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        Time is running out for the world of Genoa and its magical peoples. A wizard’s past mistake must now be set right if Genoa is to survive the battle that is to come.

      

      

      

      Anna is clearly different from others. With obvious physical differences and powerful abilities, she’s never quite fit in… anywhere. Having no knowledge of her parents, she sets out to discover her true origin. On the run for most of her life, she’s become a master at eluding capture, even a little cocky you might say. When a sticky situation forces her hand, she hitches a ride with a wizard, who whisks her away to another world, where, according to him, she’d been exiled from as a child. This new magical place seems oddly familiar as Anna discovers powerful enemies and treasured allies on her quest for answers. The dangerous journey thrusts her headlong into the arms of Kriston, who finds himself caught between sworn-duty and insatiable curiosity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Spencer and Mason,

        the best adventures in my life…

      

      

      
        
        Imagination will often carry us to worlds that never were. But without it we go nowhere.

        - Carl Sagan
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      Enjoy listening along, grab a copy of The Scholar in Audiobook. Narrated by Marnye Young.
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            The Great Escape

          

        

      

    

    
      She didn’t know how much longer her little legs could run. In her young mind, she had been running for years, when in reality, she and the man had only been running for minutes. But she’d been often told that the young had less experience when it came to the passing of time during danger. Especially when it came to life or death. Hers.

      When she fell and landed on the gravel, the man stopped running and turned around as red light flew from his hands, lighting up the dark night that surrounded them.

      He shot the red lightning bolts into the darkness behind her so quickly, she didn’t have time to blink. She heard a distant scream in response as bright colored lights flashed.

      She sat up quickly as her protector reached down and hauled her over his shoulder.

      She closed her eyes as the lights continued to flash around her. She tried to cover her ears as the siren’s screaming continued around them.

      “Hold onto me!” Orden, her protector, shouted as he snatched her up, then pushed off the ground and flew over a large gully.

      As they sailed across the darkened ditch, she glanced back and saw what followed them. Military machines of various sizes raced over the dark ground towards them. Each machines headlight sought to capture them in their glow. Lights from helicopters blinked overhead trying to find their quarry on the ground.

      Fear almost over took her as she watched the military draw closer and felt a quick stab of guilt. She started to cry, shame and fear finally washed over her. This was all her fault.

      When they finally landed on the other side of the ditch, she heard Orden give a cry of dismay as his old legs gave out from under him. She flew out of his arms and landed hard in the dirt next to him.

      By the time she sat up and shook her head clear, Orden was once again next to her. His old face showed concern and fear hidden behind his blue eyes.

      “I broke my leg.” He said and brushed her pale hair from her face as he looked deep into her eyes. “My princess, it’s time to get you to safety.” He said with a sad smile on his old face.

      “No!” She screamed as the lights and noise grew closer. “You will not leave me!” She said with a pout. Her face was covered with dirt and tears. But she didn’t care.

      “My child, I will never truly leave you, but this is my doing and I must first protect you.” Orden said as he dragged himself to his knees next to her. “Remember all I have taught you.”

      Anna’s tears doubled as he started to wave his big hands around her small body. She knew this was the end, if he sent her away now he would not survive what was coming towards them.

      When a loud screech sounded several feet behind her, she watched as Orden stopped his incantation and looked up with fear. Anna watched as hate filling his eyes.

      “Don’t move!” Anna heard from behind her, the order came from a very familiar voice. “I have you now. You and that freak are mine.” The man she knew as Uncle Wil shouted at them from a few yards away.

      “She has never been a freak.” Orden said as he looked once more down at Anna. This time she saw a small smile play across his face. “She is greatness, and I am proud to die for her.”

      Anna felt the bullet whizz past her before she heard the sound of the shot from the gun.

      As if in slow motion, she watched in horror as it ripped into Orden’s body and the tiny bullet embedded itself into the old man’s chest, causing him to fall backwards.

      “No!” She screamed, rushing over to Orden’s side.

      He lay there as his life’s blood poured out of the hole in his chest into the dirt.

      “My princess, be safe.” He coughed, and then raising his right hand towards her. A bright green light engulfed her quickly. She felt the magic’s warmth take over as she continued to shout and cry for the older man.

      When she finally used her dirty hands to wipe the tears out of her eyes, she noticed that she was no longer kneeling on the hard-packed ground in Texas. Instead, tall trees and green ferns filled her vision as rain fell upon her uncovered head.

      She continued to cry, tucked tight in a ball, as her small fist beat the ground in frustration.

      After several moments of crying, she stood. Tears and dirt covered her pale face as she lifted her chin to yet another new and odd world. Finally, after looking around, she accepted her fate with a heavy heart. She was uncertain of what she should do next, since the old man had trained her well for such a circumstance.

      The only thing she knew for sure was that she was truly alone on this strange planet now.
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      Anna crouched low on the cold, wet cement near the mouth of a dark alley along one of Boston’s many busy streets. Ignoring the smell of the full trash container that sat directly behind her, she focused on the building across from where she hid.

      Not even the chill and dampness of the evening hindered her concentration. The heavy rain continued to fall in slow steady drops as she watched the large building across the street from her hiding place, she was deep in thought.

      It had been raining for days without stopping, causing the rivers around Boston to flood well beyond their banks, filling the lakes and ponds, and wreaking havoc on all who ventured outside. The street drains couldn’t handle the amount of water that had poured from the skies in such a short amount of time. As the streets continued to fill with water, rush-hour traffic slowed to a standstill.

      A part of her wished she could be back inside, nestled in the small hotel room she had paid cash for last night. The room had been dry and warm, but most importantly, safe.

      This time of day, most everyone on the streets was either on their way to or from school. One of Boston’s largest college campuses sat just a few blocks away. You couldn’t walk a street without seeing a statue of one of the college’s founding father figures or pass a coffee shop that wasn’t full of students trying to get more study time in.

