onto the bridge and advanced toward him.

		“Let us see if you are as powerful as your Emergence suggested,” it said menacingly.

		Elian stood and dropped into the fighting stance taught to him by Tiberio. He reached into his cloak and pulled out Visp’s white metal dagger. Behind him, the others were fleeing deeper into the city, but he knew how fast the creature advancing toward him could move. He had to buy them more time to reach the railyard and escape.

		The Hollowed dash forward, an open palm aimed directly at Elian’s chest. Without thinking, he ducked under the blow and countered with the dagger. The metal skimmed the Hollowed’s chest tearing the material of its once pristine black suit. It snarled at him as it touched the torn material.

		“Impressive. You have a raw talent that is plain to see. I wonder how impressive you could become with some proper training,” the Hollowed said thoughtfully. It tilted its head to one side and smiled sinisterly. “Young fool, you have no idea the power that you possess. Let me show you but a taste.”

		The Hollowed raised a hand, and to Elian’s horror, the dagger was ripped out of his hand to fly into the Hollowed’s open palm.

		‘Impossible!’ he thought before chiding himself for his foolishness. All he had experienced lately was the impossible, and he’d been performing enough acts that broke the realms of reality himself. 

		The Hollowed tucked the dagger into his jacket pocket. It raised its arm and pointed at Elian. A wave of intense sorrow washed over him sending him staggering backwards. As soon as it had struck it was replaced with rage, then joy, then hate, every emotion a person could ever experience battered him like a cudgel. Elian gripped his head and screamed. It felt as though his mind were being torn apart. Then to his shock, he felt himself being lifted into the air by some invisible force. He flapped his arms like a fledgeling bird, unable to fight the panic threatening to overwhelm him.

		“You know nothing of the powers bestowed upon us. Let the Supreme show you your true nature. People like us were never meant to serve others as the Mentors would have you believe. They are but ants under our boots. The Supreme will reveal this to you in time,” the Hollowed said in its scratchy voice. Elian opened his eyes, the creature’s mouth wasn’t moving, it was talking to him directly via thought alone! His hands went to his throat as the invisible grip tightened about it. Gasping for air, legs kicking frantically he could feel himself blacking out. The Hollowed meant to capture him, deliver him as a prize to its master and there was nothing, he could do to stop it.

		“Let him go!” came a voice from behind him. The Hollowed’s grip eased slightly as its attention fixed on Tarv.

		“The one from the forest. An impressive trick you pulled dropping that tree on me. First I will kill you and then take the boy to my master.”

		With a dismissive gesture, Elian fell to the ground in a heap gasping. He looked up at Tarv with pleading eyes.

		“You’ll die” he rasped.

		Tarv smiled grimly.

		“Aye that I may. Use your power Elian and flee with the others,” the big man said. With a roar, he launched himself at the Hollowed and the two locked into mortal combat.

		Elian wanted to plead with him to run, but he knew that he wouldn’t. The Gifted was willing to sacrifice himself for him, a young man with a power he didn’t understand. Tears formed in Elian’s eyes, but he did as he was instructed and focused on the healing powers of Joy. Instantly strength returned to his limbs and he staggered back to his feet.

		Tarv and the Hollowed were exchanging punches, but it was clear that more of the Hollowed’s were connecting than the Gifted were. The two combatants fought at such a speed that it was almost impossible to see their movements. Their limbs moving in a blur.

		With one last look, Elian ran as fast as his still wobbly legs would carry him.
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		TARV’S HEAD SNAPPED back as the Hollowed delivered another devastating blow. Blood and spittle flew from his mouth, but still, the Gifted fought on. Tarv parried one attack and kicked out, his foot connecting solidly with the Hollowed’s flank, with the amount of power he’d put into the strike he should have shattered the Hollowed’s femur but instead, the creature merely grunted. It struck again, a closed fist connecting powerfully with his chest. Tarv cried out as he felt several ribs shatter under the impact. He staggered backwards and coughed up blood. His cloak was torn and tattered from the Hollowed’s attacks almost tripping him as he retreated. Angrily he ripped the fastener from around his neck and threw the cloak to the ground.

		“Are you ready to die like Yin did I wonder?” the Hollowed sneered.

		Tarv’s vision swam, and his head was swirling. Despite that one thought entered his mind. ‘How does this thing know who we are?’

		“Who are you?” he asked croakily.

		A sinister smile crossed the Hollowed’s face.

		“Vavius knows, and soon you will be dead, so I suppose it does not matter now. Do you remember when you first joined Vavius and his little band of wannabe heroes?”

		Tarv’s mind raced. It had been over ten years since Vavius had found him in the fighting pits of Caspia. He had lived what surely would have been Elian’s fate. At that time there had been seven members of Vavius’s band, and it was they who had sent he and Rea to seek out Elian.

		There was Skit, a twitchy middle-aged man who was a Master of Fear. Cleo, a runaway nobleman’s daughter and Master of Anticipation. Kasdar, the Master of Surprise and his sibling Garen a Master of Disgust. Then there had been Yin who left their ranks in search of a peaceful life in the wilderness. Finally, there had been -

		“You!” Tarv gasped in surprise.

		“Ah, the penny drops,” the First Fear cackled. “You all left me to die; remember. The Hollowed captured me, and the Supreme saw fit to spare me. As an Empowered One I was valuable to her and, so she made me the man I am today.”

		Tarv sank to his knees. So, the rumours were true. The Supreme sought out and hunted the Empowered Ones to turn them into the very things they were sworn to destroy. Horror wormed its ways into Tarv’s stomach. He looked up at the Hollowed as it loomed over him.

		“I...I’m sorry Corvon,” he said softly.

		The Hollowed hesitated at hearing the name, but it shook its head hissing in annoyance.

		‘That’s strange,’ Tarv thought.

		The thing that had been Corvon drew back its fist and punched with all its might.

		“No. Not Corvon. I am the First Fear.”

		The last thing Tarv thought before the Hollowed’s fist obliterated his skull was that the others had no idea of the immensity of the evil they were trying to fight.
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		Chapter 24.
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		ASTA’S TRAIN STATION was empty save for the small band of Liberators that had taken up defensive positions outside. Marcian led the way to the platform and gave orders to his men to secure one of the train’s standing still in the nearby railyard. He looked at his bruised and battered companions. Erin was in a bad way but conscious, Lizella looked traumatised, and Rea was quiet as though she knew that her friend was dead. Sitting at her feet with his eyes closed was the mysterious Vavius, to Marcian it looked as though his wounds were healing at an impossible rate. The wounds to his bearded face already looked better, and the marks on his arms were fading.

		In the distance they could hear the sounds of gunfire and explosions as the citizens of Asta rose up in defiance of the Supreme. Marcian shook his head. Erin had always dreamed of overthrowing the ruling class, but even she would never have guessed that it would have been the Supreme herself that would have commanded their execution. The motive behind the horror they had witnessed at the Conclave was a mystery. Why eliminate those who had ensured your rule? Erin’s people had rallied the citizens and encouraged them to rise up, but it mattered little. He shuddered as he remembered how easily the Hollowed had killed his people in the forest. Untrained civilians would stand no chance.

		“I have to get back to the fight,” Erin said wincing in pain.

		Marcian knelt next to her and took her hand in his.

		“No Erin. You’re wounded, and we’re getting out of here.”

		An angry look crossed Erin’s face. She tried to stand but cried out in pain from her injury. Sinking back to the ground, she glared at Marcian.

		“I can’t leave my city. You hear that? Those are my people fighting and dying for their chance of freedom. I’m not like you, Marcian; I can’t just run away.”

		Her words stung, but he understood them. It was true that he’d started plenty of fights but had never finished one. The uprising of the previous year had started off well but as soon as things had turned back into the favour of the Imperium he’d abandoned brave warriors like Erin to their fate. Instead of riding to her aid he’d taken his fighters and fled into the forest. Some king.

		“The Hollowed will kill them all Erin.”

		“No.,” said Rea. The young Gifted walked over to them a determined look on her stern face.

		“If Elian and Tarv fail then we must lure it out of the city. The chances are high that it’s already on its way.”

		“Rea, I-” Marcian started.

		“Don’t say you’re sorry Marcian. We all knew what we were risking.”

		Marcian glanced at Vavius and lowered his voice.

		“Is he worth it? A lot of good men and women have died to save him. And much more are likely to perish in the days to come.”

		Rea smiled softly and nodded.

		“He is. He is the best of us. When he is back to his full strength, the Supreme will rue the day.”

		A loud whistle sounded in the near distance, and the chug-chug-chug of one of the trains grew in volume as it approached the station. Steam billowed out of the large chimney located in the locomotive. The engine rolled towards the platform; a single carriage attached to it. Driving the train was Jip, the old man was dressed for battle. A plate of iron was affixed across his chest, and iron plates were sewn into his clothing. As the train crawled to a halt, he stepped onto the platform.

		“The railyard is secure, seems most of the city garrison is being held back by our lads at the western gate-” he was cut off by a loud explosion from within the city, “- they’ve blown the bridge. That’ll slow those Imperium goons down. I suggest you all get on board and we get out of here.”

		Marcian nodded in agreement.

		“He’s right. It’s time for us to leave. Is there no convincing you Erin?”

		Erin shook her head.

		“No. We will hold this city for as long as we can. Spread word of what has happened here, let the people know that we can strike back at the Imperium. Perhaps it will encourage others to fight or at least give them some hope,” she said. She pulled Marcian into a strong hug. “Get out of here!” she added with tears in her eyes.

		“Someone’s coming!” shouted one of the Liberators tasked with keeping watch on the road. Everyone readied weapons, but the tension eased as soon as it had begun as only a single figure appeared. It was Elian. Marcian ordered his men to lower their weapons.

		Elian’s cloak was torn, and he was bruised and pale. Rea hurried over to him, but the look in his eyes told her what in her heart she already knew. Tarv was dead.

		“Let’s get out of here,” Elian said softly.

		The survivors clambered into the carriage. In their party was Marcian, Lizella, Elian, Rea and Vavius as well as Jip and four Liberators who would drive the train. With a whoosh of spray and steam, the train began to pull out of the station slowly. Marcian looked forlornly out of the carriage’s window at Erin and her people. A movement caught his eye. A solitary figure was running on the train tracks behind them. Erin and her people opened fire, but the figure kept on coming. Its eyeless gaze was fixed on the train. Erin shouted a warning, but her words were lost in the noise of the train.

		The First Fear was coming for them.
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		“GET THIS THING MOVING!” Marcian roared to Jip and the other men in the locomotive. They stoked the engine with coal as fast as they could, but even then, the machine seemed to take an eternity to pick up speed. Elian staggered to the back of the carriage his eyes wide. The First Fear was unstoppable. It had defeated him without breaking a sweat, and it had murdered Tarv, a man who was a master in his Gift just as easily. His eyes settled on Vavius. The Empowered One was slipping in and out of consciousness, and his skin remained deathly pale.

		“Get up Vavius we need you. We can’t stop it!” he said, his voice cracking into a desperate plea. 

		The man opened an eye and looked at him.

		“Elian. We have much to talk about...I...” Vavius’s head slumped back to his chest.

		Rea crouched next to him and checked his pulse.

		“It’s no good. He’s not able to stay conscious long enough to use his abilities. It’s up to us.”

		Marcian pushed Elian out of the way and kicked open the carriage’s rear door.

		“What are you doing?” Elian cried. On the tracks and gaining fast was the Hollowed. Its legs moved at a near blur and its skinny arms pumping up and down like some sort of unstoppable macabre machine.

		“Killing this thing that’s what,” Marcian snapped back. With his hair whipping about his face he crouched and took aim with his pistol. Closing one eye he focused down the site. The Hollowed weaved left and right at such a speed that it was making him dizzy. Nonetheless, he squeezed the trigger. The pistol kicked in his hand, and for a split second, it appeared as though their pursuer had been struck. Its pace slowed, and it seemed to stumble. For a heartbeat, Marcian and the others felt a glimpse of hope, but that was quickly dashed as the Hollowed righted itself touched its chest and pulled back its arm.

