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Barry Hunter of Baryon writes, "...Kurtz has written an action filled adventure of oddessy and prophecy, courage and love, and throws in a curve or two to keep you guessing as to the outcome, even though you know how things will come out in the end....Read it for yourself and enjoy the journey.

The notorious Brutal Dreamer raves, "If you enjoy reading of encounters of an evil villain leading a galaxy, warring planets, mind altering experiences, breathtaking and heart-thumping captures, brave rescues, and cloak-and-daggerish escapes, and even some secrets slowly revealed—then I highly recommend "The Soul Cages" because it has it all. Kurtz has taken special care to intertwine her thick plot (and several subplots intermingled as well) of the soul cages with characters that her readers will genuinely care about...” 

Jandy's Reading Room says, "There is also conflict between Marion and another Knight, Kalah, that is a surprise when it is explained. The first appearance of Kalah gives a different impression of their relationship. Despite some of the problems, this book keeps the reader's interest. Enjoy. "
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It was not the fact that it smelled like smoke, or the fact that dried blood stained it. It was the color, an ugly green that reminded Sarah of the time she ate too much gosha and threw up everywhere. That was long ago before the cages robbed her of her taste and every other sensory experience. 

But she had finally tricked them, and now she had regained her flesh and could taste the bitter sulfur that saturated the air. The air always tasted stale, manufactured and compressed, as if they piped it out of along underground tub stained with grease that clung to it.

"Come on, Amana. It is cold here. Put it on," Sarah urged as she gestured the green wool coat toward the mousy haired girl.

"It is green..." Amana whined, pushing the offending color away.

"You are being silly. Put the damn thing on before he gets back." 

"But..."

"Now! We have to get out of here," Sarah insisted as she turned to search the sinister gloom for Valek or one of his henchmen. They didn’t have time for pride or foolish superstitions. Not when Valek crept around, waiting to pounce on them and return them to the cages.

Wrapping the ugly green coat around her, Amana followed Sarah along the dimly lit passage leading from the cages. This cave forced them to crawl on hands and knees. They have barely enough room to rise up and slip their arms into the cloaks. They passed several sacks of skins that had once been human. Where the eyes once were there were now only burnt, empty sockets.

Sarah shivered, but pressed on. She could barely move her fingers. Cold turned them to stiff sticks. Blowing on them only warmed them for a second before they chilled again. Not that she could complain. She and Amana had not been able to feel, smell or anything else in years before their recent reincarnation back into fresh flesh. Sarah secretly relished the numbness in her hands and the stench of the cages that even as they hurried further away seemed to race after them.  These were the only signals she knew to be real—smell, taste, touch. The times when she thought shadows were only shadows, they turned out to be Valek's henchmen or worse, Valek himself. She could never tell until it was too late.

"Where are we supposed to meet them?" Amana asked softly for third time that night.

"At the Circle of Allerton. How many times do I have to tell you?"  She pinched Amana's cheek and winked, alleviating the sting of her words. Her little sister worn down to mere bones, gave her a weary wide grin in return.

Leaving the soiled cages behind, they could still smell the filth and stench of the closed-in prison. Built beneath Solis’s rocky surface, down under layers upon layers stone, no light reached them. Their eyes had grown used to the dimly lit tunnels and passageways. She saw better that way.  

They scraped and cut their feet as they traveled the rough trail to the Allerton Circle. The pain, something else they were not used to, was welcomed now that they could feel the stinging pain, the sharp points of rock ripping skin. It had been many rotations since they had felt anything at all, so they welcomed the stinging pain of cut toes and bruised feet. Pain was a joy. They did not stop for food or drink as they hurried, as if there were any such things close by to obtain. There was no time. Any moment could be their last, any wrong turn could lead them back to the pits.

The Allerton Circle was a passageway to other worlds.  Sarah did not know who built them, but the older souls of the cages told stories that these circles were gateways to other places far from Solis—far from Valek—from the cages. She wanted to be anywhere but Solis. Anywhere but the cages. 

The murkiness strangled any green vegetation from growing, leaving only fungi and lichens to flourish. By the time they reached the last row of cages, the ground was heavily laced with minerals from the planet's poisonous surface industries. 