      Autumn was quickly approaching and the evening air was starting to get crisp, its cool bite a reminder that the seasons were constantly changing, and snow was just around the corner. She glanced up at the cloudy sky quickly, thankful it hadn’t started snowing yet. It became harder to hide when your footprints showed your route in the snow.

      Her eyes darted around once more and then focused on a tall tower building, beyond that sat a picture-perfect church with a tall spiral steeple. Beautiful stained-glass windows adorned most of its surface. Instead of enjoying the beauty of the building, she mentally marked its position in her head so she would know which direction to run if she needed a quick exit. Then she refocused on the building across from her once again.

      She wouldn’t have much time. By her calculations, about two hours’, worth of searching. Max.

      Her heart kick into overdrive, pumping blood to every vessel in her body. Quickly, she unfolded her thin frame and wiped the moisture off the knees of her faded jeans.

      She knew the risks of every step she had to make; she’d weighed them every time she took this chance, back when she’d started her very long and lonely journey.

      Highly aware of her short white hair, her most identifying feature, she made sure the oversized hood completely covered every strand. She had pulled the short locks up into a clip to ensure her thick hair was kept fully hidden.

      Closing her eyes for a moment, she took a couple cleansing breaths to calm her nerves before leaving her hiding place. When her hands stopped shaking, she hunched her shoulders, hoping the slouched stance would make her look like all the other college students in this area.

      “It’s now or never,” she said to herself. “Just don’t get caught.” She kept repeating the statement over and over like a prayer. For some reason, this simple action seemed to calm her.

      Taking a deep breath, she glanced once more at the stalled traffic and cautiously started walking across the street. She forced her breathing to level as she tucked her cold hands deep into the pockets of her hoodie.

      She was relieved when she finished crossing the street, and sent up a blessing as no one seemed to pay attention to her as she then moved toward the brick building.

      Slowly she approached the large doors, taking mental notes of all the visible exits as her palms grew damp, deep inside her pockets.

      Taking big risks, like she was taking now, meant you couldn’t work yourself into a corner. Not like last time.

      At one of the library’s main entrances, she pushed opened the heavy wooden doors and felt the warm air rush over her thin body. The smells hit her next: paper mixed with old leather and the sweet aroma of coffee from the Map Room Cafe. The scent caused her mouth to water, making her realize it had been a while since she’d had a warm meal, or a good cup of coffee for that matter.

      She didn’t dare chance the distraction now, so she kept her eyes straight ahead and forced her body back into control.

      As she moved over the threshold, she felt the essence of knowledge seep into her core; this feeling seemed to radiate slowly from the building itself. She shivered as it filled all her senses and pushed all other thoughts to the back of her mind.

      Here, there was older knowledge than she’d ever experienced before, this fact caused her racing heart to almost double its speed. Her eyes watered in sheer excitement. Gone was her desire for food or sleep. Her mind and body were totally focused on only one purpose now, and she found it hard not to let a small smile pass over her lips.

      Walking further into the library, she passed the return book desk. She kept her pace steady and glanced towards it casually while keeping her distance then made her way to the massive staircase. Not bothering to glance at the large domed ceiling overhead, as many first-time visitors would have done, she instead spared a quick look to the right. Two employees were working behind a tall countertop desk. An older woman stood engrossed in her work, her eyes glued to the computer screen. The other employee, a gentleman, was too busy stacking books on a roll cart behind the desk to notice her.

      The bright overhead lights buzzed above her as she made her way silently across the crisp white tiles. She tried to keep her wet boots from making a sound on the dry floor and was glad she’d taken great care to wipe them thoroughly on the doormat before stepping into the building. She couldn’t chance having heads turn in her direction because of squeaky shoes.

      Continuing to roll her shoulders forward, she moved towards the stairs, hoping that she’d go unnoticed. She’d dressed, purposely, like most of the college students from the area and sent up a silent thank you to the movie industry. With the string of vampire movies showing at the local theater, the fashion around town had returned to darker styles, which would help her blend in while she was in the library and could also be of benefit outside if she had to flee.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the woman glancing up from her computer screen. Not wanting to give the librarian too much time to contemplate her, she pulled her backpack higher onto her shoulders. Trying not to rush as she made her way towards the stairs, she held her breath as she walked slowly.

      She’d been to enough places like this to know that a person who hesitated usually called attention to themselves. If anyone had looked closely at Anna, they would have seen that she didn’t look like other students at all, despite her wardrobe. Actually, she didn’t look like anyone else she had ever seen.

      At a quick glance, she was tall and skinny, which was one of the reasons she made a point to wear baggy clothing and walk slumped over. If she was mistaken for a young boy, all the better.

      Usually, she was quite proud of her pretty heart-shaped face, with its straight nose and a small cleft in the middle of her chin. It was one of her favorite features about herself. However, the one thing that made her stand out the most was her pale skin, skin so translucent that she always covered as much of it as possible, to prevent second glances.

      Not many people had ghostly white hair, at least not without using a lot of product. Even the vampire followers tended to migrate towards darker locks.

      A few years back, she’d tried to dye her hair a darker shade, but it had washed out by the next morning, leaving an awful mess. Even permanent colors didn’t stick to her thick white locks. She’d tried cutting her hair short instead, but that only emphasized her very pale blue eyes. She’d settled on keeping her hair in a short bob, using her longer bangs to help hide her eyes. She had added a bright pink hair extension clip to the left side of her face, hoping the punk rock look would lead people to think she had done the colors on purpose.

      She quickly jerked her mind back to her current situation and started up the wooden staircase. She fought the urge to trail her fingers on the shiny wood banister. Just a simple touch with something so old could set her back. She decided to play it safe and tucked her hands into her jacket pockets once more.

      When she had researched the building, she’d found that the oldest books were housed on the third floor, hidden behind a locked door. Now, hoping she would find what she needed, she made her way up the stairs.

      However, the richness of the wood and the beauty of the interior design didn’t go unnoticed by her. Everything looked so shiny and new, even though the building was well over a century old.