		“Look out!” Elian warned. The Hollowed’s arm lanced forward hurling the bullet with even more force than the pistol had done. Elian stepped forward, but it was too late; the bullet struck Marcian in the chest sending him flying backwards through the carriage to land in an unconscious heap. Lizella screamed. The Hollowed gained ground.

		“It’s me, it's after,” Elian muttered to himself.

		Rea grabbed him by the arm.

		“Don’t even think about it. Tarv died to save you, we will escape it.”

		The carriage door opened and in walked a flustered Jip.

		“If you powered folks are done whinging we could use your help in the engine. Use those abilities of yours to stoke the fires and we might just outrun that thing!” he said.

		Elian nodded and followed the old man to the engine. Two of the Liberators were stoking the steam engines fire as fast as they could, but it was clear that they were tiring fast. Taking one of the shovels from one of the exhausted men he focussed his Anger. The events of the day flashed into his mind, and this time the feeling was more intense than it had ever been. He fixed the First Fear in his mind and began to shovel the coal. To an observer, he moved in fast-forward his limbs working overtime. His stoking quickly took effect, and within moments the train lurched forward as the engine grew hotter and hotter.

		The wind whistled in his ears as the train careened down the track at a speed it was never intended to achieve.

		“It’s working!” shouted Rea from the carriage.

		Behind them, even the First Fear could not keep up, and soon it vanished into the distance.

		They had escaped.

		

		
			[image: image]
		

		

		AFTER AN HOUR, THE train elicited a cloud of steam as it slowed to a halt. Lizella sat on the floor of the carriage her once beautiful dress now covered in blood and dirt. In her lap, she cradled Marcian’s head. His once bronze skin had turned a deathly pale thanks to the loss of blood he had suffered, but at least he was alive. A piece of her dress was bound tightly around his shoulder in an attempt to slow the bleeding. As the train stopped, Rea got to her feet and opened one of the windows.

		“We should be safe here mistress. According to my calculations, we should be a good eighty miles from Asta and thirty from Caspia. That puts us smack bang in the middle of nowhere,” explained Jip as he jumped down from the locomotive. “From here I suggest we make our way east and make for Arika.”

		Elian stepped down from the engine, his face and clothes were covered in black soot. He shook his head sending powder flying in all directions.

		“No,” said Vavius his hand gripping Rea’s cloak.

		She knelt down next to him and helped him into a sitting position. Some of the colour had returned to his skin, and some of the wounds had visibly begun to heal. Even in his weakened condition the Empowered One was using his abilities.

		“You’re awake finally. We have to get to safety, the whole of the Imperium is no doubt searching for us, and we are in no condition to fight,” Rea explained.

		Vavius shook his head.

		“There’s something I have to do, something important. I know a place to the south where we can lay low. Help me up.”

		“You’re too weak,” Rea argued. Vavius fixed her with a hard stare until she relented and helped him stand. He winced in pain but quickly shook it off. Meanwhile, Elian helped Lizella carry the wounded Marcian from the carriage.

		“If we don’t get him some help soon, he won’t make it,” Elian said.

		“And you won’t be able to carry him on your shoulders where we need to go,’ Vavius interrupted. Despite his injuries, he smiled at Elian. ‘it’s good to finally meet you in person Elian.”

		“You too,” Elian replied tiredly.

		“We need to make a stretcher for our wounded Liberator here. Elian get in here; I need your help. You’ - he said pointing to Lizella, ‘- I need you to stay strong just as you have been. Keep talking to him. Keep him with us.”

		Vavius pointed Elian to one of the carriage seats.

		“When I say; pull.”

		The two gripped either end of the row of seats and braced.

		

		“Pull!”

		

		Using Anger, the two Empowered Ones ripped the seats from the carriage floor and proceeded to carry them outside. Vavius then ripped the arms from each seat and pulled off the backs so that the seats now resembled a mattress. Elian lifted Marcian onto it.

		“Now for handles,” Vavius said clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth in thought. He snapped his fingers and hurried to the train engine. Using his power, he ripped the coupling rods from the wheels. Next, he ordered Elian to lay the makeshift stretcher  on top of the two rods. Then he knelt next to the rods and placed a hand to each corner of the stretcher. A white light seemed to emanate from his palms, and to Elian’s shock, the metal began to fuse with the base of the seats. Somehow Vavius had welded the rods to create makeshift handles.

		Vavius stood back to admire his handiwork and smiled.

		“That’ll do,” he said simply before letting Jip and Elian lift it. It was clear that with every second that went by Vavius was regaining his strength. The colour had returned to his skin, and the wounds had healed even more.

		“Right then. Let’s be off,” Vavius said, his tone surprisingly cheery.
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		Chapter 25.
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		THEY WALKED FOR HALF a day through the countryside of the Western Imperium, being careful to avoid the roads. The terrain of gently sloping foothills and pine forest was relatively easy going, and they made good progress. They didn’t speak much as they travelled, the enormity of the events in Asta was still fresh in their tired minds. Through their actions, the Imperium’s second city was now in open rebellion, and word of the uprising would surely spread across the land. It was both exciting and terrifying. How would the Supreme react?

		Finally, they emerged from a forest and onto a flat plain. Fields and orchards dominated the landscape but at the centre stood a manor house. As they approached Elian could see that people were working the land. Unlike the slaves he had seen in Asta these seemed well fed and healthy.

		“Why have you led us to a lordlings manor?” Jip asked.

		Vavius shook his head.

		“Fear not old man. This land belongs to an ally. These people are not slaves, but workers paid a fair wage by their employer. Would it surprise you to learn that not all of the nobility treats their people in barbaric ways?”

		“It would indeed for that is not my experience,” Jip grumbled back in reply.

		They walked up the stone clad path towards the manor house. They were all footsore and hungry, but it was Lizella who was struggling the most. Her eyes were heavy with exhaustion, and the silk dress she still wore was not ideal for travel. She’d tossed her heels a short time into the hike, and now her bare feet were cut and blistered. Despite it all, she held her head high doing her best to stay strong for the wounded Marcian and the traumatised Elian. Rea meanwhile was barely holding her emotions in check as every so often she would wipe her eyes as Tarv’s fate threatened to overwhelm her.

		The expensive mahogany doors of the manor swung open and out strode a portly gentleman wearing the smart clothing of a noble. At seeing Vavius, he smiled and pulled the half-naked Empowered One into a hug.

		“Vavius! I had feared the worst. Come inside you, and your friends look exhausted.”

		Vavius thanked the man and turned to face the others.

		“This is lord Wendal. A man who joined our cause many years ago and who has proved invaluable as a spy in the Supremes court. We can trust him,” he said reassuringly.

		Wendal clapped his hands, and a dozen servants appeared in the hallway behind him.

		“Prepare some food, hot baths and get the guest rooms ready. We have company!”

		Wendal ushered them all inside before closing the doors. The reception room was bigger than Elian’s house had been in Fork. Crystal chandeliers dominated the ceiling and paintings of the lord, and his family decorated the walls. Red carpet covered the floor, and tall windows inlaid high on the walls flooded the room with light.

		A servant handed Vavius a cotton shirt which he put on gratefully. He was glad to finally be protected from the elements. Other servants took the stretcher bearing the unconscious Marcian and carried it up the broad flight of stairs. Lizella moved to follow, but Wendal shook his head.

		“Do not worry my dear your wounded companion will be well looked after here. I have an in-house physician that will tend to his needs,” he said noting the concerned look on Lizella’s face.

		“How is Clara?” Vavius asked as Wendal led them through a side door and into a lavish living area. Large comfortable couches were arranged in a semi-circle in front of a huge open fireplace.

		“Her condition is the same, I'm afraid. Some days she is like her old self, others I do not even recognise her,” the Lord replied sadly.

		Wendal ushered them all to sit whilst servants brought in plates of fruit and pitchers of freshly squeezed apple juice.

		Once they were all seated and comfortable, the Lord leant forward and placed his hands on his knees. He looked at Elian as though studying every contour of his face.

		“So, you’re the one.”

		Elian sat back in surprise. Vavius chuckled.

		“Wendal here is a Gifted. One that hides his powers; naturally,” he explained.

		“What can I say. My life is a lie. I pretend to be a loyal servant of the Supreme whilst at the same time helping escaped slaves and aiding our mutual friend here. You’re Emergence was very impressive. Even to me as weak in the Power as I am, it felt like being hit about the head by a club.”

		“I’m... sorry?” Elian replied confusion in his voice. Wendal laughed heartily and slapped his leg.

		“So Vavius I assume the fact that you’ve found your way to me finally means that you found what you were looking for?” the Lord asked changing his focus to the older Empowered One.

		Vavius nodded.

		“I had my hands on it Wendal. You were right, Hesselwit was in possession of the map. I was so close to retrieving it, but the Hollowed were waiting for me. Hence the six months of no news from me.”

		“You have my sympathies. I cannot imagine what you must have endured at those monsters’ hands.”

		“It doesn’t matter. Thanks to Rea and my new companions here I am alive and well. We paid a heavy price for it with Tarv’s death, but I promise you that he has not died in vain,” Vavius said looking at Rea. The young woman wiped a tear from her eye and took his hand in hers.

		“Forgive me, but what map?” Lizella asked. She had followed the conversation the best she could, but the talk between the two strange men was lost on her.

		Wendal and Vavius exchanged a look.

		“You can trust us Vavius,” Elian said. “I know I was full of doubts before. You’re right I can’t let Tarv’s and Yin’s deaths be for nothing. Both of them died protecting Lizella and me. You and the Hollowed seem to think I am something special, teach me how to use my powers and I will help you.”

		With a sigh, Vavius stood and began pacing the room.

		“What do you know about the Supreme? Forget the propaganda and forget what the Venerable Chamber claim.”

		The question took Elian by surprise. He thought, trying to recall anything that could be construed as something that was not either of those things. He looked at Lizella and shook his head.

		“Everything I know about her came from the Venerable Chamber and the stories my parents used to tell me.”

		Vavius nodded.

		“Exactly. All we know for certain is that she rose to power three hundred years ago, that she is seemingly immortal and all-powerful. She has spent centuries building up this narrative and erasing the truth. This suppression of how she achieved her powers is why she hunts Empowered Ones so fiercely for she knows that they are a threat to her, but how can that be if she is invincible? I ran and hid from her hunters for years before I was found by my Mentor. He trained me and told me of the hidden war being waged against the Imperium. The Mentors you see were in possession of knowledge from the days of the Supreme’s rise.”

		“Were?” Lizella asked.

		“Sadly, the Supreme found the Mentors hiding place and killed them all. I am the lone survivor of their teachings. When she attacked, I took what knowledge I could and fled to the relative safety of Arikar. I spent years going through ancient books, and it was there that I learned of an object called the Oracle. An object of immense power left in the care of the Empowered Ones by the Visitors.”

		“The Wizards that came from another world? Yin told me about them. I wasn’t sure if he was just telling me a folk story,” Elian said as he remembered the tale Yin had told him. It felt like a lifetime ago.

		“They were very real. This Oracle was given to the ruling Empowered Ones, and it was this object that the Supreme used to overthrow her rivals and rise to power. The map that Wendal managed to locate apparently shows the location of the Temple of Arrival.”

		“Hesselwit was a purveyor of black market items and was something of a collector of pre-Imperium artefacts. The Temple could house some invaluable clues as to how to defeat the Supreme or at least give us some information on what the Oracle actually was,” added Wendal eagerly.

		Vavius stopped his pacing and leant against the fireplace.

		“The map is out of our reach. The Hollowed took it from me when they captured me. Although-,’ he said stroking his chin thoughtfully, ‘the Hollowed are acting strangely. It was obvious they were lying to Trajin, so much so that they used their powers to confuse him. And they did the same when anyone from the Venerable Chamber tried to interrogate me.”

		“You don’t think?”

		Vavius nodded sombrely.

		“I do. I think the Hollowed have the map, but I can’t be sure if they know what it leads to.”

		Rea looked aghast at his words.

		“But the Supreme controls the Hollowed directly. Are they even capable of such duplicity?” she pondered.

