
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The

Temple of Arrival

The Empowered Ones Book Two

M.S. Olney

Copyright © 2020 by Matthew Olney. All Right Reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, or by any information storage and retrieval system without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of very brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

Cover art by:

Reza Ashfarr


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

The Temple of Arrival (The Empowered Ones, #2)

Chapter 1.

Chapter 2.

Chapter 3.

Chapter 4.

Chapter 5.

Chapter 6.

Chapter 7.

Chapter 8.

Chapter 9.

Chapter 1o.

Chapter 11.

Chapter 12.

Chapter 13.

Chapter 14.

Chapter 15.

Part Two

Chapter 16.

Chapter 17.

Chapter 19. | Near Olandis

Chapter 20.

The Temple of Arrival (The Empowered Ones, #2)

Chapter 22.

Chapter 23.

Chapter 24.

Chapter 25.

Chapter 26.

Chapter 27.

Chapter 29.

Chapter 30.

––––––––The Empowered Ones

The History of the Supreme Imperium––––––––The Beginning

Characters

Gear

About the Author

ONE LAST THING...

Also By M.S Olney

Other Books By M.S. OLNEY

The Sundered Crown Saga-

Heir to the Sundered Crown

War for the Sundered Crown

Quest for the Sundered Crown

The Sundered Crown Boxset

The Nightblade

Danon

The Empowered Ones-

The First Fear

The Temple of Arrival

Unconquered Series -

Unconquered: Blood of Kings

Audiobooks-

Heir to the Sundered Crown

War for the Sundered Crown

Quest for the Sundered Crown

The First Fear 

The Temple of Arrival

[image: A picture containing indoor, text, map, bear

Description automatically generated]

[image: A white sign with black text

Description automatically generated]

The Asylum

The monotonous tapping of water striking stone was comforting to Skit. So too, was the constant flickering of the torch ensconced into the slimy stone wall of the cell that had been his home for nearly two decades. He gazed through half-open eyes at the iron grate acting as the door to his cell. The howls, yelps and whimpers of his fellow inmates, now that was something that still scared him. It was the sound of madness and insanity; it was the sound made by the Broken. It was constant, and in those first months sleeping had been difficult, but the saying that a man can get used to anything over time had proven true. 

He clenched his jaw as he breathed in the damp acrid air. His back was moist with sweat, and his lice filled tunic covered his emaciated body. The cell was small, containing a pile of straw that acted as his bed, the flickering torch that was his only source of heat as well as light and a small dripping pipe that provided him with water. 

The sound of iron grating on stone caused him to sit a little straighter. It was very rare that anything different happened to break the tedium of his self-inflicted imprisonment. He only ever saw the caretakers once every few months when they came through and dropped off food. The yelling and cries of the other inmates grew louder and louder until it grew to an almost deafening pitch. Approaching footsteps came from the darkness of the corridor outside the cell until a shadowy figure appeared in front of Skit’s cell door.

Skit’s ruined eyes could just make out a silhouette standing in the flicker of his torch. 

“Who’s there?” he asked, his voice barely louder than a strained whisper. When was the last time he had spoken out loud? He couldn’t recall. 

“An old friend,” came the reply. Skit’s eyes widened at the voice. Fear twisted in his belly.

“No. Not you. You’re no friend of mine. You’re the reason I’m in here.”

The figure stepped closer revealing himself.

It was who he had feared most. Vavius.

“Now don’t be like that Skit. We were friends back in the day. Fighting side by side against the Supreme and the Imperium. We were good at it too.”

Skit waved a skinny arm dismissively. 

“We were fighting the good fight until I learned the truth about you and what you did. I wonder if during all this time the others ever figured it out?”

Vavius crossed his arms, his blue cloak looking black in the dimness of the Asylum.

“To answer your question, they never did. Although I’m sure, they know some of the truth now. And it doesn’t matter. I’m this close to it Skit; I have the map.”

Skit looked away and spat in disgust. 

“Congratulations,’ he replied his tone dripping with sarcasm. ‘Who did you betray for it? Tarv? Yin? Or perhaps Cleo?”

Vavius chuckled humourlessly. 

“Two of those three are dead. I won’t tell you which. I’ll let it haunt your dreams while you cower in this hell. Why choose to hide here? Of all places.”

Skit shook his head in despair at the words. How many more would die for this man’s lust for power?

“I hide here because I know it disgusts you. It represents the worst of us. I’m just surprised it took you this long to find me.”

Vavius gripped one of the cell doors iron bars and placed his face to the cool metal. 

“You know why I’m here. I need your help. I need you to read the map. I tried to make sense of it myself, but it’s written in ancient Aeranyth. There’s only one man I know who could read such a language, and that’s you Skit,” Vavius explained taking a scroll from the pocket sewn into his cloak. He pulled the string, unfurled it and pressed the parchment to the bars. 