      Thinking of the age of the building caused her to think about herself. Just like the building, on the surface, she looked young, about nineteen, but she knew better than anyone that looks could be deceiving. Especially since she’d been alive for over forty years now.

      Yes, she and the library of Boston had a lot in common.

      As she reached the second floor, she quickly glanced out the windows which looked down into a huge courtyard. The rain continued to fall at a steady pace as a row of cars slowly crawled down the streets in the background.

      She thought about the next step in her plan. Of how she had to access the private elevator on the second floor, which would lead her to the entryway of the secluded and very private rare book section. Taking this route, she’d be less likely to run into trouble. At least she hoped.

      She headed towards the outer hallway of the courtyard. The elevator was on the south end of the building, and after making sure no one was paying attention to her, she continued into the next section, frustrated she was not finding a librarian here.

      What she found instead was the history section, which caused her great joy. History was one of her favorite things to learn about and she secretly hoped that her answers might be hidden somewhere in the past. She confirmed that no one was around, and a great calm settled inside her. She allowed a part of her to surface, the deepest, most secure part of her.

      Her magic.

      Deciding on one of the oldest books, titled History of the World, she carefully picked up the book from the worn wooden shelf. Turning it around in her hands, she felt the weight of the leather, of its many pages. She could smell the paper and ink hidden beneath the covers. A book. Filled with knowledge, this item held its own power of sorts. Men had journeyed to unknown places, labored, toiled, and endured to fill its pages with their knowledge and beliefs. Now it sat here, in her hands, waiting to share its secrets.

      It took her only a few seconds, seven to be exact, as the complete knowledge of the book pulsed from its core and moved quickly through the old bindings. It moved up her arms to sear into her mind. She held perfectly still as everything the creators had put into this wonderful item flooded her mind and she gained its knowledge.

      During this time, she was as vulnerable as a sleeping baby. Gaining such knowledge physically drained her as if she’d lived through each moment written on the pages.

      After the last of the images flashed behind her mind, she blinked a few times and realized she was spending too much energy. For her current mission, time was of the utmost importance.

      Setting the book back down, she felt a little discouraged that the knowledge she sought wasn’t hidden within this book’s pages. But she was used to disappointment. Quickly, she moved on to the next book, this time only scanning the title and keeping her hands to her side.

      Anna was very patient when it came to finding what she needed. She’d learned that lesson early on. It had been one of her first life lessons. She remembered the first time she’d picked up a book and scanned its pages with her mind. She’d been so excited that she’d instantly rushed around and grabbed hold of every book she could get her hands on. That experience had ended with her on the floor, gasping for breath, her body too tired to move. She’d spent almost a full day lying on the floor before she’d built up enough energy to get up.

      Now, she continued down the aisles, searching the titles of books, looking for ones she hadn’t already scanned before, stopping only when one caught her eye. Each time, she made sure the aisles were empty before absorbing their knowledge.

      If these books didn’t hold the information she was looking for, she knew what her next step would be. She kept telling herself that maybe the next book would be the one to answer all her questions which would allow her to skip heading into the secure room and deeper into danger.

      After fifteen minutes in that section, she could feel her strength beginning to weaken.

      Flipping open her backpack, she discreetly grabbed a granola bar. After taking a big bite and swallowing the sugary goodness, she felt a boost of energy and continued. She finished eating one bar and opened a second as she continued to scan the knowledge of more books into her mind.

      When she finally reached the end of the section, she looked down the long corridor and saw the elevator that would lead her to the third floor and the section she’d come here for.

      Deciding it was now or never, she quietly moved towards the main staircase. She considered herself very lucky when a librarian, arms laden with books, approached the landing. The woman appeared to be in her early forties and was dressed like many of the others Anna had seen in other libraries from her past. The woman’s drab dark brown hair was rolled into a tight bun at the nape of her neck. She wore dull gray slacks with a button-up white blouse, neither of which appeared to have any wrinkles, even though she now carried a pile of books.

      Her smile was friendly when she spotted Anna.

      Smiling, while trying to hide her crystal-clear eyes by lowering her eyelashes, Anna stopped in front of the woman and looked down at her.

      “Hi,” Anna began so the woman would keep walking towards her. “I’m looking for the restrooms. I guess I had too much coffee…” When the woman stopped on a step just below her, Anna reached out as if to offer to help with the heavy books she was carrying and quickly laid her pale hand along the woman’s forearm.

      It took just a light touch.

      Anna watched as the librarian’s eye color faded away, the brown retreating quickly as if the color was being drained like water in a sink. Her eyes turned the same pale blue as Anna’s and stared blankly back. Now she was a clean slate for Anna to use and control.

      It still shocked her after all these years that she could do these things. To take over another living thing so easily. To control. To manipulate. She hated using this power and only did so when it was necessary, such as now.

      Quickly, Anna glanced around and noticed that there was a young couple in the entryway who might be close enough to hear their conversation. Using her mind only, she convinced the woman to speak out loud. “I can help you find what you’re looking for,” the woman said softly as they made their way back up the stairs.

      The librarian was still weighted down with her armful of books. Making sure to keep in physical contact with the woman’s arm, Anna helped her set the large pile down on a table near the top of the stairs. Then they continued walking past the rooms lined with bookcases and headed straight towards the private elevator.

      Scanning the woman’s mind, much as she had the book contents, Anna discovered the librarian’s name was Sara.

      Anna explained to Sara, in her mind, what she was looking for and convinced Sara to help her. She was pleased when she discovered that Sara could open the locked elevator and could also help her find the type of books she had been looking for, all without Anna having to push too hard for the assistance she required.

      Anna didn’t dive too deep into the woman’s mind, knowing she was limited on energy. Plus, she felt any further intrusion would be rude and, more important, a waste of her time. What she was here to discover would not be found in the librarian’s life story.

      Together they finished making their way towards the secure elevator. Anna made sure never to break contact with Sara’s arm as they moved. When the doors slid open, they stepped into the wood-paneled elevator together, keeping close to one another.

