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 Chapter
One

Roger's Confession

Roger

"Worst night of my life," Roger muttered to himself,
as he placed his forehead against the cold table that he was
handcuffed to.

"Imagine how I feel," Steve Sanders said. Roger's
father was pacing back and forth within the holding cell. His eyes
bored into the back of his son's head, as if that would somehow
help him understand the boy. His focus only broke when the door
opened.

A detective strolled in wearing a thirty-dollar suit
and carrying a huge folder. Mr. Sanders stared at the detective. He
didn't slow his pacing as the detective sat in the chair opposite
Roger. The detective slapped the folder down on the table, making
Roger sit back up straight in his seat. Roger's eyes stared down at
the folder in front of him.

"Don't say a word until my lawyer gets here," Mr.
Sanders blurted out, the moment that the folder hit the table.

"I didn't do it," Roger said over his father's words
of warning.

The detective crossed his arms. He leaned back in his
chair as he looked between the two of them. His stoic face was kept
remote as he waited for one of them to say something else. Perhaps
something incriminating. Something that he didn't already have in
the file before him. They waited in silence for what felt like an
eternity before the detective leaned forward again. He slapped his
hands down on the table on either side of the folder. His eyes kept
darting between them, as if expecting one or the other to give him
everything that he needed to lock the boy up for the rest of his
life.

When no one said anything, the detective flipped open
the folder. He took out several pictures and spread them out in
front of Roger, slapping them on the table one at a time. The first
picture was the most damning, the remnants of the bomb that Roger
had set off. However, Roger knew his bombs well enough to know that
they wouldn't be able to link that one to him. Still, the main bomb
casing had survived mostly intact. Roger was a bit worried that he
had missed a stray fingerprint. Maybe a hair that had survived the
intense heat of the explosion. Perhaps something that could get him
in more trouble than he was already in. His father sucked in a
breath of air behind him, knowing full well the boy's penchant for
exploding things.

The second picture was of Roger and his friends at
the back door to the museum. It was a screen capture from a
security camera that no one had thought to look for. One of the
girls, Maya, was kneeling down in front of the lock. It looked like
she was about to pick it, which she was before they were
interrupted. It didn't seem to matter to the detective that they
never actually picked the lock. Never actually broke into the
museum at all. They were let in by the curator of the exhibit that
they had come to steal from.

The third picture was of him, knocked out in the back
room of the museum, his legs tangled around a few boxes. Roger
blushed beet red from the reminder that he had been defeated by a
wooden box in a dark room. Meanwhile, his friends were handling the
soldiers that the emperor had sent after them.

It was in that back room that the paramedics had
found him, soon after the power had been restored. Soon after that
picture must have been taken. The curator, the same one that had
let them in, was also in the picture. He was off to the side and
just as unconscious as he had been. Roger hadn't woken up for
another several minutes. He woke up on a stretcher with paramedics
carting him to an ambulance. A couple of cops were following along
by his side, insisting that he answer a few questions. Questions
that ranged from dangerous to answer to things that he just didn't
know.

The detective leaned back in his chair again. He
seemed to be letting the silence of the room do his work for him as
he waited for Roger to spill his guts. To confess to everything.
Roger's brain whirled as he stared at those pictures. He wondered
what else was in that folder. What other evidence the detectives
had managed to find. More importantly, just how much trouble he was
really in. Then, gradually, he started to relax. The one thing that
he had been most worried about wasn't represented in any of the
pictures before him. He had half expected a picture of his friends
disappearing through some portal, heading off to the world that
they had come from, leaving him behind to explain everything.

"That's it?" Roger asked. His typical smugness was
restored once he knew just how little they had. "That's all you
have against me?"

"Roger, hush," Mr. Sanders scolded.

"No, Mr. Sanders. Let the boy talk. Apparently, he
doesn't think I already have enough to put him in prison for the
rest of his natural life."

"Well," Roger started, picking up the second picture.
"This only shows my friends and I standing behind the museum. Last
I heard that wasn't a crime."

"It shows your friends trying to break into the
museum," the detective said. Then he picked up the third picture
again, slapping it back down onto the table for emphasis. "And this
shows you inside the museum, where the paramedics found you."

"Roger, don't say a word," Mr. Sanders said
again.

"No, it's alright, Dad. Because what those pictures
don't show is us actually breaking in. And you won't be able to
find a picture of that, because we didn't."

"Then how did you get inside?" the detective asked. A
smirk started to spread across his face.

"The curator let us in," Roger explained.

"He just opened the door and let you in?" he asked.
"Let you come into the museum so that you could steal his prized
artifact from his exhibit?"

"Steal what now?" Roger asked, trying to play stupid.
He hadn't been around for the actual theft, but he wasn't surprised
that his friends had managed to get what they had gone there
for.

The detective took out a fourth picture, slapping it
down on the table like those before. The picture was of the
artifact in question. It was a hemisphere of metal, perfectly
formed and with no signs of a mold or being worked by tools. And
yet, the curator had insisted that the sphere had been made
centuries ago, by the Aztecs. Long before it could have been made
by modern technology. It was like the sphere had been crafted by
magic. Based on the way his friends were talking about the thing,
it probably was.

"Look familiar?" the detective asked. He took on the
visage of the cat that caught the canary as he sat there, gloating.
"Now why don't you make things easier on yourself, and your
friends, and tell me where they are hiding. I'm sure we could
convince Mr. Nords not to press charges if you just give him back
his sphere."