Skit squinted at it for a few moments and chuckled.

“I cannot read it,’ he said shaking his head. “You’ve wasted your time coming here.”

“You’re lying. I know you can read ancient Aeranyth,” Vavius snapped. 

He narrowed his eyes as he channelled his Anger. His limbs grew, as the emotion acted as a conduit to the Power. With ease, he ripped the iron door from its hinges and tossed it casually down the corridor. The crash of its impact set off the Asylum’s inmates, their howls of madness rising until that was all that could be heard. He stepped into the cell and forcefully placed a gloved hand to Skit’s forehead. He closed his eyes. 

Skit screamed, but the agonized sound was lost in the howls of the damned. 

“So, you need a cypher to read it,” Vavius muttered as he tore his way through Skit’s mind. His eyes widened as he learned where to obtain one.

“The Venerable Chamber archives,” he said, before lifting the now unconscious Skit over his shoulder and departing the Asylum.
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Rebellion
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Chapter 1.
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Mines of Hestra

Elian pulled the hood of his red cloak tighter and adjusted the black mask covering his scarred face. From his vantage point atop the windswept and long-abandoned watchtower, he looked out over the vast desolate landscape of Hestra. For as far as the eye could see, the land was pitted with great scars that marked the heart of the Imperium’s mining industry. Each pit was worked by tens of thousands of slaves from right across the Supremes’ Empire. Somewhere down there in that maze of tunnels and misery was his parents and the other captured denizens of his home village of Fork. A sound came from far below; it was one of the many trains that carried fresh slaves into the meat grinder. The engine was barrelling down the tracks towards the nearby rail depot. A perfect way in. He crouched and braced himself. Channelling Anger, he felt the Power surge through his legs. He jumped. The leap taking him out above the train tracks far below, whistling air filled his ears as he fell, his cloak billowing out behind him. With a thud, he landed on the roof of the train, the impact creating a dent in the metal. Rising from the landing, he kept low and made his way towards the locomotive. In the carriages beneath his feet came the desperate cries of hundreds of men, women and children. With the rebellion spreading across the Imperium more and more people were being rounded up and sent to the mines. Hestra was the main source of iron ore and coal, the commodities that fuelled the Imperium war machine. 

Maintaining his balance, Elian reached the rear of the locomotive. Thick black smoke billowing from the chimney obscured him from the driver and stoker’s view. Lowering himself from the roof of the carriage he reached down to the carriage’s coupling. With Anger, he gripped the pin and pulled. With a satisfying clunk, the locomotive was detached from its human cargo.     

Quickly, the engine sped on, but the carriages fell back as they lost their momentum. The slaves were now safe. Once Marcian and his force of Liberators arrived they would free them from their bonds.

A surprised shout came from behind him. The engine crew were now aware of his presence. The burly soot covered stoker gripped his shovel tightly and advanced. With a shout, he swung the makeshift weapon, but Elian tapped into Fear allowing him to move at incredible speed. With ease, he dodged the stoker’s clumsy attack and shot out a hand. He grabbed the end of the shovel and with a burst of Anger hurled the stoker from the speeding train. He didn’t look to see the mess the man-made from striking the iron tracks at over sixty miles per hour. His attention fixed on the driver who reached for the small pistol in his overalls pocket. Elian narrowed his eyes and focused on the panicking driver. His breathing increased, and his pupils widened as he channelled the emotion of Anticipation. The world slowed to a crawl, and the driver before him appeared to split into several ghost-like images. It was a bizarre sensation witnessing all the possible movements of a foe at once, but as Elian had discovered in recent weeks, it was also invaluable. The ghostly images blurred until one became solid. His senses snapped back to reality as sure enough; the driver pulled the pistol from its holster. Before the man could aim Elian dashed forward gripped his arm and delivered an upward strike. The driver’s arm snapped with a sickening crack causing him to scream in agony. Elian hurled him from the engine to share the same fate as the stoker. 

He leant out over the side of the speeding engine. In the distance and rapidly approaching was Hestra’s central depot. The place where dozens of trains were loaded with cargo from the mines. Destroying it would deliver a solid blow against the Imperium’s ability to bring resources to the cities and factories. Picking up one of the spare shovels he rapidly plied the engine's furnace with more and more coal. Each input sent the train lurching forward. Satisfied with his work he stepped back, cloak flapping wildly around him in the wind. With a grunt he snapped the engine’s break before launching himself off the now wildly out of control train, to backflip onto the tracks. Anger strengthened his limbs, absorbing the impact of the landing. 

Still in a crouch, he watched as the train smashed through the depot’s outer gatehouse and careened off the tracks to plough on through several sheds and storehouses, shattering them into splinters. With a deafening crash, it slammed into a warehouse that exploded in a spectacular fireball. The shockwave of the blast ruffled his hair and cloak. Thick black smoke and flames shot high into the sky.