		“It would explain the quite frankly insane order from Trajin to murder the Lords at the Conclave. Although I suspect he had no inkling that he too would be eliminated. What better way to draw the Supreme’s gaze than to eliminate those who she herself appointed to enforce her rule in these lands? Asta is now in open rebellion, and with the Lords dead, it might just inspire other towns and cities to find their courage and rebel.”

		“You’re suggesting that the Hollowed plan to what? Overthrow the Supreme? She created them; they are her most loyal servants’ Rea paused, ‘Aren’t they?”

		Vavius resumed his pacing.

		“This is all conjecture of course. Whatever the case we need to get that map.”

		“Do you know where it could be?” asked Elian.

		Vavius nodded.

		“I do. The First Fear has it in his possession. It goes nowhere without it. It used to taunt me with it during my imprisonment. He’d torture me for hours trying to ascertain the purpose of the map. I never broke, but then I think it already knew for Hesselwit surely spoke to try and save his own wretched life.”

		Rea sat back in her chair and took a bite of an apple before asking; “I can’t believe I’m asking this but how are we supposed to get the map from the First Fear?”

		An awkward silence filled the room as Vavius and Wendal looked at Elian.

		“It’s hell-bent on finding me; you’re going to use me as bait, aren’t you?” he sighed.
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		THE SMALL BEDROOM WAS dark and peaceful. Freshly collected flowers from the nearby woods stood in vases around the room giving off the pleasant aroma of lavender and jasmine.

		Lizella sat on a chair next to the bed in which Marcian lay. She looked at his handsome face, her heart filled with conflicting emotions. A part of her felt terrified, that if he succumbed to his wounds, she would lose someone special from her life. She had feelings for the brave and hot-headed man, but those feelings were a confusing mess. One minute he would infuriate her with his arrogance, the next he would melt her heart with an act of kindness or courage. The few months since Fork they had been at each other’s sides nearly none stop, it would feel strange to be apart. She realised that she had shared a similar relationship with Elian prior to their world being turned upside down. The scared, nervous boy she had grown up with was now gone; replaced by a man who had shed blood and was conflicted about his newfound abilities. He was no longer the carefree goofy kid she had once known but quiet and serious. The old Elian was still there too. He would still crack lame jokes to her and do his best to comfort her, but there was a new coldness in him. Being sold into slavery, forced to fight for money and to discover you were an Empowered One would do that to any man she surmised.

		A groan came from Marcian. His eyes fluttered open. At seeing her, he smiled.

		“You can’t stay away from me, can you?” he croaked with a chuckle.

		There was the arrogance Lizella thought. She smiled back at him and poured him a cup of water with the jug left by one of the servants.

		“Can’t have you sleeping forever. We have a job to do.” She said handing him the cup. Marcian winced as he took it but sighed happily as the cool water went down his parched throat.

		“How long was I out for?” he asked sitting up. Wendal’s doctor had done a good job stitching up the Liberator’s wounds. The force of the First Fear’s throw had caused the bullet to punch clean through his shoulder; it was a miracle that it hadn’t hit an artery.

		“A few days. We’re safe for now. We’re at a friend of Vavius’s, a strange chap called Wendal. Apparently, he’s a lord but only in name, and he’s certainly no friend of the Imperium,” replied Lizella.

		“A lord opposing the Imperium? I’ve heard it all now,” he said disbelievingly. He reached over and took her hand in his. He looked into her eyes and squeezed her hand gently. “How are you doing?”

		“I’m okay. A little scared, I guess. Vavius has come up with a plan. A dangerous one that could get Elian and well; all of us killed,” she said before telling Marcian of the discussion about the map, the First Fear and the Temple of Arrival. Once she’d finished Marcian sat back and whistled.

		“That is a lot to take in. We think the Supreme is bad I dread to think what a Hollowed would do if it took control of the Imperium,” he said shaking his head.

		“Is Elian up to it? I mean, I know he’s your friend and everything...” he added his voice filled with doubt.

		“I am.” Came a voice from the open doorway. Elian walked into the room a look of grim determination on his face. “I may not be a rebel or a warrior like you are Marcian, but I’m no coward. Not anymore, at any rate, I can’t afford to be” he added glancing at Lizella.

		“Vavius and Wendal have devised a plan. It seems our actions in Asta led to an uprising by the populace. They want us to return to Asta and lure The First Fear into a trap. They’ve sent word to their allies across the Imperium to meet there, and it sounds like other rebellions have started in several towns and cities which should delay the Supreme if she chooses to advance on Asta.”

		Marcian looked at Elian in disbelief.

		“They’re mad!”

		“They want you to send word to any Liberator cells in the region and ask them to march to Asta. I know they’re asking a lot Marcian, but this is important. Whatever happens over the coming days could be the beginning of the end for the Supreme and the Imperium.”

		Lizella squeezed Marcian’s hand.

		“Is this not what you and the Liberators have been waiting for? Wasn’t this what you tried to inspire last year?” she asked.

		“The uprising was crushed. And I spent months trying to rebuild. What makes you think this one will prove to be any different? We take a few towns and maybe a city, then the Supreme will send her troops and Guardians to take them back. She will show no mercy this time.”

		“This time you have Vavius and Rea on your side,” Elian said.

		Marcian glared at him. Angrily he threw back the bed covers and staggered out of bed. He thrust a finger into Elian’s chest.

		“What about you huh? All of this madness is happening because of you. What’s so special about you? Because all I’ve seen is you getting a good man killed and us risking our necks.”

		Elian bristled at the words his hands knotting into fists. It took all of his willpower to keep his Anger under control and not knock Marcian on his ass.

		Lizella stepped between the two.

		“Stop this Marcian. Elian never asked for what happened to him. None of us did.”

		Marcian turned away and waved a hand dismissively.

		“Then when is he going to step up? He’s supposed to be an Empowered One, isn’t he? If I call up the Liberators and march on Asta, they will be killed. You say trust Vavius? We don’t know a thing about him,” he said pointing to the amulet around his neck.

		“If you’re afraid just say it,” Elian retorted testily.

		Lizella stepped in between them her face betraying her anger at the two hotheads.

		“We’re all afraid. You think I want to be here? A few months ago, we were living normal lives away from all this. We never wanted to get dragged into this war you and Vavius are fighting, which by the way you’re both on the same side. All I want is to find my parents and go home but seeing as how I can’t I will do what I can to help hurt the people that have ripped my life apart. I won’t let my fear stop that,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion.

		The men looked away ashamed. It was clear that the same fear was within all of them. Perhaps they weren’t that different after all.

		Marcian broke the awkward silence first.

		“I’m sorry. You’re right Lizella. I can’t allow my fear of failure best me.”

		Elian’s hard expression softened at the words. He offered Marcian, his hand.

		“Then we fight together?”

		Marcian nodded and gripped the offered hand.

		“Together.”
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		Chapter 26.
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		ANOTHER WEEK WENT BY before Marcian’s wound had healed well enough for him to wield a sword and carry a musket without discomfort. In that time, he had dispatched Jip and the other Liberators to send word to any cells active in the nearby countryside to march on Asta with all haste. Word reached them that an uprising had taken place in the capital itself and that the Imperium garrison was having a tough time crushing it. It was good news for them as more soldiers would be diverted from attacking Asta and other trouble spots to the capital.

		Despite that, Imperium soldiers had been spotted close to the manor. Twice Elian and the others were forced to hide in secret rooms in the manor house’s cellar when patrols had taken supplies from the estate. Wendal and his servants were master actors easily slipping into the roles of oppressor and oppressed with convincing aplomb.

		Elian had also begun to train with Vavius. The Empowered One had woken him early one morning and led him outside into one of the fields that surrounded the estate. Dressed in a long green cloak and the smart clothing of a noble Elian could finally see why Rea and the deceased Tarv followed the man. His long black hair was tied up in a top knot, and his beard had been trimmed and oiled. The ordeal he had suffered at the hands of the Hollowed was a forgotten memory at least in the physical sense. His ability to heal quickly had resulted in the wounds he had suffered fading into faint scars on his body.

		“Today you are going to embrace the powers of an Empowered One fully. You’ve already tapped into a few of them, but you need to learn how to switch between them on the fly. In combat being able to change abilities rapidly will give you a significant edge over your opponents. First off, I want you to try and strike me. Use everything you know. Don’t worry you won’t hurt me,” Vavius said with a mischievous glint in his eye.

		Elian gritted his teeth and channelled Anger. It gave him increased speed and power after all. With a shout, he charged at his mentor, a fist-swinging wildly. Vavius dodged easily with a side step. Elian cried out in surprise; it looked as though the Empowered One had vanished! The momentum of his charge caused Elian to stagger, and Vavius darted in behind him. With a gentle push, Elian was sent sprawling onto his face. Vavius chuckled.

		“How did you move so fast? I saw the Hollowed do the same thing against Tarv,” Elian gasped as he got up.

		“That is what controlled Fear can do. It is the main emotion we humans use for fight or flight. It enables us to move at great speed and slows down the world around us. The trick is to focus on something that truly scares you. It can be anything, but you must not let it overwhelm you. Like Anger, overuse of Fear is likely to push you towards a Break. Moving faster than even a Gifted; gives you a significant advantage in combat. Now I want you to focus and concentrate fully on Fear. Allow yourself to be filled with it, but do your best not to allow it to overwhelm you.”

		Elian blinked in confusion. Vavius smiled.

		“Watch.” He said.

		For a heartbeat, Vavius’s eyes grew wide as though he saw something terrible. As quickly as the look appeared, the calm demeanour he always wore returned. Elian couldn’t believe his eyes as the Empowered One began to fade before him. Soon he was completely invisible. The grass crunching under his feet was the only clue that he was still there. After a few seconds, Vavius reappeared.

		“That’s incredible!” Elian exclaimed.

		“That’s just the start of it Elian. Come let’s see how well you fight.”
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		FOR THE NEXT THREE days, Vavius put Elian through his paces. Rigorous unarmed combat training mixed with lessons about controlling his powers.

		Whilst in the middle of a particularly intensive sparring session Elian asked; “Why do we fight unarmed?”

		Vavius jabbed a fist towards his face requiring him to use Fear to duck it. Sweat was pouring into both of their eyes as they circled one another. They were in a courtyard situated in the heart of Wendal’s mansion, and the sun was beating down.

		“It has always been the way of the Empowered Ones to fight with the most powerful weapon at their disposal. The body is more effective in combat than any sword or gun. A blade can break, a gun can misfire, but the body is always ready.”

		Elian altered his stance and dashed in close to his mentor. He feinted high with a fist before reversing the blow and dropping low to deliver a low kick. The blow connected but Vavius blocked with a raised knee.

		“Using Joy means that we can heal damage on the fly. Despite their best efforts, the Hollowed could never fully break me. As long as there was breath in my body, I could focus and repair the damage they inflicted.”

		Vavius stepped close getting within Elian’s guard. However, the follow-up punch never landed as he leapt over his attacker. As he landed, Vavius spun to deliver a roundhouse kick to his torso. The blow sent Elian staggering backwards but again he focused, and the pain subsided.

		Vavius nodded in appreciation at the speed in which his protegee recovered.

		“Enough for now,” he said his chest rising quickly. The lad was getting better and stronger with each passing day. So much so that he was now even proving a challenge. “I have something to show you,” he said before walking over to the side of the courtyard and wiping his face with a towel.

		Once dressed the two made their way through the manor house.

		“If it wasn’t for Wendal our cause would have died a long time ago. It was he who offered us shelter during the last bout of purges by the Venerable Chamber’s hunters. And he’s looked after some of the relics of the Empowered Ones from the times before the Imperium and the Supreme,” Vavius said as they walked.

		The manor house was a maze of richly decorated corridors and rooms. ‘If I was left to my own devices I’d easily get lost in this place,’ Elian thought.

		“Relics? What sort of relics?” he asked.

		Vavius stopped and placed a hand against the corridor’s wall. Carefully he felt along its surface until he felt a small indentation in the stonework. He pushed it inwards. A loud click was followed by the sound of machinery turning, and a section of the wall slid sideways to reveal a doorway.