"I think I see the blue light of the circle!" Sarah whispered excitedly; her heart sped up in anticipation.

Scurrying toward the azure glow, they reached the circle, just as one other arrived.

Sarah gasped as she yanked on Amana's sleeve. Fear crept into her stomach and a screamed died as she opened her mouth, no sound escaped.

"Hello there," Orono laughed as his bulging ice-blue eyes sparkled in the bleak and dismal night. The wind howled around him like a choir of madmen.

She became even more aware of the frigid air as she stepped in front of Amana protectively... instinctually. 

"What is he doing here?" Amana stuttered from behind her.

“I assume we were betrayed.”

Amana's breath rasped quickly and she held tight to Sarah's top. Orono had captured Amana before and the horror of the cages was too near for the young girl to forget.

The low humming of the mines filtered through the air in a sort of tribal beat. When she had worked in the mines, Sarah had listened to the beat of the same horrible drums. Drums made of human skin. Shaking off the memory, she crouched in an aggressive pose with both arms extended out in a ready-made karate chop. No way were they going back without a fight. Too many had died already.

Orono smiled. Round and pudgy with a head much too small for such a bulky frame, his cheeks shook as they attempted to lift the heavy amounts of flesh to form his smile. It revealed three razor sharp fangs pointing downward toward a row of yellowing lower teeth. Despite the coolness of the air, his face was wet with sweat, giving his complexion the color of moist clay. The smell of decaying flesh followed him like a cloud of cologne.

"You know why I am here." He kept his smile plastered to his face as his chubby paw opened to reveal a tiny blue glass ball.

Upon seeing the ball, Amana began to scream. Her voice pierced the night sky like an ice pick through the heart, drowning out the sickening call of the drums. Hysterical and screaming wildly, she began to cry as she ran blindly for the Allerton Circle just twenty yards away.

"No!" Sarah cried out as she reached behind her for the place where Amana should have been.

But she was too fast and Sarah fell hard as she tried, in vain, to snatch Amana's coat sleeve.

Just as Amana leapt for the Circle, Orono threw the glass ball toward her and its blue stream of light suspended her body in mid-air before releasing it to collapse into a lifeless pile of parts, very much like a sack of potatoes, to the dead ground. 

Where Amana's honey brown eyes used to be were now empty black sockets.

"For the heavens, no!" Sarah screamed as she raced to the spot where Amana's body lay. The hated green coat now covered a mound of vacated flesh...emptied of a soul.

The blue glass ball pulsated with an eerie pink color as it returned to Orono's sweaty palm through the crisp air.

"Back to the cages with you." He laughed as he pointed at the ball where Amana's soul was now trapped. Gently placing the ball into a velvet red bag, he removed another blue glass ball from the sack. 

Smirking under his giant cheeks and puffy pink lips, he said to Sarah, "Your turn. Back to the soul cages!"

Just as the blue glass ball warmed to a soft pink, in Orono's grubby paw, Sarah felt a rough shove in her back and she fell instantly to the unyielding ground. 

A towering, broad man wielding a metallic shield with a raised silver 'M' stood over her. The glass ball's pinkish stream smashed against his shield and reflected back into the blackness of Solis' night sky.

"In to the Circle!" he ordered. The commanding voice did not seem to come from the massive man, but rather from the heavens.  Indeed the man could have been a young god; his eyes covered by opaque glasses; his head devoid of hair and his skin the color of warm cocoa. As he defended her, his full lips were pulled back into a sneer, revealing clenched white teeth.

Scrambling to her feet, she slipped on the slick surface, scraping the delicate skin of her knees in her hurry to reach the circle. Orono directed the glass's stream towards her, not to be outdone, as she hurried and slipped towards the freedom—toward escape. 

The man in the black leather pants threw his shield in front of her and the light's stream was again deflected. He was saving her again in less than a few moments. He raced over to her and retrieved his shield. She stood up, just as he joined her. 

“MOVE!” 

She did. Running along side her, the mystery man was the only thing between her and the soul cages. 