“End of the line.” 

*
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THE MINES WERE IN CHAOS. Gun battles raged, and cannon fire boomed as the Hestra garrison fought desperately to fend off the attacking Liberator forces that were flooding in from the countryside. Marcian’s elite Blue Coat Liberators were on the rim of the pits hammering stakes into the ground and beginning to abseil down. Elian ran along the wooden platforms connecting each of the huge pits. Any Imperium troops he encountered he dispatched quickly and without mercy. All feelings of guilt or remorse for harming other beings were long gone. Vavius’ betrayal and the burns he had suffered in Asta had numbed him to such sentiment. Lizella’s choice too had played its part. He could not afford to feel pain, not when the uprising was depending on his powers now more than ever. He leapt over a squad of musketeers to strike from behind. With a punch, he sent two of them flying off the platform and tumbling into the vast pit below, their screams fading as they fell. A bayonet stabbed close to his face slicing a gouge in his mask and forcing him to step backwards. He could feel warm blood running down his face from where the steel had grazed his already scared and burnt cheek. The soldier attacked again, but this time Elian ducked the thrust to bring a knee hard into the man’s chest, his Anger enhanced limbs crushed the steel plate armour. With a gargled cry the man collapsed to the ground. Musket balls pinged off the platform as Imperium snipers took up positions around the mine. Above and behind, Liberators began dropping as they were picked off by the superior shooting of the enemy. To his surprise, he spotted a figure sprinting along the rim of the pit. Their purple cloak whipping about them as they engaged some of the snipers. 

“Who is that?”

Whoever the mysterious stranger was, they were buying the Liberators time to pull their wounded to safety. Seeing that the snipers were under control, Elian pressed on along the platforms. His target was the Commander’s fort located at the far end of the pit complex. He could see the stone structure looming over the landscape and flashes signalling that its long guns had joined the battle. A whistling noise signalled incoming rounds of high explosives. They struck the far side of the pit blasting huge chunks of earth high into the sky and with a deafening rumble. The entire side of the pit began to collapse. Even from his location, Elian could hear the screams of Liberators who were sent tumbling into the pit and buried alive by the catastrophic landslide. A huge cloud of dust sprayed high into the air as the avalanche buried everything and everyone in the pit beneath. 

Behind him came running footsteps. He tensed, but it was a soot covered Marcian, and a small squad of Liberators who jogged into view. The leader of the Liberators blue coat and tricorn hat was covered in a layer of dust, in his hand was his trusty rapier. 

“We have to take out that fort. Its long guns are going to bring this whole place down on us,” he said breathlessly. 

Elian nodded.

“I’ll deal with the fort. You free the slaves. There’s an internment camp in the next valley. Get them out,” he replied. Without another word, he set off towards the fort.

*
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LIZELLA WAS ON HER stomach, musket held tightly in her hands and crawling for her life. The battle was vicious; the Imperium was hell-bent on defending the mines even though the countryside around them had risen in revolt. Since Asta, conflict had engulfed the Western Imperium as slaves threw off their bonds to fight side by side with the ever-growing ranks of the Liberator army. If someone had told her just six months previously that she would be crawling through mud and blood in Hestra, she would have called them mad. Never in her wildest dreams could she have imagined the upheaval the world was experiencing. She reached an outcropping of rock and leant heavily against it. Musket balls struck the ground and pinged off the stone. She peeked over the rim of the rock and spotted the sharpshooter that had her pinned down. The man was hiding behind a pile of stones and lying prone on a small ridge. She ducked back down just as the shooter fired again. The bullet whizzed over her head. She dared not think about how close it had been. She braced herself against the rock and took in a few rapid breaths. She tightened her grip on her musket and let herself relax, picturing her target in her mind’s eye. Marcian had been an excellent teacher, but it had been Erin, one of the leaders of the Liberators in the weeks following Asta that had made her a crack shot. Remembering what she’d been taught, she rose from her position, rested the barrel of the musket against the rock and squeezed the trigger. The gun kicked violently, but she was ready and prepared for the recoil. The bullet struck her target dropping the sniper with a faint cry. Cautiously, she peeked around the rock and dashed across open ground. Behind her, more Liberators were abseiling down the steep cliffs. The amount of fire they were taking was fading suggesting that the defenders were falling back. Ahead of her was a low squat stone building, its guards having long since fled. She drew closer and could hear shouts and screams emanating from within. The shouts grew in volume; she could see arms desperately waving through iron bars. Her eyes widened as she realised why the imprisoned slaves were panicking. Stood in a row in front of the building were six wooden barrels joined together by a long steel chain that had a thin string running through it. A fuse! A gunshot sounded from above. Another sharpshooter was hiding amongst the rocks further up the valley. 