		“Before the Supreme, the Empowered Ones were the guardians of this world. Sworn to use their powers to defend the weak and uphold the law. They possessed equipment designed to enhance their abilities and aid them in their task to keep the peace. Follow me,” Vavius replied as he stepped through the doorway and down a narrow flight of stone steps that seemed to go on forever. As they descended, gas lanterns affixed to the walls burst into life.

		“Pressure plates on the steps pump gas into the lanterns and ignite a flame,” Vavius explained.

		Elian counted fifteen of the lanterns before they finally reached the bottom of the steps. The room in which they now found themselves in was circular in shape with three alcoves built into the wall. Mannequins stood in each one.

		“Two of the mannequins are wearing the cloaks of Empowered Ones from days long past. This one is wearing mine,” Vavius said as he walked over to the centre mannequin. Over it was a green cloak inlaid with gold and carefully placed at its feet were leather boots and what looked like a pair of gloves. He reached down and picked them up.

		“These are Caestus; armoured gloves that enhance a Gifted’s powers via a channelling stone in the palm. It is said that such stones are a gift from the Visitor’s and that there’s only a few still in existence.”

		He put one on, and as he did so, the stone began to glow a luminescent blue. Vavius closed his eyes at the sensation of his powers being amplified. 

		“If our plan is to succeed then we are going to need every advantage we can get our hands on. Choose a set of gear.”

		Elian looked hesitant.

		“You’re an Empowered One Elian; this equipment was made for you. Choose,” Vavius urged reassuringly.

		Elian nodded. The two remaining sets were identical to Vavius’s save for their colour. One cloak was a dark red whilst the other was a deep blue. He stepped toward the red cloak and picked up the Caestus at its base. To his surprise, the armoured glove fit him perfectly, as though it had been created especially for him. The crystal embedded into the palm began to glow, but unlike the blue of Vavius’s, it shone a dazzling yellow.

		The light grew in intensity almost blinding him. Raw power surged through his body causing him to shout out in surprise. It didn’t hurt, it was invigorating. Shielding his eyes, Vavius rushed forward and pulled the glove from his arm. Immediately the light faded to reveal Vavius’s stunned expression.

		“Your Emergence was like nothing I’ve felt before and the way the crystal reacted to you just proves that you are something special Elian. I’ve never seen one react so strongly before.”

		“I feel incredible,” Elian replied with a laugh.

		“Try it again, but this time try and keep your emotions in check,” Vavius commanded.

		Once more Elian pulled on the glove, but this time he concentrated on controlling his emotions. This time the crystal glowed brightly before beginning to pulse with light. He raised his hand in front of his face and looked at the gauntlet in wonder. Next, he took the red cloak off the mannequin and put it on.

		“A true Empowered One,” Vavius said proudly, as Elian pulled up the cloak’s hood. His face was cast into shadow and like with the Caestus he could feel the energy flowing from it, similar channelling stones were sewn into the material.

		Vavius took his cloak off the mannequin and put it on. The dark green and gold made him look like some ancient hero from one of the stories Elian’s mother used to tell him as a boy.

		“Who used to own these?” Elian asked as he stretched to get a feel for the cloak and weight of the Caestus.

		“The red cloak you wear belonged to the man who trained me. He was a great mentor. He died saving my life a long time ago,” Vavius replied a hint of sadness in his voice. There was also pride.

		“And the other one?” said Elian pointing to the unclaimed blue cloak.

		Vavius stared at it for a while before answering.

		“That one belonged to my friend Corvon. He died a long time ago,” Vavius said quietly.

		Without another word Vavius turned and walked towards the stairs. Elian watched him go, his curiosity peaked. Excited by his new cloak and the Caestus he hurried up the stairs. He wondered what Lizella would think?
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		AS ELIAN HAD PRACTISED with Vavius to use his powers, Marcian had trained Lizella how to shoot and wield a sword. The two had trained just as intensively as the Empowered Ones until now Lizella was able to hit a target more often than miss.

		“You need to keep your guard up,” Marcian panted as he flicked sweat from his hair. The sun was beating down on the field in which they were training, and both of them were feeling the effects. Marcian was wearing a shirt and trousers, Lizella wore similar attire.

		“Are you ready to lead your people to Asta?” Lizella asked as she circled her opponent.

		Marcian nodded.

		“I am. The call went out, and more cells than I expected have answered it. What you and Elian said was right. I’ve been fighting the Imperium my entire life, but now I know that I was fighting for the wrong reasons. Before I was fighting for selfish reasons and for revenge. The Imperium destroyed my ancestral land and my family, but now I realise that to resist is to help others like; you.”

		Lizella smiled and raised her blade, as she was about to slip into a high guard, she suddenly dropped her arm catching Marcian by surprise and forcing him to hop back to avoid being skewered.

		“It seems you’ve learnt a few tricks of your own,” he laughed.

		“I’ve had a good teacher,” Lizella panted. She dashed forward forcing Marcian to parry a low attack. The two swords slid against one another bringing them face to face.

		“Use every advantage,” Marcian said.

		Suddenly Lizella leant forward and kissed him. All thoughts of the sparring session fell from his mind as he dropped his sword and pulled her close returning the kiss. Passion grew within him as the kiss continued, his hands running through her golden hair, her hands wrapped around his broad shoulders. They only stopped to come up for air. When they did, they stared into each other’s eyes.

		“I win,” Lizella said breathlessly.

		“What?”

		With a mischievous smile, Lizella stepped back and raised her sword. The tip she placed under his chin. Marcian couldn’t help but laugh at her cleverness. He raised a hand and swatted the blade aside. He stepped forward and pulled her into an embrace, his lips once again finding hers. She offered no resistance as they sank to the grass.
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		ELIAN LOOKED AWAY FROM the field. Lizella and the arrogant Marcian? The pain he felt was worse than anything the First Fear had inflicted on him.

		Feeling numb he turned and walked back towards the manor house. He shouldn’t have been surprised that the two had found comfort with each other, but it didn’t make it any less painful. He had loved her since he was just a boy and a part of him had hoped that she had felt the same way about him.

		Now he knew the truth; of where her feelings truly lay. In a way the knowledge was freeing, now he knew where he stood with her. He was angry at himself for never having the courage to tell her how he felt.

		“Hi Elian,” came a voice from behind him.

		He wiped his eyes and turned. Rea stood on the path, her black hair was tousled, and her cloak was covered in dust from the road. She looked at him with concern.

		“What is it?” she asked her tone full of worry.

		Elian shook his head. To say it out loud would make it real. He could sense Rea reaching out with her power. Her light touch probed his mind, and as quickly as he felt it, she retreated.

		“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that without your permission,” she said apologetically. “It’s a bad habit of mine.”

		Elian couldn’t help but smile.

		“It’s fine. I just saw something that I wasn’t expecting is all,” he replied.

		“Marcian and Lizella?” Rea guessed. “I’ve come to realise that only she has the ability to have such an effect on you.”

		She stepped closer to him and took his hand in hers. Her dark eyes locked with Elian’s.

		“I’m sorry. Heartache can be especially difficult for people like us. It’s never pleasant for normal folk, but to us, we feel it a hundred times worse.”

		“I should have seen it coming. In fact, I think I already knew that she would favour him. We have too much history, too much pain,” he said, thinking of Fork and their missing families.

		“We will make things right Elian. We will find a way to free the people and this world from the Supreme and her servants,” said Rea with conviction.
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		Chapter 27.
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		THE RIDE NORTH TO ASTA took three days. The roads were packed with men, women and children fleeing the cities and heading deep into the countryside. Most were slaves now liberated by the rebels but amongst them were free folk and even a noble or two.

		On the second day, they encountered a small force of two hundred Liberators who had answered Marcian’s call to arms. They had emerged from their camps and hiding places in the forests and hills that dotted the Western Imperium’s landscape. With every mile and every hour that went by their numbers grew as liberated slaves took up arms. At every plantation and estate, they encountered, they freed the slaves; further adding to their ranks.

		Marcian led the army astride a white horse given to him by Wendal. At his side rode Vavius and Lizella. Marcian wore a long blue coat, and on his head, he wore a tri-corner hat. A musket was strapped to his horse’s saddle and sheathed at his waist was a rapier. As he rode, he smiled and urged his people onwards.

		Elian and Rea were further behind.

		“He looks like some conquering hero,” Rea said with a humourless chuckle.

		Elian nodded. He hadn’t told Lizella that he’d seen her with Marcian, and he doubted he ever would. What was done was done. The pain was still there, but he’d resigned himself to only ever being her friend. To wish for anything more was selfish and painful.

		“He certainly looks the part of a King,” Elian agreed. “Vavius and Wendal must have had a word with him.”

		The road crested a hill that overlooked a wide flat valley. On the horizon was the high walls and towers of Asta. Behind and to the side of the city shimmered the Dividing Sea. At seeing the city, the marching Liberators cheered. The gates were thrown open, and three riders galloped out to meet them. On the lead mount was Erin. To Elian’s shock, a familiar dark-skinned woman was on her left. Visp had survived her internment.

		The two sides met in the shadow of the city’s walls. 

		“Is that Marcian I see before my eyes?” Erin said with a smile.

		“Well, I couldn’t let you take all the credit for this uprising, now could I?” Marcian replied.

		Elian trotted his mount over to the group. At seeing him Visp’s hand went to the sword on her hip.

		“Relax Visp; I have no intention of hurting you. I thought you’d surely perished in the Imperium’s prisons. Is Tiberio ok?” he asked.

		Visp moved her hand away from her scabbard.

		“He is alive and well. I’m sure he’ll be glad to see that you are still alive,” she replied.

		“The first thing we did once we’d driven out the city garrison was to liberate the prisons. Two thousand inmates have thrown their lot in with us. We also freed the Fighters who are now being led by Tiberio. No one is a slave within Asta anymore.” Erin interjected proudly. “Come let’s talk inside,” she added turning her mount and leading the way through the city’s gates.

		The city walls were a scene of pandemonium as rebels stockpiled weapons and supplies. Cannons were being winched up to the ramparts and ammunition was being stockpiled at strategic locations. Trundling down the main street came a dozen wagons. Each was modified with plates of iron affixed to the sides to provide protection, and narrow slits had been cut into them.

		“We can’t allow the Imperium to reach the walls, so we came up with these,” Erin explained pointing to the wagons. “We call them War Wagons. Slits have been cut into the metal sheeting to offer protection to our gunners. We’ve even managed to load some canons into a few to provide some heavy firepower.”

		Marcian nodded in approval at the makeshift weapons.

		“If we position these at the base of the valley in a semi-circle it will create another defensive line to slow down the enemy. I assume if cavalry manages to get too close to them there will be pikemen to hold them off?”

		“I hadn’t thought of that.” Erin paused her mount before bellowing orders to get some pikemen onto the wagons.

		As they rode deeper into the city, the destruction caused by the uprising became clear. The marble statues of the Supreme that once dominated the main plaza were now lumps of rubble. The heavy stone was being transported to the walls to be used as projectiles against any attackers. Fires had ripped through much of the merchant district, the hollowed out skeletons of dozens of buildings lay smouldering. Bodies lay unattended in some of the streets, from the looks of them most were Imperium soldiers.

		Finally, they reached the bridge leading to the palace. Elian shivered as he could still sense the presence of the First Fear. Rea slowed her mount and dismounted. The others too stopped. She walked over to a spot of dried blood still lying on the stone surface.

		“This is where Tarv died,” she said, her voice full of pain.

		“It is. We buried your friend in the palace grounds. We made sure he was given the proper rites. He is at rest.” Erin said.

		Vavius dismounted and placed a hand on Rea’s shoulder.

		“He was the bravest man I ever knew. He died a hero. We will honour him and all of those who have been slain in this struggle by defeating the Supreme and her Imperium.”

		Rea nodded, her hands squeezing into fists as she stared at the dried blood. She would avenge her friend if it was the last thing she would ever do.
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		THEY AVOIDED THE GREAT Hall as they walked through the palace. The massacre of the lords had not been tended to, and so the stench of blood and decay wafted on the breeze. Instead, Erin had established her base of operations in the west wing of the vast structure. Once the office of the city magistrate, it was now a hive of activity for the Liberators. It was from there that the defence of the city had been planned. Dominating the centre of the room was a large circular table, on top of which lay a map of the city. Stood over it was Tiberio. The big man now wore the blue colours of the Liberators. At seeing Elian, he laughed and pulled him into a bearhug.