"You wouldn't believe me if I told you," Roger said,
smiling back at him.

The detective slammed his hands into the table. He
used the added leverage to jump to his feet, towering over the
seated boy. He glared down at him, smoke practically coming out of
his nostrils to fill the room. "Tell me where they are," he yelled
in his face.

Roger opened his mouth, though he didn't know what to
say to that. He didn't know how to tell him what he wanted to know
without ending up in a straitjacket. Fortunately, he was saved from
having to say anything when the door to the room opened. A fat man
in a much nicer suit than the detective waddled into the room. He
slammed his briefcase on the table, right on top of the four
pictures. The rest of the folder blew off the table with the force
of the wind coming off of it.

"Are you charging my client?" the lawyer said, his
lawyer. Roger barely remembered the man from a Christmas party that
he had been forced to go to when he was ten. The man had been
hackling off in the corner near the eggnog, telling stories of
court cases past.

"I can hold him for--"

"If you're not going to charge my client then he
should still be in the hospital. I was there not ten minutes ago,
expecting to find him. The doctors seemed to indicate that they
only released him under your orders. Now, perhaps you'd like to
explain to a jury why you dragged a minor out of the hospital
against medical advice?"

"He tripped over a wooden crate and knocked himself
out against the floor," the detective said, exasperated.

"Against the cement floor," the lawyer clarified.
"And don't think I won't be looking into suing the museum for that.
He could have a concussion."

"I waited for the x-rays to come back on that. He's
fine," the detective insisted.

"Are you charging my client or not?"

"Not yet. No. But--"

"Then we're leaving," the lawyer said. He held out
his hand to the detective, flexing his fingers. "Key. Now."

With a huff, the detective handed over the keys to
the handcuffs that were still holding Roger to the table and left
the room, slamming the door behind him. The lawyer turned towards
Roger, using the keys to uncuff him. He left the handcuffs strung
through the loop in the table.

"Thanks, Frank," Mr. Sanders said, holding out his
hand to shake the lawyer's. "I'm sorry for waking you up in the
middle of the night for this. I really owe you one."

"Steve, I'm your lawyer. You pay me to wake up in the
middle of the night, if necessary. Let's head on out of here so
that we can discuss just how much trouble your son is in here."

Frank escorted the two of them out of the building
with a level of familiarity that spoke volumes. He made sure that
none of them spoke a word until they were out of the building,
knowing full well that every wall in that place had ears that could
get them into a lot of trouble. Even after getting outside, Frank
hushed them until they were well away from the building and into
the visitors parking lot before saying anything.

"Get in the car," Frank insisted. He opened the doors
to his Lincoln Town Car that was parked over the line so that it
took up two parking spaces. "It's soundproof so we'll be able to
talk in private. You'll need to tell me everything."

"It's going to sound completely crazy," Roger
said.

"Good," Frank said, smiling. "I need a little crazy
in my life."


 Chapter
Two

The Hamlet

Five Years Ago, on
Desparia

Drake

It was a small hamlet, just five farms next to each
other. It didn't even have a name, let alone its own market or so
much as a tavern. The troopers wouldn't have even stopped if they
hadn't been walking for days without seeing any sign of
civilization. The land of Fandor had a wide assortment of areas of
different population densities. This was one of the thinnest. The
forest that surrounded the farmland was thick, almost hiding the
hamlet from view. But the main road ran right through it and the
view from the mountains surrounding the valley showed the hamlet
plainly against the backdrop of green.

The trooper squad was small, just ten soldiers
strong. Emperor Jakala had sent out several of these squads across
the empire. They trailed behind the front lines of his conquering
army as they swept across the countryside. The squads were meant to
spread the word of his victory and to serve the communities that
hadn't seen much attention under the old regime. But the news about
the new ruler of the land had spread faster than the group had
managed to travel. They were often greeted by mistrust, suspicions,
and often outright hostility. Their swift, uncompromising response
to these reactions were also well known.

"Alright," the captain said, after he called for the
group to halt. "Sound the trumpet. Let the people rejoice in our
presence."

"Yea, right," Drake said to his friend Gorn. "Like
anyone really rejoices when they find out we're there."

"Shh," hissed Gorn. Drake took little notice of his
friend's snub. It was a common reaction from him when the group was
in formation. Though the captain was officially in charge of the
squad, he tended to avoid such "indignities" as actually leading.
Instead, the squad looked to Gorn, the lieutenant and second in
command, for any semblance of leadership.

Drake, on the other hand, was so low on the chain of
command that he wasn't even included in it. He was much more often
the one to land the group in trouble, much to the chagrin of Gorn.
The truth of the matter was that Drake was holding Gorn back. If it
hadn't been for their long standing friendship, Gorn would have
been leading the squad. The captain would have been demoted three
times already. Not that Gorn would ever admit this.

The trumpet blast sounded off loudly, vibrating the
very ground that they stood on. Drake gave a shudder, as he often
did when the trumpet sounded. He pulled his long black cloak in
closer to guard against the chill of the evening. Gorn's girth was,
as usual, enough to ward off the cold. Even so, a quiver flowed up
his muscled arms in sympathy for Drake's discomfort.

"Somehow, the trumpeting always makes me realize how
sore my feet really are," one trooper said.