“He’s trying to ignite the powder!” cried one of the slaves their voice filled with terror.

Gritting her teeth, she ran towards the barrels; she didn’t have much time before the sharpshooter reloaded his weapon. Reaching the cell door, she slung her musket over her shoulder and pulled out the pistol she wore on her hip. 

“Get back and get ready to run,” she ordered. 

“Some of us are too weak to flee,” a sickly woman whimpered. 

Lizella swore under her breath. The woman was right. Most of the occupants of the cells looked half-starved or diseased; they would never be able to run. She looked at the chain and her stomach flipped. She had no way to cut the chain protecting the fuse. To shoot the chain would ignite it and she’d have nowhere near enough time to reload for a second shot. 

“Look out!” warned a slave.

Lizella threw herself to the side as a bullet struck the ground where she’d been standing. She landed heavily before coming up in a crouch. She wouldn’t be so lucky next time; the marksman was talented. What she needed was the help of a Gifted. A flash of red from above caught her eye. Elian! 

He launched himself from the rim of the pit, his cloak billowing out behind him like the wings of an attacking bird of prey. Like a striking falcon, he swooped onto the shooter. Elian kicked the soldier’s gun from his hands before hurling him from his hiding place. The man screamed but was promptly silenced when he slammed headfirst into the rocky ground below. Elian jumped down to the valley floor and sprinted over to Lizella. 

He gripped the chain, snapping it and the fuse clean in two. He looked at her and nodded before bending his knees and launching himself high into the sky. Then he was gone, taking the fight to another part of the mines. 

“Who was that?” one of the awestruck slaves asked.

“I really don’t know anymore,” Lizella answered breathlessly.
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Chapter 2.
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THE FORT WAS BUILT into the cliffside of one of the many mining pits, and its guns rained death upon the Liberators. From mine to mine and valley to valley the fighting had been brutal. Countless slaves were being freed, but it was clear that unless the fort was neutralized the attack would lose its momentum.   Elian’s hands knotted into fists as he watched one of the fort’s guns land a direct hit on a squad of Liberators who had been sheltering behind a store house. The building exploded in a fireball, the noise of the blast booming off the sides of the valley. Anger surged within him. It was the emotion he was most in tune with these days. He knew that to channel the negative emotions too much was bad for him, but the positive ones were harder and harder to reach. Vavius’s betrayal, Lizella’s choosing of Marcian, the state of the world at large, all converged to make him feel nothing but pain. That was why he wore a mask. The ironworks explosion in Asta had badly burnt the right side of his face. To his despair, he was no longer able to effectively channel the power of Joy which would have healed his wounds. He shook his head angrily, now was not the time to dwell on those problems, now was the time for action. He sprinted towards the fort, and as he drew closer, he could now take in its scale. The battlements were carved into the rock itself and stood at least a hundred feet high. Whoever had designed the vast complex of mines had done their job well. It was the perfect location for such a structure. Built into the side were two huge slits that slid open to allow the massive guns to fire out onto the surrounding terrain. Once fired the shutters would slam shut to protect the guns as they were reloaded from enemy fire. There appeared to be no way inside save for a door of solid steel built into the cliffside, which in turn was protected by murder holes. An idea came to him as the big guns fired again. The fort was perfectly designed to fend off a conventional attack; not one by an Empowered One. If his plan was to succeed, he would have to rely on another of the negative emotions, Fear. He focused on the sensation he had felt back in the ironworks in Asta. The moment when Vavius had revealed himself to be a traitor and that he was trapped with the monstrous First Fear. In his mind’s eye, he could make out every detail of the creature. It’s unnaturally thin body, the smart black suit it wore and its face. Hollowed and thin with black pits where its eyes should have been. His breathing increased as he allowed the Fear to fill him. As soon as it did, he opened his eyes and broke into a sprint. Fear granted him the ability to move at a supernatural speed. To an observer, he appeared as a red streak moving almost as fast as the eye could see. To Elian the world around him blurred save for where his eyes were fixed. Within seconds he reached the edge of the ravine, and with a shout, he launched himself across the chasm. The momentum of the Fear run caused him to cross the distance easily. Just as it looked as though he would crash into the steel gun doors like an egg striking concrete, they slid open. Twisting his body at the last moment he flew between the barrels of one of the mighty guns. Switching quickly to Anger he felt his body strengthen. He struck the concrete floor hard causing it to crack under the impact. Surprised shouts came from the gun crews as they spotted the intruder. Elian flipped onto his feet, instantly launching into an attack. The first he dispatched with a jab to the throat, the second with a roundhouse kick that sent the gunner smashing into a wall. He fought in a blur of fists and kicks until the room’s occupants were all battered senseless. He pressed himself against the wide archway that led deeper into the fort. Aside from the distant booms of cannon and musket fire from elsewhere in the mines the corridor was quiet. He looked around and stepped into a side chamber. Barrels of gunpowder and the large explosive shells fired by the long guns were safely stored inside. He took a barrel of powder under each arm and placed them next to each of the guns. Using his knowledge of explosives taught to him during his short time with the Liberators, he set a trail of powder into the explosive-packed storeroom. Stepping out into the corridor he spotted a glass lantern affixed to a wall and removed it. Carefully, he placed the flickering candle next to the trail of powder. Quickly, he moved through the fort, silently dispatching any Imperium soldiers that got in his way. Finally, he reached a staircase leading upwards towards the command centre. It would be there that he hoped to find the men overseeing the defence of Hestra. He proceeded down the long windowless corridors, only the flicker from lanterns affixed to the walls offering any light – was there someone stood at the end of the corridor? Elian slowed and narrowed his eyes. A shadow blocked the metal door at the far end. The shadow stepped out of the darkness and into the light. A Hollowed. It watched Elian with a sinister smirk on its unnaturally thin face.