      Anna knew this part of the journey was a bigger risk. There might be someone else already upstairs in the small secluded section and she could only control one mind at a time.

      Praying the space was empty, she watched as Sara plucked a silver key from a chain attached to her belt loop and slid it into the spot above the elevator buttons. When the car started to move, Anna felt her nerves vibrating as excitement made her head spin.

      She was getting closer to her goal.

      Before they reached the third floor, she communicated her wishes to Sara and finished just as the elevator doors slid silently open. Then Sara said in a clear voice. “I’m sure we can find that special book your father is looking for up here, Ms. Chester.”

      Anna scanned the small space and discovered the hallway was completely empty. Releasing a sigh of relief, she and Sara walked towards the door labeled “Authorized personnel only.”

      After the librarian opened the heavy door, Anna glanced inside and saw a small lobby that held a table, a few scattered chairs, and a desk, which sat in front of another thick wooden door. She was relieved to see that this room was also empty.

      Walking across the floor, they stopped in front of the second doorway. Hoping her luck would hold, she had Sara open the door and they walked in together.

      The first thing Anna noticed was that this room had a different feel and smell to it. Here, the books were kept far away from the small square windows, which were covered with heavy curtains of deep brown. They were kept away from any light that might damage their fragile pages and the knowledge held inside. Knowledge that was locked away from the masses and allowed to only a select few.

      Glancing around, she noticed another small wooden desk, which sat in the middle of the room. It was well worn and its dark wood scarred from years of use.

      She asked Sara where she thought they should start looking and was guided across the hardwood floors to the shelves on their left.

      Here Anna found books on astronomy and world history, some older than America itself, books that Anna had never seen or heard of before.

      She could feel her excitement building and tried to maintain a firm hand on Sara’s arm as she reached out with her free hand towards her destiny.

      She grasped the first book and began collecting some of the oldest knowledge she’d ever encountered.
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      Five minutes later, Anna walked with Sara over to one of the narrow windows and lifted a corner of the curtain to check the street below. She hated feeling nervous but knew that it too was a lesson she’d learned in the past. There was a reason she was on guard, and that reason was strong enough to cause her to scan the streets below one more time.

      She was content when she found everything still looked normal. The rain was continuing to fall and people on the streets were moving about their everyday lives.

      Nothing looked out of place. She released a deep breath she’d been holding and relaxed slightly.

      Moving away from the windows, she poured a quick drink of water from a pitcher, then set the empty glass on the desk. She headed back to another bookshelf to continue her search, as she dragged the spellbound Sara along with her every step of the way.

      This time she focused on world geography instead of history.

      After two more small breaks and three more granola bars, she checked the street below once more.

      She began to feel the ticking of the clock and feared her time was running out. She was getting a little discouraged that she hadn’t encountered a book with the information she’d been seeking.

      Choosing to try the other end of the room where there were rare books from Europe, she pulled Sara along with her and scanned the titles only to discover that most of them were very old educational books with a few old fairy tales mixed in.

      When her head started spinning five minutes later, she snatched another bar from her bag, thankful she’d stocked up before coming on her mission. For some reason, this time she’d grabbed enough of the energy bars to last her several weeks. It made her backpack heavier, but she’d known the extra weight would be worth it in the long run.

      In fact, everything she owned was currently resting on her back. It had become a standard in her life to travel light and carry everything she’d need with her always.

      She’d hopped from city to city, skulking in some of the lowest places she could scrounge enough money to stay at. This had been her life for so long, she could scarcely remember a time when life had been more than just living in fear and on the run.

      Feeling the ticking of time once more, she headed back to the window and was terrified to discover that all the foot traffic on the street below had disappeared. The street was now completely empty and dark.

      Something deep down in her gut told her that he had found her again. Her heart skipped a few beats and she felt her skin prickle with fear. Cursing herself for not keeping a closer eye on the time, she glanced over at Sara and thought about her next move. She’d planned for this, even though she’d hoped it wouldn’t come to it.

      Quickly, she relayed her plan to the librarian and they walked out the doors and back towards the elevator, leaving nothing behind.

      Taking the car all the way down to the main level, she asked Sara to wait in the elevator for five minutes before leaving. Then she took the key chain off the woman’s belt and finally broke contact with her just as the elevator doors were closing. There was a second before the double doors slid shut when she saw Sara’s eyes returned to normal and a stunned and confused look crossed her face.

      “Welcome back,” Anna thought as she turned and quickly moved away. She moved down the hall to her right, which would lead her to the back of the building.

      Using Sara’s keys, she opened a door marked “Employees only” and made her way towards the service entrance near the back of the building.

      As she passed a large employee bulletin board, she jolted to a stop when she noticed her own face looking back at her. Ripping the wanted poster off the bulletin board, she noticed that the grainy photo was from another library excursion she’d had in Baltimore. She was relieved to see that it was several years old and extremely fuzzy.

      Her pale eyes had been hidden behind dark glasses, and her hair had been covered with a red ball cap which she’d lost several months back. Unfortunately, her physical description was listed below the photo, along with a reward amount of fifty thousand dollars.

      After scanning the page, she shoved it into her pocket and continued past an open doorway. Apparently, the reward for her capture or information on her whereabouts had increased since the last poster she’d found. She was also frustrated to learn that she was now wanted in all fifty states.

      Quickly glancing in an opened door that she was passing, she found herself once again looking at her own face. This time it was on several small television screens.

      The room appeared to be a small security room. After her first glance, she continued at a quicker pace as understanding came to her.

      There had been another flyer laying on the table under the monitors. It appeared the security guard had spotted her and called her location into the hotline.

      Sheer panic rocked her entire body, causing her hands to shake once more. Her breath quickened, and she felt a bead of sweat roll down her back.

      Trying not to rush too quickly, she reached the back door of the building and forced herself to stop so she could listen near the entryway. Caution. She had to remember to think and not rush into anything. That’s how she’d been caught before.

      Taking a deep breath to steady her racing heart, she listened and looked around.