The trumpet sound echoed off the rolling hills that
surrounded the farmland. Everyone in the area would know they were
there. It took longer than the captain would have liked for the
locals to greet them. A man appeared near the northern farm. His
long hair was covered by a wide brim hat. He was carrying a
pitchfork, but he quickly dropped it upon spotting the army. He
obviously feared they would take his stance as a defiance of their
rule.

"Welcome, welcome," the man said. His hands waved
towards the troopers. A smile was slow to reach his face, but it
spread wide when it did. "You are these Jakala Troopers we have
been hearing so much about, yes?" His thick accent was typical for
the area. It was almost incomprehensible to the captain, who was
more familiar with the nasal tones of The Capital.

"Uh, yes we are," the captain said, hesitantly. His
hand rested on the hilt of his sword, prepared to draw it if the
need arose. "We have come to spread the word of our emperor and aid
the people of this village. Uh, what... what is the name of this
village?"

"It's not a village," the man laughed. "It's just a
bunch of farms. There's no village for miles."

"Yes," the captain said simply. He looked down his
nose at the man. "Is there a place my men and I could stay?" the
captain asked.

"Oh, no. No, sir. Like I said, this isn't a village."
The man's friendly demeanor slipped a bit as he delivered the bad
news.

Several other locals were coming out to see the cause
of the raucous. The captain looked around at the assembling crowd,
if such a small group could even be called such. The villagers
mostly stayed on the side of the road, each sticking to their own
properties. This made it all the more obvious that one of those
farms was not represented. The captain homed in on this fact.

"What do you know about that farm?" the captain asked
the man, pointing towards the farm in question.

"That's a horse ranch," the man said simply.

"And its owners?"

"Oh, them. They're just a bunch of weirdos. They keep
mostly to themselves."

The captain nodded. He signaled to his troops that
they should follow him before heading straight for the horse ranch.
Horses' sounds and smells assailed the group long before they
stepped off the road and onto the small path that led to the front
door and along the side. Without pausing to so much as clap his
hands to announce his arrival or beat the dust of the road off his
boots and clothes, the captain stormed into the farm house. Several
gasps sounded out, both from inside and outside of the house.

The family of the horse ranch was assembled in the
main room of the house. The room was barely large enough to fit the
family, though three of the soldiers came in behind the captain,
filling the space. Drake managed to get a spot near the door and
was able to see something of the inside. Gorn stood next to him,
looking on at the scene within.

The five sons were huddled around the fireplace,
warming their hands after a long day's work in the cold autumn air.
The two daughters were off in the corner, weaving saddle blankets
from yarn grown and spun on their neighbor's farm. The rancher's
wife was in the kitchen area, cooking dinner. The rancher himself
was sitting in a chair in the center of the room, glaring at the
intruders and refusing to stand.

"Can I help you?" the rancher asked in a harsh
tone.

"We have come a long way and need a place to stay,"
the captain said, in a voice that left little room for
disagreement.

The rancher stared at the captain for a while before
clearing his throat. "Yes, of course," he said. The harshness was
gone, though the glare remained. "There is plenty of room in the
barn, if you don't mind the smell. Wife, pull out the extra food.
We'll be having guests for dinner."

"But, husband," the rancher's wife started to
complain.

The rancher got up from his seat and went over to hug
his wife. A few whispered words passed between them that didn't get
as far as Drake's ears. Whatever their demeanor was, they left the
wife's face paler than it was when the troopers stormed in. But no
further argument came from the woman.

"Perhaps you'd like to settle in before dinner. My
eldest will take you around to the barn," the rancher said. He
gestured to one of the boys near the fire.

"I'm sure my men would find the barn quite
sufficient, thank you. I, however, would need something a little
more comfortable. Perhaps a room in the house?"

The rancher and his wife exchanged another set of
glances before he nodded. "Yes, of course. Follow me."

The captain followed behind the rancher as he led the
man down a short, narrow hallway. There were only two doors on
either side of the hall. The captain looked into each of the rooms
before taking the north west facing room. The rancher said nothing
as the captain settled in to his new accommodations.

Drake shook his head at the opulence of the captain.
As usual, he felt that the man had overstepped his welcome. The
other men of the squad simply looked on with jealousy. There were a
few muttered words of how they'd handle the situation had they been
captain. Drake looked to Gorn, who seemed to have a similar
reaction to the captain's actions as Drake did. Gorn shook his head
in disgust before heading away from the door. It was moments like
that that made Drake and Gorn feel very much alone in their
group.

Without a word, the eldest boy led the way out of the
house and through the yard. Drake had been seeing way too many of
the locals to take much notice of the boy. They all seemed to blend
together after a time. Only the odd, out of place traits got
through the dull, monotony that had become of his life. The only
thing Drake noticed as they headed towards the barn was that his
hair was long. He couldn't remember if the rest of the villagers
had their hair of a similar length, or if it had just been the one
with the pitchfork. For all he knew, it was just the style of that
backwater hamlet.

The barn was much larger than the main house, but it
was just as crowded. There were thirty stalls, each occupied by a
horse, leaving just enough room in the lane down the middle for the
troopers to lie out across it. The smell only intensified as the
group entered the building.

"Well, we've had worse," Drake admitted, as he looked
around.

"Dinner should be ready in a couple of hours," the
boy said. His eyes were darting every which way like a cornered
rabbit. From his figure, it was obvious to Drake that the boy was
approaching manhood. Yet, there was no sign of stubble on his face
despite the late hour of the day. Before Drake could ask about it,
the boy darted out of the building and back towards the main
house.