		“I’m glad you’re still alive lad. My most promising pupil now looks the part of a true Empowered One,” he joked.

		“It’s good to see you, Tiberio. I never did get a chance to thank you for helping me survive the Arena.”

		“Think nothing it. To be honest, I’m surprised you even survived basic training,” the Fighter chuckled.

		“If you two are done we have a battle to prepare for,” Erin interrupted brusquely. “What’s the situation on the southern gate?”

		Tiberio grimaced.

		“We have a hundred fighting men to hold it. Nowhere near enough if the Imperium attacks in full force.”

		“I’ve bought two hundred men. They can reinforce that position,” Marcian said pointing to the map.

		The walls of Asta went on for miles; it would need a force in the tens of thousands to hold them effectively. Erin sighed in exasperation.

		“It’s not enough. but we will have to do. The citizens willing to fight will have to man the rest of the walls. How are we looking in terms of weaponry and ammunition?”

		“We’ve emptied the city armoury, and every able man and woman has been given a pistol and melee weapon. The muskets we distributed to the Liberators and anyone with combat experience. The cannons we’ve moved to the walls although I doubt our people will be able to get off more than a few shots. It’s not as though the Imperium trained slaves and freemen to load and fire cannons.”

		“What about Guardians?” Elian asked. Memories of the giant mechanical war machine he’d seen when he’d been a prisoner of Dein the slaver had been gnawing at him since their arrival in the city.

		A silence fell over the room. It was Vavius who broke it.

		“Leave them to me.”

		

		
			[image: image]
		

		

		THE GROUP SPENT THE rest of the day going over their strategy and plans; it wasn’t until nightfall that Vavius took Elian and Rea to one side and led them out into the palace gardens.

		The evening was warm, and the stars shone brightly in the darkening sky.

		“The Imperium will come in force there's no doubt about that. The Supreme will be seeking to crush this uprising as quickly as she can muster her forces, but remember we have our own objective. We will help the Liberators as much as we are able but our true purpose here is to capture or kill the First Fear.”

		“What if it doesn’t have the map in its possession?” Rea asked.

		“Then that will greatly complicate matters. I suspect it will have it, however, during my internment it was obsessed with it. I could see it struggling as though it wanted to shrug off the Supremes influence and seek the temple. No, it will have it. I’m certain of it. First, we need to get its attention,” Vavius replied looking at Elian.

		“Ok, I’m ready. Let’s do this,” Elian said. He walked through the gardens until he reached a patio that overlooked Asta.

		Taking a deep breath, he opened himself to the world and focused all of his emotions allowing them to drift free. Behind him, he heard Rea gasp.

		“He’s lit up like a beacon. Every Gifted within a thousand miles will sense him.”

		Elian closed his eyes. He could feel Rea close by, the powerful sense of Vavius and then, he felt the rest. Hundreds of people scattered throughout the Western Imperium, all possessing the Power.

		He could tell that many were surprised to sense him, others were terrified and then; he felt it surprisingly close by. It was an emptiness, a malice that made him shudder. It was fixated on him. Elian grit his teeth as his skin turned icy and his heart raced.

		Vavius ran forward placing a palm to his forehead and severing the connection. Elian staggered backwards gasping for air.

		“It knows I’m here there's no doubt about it.”
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		THE DAWN WAS A BRILLIANT fiery red. The sky and clouds were stained an orange hue by the rising sun. Despite the early hour, the city of Asta’s walls was packed with grim-faced men and women ready to fight for their freedom. Marcian stared out over the plain to the south. At his side was Lizella a musket held in a tight grip and Erin. The red-headed woman held a spyglass to her eye.

		“Still can't see them but judging by that rumbling I’d guess we have less than an hour before the Imperium army arrives,” she said.

		Marcian nodded. So, this was it then.

		“Deploy the wagons and get the artillery crews ready. They’ve come here expecting a disorganised rebellion, not a determined and well-prepared force. Do we know who commands?”

		“Our scouts report that General Rickon is in command. Seems he took command as soon as the army left the capital. Despite our best efforts, the bastard managed to slip out of the city before we secured it,” Erin answered.

		“Blast it all. He knows this city like the back of his hand not to mention he’ll have something to prove. Losing a city doesn’t exactly do great things for a man’s reputation.”

		Below them, the south gates opened, and the dozen armoured wagons were pulled into position. They formed a semi-circle three hundred yards in front of the gate. On the back of each wagon were two cannons and a contingent of musket men and pikemen. Behind the wagons, a contingent of cavalry trotted into place. The men riding the horses were lightly armoured and armed with sabres taken from the Imperium barracks.
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		THE SOUND OF TRUMPETS and drums grew clearer with every passing minute until finally the full might of the Western Imperium was arrayed across the plain. Banners flapped in the early morning breeze, and the sun glinted off the metal of thousands of swords and cuirasses.

		“Twenty thousand soldiers, two thousand cavalry and dozens of canons,” Rea said as she guesstimate the numbers. The sight of the army caused many of the rebels to look to their leaders fearfully.

		“I can sense their fear. It’s almost overwhelming,” Elian muttered beside her. “Or then again perhaps it's my own.”

		Rea took his hand in hers and squeezed it.

		“Courage Elian. Whatever happens here today the Supreme will know that there are those who oppose her. This rebellion has sparked a fire that will be hard for even her to extinguish.”

		Elian looked at her and returned the squeeze with a nervous smile. He was about to thank her when the ground shook. And then it shook again and again until the vibration was a continuous rhythm. Elian took an involuntary step back as he spotted three metallic monsters crest the hills across the plain. The Guardians had arrived.
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		Chapter 28.

		

		
			[image: image]
		

		

		AT SEEING THE GUARDIANS, the citizens of Asta panicked. Fear swept through the ragtag army, and some even dropped their weapons to the ground and fled deeper into the city. Marcian swore loudly, if he didn’t act now then the battle would be lost before it had even begun. He leapt up onto the wall, not caring about the drop below him and faced the rebels.

		“Here me!” he bellowed and drew his sword.

		“I know that you are afraid my brothers and sisters. For centuries we have been oppressed by the Supreme and her followers. But despite the horrors they have unleashed upon us here we stand, united in our defiance to her will. Today we say with one voice that we shall no longer live in chains, no longer will we allow our children to be enslaved.

		You see that army out there? We won’t go quiet; we won’t be silent. The shadow of the Supreme is calling us out. This day we will show her who would call herself a God that she cannot crush our spirit, that we will never surrender to her tyranny. My friends, today shall mark the beginning of the end of her Imperium. Do not fear her metal monsters, or those men, for we have Empowered Ones on our side, heroes who will rise above the darkness and bring back the sunshine!”

		“People of Asta, for too long the nights have been starless, only we can set the spark and light up the darkness. Do not fight for me. No. Fight for your friends, for your loved ones but most importantly of all fight for the future of our world.”

		The rebels roared at his words, and soon they were chanting his name. The fear had been replaced by determination and the fire in their eyes showed that they would fight with everything they had to keep the taste of freedom they had felt since Asta’s liberation. Liberators took up their positions, their muskets aimed at the huge army before them.

		“Nice speech; General,” Erin smirked.

		“Thanks. Now I better take up position out there,” Marcian replied pointing to the war wagons. If the wagons were destroyed too soon, then the city would be overrun. Everything depended on the wagons inflicting as much damage on the enemy as possible. As he was about to descend the stone steps leading to the gate Lizella caught him by the sleeve.

		“Be careful out there you hear me,” she said. He flashed her a cocky grin before pulling her into his arms and kissing her deeply.

		“You know me by now. You stay up here with Erin and stick to the plan no matter what happens. You hear me?” he said seriously. She nodded before kissing him once more. Without another word she turned and hurried to her place on the wall. Marcian stared after her.
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		“GOT TO GIVE IT TO THE guy he can certainly deliver a rousing speech. Even though I'm feeling more confident,” Vavius chuckled. Elian looked at the man as though he were mad. How could he be so calm and jovial?

		The three Gifted were positioned on the wall to the right of the main gate. When the fighting began, they were to assist as much as they were able. Elian gripped the walls stonework tightly his eyes fixed on the army forming on the plain. Narrowing his eyes, he could see gunnery teams taking up position on the gentle slopes and cavalry riding into position on the army’s flanks.

		“The infantry will come first just to test us,” Vavius explained pointing to the mass of foot soldiers marching in the centre of the formation.

		“How can you be so calm?” Elian asked. His stomach was somersaulting, and he’d already been sick twice with nerves.

		“Elian my lad, I’ve been in and seen more battles than you can count. I know how the Imperium wages war. It is ruthless and highly disciplined, but it is not invincible. The Arikar have fought them to a standstill for over a century, and even the Larkans have bested them once or twice.”

		“So. Nothing to worry about then,” Elian muttered.

		“I never said that.”

		“Look!” Rea said pointing to the ridge overlooking the plain. The unmistakable visage of a Hollowed stood staring at the city. Even from the city walls, Elian shuddered as he sensed the creature’s empty presence.

		“Is it the First Fear?” Rea asked straining to get a better look.

		“It’s him alright. Strange; I cannot sense any other Hollowed nearby. Perhaps they’ve been reassigned to deal with the other uprisings? Anyhow, remember the plan. Aid the Liberators where we can but lead the First Fear away from the main battle,” Vavius said grimly. He adjusted his gauntlets and straightened his cloak. “Our allies need to see us out there today fighting for them. They need to know that there are still Empowered Ones and Gifted who will risk everything for freedom.”

		Elian nodded and stretched. Rea knelt and closed her eyes. Her role was to use her Gift of Positivity to boost the morale and courage of the rebels and attempt to demoralise the enemy. It would take every ounce of her concentration to achieve.

		“When will it begin?” he asked.

		As if to answer, the Imperium canons opened fire.
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		THE FIRST BARRAGE TOOK the city’s defenders by surprise. Cannonballs slammed into the walls with deafening bangs. As the smoke and dust cleared the rebels roared their defiance. Asta’s walls were thick and strong; it would take days of constant bombardment to breach them.

		Marcian drew his pistol and urged on his men. He was crouched behind the protective metal plating of one of the war wagons on the plain. It would be there that the first stages of the battle would be played out. He peaked out over the rim of the armour and could see the Imperium infantry begin their advance.

		“Get ready!” he shouted.

		On the wagon, there were ten musket men, six pikemen and a gun crew. Instead of traditional cannonballs, they loaded the canon with grapeshot, effectively turning the wagons into deadly shotguns. He gripped the edge of the wagon and counted in his head. The first ranks of soldiers would enter their range within moments. He licked his lips in nervous anticipation. A few seconds passed before he gave the order to fire.

		The wagon lurched wildly to one side as the cannon fired. Deadly lead balls flashed out of the muzzle to strike the approaching enemy. The canon on the other wagons followed suit, and six loud bangs rang out. Through the gun smoke, Marcian watched as the grapeshot inflicted devastating carnage upon the advancing infantry. Despite the losses, the Imperium continued to advance, their drummers picking up the pace.

		“Get those cannons reloaded quickly as you like. Muskets make ready!” he shouted as the inexperienced gun crews set about reloading the big guns. He stood with the other Musketeers and braced the stock of his weapon against his shoulder. Narrowing his eyes, he aimed.

		“Wait for my command!”

		At a hundred yards the Imperium infantry stopped and raised their own weapons. In a well-drilled motion, the disciplined first rank knelt, allowing the second rank to fire as well. Marcian’s eyes widened.

		“Everyone down!” he bellowed as the enemy opened fire. The crack of hundreds of muskets firing was deafening, he only just managed to dive back into cover before a wall of bullets whizzed by. The thick iron plates affixed to the wagon’s side absorbed most of the shots, but one musketeer fell back screaming with a bullet lodged in his shoulder. Screams came from the other wagons suggesting that they too had sustained casualties. Once more Marcian rose and aimed. To his surprise, the Imperium troops were already halfway through reloading their weapons. Ramrods filled their guns with powder and shot, as with highly drilled expertise they prepared for another attack.