Cursing, Orono adjusted his bulk and like a slow moving train lumbered towards them. Heaving and huffing, he muttered curses as he hurried towards Sarah and her dark knight. His fangs ready to tear through the stranger's flesh.

"Whoever you are, you will surely despise the day you crossed me," he spat and swung a tight right fist towards the man.

Orono's fist landed squarely into the shield, knocking the man awkwardly and hard onto his back. He crawled on top of the man's shield, crushing the man beneath it with his extremely monstrous bulk, his fangs closing in on the man's exposed neck.

"For the heavens, into the Circle!" the dark man ordered once more as he lifted the shield with ease as Orono went flying into a patch of grimy soil.

With her heart thundering in her ears, Sarah raced to the flickering glow and with one giant leap, was embraced by the tickling, dense feeling of the Allerton Circle's entranceway. She turned to look behind her and saw the massive mysterious man running towards the Circle.

Breathing heavily, he lowered his shield as he, too, entered the Allerton Circle.

Behind him, Orono cursed all the more as he, too, tried to enter the Circle. As soon as his foot slipped across the magical threshold, smoke hissed and curled into the air. His face twisted in pain and mounting anger. He quickly retreated from the circle and growled in fury. The foul smell of burnt flesh floated into the Circle's ring.

"Fare thee not so well." The man smirked as the image of Orono faded.  The sheen of sweat glistened from his brawny shoulders and powerful chest. Hairless, his chest rose and fell in a hypnotic rhythm as he tried to regain his breath.

Sarah tore her eyes away from his torso and moved them up to the face of her rescuer.  

"You had better hold on,” he ordered as the whirling of the Circle began. 

The mournful landscape blurred as the twirling increased, growing faster and making Sarah dizzy. Grasping for something, anything in which to hold on, she tried to stay awake and to keep her bearings. But the accelerated speed of the Circle grew to be too much. 

It spun her into darkness.

***
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The crisp, wintry air penetrated Sarah's lungs, icing the bronchial tubes that limited her breathing. Gagging and clawing for air, she awoke up fighting.

Motionless and seemingly unaffected by the chilly air, the knight, as Sarah decided to call him, squatted not far from where she had slept. The somber world of Solis had vanished and in its place, a bitterly cold world.

Goosebumps blanketed her arms and legs. She glanced around her new environment and noticed that in place of Solis's moons was one full moon tinted the shade of purple. The sky, too, held tones of lavendar in varying degrees, and the vegetation presented a mixture of colors from lush, bold greens to gloomy grays scattered amongst the white, snow covered ground.

She heard loud chirps and looked above as large winged birds flew over them. 

"Those are Wrangler birds." The dark man gestured to where the birds once where. In the distance, she could hear other birds squawk amongst the chirping of the wrangler birds.

No, this was not Solis, but where had the Allerton Circle taken her?

"You can stand now," The knight suggested in the same commanding tone in which he had ordered her into the Allerton Circle. He watched her from his crouched spot and he did not remove his glasses.

"I need to get my bearing." She drew the terry cloth blanket tighter around her shoulders. "Give me your name." 

"I am Marion," Marion smiled. "And this," with his arms opened wide. "...is Veloris."

"Veloris?" Her breath caught as a bubbling started in her stomach. Surely it couldn't be...but what if it was Veloris?

Veloris was known throughout the secret circles of the galaxy as the Savior's Planet. It was the only planet from which Valek could not harvest souls due to Veloris's location and powerful protectors. The route to Veloris was extremely dangerous; it involved travel through several rocky asteroid belts and past the Pixlis galaxy, which was also known as the Graveyard, the home of many pirates and thieves. If one got past those things, Veloris itself had a legendary navy and defense against any intruder. 

"I am one of the Queen's Ministers." He turned and showed Sarah a tattoo on his left bicep. In a scripted "M" with a sword slashed through it, the tattoo labeled Marion as a Minister Knight of Souls.

She had heard of the Queen's Ministers of Souls. Everyone in the cages had heard the myths, legends and rumors that abound throughout about who they were and if they even existed. Valek could not be stopped some had declared, but still others believed and spread whispered tales about the battles the Ministers of Souls waged against him.