"Any of you wondering if there's something... off
going on here?" Drake asked. The only answers he got were a few
mumbles and shrugs as the group started taking off packs and laying
out bedrolls. Even Gorn, ever vigilant while on the road, didn't
seem to think that anything was out of place.

After setting down his own things, Drake decided to
go snooping around. The other door of the barn led to a large
pasture that took up the rest of the ranch's land. The grass was
all beat down, obviously trampled on several times by the large
collection of horses during their grazings. There was a high fence
wrapping around the grassy area, with the tall cornstalks of the
neighboring farm blocking the view to the west. To the north and
east, the woods that surrounded the hamlet came right up to the
fence line.

Drake darted across the field, keeping a watchful eye
out for any locals that might get overly curious of the newcomers.
He knew that the woods would be dangerous enough for the locals
that no one would risk going far into them. It wouldn't take him
long to do a thorough search of the woods around the ranch. He
tried to stay within view of the fence, but this got harder as the
evening wore on.

The sun was quickly setting in the west over the
cornfield. Normally, Drake would have taken the time to watch the
sunset. But with his curiosity piqued, he was like a dog with a
bone. He was too preoccupied with his efforts, in fact, to even
hear the call to dinner. Although, his stomach did.


 Chapter
Three

Troopers in Prison

Drake

Drake smiled as he remembered that day. The day that
he stopped being a lowly trooper, just taking orders from the men
that didn't know anything. So much had happened since that day.
While it led to his current predicament, he wasn't too sure he
would have changed anything. It was too much fun.

The jail cell was the first thing on that world that
seemed the least bit familiar. He had thrown enough people into
cells just like that one over the years. The thing that threw him,
though, was how nice it was. It didn't smell like crap. The odd
device in the corner that was filled with water was most likely the
culprit for that. The beds were way too comfortable. They were more
comfortable than his own bed back home, though he hadn't slept in
it for years. And the food was... well... Breakfast that morning
was quite edible. Given the food that was usually provided to the
prisoners in the dungeons of Vernala, and the lack of food for
those unlucky enough to be jailed under The Citadel, that wasn't
saying much. But for Drake it was everything. Most importantly,
being in that cell would keep him from the wrath of the emperor, if
nothing else.

He had messed up royally, on all fronts. Not only had
those tree huggers and their mage friend got away, but he and his
men had been caught by the local authorities. He had ordered his
men to fall back when the shadow had come through that strange
doorway hanging in the sky. The hope was that the creature would do
his work for him, without losing any of his own men in the process.
Drake had encountered the creature multiple times back home. He
knew how dangerous it was. So, he had pulled back to the odd metal
fortress across the street from the glass building. The place had
been the target of an explosion not long before their retreat to
it. But he didn't think another one was soon to come. When the
roars of the shadow faded, he had sent Peidmore out to check on
things.

He had no idea what those flashing lights signified
until it was too late. Their odd metal devices had sent Peidmore to
the ground, clutching at his chest as he cried out in pain. The
rest of the group was discovered soon after. They were flanked by
those men in the strange hats. When their metal devices pointed at
them, he ordered his men to all stand down and surrender, lest they
befell the same fate as Peidmore. He had been told that the man was
in some place called a "hospital" being "operated" on. Drake wasn't
sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. His guess, from the
tone of the "police" person, was that it was somewhere in
between.

The police people had taken their weapons, though
they had allowed them to keep their black leather armor, the
uniform of the Jakala Trooper. The troopers were taken to a large,
stone building. They were brought to a back room, out of the way of
the large contingent of police people that filled the building, and
thrown into three large cells.

The cells were jam packed by Drake and his men,
taking every bed available. The three cells ran along one side of
the hallway, with a solid stone wall across from them. The stone
wall had windows at regular intervals, barred and too high to reach
had they been able to get to them from their cells. One of those
"TV" things, like Janice had had in her house, was mounted on the
far wall. It was tilted so that the police person sitting behind
the desk at the far end of the hall could see it. Drake could just
make out the voices coming from it, but they were saying a bunch of
nonsense that he couldn't understand. They repeatedly asked him to
"wait, there's still more".

His thoughts went to Janice, the strange local girl
that helped them when they first arrived on Earth. She had already
aligned herself against Maya San Lucas, the thief that had managed
to break into the emperor's manor in Vernala. He found it strange
that the little thief had a home there, on that strange world. So
far from Desparia, and yet, somehow, close enough for them to have
gotten there so easily.

Janice had been with the group at the museum, but she
had taken a blow to the head from a metal door. After promising
Drake that she was capable of driving, she headed back home in case
they needed to stay there another night. They all knew that she
would be of no use to them in the pending fight. Though, thinking
back, Drake was sure that, had she been there, they wouldn't have
run afoul of the local authorities as they had. He wondered briefly
if she would be able to get them out of that predicament. But he
had no idea of how to contact her.

Through the windows, the sky was brightening as the
sun started to rise. Drake wondered how long he and his men would
be stuck there, fearing that the emperor would find them still
stuck in jail. He knew that his master would not be pleased with
him if the emperor needed to rescue him and his men.

Just as the thought started to weigh on him, a large,
fat man in an outfit more strange than the one worn by the police
people came in through the door to the cell area. He strolled down
the hallway, stopping in front of the middle cell. The man was
wearing black on white, the coat cut so as not to cover a section
of the white and falling just past his waist. The pants, which
would provide very little comfort from the cold, were loose along
the legs. And to top it all off he was wearing his own noose around
his neck. Although, instead of rope it was some strange cloth that
matched the coat and pants. The man stood in front of his cell with
an air of authority. However, Drake could feel no power from the
man. His eyes scanned the length of the line of cells, looking at
each of the troopers in turn.