“We knew you’d come,” it said in a soft, scratchy voice.

Elian dropped into a fighting stance. He had bested The First Fear; he could best this one. A movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention. He spun to see another Hollowed approaching from behind. He was trapped! One he could probably handle, but two! Panic built in his chest. There was nowhere to go. The narrow corridor had no windows and was built of reinforced steel and concrete; even he couldn’t punch his way through that. He focused, doing his best to get the Fear under control. They hadn’t attacked him yet, which meant they wanted to talk.

“What do you want?” Elian asked trying to do his best to make his voice sound strong. 

“The Supreme seeks you Empowered One. What she commands we obey.”

“I’m guessing from the fact that you haven’t attacked me yet means that she still wants me alive. If so, why? What does she want from me?”

The First Fear had said something similar in Asta. The Supreme wanted him alive, and that made Elian even more afraid. It meant she had a purpose in mind for him. Did she want to turn him into one of the very abominations that stood before him? That was the worst part about the Hollowed. They had all been Empowered Ones like him once. The Supreme hadn’t hunted them to near extinction as Vavius had claimed. Instead, she had turned them one by one into monsters and stripped them of everything they had once been.

“Come with us and find out,” the first Hollowed answered.

“And if I refuse?”

The Hollowed grinned, exposing a set of blackened teeth. The look told Elian everything he needed to know.

“Leave him alone,” said a woman’s voice breaking the tension. Elian turned in surprise. Standing in the corridor behind the second Hollowed was a figure in a purple cloak of a similar design to his own. Her features were hidden by the shadow of her hood. It was the figure he’d spotted earlier, the one that had taken out the sharpshooters. 

The Hollowed closest to her snarled before launching into an attack. The mystery woman barely ducked the blow and to Elian’s surprise countered with a punch that sent the creature stumbling backwards. She didn’t hesitate and leapt at it to deliver a powerful kick straight to the head. The Hollowed’s head snapped backwards causing it to fall to its knees.

“Run!” the woman shouted. Elian didn’t hesitate and burst into a run, leaping over the now prone Hollowed. The woman ran in front of him her cloak flapping behind her. Together they Bounded through the fort back toward the gunnery platform. He could hear booted feet running towards their location. The candle he had placed earlier was now dangerously close to igniting the fuse. 

“Who are you?” Elian asked his mysterious saviour.

“Someone who is here to watch your back. Come on; we have to leave before this whole place goes up,” the woman replied impatiently. She pulled down her hood to reveal long hair the colour of straw. She was no older than thirty at the most, but her piercing blue eyes suggested that she had seen much. She took him by the hand and pulled him towards the still open gun doors. She climbed up onto the outer wall and gestured for him to follow.

“This is our only way out,” she shouted over the howl of the wind whipping up the cliffside. Elian joined her and immediately regretted looking down. The bottom of the valley was a long way down, and from this height, the figures battling below looked like ants. He gulped. He’d never even attempted such a drop before. 

The mystery woman took his hand in hers again and squeezed. 

“Don’t let go,” she said.

Without another word, she stepped forward into the abyss. Elian closed his eyes and went with her. Gravity instantly took effect sending them plummeting towards the valley floor. Elian channelled his Anger, doubting that even that power would be enough to prevent him from being turned into a bloody smear. The woman squeezed his hand again causing him to look at her. She smiled and pulled him closer until their faces were mere centimetres apart.

“You still have much to learn about the Power Elian,” she said into his ear. Panic filled Elian, and he closed his eyes waiting for the inevitable. He could smell her perfume. A few moments went by. Nothing happened. The sensation of plummeting to his doom halted. The woman laughed.

“Open your eyes Elian,” she said softly. He did so and gasped. 

They were floating! He looked at her in awe as she effortlessly glided across the chasm. Once on the other side, they landed gently. Elian stepped backwards stunned. 