And won.

Marion moved closer to her and squatted down next to her; the leather stretched taut over his shapely, hardened thighs. She could smell a floral scent about him that reminded her of her childhood.

"It’s freezing here.” He reviewed her short blouse and shorter leg coverings. "Does the blanket not warm you?"

"Yes, a little," she stuttered and pulled the blanket closer. She felt awkward with his masked eyes on her. "No, not much."

"Come, we will start towards the castle." Standing, he offered his hand; he lifted her to her feet and she fell in step behind him. His stride took three steps of hers to keep up.

They walked for a few miles; she could not stand the silence. He marched on without stopping or even talking. It would seem his mind was elsewhere. She wondered several times if he had forgotten that she was even there.

"I thought you were a myth," she said as she rushed to catch up with him.

"I assure you; I am very real.”

She waited for the dark Minister to continue.

He did not.

"My sister, Amana, she was recaptured...back at the Circle..."

"Yes, I am aware of that," he interrupted.

The ground crunched beneath their feet as they walked on towards the northern part of Veloris. If the tales were true, they were currently in the Northern Forest. Once they were through the forest and on the other side, they would reach the Queen's castle. 

The Northern Forest had been almost completely cleansed of wildlife due to hunting. However, Queen Zoë had forbidden any more hunting some three hundred rotations prior. Now, Marion explained, there were all sorts of wildlife, from the wrangler bird, Sarah heard earlier to the doggets with their packs of pups and den mothers. The forest was alive despite the icy temperatures and frozen lakes.

To the southeast, in which the Circle of Allerton had delivered them, was the Southern Forest, which had been decaying for years in part to the widening of the Circle. The Circle of Allerton's widening had begun only a hundred rotations prior but had ate the vegetation and the surrounding wildlife in order to sustain its growth.  It drained all life within its grasp. He predicted that once the Circle reached the beginnings of the Northern Circle, Queen Zoë would have the Circle destroyed, which meant no others would be able to arrive via the Circle of Allerton.

Barefoot, Sarah walked slower than Marion, who wore boots of polished leather. The scrapes on her foot bled and left red footprints on the white, soft snow that peppered the ground. The cold numbed her toes and she could barely wiggle them. Marion's stride left her far behind, so far in fact that she could no longer hear his voice. Out of breath and tiring, she had to push herself to keep up despite the dizzy spells and her weakened condition.

"Then you plan to rescue her, too?" Sarah asked wearily, but loudly calling to him, drawing him back to the previous conversation before he changed it to Veloris's landscape.

"No." He stopped abruptly and turned back to look at her. He closed the gap that had sprawled between them.

"What?" She stared into his blackened glasses. "But, but..."

He wasn’t going back for her sister? 

Removing the tinted glasses, he revealed his pale gray eyes. The pupils were almost clear except for a shadow of gray. They were disconcerting; out of place among the smooth creaminess of his caramel-colored complexion.

"No. We are not planning to rescue your sister," he restated deliberately and firmly.

"Then take me back!" She pointed to the direction in which they had come. “Take me back right this minute!”

"No.” 

"I don't care! Take me back to Solis; I will get her back!" She yelled as tears gathered in her eyes. They did not spill over. She was determined not to let them fall. Life had taught her not to reveal pain. She had learned that lesson well. He was not worth her most precious tears.

The forest fell quiet as if listening to the debate between the new arrival and the Minister. The sky had flushed to a deep purple, almost black, as night approached leisurely from the West. 

He slapped down his glasses, turned around and marched forward. His pace quickened and Sarah's slowed. She stopped several times and searched her surroundings. She knew she was too weak to go back on her own, but Amana needed her. And if he was a Minister, he could help her. 

Suddenly, he turned around again and walked back to her. He smirked. 

"You will learn to trust me." He smiled again for just a moment. Then his face turned serious when he said, "But it was I who rescued you. Do not forget it."

"And you can not do the same for Amana?" she pleaded. Her little sister, the only family she had left thanks to the slaving of the soul cages, her soul had been claimed by Valek’s evil.

He solemnly shook his head no.