      “Move swift as the wind and closely-formed as the wood. Attack like the fire and be still as the mountain.” The quote from The Art of War played over in her mind. Its wisdom soothed her into action.

      After hearing nothing, she cautiously crept on her hands and knees towards a low window to peek out into the small alley behind the library.

      She kept below the edge of the windowsill as she scanned the area. Trying not to panic, she stopped mentally berating herself for spending too much time in her search. She wasn’t sure if it had been long enough to allow them to surround the entire place.

      “Don’t panic, keep calm. Think!” she told herself as she leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. Tapping the back of her head against the plaster, she quickly ran over every escape route in her mind.

      “Think!” she hissed at herself. For some reason, only this back way came into her mind. She’d learned over the years to go with her first judgment. It had kept her alive thus far.

      Forcing herself to move, she got onto her hands and knees and crawled past the windows, heading directly towards the door. If her luck held, there wouldn’t be anyone along that part of the building, yet.

      Sliding the heavy metal door open just a crack, she peered out and sighed with relief as she noticed the empty alleyway. The street was completely abandoned, and the rain continued to fall in a steady sheet.

      Glancing up, she tried to see if there were any snipers on the roof of the surrounding buildings. Everything appeared clear. This was always a good sign.

      Knowing it could be only a matter of seconds until men were in position, she took a deep breath, bolted to her feet, and ran from the open doorway. The familiar sound and feeling of her backpack hitting against her body as she ran helped her keep pace as she moved as fast as she could, counting the seconds and heartbeats in her head.

      Sprinting down the side streets, she headed away from the building in her planned route of escape.
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      “So far so good,” she thought as she hit the outskirts of the city park that lay directly across from the library.

      She ran past large trees that dripped with moisture. A light fog started to gather around their huge trunks and crept slowly along the walking path. She knew the fog would help her escape and prayed it grew thicker.

      Her breath was panting out of her lungs in little puffs of smoke as she ran through the icy rain. She felt her heart kick with each step and knew that she had only enough energy to run a few miles before she would be overcome with exhaustion.

      She was halfway through the park when she bumped squarely into a large figure completely dressed in camouflage. His large gun rested in his arms, cradled like a little child. He glanced down at her with a shocked look on his face.

      At least the heavy rain had helped shield her from the man’s view until she had been right in front of him. He must have been just out of basic training because when he saw her, his first instinct was to take a step backward. Then he moved quickly.

      She flipped around, using a move she’d learned in a book about Tai Chi. Her movements were smooth and well-practiced as she sidestepped the man when he raised his weapon.

      He was quick, but so was she. He didn’t have any time to respond before her fingers grazed his face. It took only a moment of contact and she had him quickly convinced he’d just seen her running north, towards the river.

      She persuaded him to call in the sighting on his radio, passing the information to his team leader. Then she urged him to follow the phantom Anna. She had learned in the past that if she placed a belief into someone’s mind, they would follow that belief for a brief time, so she wasn’t surprised when he took off sprinting in the opposite direction, chasing the phantom Anna.

      If she could make it to the highway and the turnpike, she could hail a cab and be on the toll road before they knew that she had slipped past their trap. However, before she made it to the next street, she ran into three more Special Forces soldiers.

      She touched each of them, using the same methods she’d used for years to avoid capture, her body moving so much quicker than their larger ones. After touching them, she had them all running away from the freeway and her escape route, chasing an Anna they could only see in their minds.

      She passed Stuart Street and hoped she was in the clear. Her sides hurt from running and she was in desperate need of an energy bar. She was just thinking she could stop and shove a bar into her mouth when she ran straight into a roadblock setup one street before the highway. The barriers blocked the entire road as lights flashed their harsh yellow and red into the air. Their glow almost blinded her in the thick rain and brought unpleasant memories to her mind.

      More than two dozen armed men were blocking her last exit, all, it appeared, were waiting for her to join the party. She felt completely hopeless as she watched guns quickly raised in her direction. Her dark sweatshirt lit up with small red lights from their scopes. She could hear men shouting and moving into position as all eyes focused on her.

      She stood, almost paralyzed, as she realized too late that she had run right into General Wilberg’s ambush.

      Glancing around without moving her head, she noticed the large military trucks parked along the side roads. There were even more trucks filling the parking lot directly beside her as men in camouflage appeared behind her, successfully blocking the exit back towards the park.

      Glancing up, she spotted the snipers that were stationed on the tops of the buildings surrounding the lot. There were even a few across the street in a parking facility. She felt the red glowing dots of their guns move over her chest, pointing and aiming directly at her heart.

      Over fifty of America’s finest were now pointing their weapons directly at her. At that moment, she knew her freedom was truly gone. There was no quick thinking to get her out of this mess, no escape route. Nothing. He had finally caught her.

      No knowledge she’d ever obtained could have prepared her for this situation. Slowly, she raised her hands in surrender and silently hoped there wasn’t a trigger-happy soldier in the group.

      Surrounded in the trap, her arms raised as the soft rain continued to fall around. Her shoulders slumped in defeat. How could it end here?

      All the years she had spent on the run, hiding, evading his grasp, only to be caught now. Frustration and anger filled her as she turned a slow circle towards him in the parking lot.

      Imagine it, getting caught and killed for just trying to find herself, her origins, her family.

      Parts of her wished she had just settled somewhere years ago, had a career and raised a family. Heck by now she could have had a brood of children running around. Of course, it would have been hard to explain why she didn’t age, but still, she could have had a somewhat normal life and maybe even a family of her own.

      Just thinking of having someone else to rely on, someone who would be there to share her life with had kept her hopes raised. Each time she had snuck into a place and risked getting caught just to find any information regarding her origins, she had that one single hope of finding someone like that kept her going. Maybe this time she’d find something that would lead her to back to the open arms of her unknown family.

      She had created so many different stories of why they had abandoned her to this lonely place. Stories where she had been stolen, whisked away from their loving arms, or even hidden for her protection from an unknown enemy. As a child on the run, she had years to imagine every possibility.