"Who speaks for your group?" the man asked, his voice
echoing through the room.

The two troopers in the cell to Drake's right, the
one closest to the police person, pointed at Drake immediately. His
cellmate just looked over to him, almost apologetically, as if
asking him if he should say anything. To their credit, the other
two troopers gave the man nothing. One of them spat in his
direction, barely missing his shoe, while the last hadn't bothered
to get out of the bunk bolted to the wall.

"Come along," the man said. He moved over to the door
to Drake's cell, a set of keys jangling in his hand. "I have some
questions for you."

Drake tried to hide his smile, though from the man's
glare he knew he wasn't doing it very well. He had been studying
the cells well enough, looking for a way to escape. He knew that
the door swung outward. As the lock clicked open, Drake jumped up,
grabbing the bars above the door for leverage as he kicked outward.
The door swung out, knocking the strangely dressed man into the
stone wall and leaving the door wide open. Drake followed through
with the motion, coming up right in front of the man and punching
him in the stomach. Between the added momentum and the stone wall
behind him, the man crumpled to the floor by his feet.

The police person at the far end of the hall glanced
over, barely looking up from the TV thing before turning back to
it. Drake could see the realization slowly make its way across the
man's face. His head gradually swung back to his direction. Drake
didn't wait for the police person to get over his shock. He ran
down the hall immediately after taking the strangely dressed man
out. By the time it fully registered in the police person's slow
mind that Drake was out of his cell and unguarded, Drake was
punching the man in the face. For some reason, the chair that he
had been sitting in moved across the small alcove. Drake hadn't
thought he punched him that hard. He stared at the chair as it
bumped against the wall. It bounced off at an odd direction and
spun around a bit, though it never came close to falling over.

"This is indeed a strange world," Drake said to
himself.

"It really is," one of the troopers in the nearby
cell said.

Drake stared at the man, trying to remember his name.
He had been part of the group that had joined him more recently,
and he hadn't gotten a chance to get to know him much. Given how
quickly the man had turned on him, perhaps that was a good
thing.

"Now get us out of here."

Drake headed for the door out of that section of the
police station. He peeked out to see if the rest of the police
people were coming to attack them. The crowded station showed the
bustle of a changing of the guard. People barely dressed came in
through the passageway that they had been led through on the way
in. No one seemed to be looking in their direction. A red sign
saying "EXIT" was hanging down from the ceiling on the other side
of the room from the door. It was daring him to walk right out into
the throng of the police people. He knew it wouldn't be that
simple.

He closed the door gently as he backed away from it,
coming back into the cell room. The trooper that had been in the
middle cell with him was standing over the oddly dressed man,
fumbling through his pockets. The man stirred a bit, but he
remained unconscious on the floor. The keys dangled from the lock
right behind the trooper, though he seemed to be ignoring them
completely as he continued to loot the man.

Rolling his eyes at the trooper, Drake headed back to
the cell. He retrieved the set of keys and opened the furthest door
first, setting free the two troopers who hadn't turned on him. He
gave the keys to the first one out the door, letting them decide
whether or not to release the other two. He knew that, if it was up
to him, he'd let them rot in there. To no one's surprise, the final
cell door was opened within seconds, all six troopers crowding
around the door out of there. Drake held the door solidly, letting
it open just enough for them to peek out of it without being seen.
The other troopers continually pulled at it as they all bucked
around, trying to get a better view of the room outside.

"Any thoughts?" Drake asked the group, as they all
looked out into the main room. The bustle was already starting to
slow down. There was no way that the six of them were making it out
of the building without making a stir. Normally, that wouldn't have
been an issue for them. But the police people had taken their
weapons, and their metal devices posed a real problem for them.

"We need our weapons," the trooper that had been
searching the strangely dressed man supplied. Drake looked at him
with an incredulous look on his face, thinking the man was the
dumbest trooper he had ever met.

"Or maybe a few of those metal things the police
people have," another trooper supplied. Drake thought he probably
should learn the men's names, though that wasn't the best time to
ask. Heck, they might be insulted that he didn't already know their
names.

"Did anyone think to check these two for the metal
things?" a third trooper asked.

"What do you think I was looking for," the first
trooper snapped.

Shaking his head, Drake told them, "It would have
been rather stupid for either of them to have the metal things in
here. What if the prisoners escaped?"

"Like we did," another trooper supplied. A couple of
the troopers actually nodded their heads at the man, giving off
sighs of "oh", as if that was some great realization. Drake felt
like he was surrounded by morons. He was no longer interested in
what their names were at all. Instead, he just assigned them
numbers in his head quickly.

"Weapons aside, theirs or ours, we need to make it to
that sign that says EXIT across the way," Drake explained. "It was
so nice of them to label it for us like that. If we can make it
there, we should be golden. We just need to get past all of them."
He gestured out the door to indicate the thirty or so police people
outside the door.

As they watched, over half of the police people
started filing into a door near the EXIT sign. Some of them were
holding oddly shaped food in their mouths. Drake's stomach growled
a bit. He hadn't eaten since before raiding the gathering that the
tree huggers and their mage friend had been attending. The "pool
party", as Janice had called it. His eyes darted around the big
room until he spotted the box of food on a table next to a tall
desk. Two of the police people were standing behind the desk,
guarding the box of food.