"Then I will do this on my own," she swore defiantly as she dropped the blanket and took off running towards the south. She had very little strength, but she must try, even if it took her life.

As she raced south, she passed dense masses of evergreen trees that populated the southeast section of the forest. To the west, more trees of every color: blues, red and several shades of purple. 

She had to get back to the Circle. The frosty air rushed into her lungs as she fled the presence of Marion. Looking up, the sky above had deepened even more as night crept closer.

A shadow suddenly appeared out of the corner of her eye and she almost collided with Marion who had flickered past her in a blur of black and walnut brown. 

Her eyes grew wide in disbelief as he raised a black tiny glass sphere, no larger than a plum, towards her face and said, "Sleep."
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Chapter 2
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"What happened to her?" Valek roared causing the hair on Orono's back to crawl and slither down his back. This made each and every strand on his fuzzy back ripple in fear.

"I-I already had the one," he hissed and sputtered. "Then this enormous dark man emerged from the Circle."

Valek slammed his skeletal fist into Orono's brunt nose, causing an outburst of pain from Orono and producing a splotch of blood.

"And you let him take her!" Valek slammed another of his pale, bony fists into Orono's floppy left ear, causing Orono to let out another howling shriek of pain and another shot of blood.

Valek spun around and went behind his gold desk. Dressed in a burgundy robe, ornate with hand-sewn rows of gold thread and hand-trimmed silver petals, Valek sat down gently in the desk's matching gold chair. He placed his burgundy leather boots on top of his desk as he watched Orono rub his injured nose and ear.

“You know I hate violence.” Valek said softly. “I really hate violence.”

Valek reached into the pocket of his robe and retrieved an orange rectangular box. It was a rare piece in that it was orange, not the slick, black lacquer of Solis. 

No, this box was the last piece of Veloris Three that remained throughout the galaxy. The remaining evidence that there was ever a planet called Veloris Three.

Valek’s slender fingers racked through the dried herbs gingerly as if cooling down from his anger sphere. Orono began to slink backwards towards the door — Valek's temper was legendary throughout the galaxy. Like the time Valek beheaded the servant wench on Earth 3012 with his sword because she clumsily stepped on his foot.

"I am not done.” Valek calmly closed the box and turned to contemplate out the window.

Orono froze, and then dropped to his blubbery knees.

"Valek, I am sorry for-"

Whirling around, Valek's blonde ponytail slapped him lightly in the mouth. A mouth pulled back into a sneer that exposed two pointy teeth surround by even white teeth.

"Get up you sniveling maggot!" Valek ordered through clinched teeth. "And find her!"

Orono slobbered and scurried out of the office.

Valek sighed then turned his chair to face the window where outside the three moons of Solis were barely visible through the blackening clouds and billowing smoke. He hated Solis. The dreadful stench of the rank atmosphere only reminded him of how very much he hated it. From the dirty slick rocks and stony surface to the bleak, dreary days followed by the bleak dreary nights. Valek really, really hated Solis.

It was not the fact that Orono had lost an escaped soul. Orono frequently failed to recapture souls on the first try, on the rare occasions when one managed to escape. There had only been one other who had departed and had never been returned. Orono failed to recapture her as well and she, too, disappeared through the Circle of Granda exactly perpendicular to the Allerton Circle.

At the time, Valek had decided that Orono’s talents and resources could be used in the capturing of more souls, but he probably should have tracked that one down.

Besides, he destroyed the Circle of Granda right after the soul escaped. 

Perhaps he should have searched harder for the other Circles on Solis. Her escape was an omen and he had foolishly ignored it.

Now this new girl, too, had been rescued. He would not allow the matter to be unresolved, tempting others to try to escape. That would hurt business and business was the only thing that brought him pleasure.

And if that sorry sack of danker dung, Orono, was correct, the shield not only reflected the orb's power, but it also had a raised 'M' on it.  Rumors from the cages of a group called the Minister Knights of Souls had such shields. The so-called saviors of souls. Rumor. Valek had initially denounced it as just that: rumor. He had now decided this rumor had its roots in fact.

"Manola, come here." Valek ordered to the seemingly vacant quarters.