      But with each story she made up, the reality sunk in deeper that she was left all alone in America.  Alone and running from the US military and her enemy, General Wilberg.

      Even now, surrounded by snipers with their guns pointed to her where her heart beat fast in fear, she held onto the hopes of one day finding her family.

      She watched as General Wilberg himself got out of a dark sedan and walked towards her. Floodlights lit up the rain-drenched parking lot and burned her eyes, almost blinding her. When he got closer, he had the nerve to smile at her as if he’d won the game. She slowly lowered her arms as he approached.

      One of the great lessons she’d learned from scanning The Art of War played in her head.

      “Appear weak when you are strong, and strong when you are weak.”

      When dealing with General Wilberg, it was that book’s lessons she’d used the most.

      Even now, when she was surrounded, she was unwilling to concede the battle. Looking directly into his eyes, she raised her chin as she cocked her left hip out. She added insult to her stance by giving her head an offensive tilt.

      He noticed her move and stopped three feet away from her, no doubt remembering their last encounter. The van they’d been traveling in had hit a bump in the dirt road, which had allowed her to fall slightly closer to the general and scrape a hand across his knee.

      She almost laughed at the memory of Wilberg and several of his men standing along the dessert road as she drove away in the dark van, leaving them staring after her. He was too smart of a man to let her touch him again.

      “Anna.” He nodded to her as water dripped off the brim of his hat. His ugly face seemed to grow even more so when he smiled at her. “It’s been a while.”

      Shaking her head and releasing a deep sigh, she slowly lowered her hoodie and let the rain fall on her face. Her pale eyes focused on the general’s muddy brown eyes, which were filled with hatred. However, she noticed a slight hint of fear behind the anger, which caused her smile to grow.

      “Not long enough, General.” She purred out his title as she jutted her chin out slightly. He may have won this battle, but there were still plenty of opportunities for her to escape and win the war. After all, someone had to step closer to her, eventually.

      She tried to keep the memories of this man chasing her when she was younger from surfacing. She knew he’d spent most of his life looking for the girl who didn’t age. She’d been so young when she’d first seen him. Then again, so had he.

      Shaking her head clear, she turned from the memories and started mentally preparing to do some fast talking. A loud noise to her left had her and General Wilberg spinning in defense.

      Fear of bullets ripping through her flesh made her crouch down on the wet pavement. She knelt there, prepared to either run or fight and was stunned to see a small red sports car barreling down the street directly towards them.

      The car slammed into one of the trucks in the barricade, causing it to explode like it had been hit with a tank. Then the red car crashed between two army jeeps, squeezing through the tight space as if there was plenty of room. When it finally broke into the middle of the parking lot, it headed straight towards Anna.

      She watched as fully armed military men dropped their guns and ran for safety, almost as if the devil himself had been set upon them instead of a small red sports car.

      “What?” General Wilberg yelled, taking a step away from her, his eyes burning into her own as if she held the answers to this problem.

      She could tell he was torn between getting out of the way or taking his chances and grabbing her again.

      “Stop that car!” he finally screamed as he turned and ran back towards safety. He continued to yell orders as he moved to a position behind his men.

      “Always the brave general,” she thought sarcastically as she glanced over at him and remembered all the other times he’d run from her. Of course, he’d never had so many men with him before.

      “During chaos, there is also opportunity” Another lesson from The Art of War flashed into her mind.

      Glancing around for an opening to escape, she had just enough time to take two steps backwards before the car came to a screeching halt directly in front of her.

      When the door flew open, she bent down to look into the interior, hoping the small body of the car would shield any bullets. It was dark inside, lit only by the dome light on the car’s ceiling. The driver was a man around twenty years old with sandy blond hair that was sticking up in every direction. He had a large grin on his handsome face as he waved his hand at her.

      “Get in, Anna. Quick!” he yelled.

      Grabbing the door handle, she hesitated for only a moment. “Who are you?” she asked.

      “Does it matter?” he replied, looking up at her with a lopsided smile. Except for the tone of his voice, his demeanor was totally relaxed. Almost as if he were enjoying the entire ordeal.

      Shaking her head clear, she decided it didn’t really matter who he was or how he knew her name. Just as long as he could save her from the General’s clutches. Besides, she knew the small space of the car would make it easy for her to reach over and take control the situation if the need should arise.

      Jumping into the small car as fast as she could, she watched as the military men finally pointed their guns in her direction once more. She ducked her head down quickly, expecting bullets to fly into the glass at any moment. Just then, the tiny car lunged forward, sending men running for safety as it gunned out of the parking lot. Its tires spun on the wet cement as the rain continued to fall around them.

      She watched in amazement as the barricades exploded out of their way well before the car even reached them. She was shocked to see the wood splinter and the metal fly as if being pushed by some unknown force feet away from the front of the car.

      There was no visible damage to the car. She could hear bullets hitting the car, but so far none had hit the glass.

      When she glanced towards the driver, he still had a smile on his face. His shaggy blond hair lay longer over his forehead, and several times she’d seen him swipe at it to clear his vision.

      The car took a sharp turn down one of the side streets as the sound of gunfire slowly faded behind them.

      Anna sat up a little and blinked a few times when she realized that her rescuer wasn’t even holding the steering wheel. One hand rested in his lap while the other lay on the headrest behind her head. Looking forward, she watched as the car turned another sharp corner, the wheel moving of its own accord.

      Quickly, she yanked on her seatbelt and stared over at the man once more. Panic and shock set in as she saw he wasn’t even using his feet to make the car drive. Instead, he sat back like he was sitting in the back of a limo.

      She leaned forward and for the first time since getting into the car, realized that the engine wasn’t even running.

      “What the hell is going on?” she demanded, as the car made another sharp turn. Now they were heading straight for the freeway, which only a few minutes ago, she’d been so desperately trying to reach.