"I have an idea," Drake muttered, smiling. "Don't
open the door," he snapped at the other troopers. He untangled
himself from the group, accidentally tripping over Trooper Two's
foot and kicking Trooper Four in the head as he tried to regain his
balance.

It took him a while to get the strange clothes off
the unconscious man. He kept on his own uniform under the clothes.
With the size difference between them, it wasn't overly apparent.
When Drake took the noose off the man, he accidentally drew it
tighter before managing to loosen it. The man's face turned red for
a few seconds, but he still didn't wake up.

"Throw him into the cell," he said. He pointed at the
man, who was only wearing some very odd shorts and a tight, white
shirt that were under the rest of the stranger clothes. Drake felt
completely silly wearing the clothes, but he figured he looked
normal enough. At least by that weird world's standards.

Heading back to the door, he was a little surprised
to see that Trooper Five had managed to strip the police person by
the door. He was donning his own little disguise as Trooper Two
helped him toss the police person in the front cell. Once the cells
were secure once more, with their new occupants properly tucked
away, Drake led them all back to the door.

"Now, the four of you hold your hands together, as if
they were restrained. Like they were last night when they brought
us in here. We're going to just walk right out the front door,
acting like this was just a regular prisoner transfer. We just head
forward, acting like everything is in order, and no one should stop
us."

"Won't they recognize us?" Trooper Four asked. He was
still rubbing his head where Drake had kicked him.

"How?" he asked. "No one out there was here last
night when they brought us in."

"At worst they'll recognize us as not being who we're
pretending to be," supplied Trooper Five. "But it only matters for
Drake and me. We'll be keeping our heads down. The four of you are
just pretending to be yourselves. It shouldn't be too hard, not
even for you guys."

Drake smiled a bit, his opinion of Five going up by
the minute. If Peidmore didn't make it, maybe Five would be his
next number two. That is, not to be confused with Trooper Two, the
idiot. Then again, thinking of how much Peidmore had messed up over
the past few days, perhaps he'd make Five his new number two
anyway. He stood back as Five organized the group, One and Three
positioned in front of him, leaving Two and Four for Drake to
"escort" out of the building. Once they were all situated, Five
looked over at Drake, waiting for his signal.

"If the inferno rears its head, run for the 'EXIT'
sign across the way," Drake instructed. "Better that a few of us
get out than none of us. Find Peidmore and break him out of
whatever torture chamber a 'hospital' is, then come back for
whoever is still stuck in here. Now let's move. Remember, walk
slowly, your hands together in front of you, and keep your heads
down."

Five gave Three an extra push through the door for a
little added emphasis. He glared over at One as he headed through
as well. When the door started to swing shut behind them, Two moved
to hold it open, forgetting to keep his hands in front of him.
Drake clipped him across the back of the head as he grabbed the
door himself, kicking him in the butt to push him out the door. Two
stumbled, almost falling onto the floor. But he managed to keep his
balance and, more importantly, his hands together. Four headed
through afterwards, his hands clasped in front of him and his eyes
on the floor. He was the model prisoner, obviously not wanting to
get kicked in the head again.

The big room outside was silent as Drake headed out.
He took up the tail of the group, pressing the others forward in
front of him. The two police people behind the desk looked up
briefly as they approached before looking back down. One of them
ruffled a few papers as he did so. Drake tried not to laugh as he
realized that the two men weren't guarding the food. They were just
doing paperwork, something he had had to do plenty of times himself
while on watch. No matter how many differences those two worlds
had, it was the similarities that struck him the most.

As they passed the table, Drake reached out and
grabbed one of the round food items. His stomach thanked him as he
bit into the soft circle. A red jelly squirted out at an odd angle
and hit his pilfered clothing, right on the cloth noose. Suddenly,
the thing made a lot more sense to Drake, something to protect the
white shirt beneath.

Before they made it to the EXIT sign, the group that
had been in the room near it started coming back out. Drake held
his breath as the police people stopped to watch them walk the
prisoners to the door. A few of them had incredulous smiles,
standing just outside the side room. Drake could see the twenty or
so police people staring out at them through a large window in the
wall. It was clear to him that they wouldn't have been able to
sneak past the group without the disguises.

"What do you think?" one of the police people asked
his fellow. The two of them were leaning against the wall on either
side of the door to the room.

"I think Detective Grigsby is going to be fired after
this," came the reply. A smug, knowing look spread across the other
police person.

"Assuming he's even still alive in there," the first
one said.

"No great loss either way," the second said. "The guy
was kind of an ass."

"Think we should let them go? They did go to all this
trouble to disguise themselves."

When Drake heard that, he yelled "RUN!" They made a
dash for the door. He was grabbed almost immediately from behind
and knocked to the floor. His chin hit the solid floor, making him
bite his own tongue. Blood started to fill his mouth as the strange
food threatened to make another appearance. Pinned down there, a
police person kneeling on his back, he was helpless as all five of
his fellow troopers were similarly tackled to the ground. Not just
by the police people from the room, but five more that were coming
in through the hallway that they had been heading for. The hallway
that was marked by the EXIT sign. He felt completely hopeless,
lying there as his hands were once again secured by the thin
shackles they used. He hadn't so much as gotten a glimpse of the
world outside, besides through the barred windows back in the cell
area.