“Who are you?” he asked again.

Just as the woman was about to answer, the fort exploded. 

*
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EARS STILL RINGING, Elian sat up and blinked dust from his eyes. He looked at the spot where the fort had once stood and marvelled at his handiwork. The force of the explosion had caused the cliff to collapse completely sending tonnes of rock into the valley below, and now only a smoking crater existed where the formidable fortifications once stood. Where was the woman? He staggered to his feet and called out, but she was nowhere to be seen.  
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Chapter 3.
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Marcian walked through the camp with a smile on his face. The sun was setting on the day of a spectacular victory. The mines of Hestra, one of the most important industrial centres in the Western Imperium was no more. After intense close quarter fighting that had raged from mine to mine and the destruction of the Hestra fortress, the Imperium garrison had fled in disarray. As he walked, he nodded to his men and clapped some of them on the back as they went by. They had performed better than he could have ever expected and now their ranks would be bolstered by thousands of freed slaves. The Liberators were finally becoming an army. His mood soured slightly as Erin approached. Her expression was not one of joy or victory but one of barely concealed annoyance.

“I don’t know why you’re smiling,” she said as she fell into step at his side. 

“Can’t you just savour the victory Erin?” he replied doing his best not to get irritated.

“Victory? I guess you and I see victory in different ways. Granted, shutting down the mines will be a temporary hindrance to the Imperium and the liberation of slaves is always a good thing- “

“Why do I sense there’s a but coming?” Marcian interrupted. He stopped next to a barrel of water, scooped up some in his hands and washed his grime covered face. 

“That’s better!” he exclaimed happily.

“You bet there’s a bit;” Erin continued, “our supplies were dangerously overstretched before this operation, and despite my concerns, you insisted on going ahead with it anyway.”

“What are you trying to say, Erin. Come on spit it out.”

“We can’t take them with us,” she said. Marcian stopped in his tracks. He turned to face his second in command. 

“We’ve freed at least twenty thousand people. We cannot feed and water them all, let alone arm and train them. Most of them are sickly, and some are far too ill to move. If we are to stay the mobile force, we have to be. we must leave them behind.” Erin said unable to meet his stare.

Marcian sighed in exasperation. He looked around the camp and his stomach knotted. Erin was right. The Liberators had only survived this long thanks to their ability to move quickly across country; that and the powers of Elian. He dreaded to think what would happen if General Rickon’s main army caught them in open ground. He wiped his face with a hand and nodded. Erin was correct as usual. 

“Your right Erin,’ he sighed. ‘let the men enjoy their victory tonight. In the morning I’ll address them and let them know the situation. I dread to think what Lizella is going to say.”

*
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HUNDREDS OF CAMPFIRES dotted the landscape around Hestra, and the sound of songs and celebration carried on the cool night air. Marcian was grateful that his tent had been ready and waiting for him when he returned. The reports he’d received made for grim reading. Erin wasn’t wrong. Their supplies were already dangerously low, and from his estimations, they would run out of food before they reached the safety of the vastness of the Sojourn forest. Casualty wise, his small army had lost close to two hundred men in the fighting. He pushed his way through the tent flap and wearily shrugged off his blue overcoat. With a groan, he sat on the pallet and rubbed his eyes. 

“They’re not here,” Lizella cried as she stormed into the tent like a whirlwind. From the redness of her eyes, it was clear that she’d been crying. 

“What do you mean not here?” Marcian replied. The whole reason they had marched to Hestra was to find and free the people of Fork, Lizella and Elian’s parents among them. 

“I’ve looked everywhere. They’re not here!”

Marcian stood and pulled her into an embrace. He stroked her long blonde hair holding her close. 

“Our intel wasn’t old. Unless...” he paused. The implications of what he was thinking could be dire. Without another word, he let go of Lizella and rushed outside calling for Erin. 

“What is it?” Lizella asked.

“Pray that I’m wrong,” he replied.

A few moments of nervous waiting passed before Erin arrived at the tent. 

“Tell me our intel was good,” Marcian demanded.

“It was good. Our spies reported that the people of Fork were in the mines just four days ago. We marched as fast as we could.”

Marcian couldn’t shake the feeling that he had been played. Angrily, he put back on his coat and stormed through the camp towards a group of wagons that were being used as temporary prison cells. Inside was a small group of Imperium prisoners, one of which was a mid-ranking officer captured in the early stages of the assault. Marcian leapt up onto the side of the wagon.

“Which one of you is the captain?” 

A man with short black hair and broad shoulders nodded his head. He rose from the wagon floor and leant against the iron bars keeping him and his colleague’s prisoner. 

“Where are the citizens of Fork? We know they were here only a few days ago. Answer me truthfully, and I might consider releasing you and your men.”