      “This is an amazing device,” he said, glancing over at her. “I cannot wait until we get back so I can tell Shiarra all about the towns and creatures I have seen here.” He looked over at her as the car merged smoothly into existing traffic.

      The vehicle was traveling well over the posted speed limit and was weaving in and out of traffic effortlessly by itself. Its windshield wipers were going full speed as if they were the heartbeat, pumping the machine full of life.

      “I thought I would not get to you in time, but my calculations were correct and here we are.” He pointed to her, then tapped the side of his head, taking another moment to swipe the hair away from his eyes. “I will have us back to the Orick in no time and before sundown we will be back in Tharian.” He crossed his long thin arms over his chest and grinned at her as if they were old friends.

      “Great. A crazy man has just kidnapped me.” She mumbled as she leaned back in her seat. She calculated that they were traveling too fast for her to jump out. For just a moment, she thought about reaching over and touching him, taking control of him with her gift, but since she didn’t know how he was controlling the car, she didn’t think she should chance it.

      Glancing back behind the car, she scanned the traffic for any signs that the army was following them. Sure enough, there were over twenty vehicles racing onto the freeway ramp at high velocity, their flashing lights blaring through the gloomy evening rain. She knew the General wouldn’t have let her go that easily.

      “Look, I don’t know who you are or how you’re driving this car, but could you step on it? We need to get out of here.” She pointed behind them.

      “I am not sure what ‘step on it,’ means, however, that is exactly my plan. To get you out of here, Your Highness.” Then he leaned over in an attempt to complete a full bow from his waist up in the small car. “Wizard Leian at your service, my lady,” he finally said with a smile as he pushed his hair once more away from his eyes.
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      “Wizard?”

      There was a word she hadn’t heard in over twenty years. She glanced over at the odd man sitting next to her. Could this man really be a wizard? And if so, where had he come from? Why was he just now showing up? And what did he want from her?

      Anna took a hard look at the man sitting behind the wheel of the self-driving vehicle. His shaggy hair was almost out of control. Where it wasn’t in his eyes, it was sticking straight up. His blue eyes were almost laughing at the predicament they were in as he watched out the windshield. His arms were now crossed over his chest.

      She scanned him with her pale eyes, searching from his blond head to his boot-clad toes. He was wearing worn, deep brown leather pants, which were tucked into tall brown leather boots that looked like they’d been worn for years. He had a finely knitted vest which covered most of him along with a shirt that appeared to be made of a rough tan linen. What really caught her attention, though, were the clasps and buttons on each garment. She thought the buttons were made from bone, and she didn’t see any zippers or modern clasps or snaps.

      Around the man’s chest, hanging sideways, was a leather bag. Next to him on the seat was a hat, or what was left of one. He looked around six feet tall, but since he was sitting, she couldn’t really tell. He was skinnier than her and his unruly blond hair needed cutting, badly.

      Finally, she glanced into his eyes and realized he was smiling at her with his lopsided grin. The look eased some of her fears. Maybe it was the little dimple on his right cheek that made him look younger and somewhat harmless. Whatever it was, she could tell that the man didn’t appear to mean her any harm.

      Once she was finished with her assessment, he bowed his head slightly. “Yes, Your Highness, I am from Genoa, your home planet. I am from a small village called Tharian to be exact. It is on the eastern border next to the River Pontella. I have come, as I said, to take you out of here.”

      Anna still couldn’t believe it. While he spoke, he didn’t even look at the road once or pretend to drive the car. His speech was funny, like he was from England, but with a twisted accent, yet for some reason, it was familiar to her. He also talked as if she should know where, or what, these places were, all while keeping the simple smile on his face.

      “Look… Wizard,” she said with disbelief pouring from her tone, “I’m not sure you’re playing with a full deck of cards, so maybe we should just focus our efforts on trying to get away from the scads of armed forces following us right now. Then we can talk about your delusion issues later.”

      The wizard turned around and looked out the back window. Laughing, he turned back to the front and gave Anna another crooked smile. “Do not worry about them. I created a bubble. They will not bother us. Besides, we should reach the Orick soon. It lays just beyond that hill.” He pointed off to the left in front of them.

      “Bubble?” She shook her head in disbelief.

      Boy! This guy was further gone than she’d realized. Peeking at the speedometer, she realized she couldn’t even judge the speed the car was going since the motor was off. None of the gauges were even working! However, taking a guess, she estimated they were doing a little over 80 miles an hour and the car didn’t show any signs of slowing down as they approached the hill he’d been talking about.

      Glancing back again, she noticed that the army trucks that were chasing them were quickly gaining ground. Twisting a little more, she saw something else out of the corner of her eye. Occasionally a ripple would happen in the air outside the car, causing distortion in her vision. Removing her seat belt, she turned even further around, then propped her left knee on the seat and watched as it happened several more times. She began to understand what was happening.

      The wizard’s “bubble” was stopping the bullets that were flying towards them. The bullets, which were no doubt trying to hit their tires to disable the car, would cause a big ripple in the bubble, then fall quickly to the ground.

      Anna prayed the protection would hold when the army tried the tire spikes, which she knew would be the next step.

      “Where is your wizard?” The question had Anna turning back to Leian in shock. “Why are you traveling without Wizard Orden?”

      Upon hearing the name, the memories she’d blocked out long ago rushed forward in her mind and consumed her.

      General Wilberg was so young, she almost didn’t recognize him. He was laughing as he tossed her little body up in the air. She was giggling and squealing with delight as she flew high above the man, then landed safely back in his waiting arms, begging to be tossed once more.

      There was another man laughing beside the pair. She smiled over at the man she’d thought of as her father.

      Orden, Wilberg had called him.

      Another memory rushed forward into her mind, this one from several years later. She’d been feeling ill, and Orden was hovering over her when Wilberg rushed in. He was in his late twenties now and was dressed in a starched military uniform. Seeing her in a desperate state, the man voiced his concern and reached out to grab her to rush her to the hospital.