		Marcian pulled the trigger, and this time it was the Liberators turn to inflict some damage on their opponents. Cannon fire erupted from the city walls adding to the destruction raining down. Men were blown into atoms, and large chunks of earth were sent hurtling skyward by the artillery fire. To his right, an Imperium canon scored a direct hit on one of the wagons blowing it to pieces and igniting the gunpowder stored in it. The catastrophic explosion sent a shockwave across the field rocking Marcian’s wagon violently. Trumpets blared signalling for the Imperium soldiers to charge.

		Marcian and his men desperately reloaded their muskets, the gun crews managing to fire off one more volley with devastating effect before the enemy charge reached them. Marcian fired off another shot instantly killing a soldier, but now the enemy was far too close to risk reloading. With battle cries, the Imperium forces hurled themselves at the wagons in a desperate attempt to either tip them over or haul them out of the way.

		“Swords and Pikes!” Marcian roared drawing his sword and plunging it down into the throat of an attacker. Thanks to the height of the wagons his men had the advantage of being able to slash down at their enemies. The Liberators deployed their pikes, turning the wagons into armoured impenetrable hedgehogs. With every pike thrust more Imperium soldiers fell until bodies began to pile up at the wagon’s base. Marcian slashed left and right, cutting down scores of men, his face was covered in their blood, his coat torn from where a bayonet had almost skewered him. To his surprise, the wagons were holding their own and inflicting heavy casualties on the enemy. As planned, each wagon was acting like a miniature fortress and aside from the one destroyed by a lucky cannon shot they were all holding their own. Bodies were scattered at the base of each one as the pikes defended with brutal efficiency. The armoured plating was protecting the rebels well from the now continuous volleys of musket fire from the Imperium troops.

		Over the chaos of battle, Marcian could see two towering shapes begin to move through the gun smoke towards the battlefield. Frustrated by the wagons General Rickon had ordered the Guardians to enter the fray. Fear almost overwhelmed him, but as soon as it had manifested, it was replaced by a strange calmness and determination. He smiled and looked behind him at the city walls. Rea was using her Gift. The other rebels also felt the calming effect of her powers and braced themselves. Any thoughts of fleeing quickly erased.

		One of his men pointed to the wall. Two figures stood on the ramparts their cloaks of red and green fluttering in the wind.

		“Who are they sir?” asked the rebel.

		“They’re Empowered Ones, and they are going to help us win this day,” Marcian replied with conviction.
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		“ARE YOU READY ELIAN?” Vavius asked. “Remember what I taught you.”

		Without another word, Vavius leapt off the wall and swooped down onto the battlefield below, his cloak billowing out behind him. Taking a deep breath, Elian followed.

		Air rushed past his ears in a deafening whistle as he plummeted to the ground. As the battlefield rushed up to meet him, he focused his Anger and felt the now familiar strengthening of his body. He landed hard in a crouch, whilst Vavius was already sprinting in a blur towards the Imperium forces. Elian followed, power coursing through his body as he ran. They leapt clear over the wagons with ease, the troops within shouting their encouragement. Up ahead lumbered the Guardians their guns already opening fire on the city and wagons below. He almost tripped as one of the wagons exploded sending pieces of metal and men flying in all directions. The canons on the city walls fired again, but this time they were aiming for the metal monstrosities marching towards them. One of the Guardians was rocked backwards by a successful strike, but it's thick steel armour easily absorbed the impact.

		The Imperium soldiers shouted warnings as they spotted the two cloaked figures charging at supernatural speed towards them. They raised their muskets, but it was too late. Vavius struck the first rank like a wrecking ball sending men flying in all directions. He was in the thick of the army, and he was winning. He fought in a blur of striking fists and kicks. Elian leapt over the first rank and piled into the second. He lashed out with a gauntleted fist shattering the ribs of one soldier. The others drew their swords, but to an Empowered One they moved like snails. He danced through their thrusts and swings easily dropping dozens of men as he went. Shouts of panic came from the soldiers. They ploughed on through the army dispatching any troops that were foolish enough to try and engage them. The force and speed in which they moved caused the Imperium battle line to collapse into a confused mess. As the line broke, the Liberators took advantage of the chaos. Two of the war wagons were heaved aside to allow the cavalry to attack the confused Imperium forces. Marcian leading the charge, sword in hand.

		Elian ducked under a bayonet and delivered a brutal uppercut to his foe. The impact of the blow lifted the screaming soldier off of his feet to send him soaring through the air. Dead ahead was the Guardian, its huge feet rising and falling as it slowly lumbered towards the city. He dove to the ground and came up from a forward roll as bullets struck the ground close to his location. Glancing up he could see several snipers on the Guardian’s top deck. The big guns located in the machine’s ‘head’ roared again sending another of the war wagons and the men on it to a fiery grave. He dashed forward until he was directly underneath the machine. He could see the gears and pistons moving in its knee joints.

		“Great. Now what do I do?” he muttered to himself.

		Behind him, the rebel horsemen were causing chaos, but then a trumpet sounded signalling the entry of the Imperium’s own cavalry into the fray. Hundreds of horsemen charged down the slopes of the valley with lances and sabres drawn. Elian winced as the two forces smashed together in a frenzy of violence. The noise was deafening. Cannon and gunfire mixed with screams, the whinnying of horses and the sound of clashing steel.

		Looking to his left, he saw Vavius clambering up one of the other Guardian’s legs. Once at the knee joint the Empowered One pulled back a fist and smashed it to pieces in a single blow. Gritting his teeth, Elian looked up and launched himself into the air. Remembering his training, he switched powers on the fly and landed deftly onto one of the Guardian’s legs. Shouts of alarm came from the snipers who quickly swung their weapons around to aim at him. Exposed on the leg joint, there was nowhere for him to hide. Panic filled him as one of the snipers aimed down the sights of his musket. Could he dodge the bullet?

		He didn’t have to. The Guardian damaged by Vavius was now wildly out of control as its remaining two legs struggled to keep it upright. It staggered across the battlefield trampling Imperium and rebel soldiers alike. The snipers screamed as the damaged machine collided with the other. The impact almost knocking  Elian from his tenuous position. He clung on for dear life and managed to haul himself back onto his feet. Thick black smoke spewed from the damaged Guardian hiding him from the view of the now blinded snipers. He focused his Anger causing the channelling stone in his gauntlet to glow. He’d never felt such strength before. With a roar, he pulled his arm back and struck the joint. The blow punched clean through the steel with a loud crunch, and before he realised what was happening, he was falling back to earth. The sheared limb struck the ground with a mighty crash and screech of twisted metal, sending Elian flying and causing him to hit the ground hard. Dazed, he looked up to see the two Guardians begin to fall. Thick clouds of dust and shockwaves shot out in all directions as the two behemoths struck the ground like monstrous trees toppled by lumberjacks.

		Elian staggered to his feet, his head ringing from the noise. Through the dust and smoke, he could see figures moving. He almost jumped out of his skin when a hand grabbed him by the shoulder. It was Vavius. The man’s face was streaked with blood and dirt, and his green cloak was torn at the shoulder.

		“Well done Elian. Come on we have to get back to the city,” Vavius shouted over the din of battle. Elian used his powers to clear his concussion and wished he hadn’t. Despite the destruction of the Guardians, the Imperium cavalry had routed the rebel horsemen, and now they were pursuing them back towards Asta. Despite the heavy losses inflicted on the Imperium infantry, fresh soldiers were streaming down the hills and onto the plain amongst them were figures wearing cloaks.

		“The Supreme must have sent her entire army here, including her own Gifted” Vavius explained as he led the way through the carnage. Where only an hour before the plain had been nothing but flat grassland it was now a crater filled scene of death and destruction. The bodies of hundreds of men, women and horses littered the field.

		Up ahead he could see the line of war wagons. The surviving rebel cavalry had escaped back behind them, and once more the wagon crews opened fire with the cannons. He cried out in horror as Imperium artillery fire obliterated one in a blinding explosion. They ran on through the smoke and jumped over the remaining wagons and to relative safety. The Liberators were shooting desperately, but it was clear that they would soon be overrun. On the centre wagon with a pistol in hand was Marcian. Vavius hurried over to him.

		“You can’t hold them here any longer. Imperium reinforcements are arriving. Pull the wagons back and prepare for plan B,” Vavius commanded. Marcian looked as though he was going to argue, but one glance at the plain and the number of Imperium troops made him think better of it. A whole new army was charging towards the city, their numbers seemingly endless.

		“She’s sent the entire might of the Imperium against us,” Marcian muttered in disbelief before shouting to his pikemen to form ranks in front of the wagons.

		“Hold them for as long as you can. Get these wagons back inside the gates!” he bellowed. The pikemen leapt from the wagons to form a phalanx three lines deep in front of the wagons which were hastily hitched to terrified horses.

		The Imperium cavalry charged again, but the pikes and sporadic cannon fire from the city walls kept them at bay. Asta’s gates swung open, and one by one the surviving wagons were pulled back inside.

		“They’re holding off for now,” Vavius commented as he watched the enemy army. Sure enough, the Imperium cavalry retreated out of range of the city’s guns. “Rickon is a smart tactician. Now that he knows for certain that Empowered Ones are defending the city he will send in Gifted of his own.”

		As if on cue shouts of alarm came from the walls. Elian looked up to see dozens of black-cloaked figures charge at the city. To his surprise, they launched themselves into the air and cleared the crenelations.

		“Gifted! C’mon we have to stop them!” Vavius shouted as he led the way to the new bout of desperate fighting.

		Liberators were being thrown from the walls as the enemy Gifted assaulted them. Meanwhile, on the battlefield below, siege ladders were hastily moved to the front ranks of Imperium soldiers.

		Vavius and Elian Bounded up the stairs leading to the top of the walls and within seconds were in the midst of the Gifted.  As with other Gifted, Fear or Anger were their only specialities. The ability to leap incredible heights made them invaluable when it came to capturing an enemy’s walls or fortifications. Against ordinary men and women their naturally enhanced strength and speed was proving to be devastating, but up against Empowered Ones, they didn’t stand a chance.

		Elian ducked the fist of a female Gifted and lashed out with an Anger enhanced strike of his own. The impact sent her screaming back over the wall, gravity doing the rest. Vavius meanwhile moved like a dancer as he skillfully engaged six enemy Gifted at once. One by one he dispatched them with deadly blows. It wasn’t enough. Further up the line, a group of enemy Gifted had cleared the defenders, and siege ladders were placed against the wall which the waiting Imperium troops began to climb.

		“There’s too many of them we can’t stop them all!” Elian yelled after hurling another enemy Gifted over the crenellations. The Liberators fought desperately to plug the newly made a gap in the defences, but it was too late. Clambering over the wall was the First Fear.

		The eyeless horror raised a hand and instantly the Liberators were overwhelmed with despair. Some threw down their weapons or jumped from the walls to certain death, others put pistols to their temples and pulled the trigger.

		“It’s him. Use Positivity!” Vavius said, ‘we must counter its effects.”

		Elian nodded and channelled the power. He could sense Vavius do the same, and together they combined their influence with Rea’s. Elian gritted his teeth as the First Fear fought back, even together the creature was almost staving them off. Almost. The negative effects of the Hollowed eased allowing the disorientated rebels to retreat. All the while more and more Imperium troops crested the walls.

		“It’s no use Vavius; the walls will be overrun. We need to lure it away,” Elian said desperately.

		“Stick to the plan. Let’s get the bastard’s attention,” Vavius replied. Together they engaged the Imperium forces and using their combined might began to push them back. The First Fear pushed its way through the Gifted towards them, its sightless gaze fixated on Elian.