The captain raised an eyebrow at the generous offer before his lips settled into a smirk.

“Why should I tell you? Do you fools realise that the Supreme is going to kill every one of you? You’ve all got a death wish,” he cackled. 

‘Want to do things the hard way eh?’ Marcian thought, his irritation rising. 

Lizella and Erin watched as Marcian grew more and more irritated by the stubborn captain. He tried for a few more minutes until it looked as though he would simply draw his pistol and shoot the man dead. Footsteps came from behind them. Elian stood in the shadow of the wagon, his black mask giving him a sinister appearance. 

“Let me try.” He said stepping forward. 

Marcian glared at the captain before swearing under his breath. He jumped down and walked over to Lizella and Erin. 

“See what you can get out of him. My charming wit and personality seem to have little effect on the pompous ass.”

Elian walked over to the cart and placed a hand on one of the iron bars. He stared at the captain and narrowed his eyes. Channelling Positivity had been proving harder and harder lately, but he pushed on, forcing the power from the emotion. Rea was Gifted in Positivity; to her, reaching into the mind of another was child’s play. To him, however, it was just another ability that he’d yet to master. Images formed in his mind’s eye, at first, they were blurred, confused. He focused harder, the images sharpened, and sounds filled his ears. He was in. Entering another person’s mind was a disorienting experience and one that often made him feel nauseous. Maintaining a positive feeling was a skill in itself. He could see the man’s memories playing like a scene from a theatre production. Currently, he could see himself through the man’s eyes. ‘Do I really look so menacing?’ He thought. He shook his head, now wasn’t the time to be distracted. He forced the memory away, seeking out a scene from earlier in the day. The memories rewound in a blur until he fixed on one that showed the captain and his comrades being briefed. He found himself inside the fort’s command centre. Uniformed officers were standing around an oval-shaped table, a map of the Western Imperium sprawled out on its surface. 

“Our scouts report a sizeable force of rebels marching on the mines just as General Rickon predicted. The false information leaked to the enemy has paid off, and the fools are marching straight into the general’s trap. You know the drill gentlemen. The bulk of our forces are to retreat to Kaspen blocking off that avenue of escape,” explained the garrison commander, a brute of a man with a long scar covering the right side of his face.

The captain raised his hand.

“Forgive me sir but how much time do we have?”

The Commander crossed his arms and smiled wickedly.

“We have a day at most. Five years stationed to this hell hole; we’re finally going to see some action.”
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ELIAN’S EYES SNAPPED open as he withdrew from the now cowering captain’s mind. It was a trap! And they had walked straight into it. The reports that the people of Fork and his parents were in Hestra had been false. His hands knotted into fists; it was because of him! The Supreme wanted him, and what better way to trap him then to use his enslaved parents against him. Anger surged through him. Trembling, it took all of his willpower to not rip the iron bars off of the cage and rip the captain in half. 

“We have to leave right now,” he said to the others. 

“Do you know where our parents are?” Lizella asked her voice full of hope. Elian looked at her. It pained his heart every time he did. How could he tell her that he didn’t know? That they had been manipulated because of him? 

“This is a trap, and we have walked straight into it. If we don’t leave right now, we will be surrounded by an Imperium army by morning. Chances are it’s already bearing down on us,” he explained doing his best to keep his emotions in check. 

Erin threw her arms up in despair.

“What did I say when you insisted on this foolish plan? I said this is a trap, that we cannot afford such an action yet. But oh no, don’t listen to me,” she moaned before storming off and shouting orders at the tired Liberators to pack up the camp. 

Marcian rubbed his eyes in frustration before taking off after her. That left Elian alone with Lizella.

“I’m sorry. It’s because of me this has happened.”

“What do you mean? How were you to know? We all saw those dispatches. It was me who pressured Marcian to march here.”

Elian turned from her and walked to the edge of the clearing. 

“The Supreme is hunting me. She wants me alive. For what purpose I do not know, but I do know that as long as I stay at your side, you will never be safe. I have to leave.”

Lizella stepped back at his words. Tears welled in her eyes. 

“After everything; you’d leave? You’d leave me? We need you Elian, don’t you see that? Without you, we would never have survived the past few months. Those battles – without you we would have been defeated many times over. We’ve been through so much together.”

“You have Marcian,” he replied unable to hide the bitterness in his voice. He’d done his best to get over her. He’d accepted her choice, Marcian was a good man, and yet it had still pained him. She had been the source of his power of Joy, but now all he felt was emptiness.  

“What does that mean?” the way he’d said those words had taken her by surprise. 

Elian took a deep breath. It was now or never to get the truth off his chest. It had been a moment he’d been dreading, but one he knew was inevitable. Before Rea had departed on her mission to seek out her former Gifted companions they had spoken at length about his feelings for Lizella. 