Manola appeared from behind the shallow divider that separated Valek's office from his personal quarters.

"Yes," she slurred between rich red painted lips.

Valek smiled greedily as Manola made her way to his desk.

"Manola." He opened his arms wide as the heels of her thigh high boots clicked on the stony floor. She strutted over to him slowly at first, but the rhythm increased as she picked up her pace from a strut to a trot.

She reached his desk and hopped on it, pressing her naked buttocks against the cool, smooth surface of his golden desk. She crossed her legs and flipped back her red hair exposing full breasts partially contained by tight black velvet straps of her mini-dress.

Uncrossing her legs, she wrapped both around Valek's slender waist as she licked his face and purred. 

"Why do you bother?" he whispered as he ran his hand through her hair. "I need information."

"Yes, my lord." She pouted when he continued to ignore her laps of affection.

An androgynous creature, Valek had only two pleasures: money and profit.

"Orono captured a soul, named Amana..."

"Yes." Manola licked her lips as she skillfully pulled him closer to her until her legs tightly locked around him.

"Her sister Sarah was rescued by a strange man at the Allerton Circle, and I want his name..."

Uncoiling from Valek, she leapt off the desk and made her way to the office door. The chilliness of the afternoon did not affect the scantily clad vixen, for she was dead. Valek kept her soul in a crystal bowl beside his bed.

"Quickly!" he demanded.

As soon as the office door closed behind her, Valek pulled open the desk drawer. The desk only had the one drawer; its purpose was more prop than use. He removed a blue orb, much larger than the orbs that Orono used to capture souls. 

Indeed, this one was the 'mother' of the much smaller orbs. Valek was, above all else, a businessman.  The violence and chaos surrounding the distribution of the potion Solance to the military groups of both Earth 3012 and Saturn Four was only remedied by the extremely generous amounts of funds donated to his establishment.

Not that the generals of both armies knew that he was selling the notorious potion to both sides, that was the beauty of commerce. All business deals were private.

The potion labeled “Solance” was creamy-white and tasted bitter and chalky, but it was not the potion’s taste that sold bottles. It was the results. 

Solance enabled whoever drank it to have the ability to read minds, an invaluable asset on the field of battle. Especially for Earth 3012 and Saturn Four, who had been warring against each other longer than he had been in existence.

But the Solance only lasted for 24 cycles before wearing off, leaving a bad aftertaste and an illness that caused one to return again and again to the potty house. 

Sighing, Valek replaced the mother sphere into the desk and started towards his chambers. The day had been filled with demanding discussions with General Cullen from Earth 3012. He had used twice the Solance that he had in prior months and accused Valek of diluting the serum. 

Chuckling to himself, he found the accusations humorous. He had done no such thing but the thought had occurred to him. 

Diluting the serum would only ruin his dealings with General Cullen and he emphasized that. The General’s bony face grew red and solemn as Valek informed him that his duty was to strengthen the serum and that he, Valek was doing just that.  

He had said, “General Cullen, if you find Solance to be not what you are looking for, I can revisit our agreement and perhaps come up with a fair settlement.”

The very mention of the revisiting of the contract meant a possibility that he would revoke the contract. That meant no Solance for General Cullen's army. If there was no Solance, General Cullen knew that he would lose the war.

General Cullen quickly said, “Oh, no, Valek, that will not be necessary. Forgive me, Valek.”

He said, “Then can we discuss your next shipment?”

General Cullen nodded, “Yes.”

Laughing at the memory, he opened the connecting door between his office and his private chambers.  Pulling aside the wrought iron screen, he removed his leather boots immediately as he crossed the threshold.

Unlike most wealthy businessmen that he knew, he found guards, servants, and mistresses unnecessary and cumbersome. He had had servants before, but found that when he gave one specific orders, they would perpetually fail at delivering or carrying out those instructions, leaving him to have to go back and complete the orders. He found it more refreshing and satisfying when he carried out and completed his own desires, wishes, and goals.

But Valek believed it unwise to hold the notion that he could manage all matters himself. That was where Orono and Manola came into some importance. He oversaw each and every action they attempted, and the incident earlier in the day would have been better handled had he paid more attention.