		“You want me. Come and get me!” Elian shouted before leaping from the walls. He landed on the road a hundred feet below in a crouch and waited. Sure enough, the First Fear followed. It stepped off the wall and plummeted to the ground where it landed effortlessly. He took off at a sprint towards the east of the city, ahead of the huge concrete chimneys of Asta’s industrial district loomed. Prior to the uprising, the district had provided most of the iron in the Western Imperium; slaves had toiled day and night in the forges and factories. Now, it lay abandoned the slaves long since liberated. Elian looked to the sky and spotted his destination. Steam from the ironworks rose high into the sky, that would be where they would face the First Fear. He risked a glance over his shoulder and instantly regretted his decision. The Hollowed was hot on his heels and pursuing him as a cat would hunt a mouse. Of Vavius there was no sight.

		He skidded around a street corner and spotted the iron works. The huge structure dominated this section of the city, and even from the end of the street, he could feel the heat emanating from the forges within. 

		The interior of the ironworks was dark; only windows built high into the factory walls allowing in any light. The air was thick with steam rising from huge vats filled with molten metal. Elian ran deeper inside. He could sense the First Fear stalking him.

		“Come with me Elian. Your uprising will soon be crushed it is as inevitable as your future. The Supreme wants you Elian, wants to test your power for she believes that you will be her champion,” it said in its whispery voice.

		Elian stepped deeper into the factory, making sure to use the clouds of steam to mask his presence. Time was running out for him and Vavius to get the information they needed. Something else niggled at the back of his mind. Something the First Fear had said to him previously.

		“Before, when we fought on the bridge you mentioned the End of All things? What did you mean by that?” he asked.

		“There is a power greater than the Supreme. A power that seeks the extinction of all life. Everywhere. She believes that only she can stop it. I was once like you Elian. A powerful Empowered One. She found me and turned me into; this. At first, I was her slave obedient to her will.”

		Elian’s eyes widened at the revelation. The First Fear opposed the Supreme, how was that possible?

		“What happened?” he asked as he crept along one of the metal gangways. He couldn’t see the Hollowed, and he could no longer sense its presence. It was hiding from him. He stopped as out of the clouds of steam in front of him it emerged. He swore under his breath. If he tried to flee back down the gangway, it would catch him easily. He was trapped. Where was Vavius?

		The sound of booted feet on metal came from behind him causing him to turn. He almost cried out in relief as Vavius emerged from the steam and walked towards him.

		“I helped him free his mind from her influence is what happened,” said Vavius. “When they captured me at Hesselwit’s estate, they tortured me for months, but all the while I knew his true identity. I knew that the First Fear was my friend Corvan, a friend who sacrificed his life to save mine long ago. During my imprisonment, I wore down her influence and got through to him. He, as he always has done seeks to overthrow the Supreme.”

		Elian stared at Vavius in horror.

		“What are saying?” he stammered.

		It was the First Fear that replied.

		“We came to an arrangement Elian. When your Emergence occurred, we all felt it, but the Supreme became obsessed with you. So, she tasked me with finding you and bringing you to her; she fears you boy, I know it in my bones. Vavius knew how to find you and using his power did.”

		Elian stepped back from the eyeless monster now stalking toward him. His mind whirled.

		“In exchange for your location, all he had to do was kill Trajan and those other bastard Lords. Only then was I sure that he had fully shirked off her influence. You were supposed to be captured then, but I underestimated Tarv and Rea’s resolve. So, I went along with the rescue until I was able to arrange this little meeting. Do you have it?” Vavius asked looking past the stunned Elian to the First Fear. The Hollowed nodded.

		“You were dying when we got you out of the palace?”

		Vavius smirked.

		“We Empowered Ones can take a lot of punishment. It had to look believable otherwise you would have suspected something. Well maybe not you, Tarv most certainly would have. Well then. Let’s not delay any further. By now the Imperium army will have massacred your friends, Rea too most likely. Sad, but it can’t be helped now.”

		“Why?” was all Elian could say.

		“The map. The Temple of Arrival will give me the answers I’ve been looking for all these years. Finally, I will get my revenge on the Supreme and rid the world of her evil.”

		“No matter what the cost? You’ve betrayed everyone!” Elian shouted his hands knotting into fists.

		“In war, there are always casualties, and this is a war that I will win no matter the cost. She took everything from me. I will kill her, and I will restore the Empowered Ones to glory. We, the Gifted will take our rightful place and rule over the lesser beings of this world. They are nothing but worms under our feet, and one day all of them will bow to us,” Vavius ranted his face twisted with hate.

		“I suggest you settle your business quickly Corvan. I’ve rigged the main boiler to blow as we planned. I’d guess you have ten minutes before it explodes and takes this entire district out with it,” he added with a wink.

		The First Fear, Corvan rubbed his hands together.

		“It won’t take that long,” he replied menacingly.

		Anger filled Elian like it never had before. With a savage yell, he threw himself at Vavius.
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		Chapter 29.
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		LIZELLA RAN THROUGH Asta’s streets, all around her came the sounds of slaughter. The walls had fallen, and now Imperium soldiers were moving from structure to structure hunting down the Liberators like dogs. Her face was streaked with blood, and her leg was bleeding profusely as a result of a near miss from a musket ball. Ahead of her was Rea. The Gifted skidded to a halt and risked a peek around the corner of a ruined house. She gestured for Lizella to stop. After heavy fighting, they had been forced to retreat through the city. During a melee with some Imperium cavalry, they had been separated from Marcian and the others.

		“How far to the palace?” Lizella gasped. She gripped her tunic and ripped off a strip of material which she then bound around her injured leg.

		“Not far. I can see the bridge from here. Looks like we’re in luck,” Rea replied before rushing across the street. Smoke drifted over the city as explosions and gunfire rang out. Rea checked to make sure the coast was clear before returning and helping Lizella.

		“I hope Elian is ok,” she said softly as she hobbled. She had seen him fighting on the walls. At first, she had watched him in stunned awe at the speed and skill he possessed, but then an immense sadness had come over her. Gone was the gentle boy she had grown up with, in his place was a man with powers that she could not even comprehend.

		“Me too,” replied Rea. The tone of her voice almost made Lizella stop in her tracks. Such emotion. Did the Gifted have feelings for him? She shook her head angrily, now was not the time for such thoughts. They stepped onto the bridge and were waved across by a squad of gunners defending it.

		“Hurry. We’re breaking out of the city as soon as we can,” said one of the soldiers. He led them through the palace grounds were wounded men and women filled every spare scrap of space. The surviving war wagons were lined up close to the gatehouse, their tired crew preparing them and the horses. Finally, they reached the to the map room where they had previously devised their strategy. 

		There they found Erin and Marcian engaged in a heated argument.

		“- not again Marcian. I will not abandon my city.” Erin shouted her voice full of emotion.

		“The city is lost, Erin. If you stay here, you die. We have to get as many of our men onto the wagons and fight our way out before it’s too late. I will not-” Marcian paused as he spotted Lizella and Rea. A look of utter relief crossed his face. He strode across the room and embraced Lizella tightly.

		“I feared I’d lost you,” he said, his voice tight with emotion.

		“I’m ok. Has there been any word from Elian or Vavius?” she asked. Concern for her friend now overrode the worries she had for their precarious predicament.

		“No word. The last news I received was that they had led the First Fear to the industrial district as planned. Visp and Tiberio are heading over there now.  “Whatever it is they’re doing they’d best do it fast,” Marcian answered giving Erin a hard stare. “Soon the city will be overrun, and any chance of escape will be lost.”

		Erin slammed a hand on the table.

		“No! I will not abandon the city,” she shouted her voice full of despair. She lowered her head and sobbed. In the distance, they could hear explosions and gunfire. “I thought we could win. I thought that we could defeat the Imperium and restore freedom to this place. I was a fool.”

		Rea walked over to her and placed a hand on Erin’s shoulder.

		“This isn’t the end Erin. We’ve given the Imperium a bloody nose that it won’t forget in a hurry. The Supreme and Venerable Chamber will not be able to suppress news of this rebellion, not like before. We have lit the fire of rebellion that will be the end of the Supreme,” she said, her voice full of conviction. “Elian and Vavius will succeed. And then we find the key to defeating her.”

		Erin wiped her eyes angrily before nodding.

		“You’re right. We can’t give up. Very well Marcian, have it your way. Let’s give the order to break out.”
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		ELIAN CRASHED TO THE ground. He tried to rise but agonising pain lanced through his chest and blood dripped from his lips. He had tried to attack Vavius, but the man was far more skilled and experienced than he was. The Empowered One had parried Elian’s attack with ease to counter with a blow of his own. Vavius stood over him a look of contempt on his face.

		“Give me the map and let us conclude our business,” Vavius said.

		The First Fear reached into the breast pocket of his black suit jacket and took out a wooden cylinder that it then handed over to Vavius.

		“You won’t get away with this you bastard,” Elian shouted as he got back to his feet.

		The First Fear stepped between Elian and Vavius.

		“I already have Elian. No Empowered One has ever defeated a Hollowed, and I doubt you will be the first. You will thank me once I have defeated the Supreme. It will all be worth it I promise you. It was nice knowing you,” Vavius replied before he pulled up his hood and walked along the iron platform towards the exit.
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		ELIAN MADE TO GIVE chase, but the First Fear barred his way.

		“What do you want with me?” Elian shouted in frustration.

		“He doesn’t know,” the First Fear said.

		

		“Doesn’t know what?”

		

		“You are more important to the Supreme than he could have imagined. She is obsessed with you, even now I can hear her voice whispering in my head, telling me to bring you to her. Vavius believes the answer to beating her lies in some ancient ruin. I believe the answer lies within you. I will take you with me, deliver you to her and perhaps she will set me free.”

		For a moment Elian regarded the creature that had once been Corvan with pity. It had never wanted to become the monster that stood before him. Then he remembered Fork, Tarv and the other horrors it had done, and the pity evaporated as quickly as it had formed.

		“Yeah? Well first you have to take me alive,” Elian growled raising his fists. Vavius betrayal burned hot in his heart, and the Anger grew and grew. He could its power coursing through his body.

		The First Fear raised a hand, and as before during their fight on the bridge, a wave of intense sorrow washed over him. As soon as it had struck it was replaced with rage, then joy, then hate, every emotion a person could ever experience was trying to overwhelm him. This time, however, he was ready. He raised a hand of his own and pushed back with emotions of his own until it became an invisible pushing match. The stone in his gauntlet glowed brightly adding to his power. Into his push, he poured all his recent experiences, all of his fear and anger. He stepped forward forcing the First Fear back its face contorting in confusion.

		“Enough!” It dropped its arm and launched itself at Elian who backflipped out of the way. He landed in a crouch, savouring the strength coursing through his body. He dashed forward, channelling his Anger and aiming his strikes. He aimed two jabs at the First Fear’s head. The monster dodged in a blur and countered with a strike of its own.

		Elian jumped and passed over it to land on the iron gangway that rocked with the impact. The First Fear spun with superhuman speed catching Elian before he even touched the ground. Again, it tried to lock its bony fingers around his neck in an attempt to subdue him. Elian kicked his legs desperately.

		‘If I panic, I die!’ he thought. Heeding his own advice, he closed his eyes and focused. Both it and Vavius had said that there was something special about him, about his Emergence. What was it? He was certainly powerful when he could channel the Power within, but then again so was any Empowered One. No. There was something else, something that he’d missed. The fingers about his throat tightened, and blackness threatened to take him.

		Fear at the fate awaiting him should he lose, and Anger at Vavius’s betrayal surged through him. There was something else too, an Anticipation of the fate awaiting him. The world swirled wildly about him, but he could see shapes moving with his mind’s eye. To his surprise, he felt something new awaken within, another power concurrent with Anger.

		His eyes snapped open.

		That was it! He could use multiple powers at once. He opened himself up to every emotion a person could feel until the stone on his gauntlet glowed with a blinding light.

		“What is this?” the First Fear exclaimed.

		Elian reached up, took the Hollowed’s hands in his own and with a roar pried them from his throat. The First Fear’s arms trembled as it fought to maintain its hold, but inch by inch Elian was gaining the advantage. Finally, Elian broke free and kicked out catching his opponent in the chest and sending him staggering backwards.

		Energy swirled around him; the Power made manifest. Yin and Tarv had warned him not to overuse his abilities, it was what caused a Break, but Elian felt nothing of the sort. Instead of his mind fragmenting as they warned it would, he felt a strange, serene calmness.