The police people dragged the six of them back into
their cells. In the process, they rescued the now awake but mostly
undressed police person and the still unconscious man. As the six
of them were unceremoniously thrown back into their cells, a
familiar trumpeting sound came in through the windows in the stone
wall. Drake smiled as the door to his cell was swung shut once
again, securing him there. He knew what that trumpeting signified.
More troopers were on their way to rescue them. When the trumpeting
sounded again, though, his face fell further than it had ever
fallen. Whenever a band of troopers came to a new area, they would
sound the trumpet, as they had been instructed by the emperor.

Only the emperor himself ever sounded it twice. His
master had come to Earth, and he was once again stuck in that
infernal cell.


 Chapter
Four

Dinner

Five Years Ago, on
Desparia

Gorn

"You're down a man, I think," the rancher said, as
his wife brought the food to the table. The old couple had cleared
out their cupboards to feed the hungry men. The old, worn out table
groaned under the strain of the weight of a large roast and two
chickens. It was better food than the troopers had seen in weeks.
Many of them whispered about making off with any leftovers that
were to be had. There was little room left around the table, after
the family had taken their usual seats. There was even less room on
it, with all the food that the family had supplied. Most of the
troopers had found places on the floor, cramming themselves into
the tiny space where the furniture had once been. The furniture
that had been moved outside to make room for them.

"Are we?" the captain asked. He looked around at his
men. When a cursory glance didn't help, he resorted to counting
heads, pointing at each of them as he went. "Yes, we do seem to be
missing someone."

"Drake ran off a while ago," Gorn said, trying to
suppress a groan. It was bad enough that the captain should be so
unobservant in the privacy of the group. But to show his
inattention in front of the locals was a bit much even for his
usual level of incompetence. "I believe he was doing some...
scouting."

"Oh, that Drake again. No bother. We'll save him a
few scraps... maybe." The captain guffawed as he grabbed one of the
chickens whole.

Gorn grabbed a few slices of the roast for himself
but waited, watching the family. He had been raised to never eat
before his host. It was almost subconscious at this point. But it
did make him notice things. Like the fact that none of the family
had so much as a slice of food on their plates.

"We're being rude," Gorn said. His tone quickly
silenced the conversations that had started around the room.

"What are you going on about now?" the captain asked,
before biting into a chicken bone to suck the marrow out.

"Our hosts haven't taken any food of their own," Gorn
said. He nodded towards the table and the waiting family.

Several of the troopers blanched. They darted glances
between their own half empty plates and the clean ones in front of
the family. "We... we usually say a few words of thanks to the
Great Tree before taking food," the rancher said, hesitantly. When
the troopers continued to stare at him and his family, they all
bowed their heads and said a quick prayer to the goddess before
grabbing what was left of the roast. Once the rancher had taken his
first bite of the meat, a collective sigh went through the room and
the conversation started up again as if it had never stopped.

Gorn was still a bit hesitant to start in on his
food. His stomach was growling up something fierce. But the small
voice in his head was louder. Something wasn't right.

"Are you going to eat that?" the trooper on his left
asked, as he pointed between Gorn's full plate and his own empty
one. Out of spite for his compatriot, he picked up a slice of roast
and edged it towards his mouth. He meant to put the whole thing in
in one swift motion.

The door slammed open, knocking a trooper over, his
spot on the floor too close to it. Drake stormed into the room, his
boots hammering against the floor, as he headed straight for the
rancher. He grabbed the man by the throat, pulling him out of his
seat and ramming him hard against the wall. Drake drew up a long
sword. A faint glow emanated off it. The glow lit up the room as he
put the blade against the rancher's face.

"What is this?" Drake asked in a deep voice. It was
the voice that he used when he wanted to be intimidating. Gorn had
often made fun of this voice, but he had no intention of doing so
at that point. He was sitting in the corner, far away from the
conflict, his slice of beef still halfway between his plate and his
mouth.

"I... I... I don't know what you're talking about,"
the rancher said. Spittle and meat shavings flew into Drake's
face.

"I found this and several swords just like it only
ten paces into the woods from your fence line," Drake said. He drew
the sword down across the man's overly smooth face. "What is a
peasant doing with weapons like this?"

"I... I... I don't know what you're talking about,"
the rancher said again. This time, it was quieter, his breath
coming slower with the added pressure on his throat.

"Drake, what is the meaning of this?" the captain
asked. He pulled Drake off the rancher, tossing him into the man's
chair. The rancher just stood there, massaging his neck. "So, you
found a few swords. So what?"

"Look at the sword, sir," Drake said. He forced the
weapon into the captain's hand. When he only returned a look of
confusion, Drake continued. "It's elven made."

"So?"

"So? Twelve well kept, elven made swords would buy
this entire hamlet. This entire valley even. What would he be doing
with them if not raising a resistance?"

"Perhaps they're antiques," one of the troopers
suggested.

"Or, perhaps," another trooper started before a round
of coughs interrupted him. The coughing got steadily louder,
quickly gaining a liquid sound to it, before the trooper fell over,
spilling chicken bones across the floor.

The entire squad jumped to their feet. The family
ducked in their chairs as each trooper reached for a weapon that
wasn't there. They had all removed their swords with the rest of
their supplies. Each trooper looked around at their fellows in
complete confusion. When no one else seemed to show signs of
distress, they began to relax. A round of laughter quickly filtered
through the group, despite their compatriot still sprawled across
the floor.

Several of these fits of laughter turned to ones of
coughing, almost simultaneously. Three more of the group fell down
where they were. The captain's face quickly turned pale, looking
around at the plates of the dead soldiers.