Unfortunately, he had other duties to which he must attend to, like General Cullen’s unexpected correspondence.

Sighing again, he passed through his outer quarters without taking a glance at the room or using the assistance of torches, candles or fireplace. Amazingly, he did not collide with the wooden bench made of acaia armata where Manola slept. Nor did he step into the only other furniture in the outer room, his square table of drink and herbs. 

The outer quarters resided on the northern wing of Valek’s castle, a modest, but heavily guarded castle that was built on the rocky plateau just above the soul cages and operating canyons of Solis’s western continent. 

The eastern, southern and most northern continents on Solis, although thriving villages and towns at one time in the planet’s history, were now uninhabitable. The southern continent in particular at one time had an ocean to its western shore and mountains. 

Industries found the tropical temperatures and scenic settings irresistible and before long, as it was with other planets and kingdoms, people populated the area in huge numbers.

Within several decades the people had abandoned the southern continent and migrated to the eastern continent, and eventually the most northern continents, destroying the environment and carelessly depleting Solis of its limited natural resources.

The story of Solis’s destruction was as old and as common as the water that ran underground through her canyons and caverns, producing the impenetrable slick, oily rock that Valek called ‘celleac’. He had found the one substance in the Pixlis galaxy that no one or nothing, not even a person’s soul, could escape.

Leaving his boots in the outer room, he strolled barefoot to his inner bedchamber. Valek’s feet fell silently on the stone floor due to the floor’s coverings of human hair. 

An extracted soul that is deposited immediately into the cages left a pile of lifeless skin, hair and body. Orono suggested that Valek use the hair for his personal floorings. A good idea Valek had responded, a rarity coming from Orono.

The remainder of the skin and body landed in a pit just outside the cages that was home to other garbage such as the remains of slaughtered fowls, beasts and henckens. The compiled waste of the potty-houses also ended up discarded in the pit.

Relief washed over Valek as he sat down on his polished wood bed. The bed contained no mattress nor pillow, neither quilt nor blanket. He never slept, his mind a prisoner of ideas and plans that swirled around in a chaos so fierce that his eyes remained open, unable to close and rest. 

The two moons of Solis, full and bright and temporarily free of black clouds, illuminated a rectangular plot of Valek’s quarters. Climbing onto the bed, Valek stared at the swirling patterns of the ceiling.

His mind returned again and again to the one who had escaped, the one called Sarah. No, the one that was rescued by another that came through the Allerton Circle.

It was not like him to second guess his decisions, but the nagging, relentless feeling that there were some things he had missed, an omen that he should have caught, would not be silent. 

Whatever it was, it could only mean his destruction unless he identified it. He had learned over the years to pay attention to the details. Each time he had failed to watch the details, he had paid dearly. 

He still remembered the old woman he threw rotting food at as a child. She warned him again and again to leave her alone. He ignored her warnings. He had ignored the wooden dolls she had hanging up in her windows with the knives and daggers stuck in them. He had ignored the details.

And one day he threw rotten food at her and she cursed him. He stood mesmerized as the old woman ran into her home, grabbed one of her wooden dolls and stabbed it. 

Immediately Valek felt a sharp, burning pain in his stomach. He doubled over as bright red blood began to saturate his shirt. His friends raced for help and the local doctor had him fixed within the hour, but the pain remained.

He had ignored the details. 

With eyes staring at the ceiling and sleep driven from him once again, Valek folded both hands across his bony chest and sighed.

***
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Orono peeked into Valek’s office and breathed a sigh of relief when he found it empty.

“He must have retired,” he snorted before closing the office door and turning to MaxMion, a shorter, thinner version of Orono. Had MaxMion been taller than the average fig tree, he would be more intimidating. 

His petite size deceived many and they found themselves rushing to the medicine man for herbal relief and balm, if they lived. He had enormous over pronounced teeth, two of which had been known to rip the tough flesh of wrangler birds without the aid of a knife, dagger or sword.

Legends abound that Valek discovered MaxMion on the home world of Earth 3012. He, with only two hands and a bumpy complexion, was a waif of a man who had the fighters of General Cullen frightened and fleeing when announced they had to face him in the tournaments of the King.  