		The First Fear attacked, but Elian could predict every strike. He had tapped into the power of Anticipation. He was now two steps ahead of his foe allowing him to dodge every attack with ease. Fear granted him speed which he used to dart behind his stunned foe. Lashing out with strikes of his own drove the First Fear back, it was powerless to stop him. A kick to the midriff, a punch to the skull, an uppercut to the jaw; Elian delivered each strike with force and precision. Delivering blow after he sent the creature to its knees. His knuckles were raw and bleeding, but the power was intoxicating.

		He couldn’t stop. Not until the creature was no more. The First Fear raised its arms feebly to protect itself, but Elian didn’t stop. He beat it to a bloody pulp.

		“Kill me,” the First Fear hissed through broken teeth. The words struck Elian like a gunshot, snapping him out of his violent frenzy. He stopped; his eyes darting from his bloody hands to the battered being lying at his mercy.

		Below, the vats of molten metal bubbled and hissed promising a quick but painful death. He had the upper hand. He could kill it, put an end to its evil. 

		“Do it, boy. I have longed for it ever since she did this to me. She stripped away my identity, my life, my eyes. I have lived nothing but a waking nightmare since then. Committing horrors because she wills it. Do not underestimate the Supreme Elian. She believes in the End of All Things, and she will stop at nothing to prevent it. Kill me. Bring me peace.”

		The thought of being someone’s puppet and used to murder and spread terror made Elian shuddered despite the heat of the ironworks. It was the fate the Supreme had in store for him. The pity returned, and this time he granted Corvan his wish.

		“Hurry, I can feel her clawing at my mind. She seeks to regain control of me. End it now for I will never stop hunting you and your friends!”

		With a yell and through tear streaked eyes Elian placed his hands about Corvan’s throat and squeezed with all of his might.

		The ironworks exploded.
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		THE FORCE OF THE EXPLOSION ripped the roof off the main building sending red-hot bricks along with iron, slate and timber roof frame showering down. The metal gangway shifted upwards violently snapping like a twig and sending Elian tumbling towards the fractured vats below. Desperately he scrambled for a handhold as the metal platform swung violently. Acrid black smoke filled the devastated factory, and molten metal poured from the vats to cover the floor below. His ears were ringing and his vision blurred, but at least he was alive. Just. He looked up, and with a shout of effort, he began to climb. With every movement, the gangway shifted dangerously. If he didn’t hurry, then he would be sent tumbling into the inferno below. The heat was incredible he could feel the skin on his hands and face begin to blister from its intensity. He braced and channelled his power. Bending his legs, he focused it into them and launched himself upwards just as the damaged gangway gave way with a screech of twisting metal to tumble into the deadly river of molten metal. He landed heavily onto another ravaged platform desperate for a way out.

		“That bastard Vavius. That was not ten minutes,” he groaned.

		The smoke and heat were growing worse with every passing moment, threatening to overwhelm him.

		“Elian!”

		Narrowing his eyes, he looked in the direction of the voice. Clouds of black smoke obscured his vision, but he headed toward it, nonetheless. Staggering along the platform he reached a staircase. The iron railing had been sheared off, but the concrete steps were still intact. The voice sounded again, this time closer. He descended the stairs, careful to keep his balance.

		A wall of flame blocked the bottom of the stairs and molten metal now covered every inch of the ironworks ground floor.

		“Elian up here!”

		He looked up to see Tiberio stood on a precariously dangling platform a piece of material wrapped about his nose and mouth.

		“You're going to have to jump lad,” the Fighter urged.

		Weariness threatened to overwhelm Elian; stumbling forward he placed a hand on the metal railing to steady himself. Agonising pain lanced up his arm as his skin fizzed from contact with the white-hot metal. Cursing, he clutched his wounded hand to his chest and tried to focus. Tiberio urged him to jump again. More explosions could be heard emanating from deeper within the ironworks adding to the carnage.

		“If you don’t jump you will die. Now jump damn you!” Tiberio yelled.

		Elian braced himself, bent his legs and channelled Joy. Concentrating was a challenge, the noise, the pain combining to distract him. He once again thought of Lizella, but to his dismay that thought no longer held any Joy for him, only sadness. Panic rose within him; without that memory how could he tap into the power he needed to make the jump?

		“I can’t make it. Get out of here while you still can!” he shouted back.

		“Look out!” Tiberio warned.

		Elian turned. Emerging from the smoke staggered the First Fear. Elian raised his wounded hands to defend himself, but the Hollowed stumbled past him to the edge of the broken platform before facing him.

		“You must stop her. You cannot die in this place. Let me help you. Let me atone for all I’ve done.”

		Before Elian could protest, it grabbed him by the scruff of his cloak and hurled him upwards. Elian cried out, but Tiberio leant forward catching him by the wrist. With a grunt, the big man caught him and pulled him to safety.

		Elian looked down at Corvan.

		“Come with us!” he cried. Tiberio looked at him as though he had lost his mind.

		Corvan shook his head, a smile on his eyeless face. He spread his arms wide and leapt into the river of molten metal below.

		“Come on Elian; we have to go!”

		Elian stared at the spot where Corvan had vanished into the bubbling river of molten death.
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		THE SITUATION OUTSIDE of the ironworks was just as bad as it was inside. An inferno was ripping its way through the tightly packed factories and industrial buildings, igniting more devastating explosions. A shower of red-hot bricks fell like meteors onto the streets, and anyone caught in their path. Together Elian and Tiberio ran through the hellscape of a dying city towards the rendezvous. Flames burst from windows and even the tunnels that ran beneath the streets. Where falling pieces of burning wood fell onto the thatched roofs of the tenement buildings and ghettos, new fires burst into life. Already devastated by the fire that had spread from Nostrum’s estate the city of Asta was aflame yet again and this time the devastation could not be stopped. In the distance gunfire still rang out as desperate civilians tried to fight their way out of the burning city. The roar of the fire and explosions was terrible but quickly succeeded by a still more appalling sound- the shrieks and screams of those unfortunate people who were buried beneath the ruins.

		They ran to the main avenue where they found Visp standing over the bodies of a dozen Imperium soldiers. In her hand was her white-steel sword dripping red with their blood.

		“Finally, what took you so long!” she scolded before leading the way towards the palace.

		As they ran, they encountered scenes of horror. Imperium troops were butchering anyone resisting their advance on the palace. Visp led them down a back alley, and Tiberio lifted a manhole cover at its end. They clambered down a ladder and into the sewers. As they ran, they passed several of the Sewer Rats who were cowering in the darkness. The world above was a nightmare.

		Eventually, they reached another ladder and clambered back into daylight. The air was sweeter than that of the sewers, but now it was tinged with smoke. Ahead loomed the palace and the bridge leading to it. At one end a squad of Imperium troops were engaged in a vicious gun battle with some Liberators.

		“Look!” Tiberio shouted pointing to the far side of the bridge. Galloping hard out of the palace grounds came the war wagons. Men were crammed onto them, and as they reached the opposite side of the bridge, they opened fire, cutting down the Imperium vanguard. Stood on the driver’s board with musket raised was Marcian, behind him was Rea and Lizella.

		Visp ran out into the road forcing Marcian to bring the wagon to a halt.

		“Hurry up and get on, we don’t have much time!”

		Tiberio helped Elian onto the wagon where he collapsed in exhaustion. Lizella hurried to his side and held him close cradling his burnt face in her arms. The Liberators who had been defending the bridge also clambered onto the other wagons to safety.  With a crack of the whip Marcian spurred the horses on again, and soon the six surviving war wagons were careening through the ruined streets of Asta.

		They smashed through a hastily erected Imperium barricade, bullets pinging off of the steel armoured sides of the wagons as they went. Ahead, Marcian could see that the route to the southern gate had been completely overrun by the enemy. They would not escape that way. With a tug of the reins, he changed the horses’ direction and veered to the right down a shattered street.

		“Where are you going?” Rea cried from behind him.

		“There’s no way we’re getting out that way. The West gate will be easier. I hope,” he added under his breath.

		The wagons barrelled past the imposing structures of the abandoned Venerable Chamber and Imperium barracks. Fire caused during the uprising had ravaged both buildings. Finally, they reached the main thoroughfare that led to the western gate, barring the road was a small contingent of Imperium musketeers. At seeing the wagons, they formed a firing line in an attempt to block their escape.

		Rea leant forward and raised a hand. With eyes narrowed she used her power on the soldiers causing them to throw down their weapons and allow the wagons through. They careened past the confused soldiers and reached the open gate. Once through Marcian urged the horses onwards until they were racing through the countryside. Behind them the Imperium army swarmed through the southern gate, crushing all remaining resistance. By a miracle, they had escaped.

		

		
			[image: image]
		

		

		

		GENERAL RICKON WALKED soberly through the citadel at the heart of the city of Imperias, the capital city of the Supreme Imperium. The dark corridors made him feel uneasy, where were the servants, scribes and diplomats that should indicate that this was the heart of government for the Imperium? He could feel a cold sweat on his forehead as his footsteps echoed down the empty hallway.

		His victory at Asta should be celebrated; surely the Supreme would reward him for his glorious victory. He wiped his brow with the white handkerchief he kept in his uniforms breast pocket and cursed at his fear. He’d never met her before, and his nerves were getting the better of him.

		Sure, rebellions had broken out all across the Imperium as word of Asta’s uprising had spread, that wasn’t his fault. If anything, the Venerable Chamber should face the Supreme’s wrath for failing to suppress the news. He had done his job to the best of his abilities. How was he to know that Empowered Ones would be present at the battle, or that the rebels would be led by people with an eye for tactics? Certainly, the losses his army had sustained were high, but victory had been his eventually. He shook his head as the sense of dread grew deeper in his guts. The destruction of Asta’s industrial district had been unexpected and unfortunate. Perhaps the Supreme was displeased for its loss? With every step, the dread grew stronger until all he wanted to do was turn and flee.

		“Keep walking,” came a rasping voice from the shadows causing him to cry out in surprise. He narrowed his eyes and sure enough in the gloom ahead of him stood the unmistakable visage of a Hollowed. Its eyeless gaze boring into him.

		“She awaits you,” the creature said as it stepped to one side and pushed open the heavy wooden door.

		Every single one of his senses was screaming at him to turn and flee. To his horror, he realised that he couldn’t even if he wanted to. Something was in his head, invincible fingers forcing him onward and through the door.

		Once through he found himself in a huge columned chamber. Gas lanterns cast a flickering light that only deepened the shadows and his sense of dread. He walked deeper inside towards the throne dominating the centre of the chamber and knelt before it his head pressed to the cold marble floor. Slowly it turned to face him.

		“Where is the boy?”

		Rickon raised his head and gasped at the beauty before him. With red hair flowing over her shoulders and a face that would melt the heart of any man sat the Supreme. Her regal attire accentuated every curve of her slim body making it hard for him to concentrate. She was over three hundred years old yet looked only twenty.

		“F-F-Forgive me Supreme, but what boy?” he stammered in shock.

		For a heartbeat, he thought she would rise from her throne and strike him, but instead, a smile split her lips.

		“The First Fear, my beloved servant is dead. I felt it. To have survived such an encounter and flee my army, indeed he is powerful just as I had hoped,” the Supreme said wistfully.

		Rickon blinked in confusion. What was she talking about? No questions about the battle, about the uprising?

		“This rebellion is of little concern to me General,” she said as though she had read his mind. “All that matters are finding Elian.”

		“But Supreme the Imperium is ablaze with rebellion. What of the quotas of slaves and production? They will be impossible to reach with the land in upheaval.”

		She smiled at him her green eyes twinkling dangerously.

		“Crushing this little rebellion, I leave to you Supreme Commander. Use whatever resources you deem necessary with my blessing.”

		Rickon flushed at the words. Supreme Commander of the Imperium!

		“I don’t know what to say, your Highness. I am deeply honoured. I will not fail you,” he gushed like some lovestruck pubescent.

		“What of this Elian, can I assist you with that?” he added eagerly.

		The Supreme shook her head.

		“No. Leave my son to me.”

		

		The End.
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