      She’d unwillingly scanned the man’s memories, the first display of her powers. In his memories, she witnessed the young Wilberg being abused by another man. The acts done to him caused Anna’s small body to convulse and she desperately tried to push the man away from her and break contact.

      Finally, Orden had broken the contact using a warm soft green glow from his own power, something he never showed any other “human.”

      Wilberg and Orden had then argued a few feet away from her. Wilberg pointed towards her and yelled, “What is she?” Then he turned to Orden and his eyes narrowed as anger, fear, and hatred consumed him. “What are you?”

      The shocked look on Anna’s face must have been apparent since Leian grabbed her hand and gripped it tightly as her ears buzzed and her eyes swam with un-fallen tears “Has something happened to Wizard Orden?”
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      Anna couldn’t believe it!

      Orden was a name she hadn’t heard since she was small.

      Had anything happened to Orden? Yes, everything had happened to Orden, and it had been his own fault.

      She remembered so much about him, the two strongest memories that stood out the most were his magic tricks and his death.

      She also remembered he had been kind, an old man with dark gray eyes that would shine when they were doing “secret magic,” as he called it.

      He used to call her his little princess and would make her laugh by swinging her high up in the air, spinning her above his head for minutes at a time by waving his arms, something the other man she’d known as Uncle Wil could never do.

      Orden had called it flying when he could keep her up in the air for as long as she begged. Then, when he brought her down, he would make a new toy for her or give her sweets to eat.

      Orden had made sure she was fed and clothed, and had even given her an education himself.

      She also remembered traveling a lot, always on the move from one place to the next, never settling down in one location for very long. But in all the places they had been, she had never seen anyone else do what Orden could.

      Years later she’d assumed she had made up the strange memories. After all, she’d learned that most childhood memories are embellished. At least that’s what she kept telling herself.

      Hearing his name now, she remembered the day he died, seeing all the flashing lights and hearing the loud screeching. She didn’t want to relive it now. Especially since she’d just been so close to being captured by the very man who’d killed the only father or family she had ever known.

      “Yes, something happened to Orden,” Anna whispered as she stared out to the rain-soaked windshield. “He’s dead. Betrayed by a friend.”

      Leian removed his hand from her arm and whispered, “I’m sorry.” He too turned and looked out the front of the car.

      “How is it that you know who I am? How do you know about Orden?” Anna asked as the car sped off the freeway and headed onto a side street next to a large swollen lake. Emotions swirled around inside her as she watched the tall trees with multicolored leaves surrounding the water’s edge pass by her window quickly. There was a sign for a state park ahead, which reminded her of the last time she had camped in the Rocky Mountains, well over a year ago.

      “I told you, I am from your home. I came here to bring you back so we can start to set things right,” Leian said.

      “Where is my home?” she whispered as she felt the car slow. She’d spent her entire life trying to find “home,” and now here was this man talking about it as if it was just around the corner. All of a sudden, she felt weary. Running no longer seemed paramount, she had searched since Orden’s death for answers. She was beginning to question if she wanted to really know the truth after all. How was it that the unknown was suddenly scary? Here was This stranger willing to give her all the answers and the only thing running through her mind was fear.

      She saw a gap in the trees ahead and was shocked to feel the car take a right turn. It slid slightly, spitting mud and rocks into the air. The feel of the car spinning sideways caused her to snap on her seat belt again and grab for the bar above the window as her heart raced once more, bringing her out of the funk she had been in. She would try to listen this man’s answers and decide for herself if the truth was worth it. All her years on the lamb, hiding in dirty alleys, sneaking into libraries while searching for one word that could help her figure out the magic she held and the place where she belonged. All while thumbing rides across the country that seemed determined to lock her up and dissect her because she was ‘different’.

      Once the car righted itself, the speed continued to slow almost to a crawl as they headed into a clearing that Anna realized was a large baseball field.

      “Where are we going, why are we slowing?” she screamed as panic once again filled her, she knew that the General and his men were always behind her.

      Looking back through the rain, she saw the large army trucks take the same turn. Some were not so lucky and ended in the ditch, others missed the gap entirely, skidding on the wet road and hitting the trees on either side. She couldn’t stop the small smile; seeing the General have difficulty, always caused her joy.

      “We are here and I do not want to hit the Orick going too fast. A forest lies on the other side and we may hit something.” As he spoke, the wizard took a handful of what looked like small round cookie sprinkles, in assorted colors, out of his pouch and spread them over the car’s dash. The car was heading to the far side of the field where a forest of large trees sat. Between the trees, she saw the edge of another lake.

      “You have got to be kidding!” she screamed as the sound of bullets hitting the bubble echoed around the car. “You’re going to get us both killed!”

      “Take another look,” Leian said while he moved his hands over the now jewel-encrusted dash.

      Anna bent forward just as the dash started to shimmer. Looking up she realized they were still heading right for the lake, now at an alarming speed.

      Thinking she would try to jump out of the car, she grabbed the door handle just as the front of the car disappeared before her eyes.

      Blinking twice, she leaned forward in time to see the windshield and dash vanish. She tried yanking on the door harder but it didn’t budge.

      She screamed as her high-tops vanished before her eyes, and by the time her legs went missing, she felt like she was going to pass out. Her breathing was faster than it had ever been. Her fingers gripped the door handle so hard, they turned an even lighter shade of white.

      Her voice didn’t work, but her mind continued to scream in horror as she watched her entire body disappear before her very eyes.
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      The car did hit something, just as Wizard Leian had said it might.

      It careened off a small spruce and headed straight for the biggest tree Anna had ever seen. She screamed again, just before they struck it with a bone-jarring crunch.

      The car finally jerked to a halt after getting its bumper tangled in the bark of the huge tree, slamming both Anna and Leian forward. Since Anna had her seat belt on, she stopped short of the dash, but Leian smashed into the windshield headfirst and slumped back into the seat, apparently unconscious.

      Not sure if the bubble was still surrounding the car, she released her seat belt and jumped out prepared to do battle with the army that was surely surrounding them.

      As her feet
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