‘Love is the most powerful emotion of all, but if it is unrequited and not returned, it can quickly turn into a poison in your veins. Those of us with the Power feel this greater than any other. You must tell her Elian and soon; else it will destroy you.’ Rea had said.  

“I think you know. I think you’ve always known. I was too afraid to say anything, too afraid to risk losing your friendship,” he said his voice barely louder than a whisper.

Lizella stepped back and shook her head. 

“No. This isn’t fair. After everything, you say this to me now? I do love you Elian. But as a friend.”

Elian looked at the ground unable to meet her gaze. Despite the pain, her words elicited he could feel something else. It was as though a pressure had been relieved from his chest. Rea had been right. Knowing for certain that the love he felt for Lizella wouldn’t be returned in the way he’d wanted it too was like a boil being lanced. He couldn’t stop the smile that touched his lips. He looked up at her, and the smile broadened. 

“Thank you, Lizella,” he said.

“Thank me for what?” she asked in confusion.

He stepped forward and took her hand into his. 

“For freeing me from the false hope I’ve been carrying like a millstone about my neck for years. I knew what you’d say, but I had to hear you say it.” He squeezed her hand reassuringly. “I’m happy you’ve found Marcian. Despite him coming across as an arrogant arse at times he is a good man.”

Lizella wiped a tear from her eye.

“I’m sorry you’ve felt that way for so long. I never meant to hurt you Elian. Our lives have changed so much, so quickly. I miss the days when we would run through the woods and play those silly games.”

They laughed at the memories, breaking the earlier awkwardness.

“I still chuckle at the look on Ruy’s face when he fell into that hole.”

“You didn’t dig it deep enough,” Lizella added with a chuckle. As quickly as the laughter had come, it was replaced with sadness. 

“We will find them Lizella. I promise you that.”

“We can find them together,” she said, hope in her voice.

Elian released his grip on her hand and turned away. 

“If I stay with you, I will be putting you all in terrible danger. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened. I have to leave.”

“But where will you go?”

He looked out over the ravine. The campfires of the Liberators were quickly being extinguished as Erin’s orders spread rapidly through the camp. 

“To Olandis to find Rea. She won’t be able to stop Vavius without me, and I’ll hopefully lure the Supremes’ gaze away from you.”

Lizella was about to try and stop him, but before she could, he turned and walked into the night. 
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MARCIAN SHOUTED AT his men to hurry up. Wagons were hastily loaded with equipment, and the free slaves that could walk were being led to safety by small groups of Liberators. The decision to scatter the army had not been an easy one, but he saw no other way to preserve what he had. If caught in the open by General Rickon they would be torn to pieces, but if split into dozens of smaller groups all taking different routes, he hoped that many would make it to the rendezvous in the Sojourn Forest. The sun was beginning to rise in the west casting Hestra in an orange light. All through the night, the army had departed until now only his small band remained. Lizella was already on the back of one of the wagons and Erin joined her. He did his best to try and block out the piteous cries of all the slaves they’d had to leave behind. He’d promised that they would return, but the lie made him sick to his stomach. He hated the Imperium for what they were forcing him to do. Hundreds of them shambled after the wagons begging to be taken away from the hellish mines and an uncertain future. With a reluctant sigh, he walked over to the wagon and climbed on. He took a seat next to Lizella and whistled to signal the driver to get underway. With a lurch the wagon set off, leaving the battle-scarred landscape of Hestra behind them. He looked forward unable to watch the growing crowd of desperate people trying to follow. No, he had to see this. He turned and wished he hadn’t. Lizella sat with head bowed a look of misery on her dirt-streaked face. He leant over and squeezed her hand gently.

“Don’t worry we will be fine,” he said with more belief than he felt. She looked at him with tear streaked eyes.

“They won’t be,’ she replied nodding her head towards the people who were now piteously calling for the escaping wagons to take them with them. 

He sighed and forced himself to watch as they grew smaller and smaller in the distance. 

“We will come back for them. I promise that we will never leave a person behind again,” he vowed to himself as the wagons began the long journey north.
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ELIAN WATCHED AS THE last wagon departed Hestra. Columns of smoke from dozens of unquenched fires rose lazily in the early morning breeze. The damage they had inflicted on the mines had been extensive, but he knew that within a matter of weeks the Imperium would round up those slaves left behind and put them back work. Despite his powers, he felt helpless; he dared not imagine what Marcian and Erin would be feeling. He adjusted the straps of his hastily assembled backpack and turned south. He had a long way to trek if he was to reach Olandis. The breeze brushed his face, and a thought came to him. There was no one around, and that feeling of loneliness felt liberating in its own way. He touched his mask and with a grunt pulled it from his face. The burns were terrible, but the feeling of air across the damaged skin was freeing. He put the mask into the bag. He raised his head and smiled. It was now just him and the open road. He’d enjoy it while he could. 
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