He had won so frequently in the tournaments that King Garison had decided to retire him to the slave mines on Earth 3012. Valek paid for his release and brought him to Solis to oversee the cages.

His compensation was neither money nor women, which he had difficulty finding due to his huge teeth. It was the flesh of some of the captured souls. Not all the bodies of the captured souls found their way to the garbage pit; some found their way to MaxMion’s dining table.

Orono and MaxMion walked along the gloomy hallways towards the dungeons. The torches spaced out every five paces or so had been extinguished due to Valek’s dislike for light. It hurt his eyes and often burned his pale skin when it was exposed to Solis’s sun for too long.

For every step Orono’s broad foot took, MaxMion, an entire head and shoulder shorter, had to take two. Barely out of breath, MaxMion maintained Orono’s pace as Orono hurried to the dungeons.

“Are you sure it was her?” Orono asked for the third time that evening.

“Yes,” MaxMion answered. “She altered herself then entered the cage with the one named Amana.”

“Not another word.” He placed a pudgy finger to his lips.  

Valek’s castle served one purpose and that was to provide shelter. Valek did not waste his wealth on fine, hand-sewn carpets, tapestries or furnishings. He did not entertain and he did not dance.

He did, however, believe that due to his growing wealth that others might attempt to take it. Therefore, the castle had been designed with many outlets to protect itself. 

The location, high upon the rocky plateau of Solis’s western continent, made the castle difficult to reach. The castle, called Vanor, rested behind a curtain wall that required the drawbridge be lowered to cross the moat which had been filled with a greenish liquid of questionable origin. 

If an intruder had indeed passed all of these initial defenses, the castle itself was equipped on its roof with platforms that extended out from the castle that allowed for boiling oil, rocks, and other items to be dropped on attackers.

In addition to the platforms, the walls had parapets — slits on the roof that allowed arrows to be shot through to oncoming attackers.

As they rounded the final corner and descended the spiraling steps to the dungeon, Orono grabbed the sole torch in the staircase as they descended further and further below the castle.

The dungeon did not hold prisoners, but were the chambers of Orono, MaxMion and other henchmen who worked for Valek. Only Manola resided inside the official castle walls.

Entering the first square four paces-by-four paces cell, Orono placed his hefty bulk on the flat mattress on the stony floor.

“So, he did not trust me to locate the girl and the mystery man?” Orono asked.

MaxMion squeezed inside the cell that had seemed to grow smaller with Orono taking up more than three-quarters of it. 

“That is the way I see it,” he answered around his teeth.

“Fine, then I will show him.” Orono patted his stomach. “I have had it up to here with his snide comments!”

MaxMion only nodded. He had heard these arguments from Orono before.

“Come, let us rest.” Orono rolled onto his back, tossing the torch onto the cell’s floor.

The torch sizzled then went out as MaxMion crawled onto Orono’s lumpy stomach and slept.
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Chapter 3
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"Wake up," Marion's voice called. It sounded far away, like it was down in one of the pits of Solis where the echoes of the caverns amplified the moans and groans of the multitude of slaves. Amana was there now, adding her voice to the chorus of lost souls.

When Sarah opened her eyes, he stood above her with a worried expression that was hastily erased when he saw her eyes focus on him. He grunted as he stepped away. She sat up and rubbed the back of her neck where a purpling bruise had emerged.

"There is not a great deal of time for me to tell you all, so listen carefully."

Sarah stood shakily and held tightly to Marion's outstretched hand as the dizziness and nausea passed.  

"Do not try to leave again,” he ordered.

Sarah wondered how her rescuer could turn into a kidnapper with one swoop of her tongue and a simple suggestion.

"Do you understand?" he asked as he applied pressure to her slender hand.

"Yes." She grimaced as she tried to free her hand from his huge hand. It was rough and callused.

"Good." His solemn face lit up into a smile and he started again towards the direction of the castle to the north, but Sarah noticed that they were further north then before.  

He went over to where the danker beasts, short and broad hairy creatures that were used as beasts of burden, waited near a small pond. The pond seemed to
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