"They poisoned us," he whispered.

"They all ate the chicken," one trooper said, relief
in his voice. "The family ate the roast like the rest of us."

"But the captain ate chicken," another trooper
supplied. "He's fine."

"I had my own," the captain began, before a round of
coughing claimed him. His eyes bugged out in panic and he ran from
the room. His coughing faded into the distance before ending all
together.

Silence followed the captain's departure. At the
sound of a utensil hitting the ground, Drake jumped back up. He
grabbed the elven sword off the floor where the captain had dropped
it and slammed it through the chest of the rancher.

"Thank... you," the rancher said, as his last breath
left his body.

"Did he just say, 'thank you'?" Gorn asked. He came
up next to his friend, his food long forgotten. "Why do they always
thank you when you kill people? They never thank me when I do."

"That's because you're doing it wrong, obviously,"
Drake teased.

"But, seriously, 'thank you'? What's that about?" His
answer came soon after in the form of a small, delicate cough.

The group turned in the direction of its source, the
younger of the two daughters, little more than ten years old. She
coughed two more times before curling up into a ball under the
table. No one noticed when she died, as the rest of the troopers
similarly started coughing. They drowned out her weak coughs that
barely escaped her mouth.

It took less than a minute for most of the squad to
succumb to the poison that was in the roast. The family didn't last
much longer. Drake and Gorn stood alone, lost in a pool of blood
and bodies.

"What in the inferno is going on here?" Gorn asked,
still confused.

Drake went over to the body of the rancher, pulling
back the long hair that covered much of the man's face. His pointed
ears were unmistakable. Drake quickly turned to the rancher's wife,
finding hers similarly pointed. The entire family had long hair,
not just the girls and the eldest boy, and they all had pointy
ears. "They're... elves," Drake said in shock.

"Makes sense, I guess," Gorn said, staring at the
dead family of elves. "Maybe the swords were family heirlooms or
something. They weren't necessarily starting a resistance."

"Then why poison the food?" Drake asked. "Because
they were dead already," he answered his own question. "They knew
we would execute them when it became clear that they were
elves."

"Exactly. No resistance."

"I don't think our superiors would see it that way,"
Drake said, hesitantly.

He went over to the fire, which was starting to burn
low, and picked up a thin log that was on top of the wood pile next
to it. After lighting the tip of the log in the fire, he set it
against the curtains of the house, one at a time, until the whole
place was a blaze.

"Come on," he said. "We have work to do."


 Chapter
Five

Friends Incarcerated

Jason

Jason paced around his room. Or, at least, the room
that had been assigned to be his. He had never actually lived
there, at The Citadel. He had never actually lived anywhere his
father had lived. Not even so much as visited. His father had
visited him a few times over the years. But mostly, he just used
the excuse of having an empire to run to not show up. The nurse
that had raised Jason after his mother's death had been the only
thing close to a parent that he had for most of his life. He was
stuck hidden away in some small village near the edge of the
empire, not too far from the cottage that had been his mother's
last home. It was almost as if the emperor was ashamed of him.
Ashamed of his half fae son. But, no, that couldn't have been it,
could it?

Jason laughed a little to himself, at himself, as he
continued to pace. The emperor was well known to be a specist,
ordering his men to kill all non-humans, even the half-humans like
himself. The only thing that had saved Jason over the years was
that he was the emperor's son, a distinction that offered him no
other benefits. His sister was older, by a few minutes. She was the
emperor's pride and joy and obvious successor. Assuming the emperor
died of old age or was killed in such a way as to keep his empire
intact. But, since he and his friends were there to overthrow him,
and possibly kill him, that would mean that they failed. And failed
more than they already had.

He had followed behind the girls, following them all
the way to Earth, mostly because of Maya. She was fiery, took guff
from no one, and breaks out of prisons without breaking a sweat,
cracking jokes all the way. Plus, she was the most beautiful human
he had ever seen. However, he wondered how much of that was because
he had already been in love with her before he even set eyes on
her. Just from talking with her between his own cell and hers. He
had only been in that prison to spy on her. To learn all that he
could about her, then bring her to the thieves' guild in Vernala.
The group that his father had indentured him to when he became of
age a year earlier. Well, of age for a human. By fae standards he
was still just a child, much younger than Maya by comparison.

He had found it almost ironic when he found out what
they were planning on doing. Breaking into The Citadel, the most
fortified structure that ever existed on Desparia. To sneak into
the building at its core and kill the emperor, in his own home,
before he even knew they were there. It would have been amazing...
if it had worked. But, as usual for him, nothing turned out the way
he wanted it to. Of course, the emperor had been waiting for them,
ready for their arrival. That was probably, in part, his fault. He
had opened the final door of the fortified walls well after dawn.
However, his father had talked about their journey and the
hardships that they had gone through just to get that far as being
all part of his own plan. So, it may not have been his fault after
all. And to think, it was all to get his hands on that stupid
sphere. The one that started it all. The one containing the mana
stone.

And why? So that the emperor could go to Earth
himself without losing his power, his magic. Without his magic, he
would have been powerless against the technology of Earth. But the
real question, the question that had plagued Jason since he found
out his father's plan, his true intent, was...

"Why in the inferno does the emperor want to go to
Earth?" he asked the empty room. The room didn't respond, though he
hadn't expected it would. Then again, perhaps that wasn't the most
important question. Certainly not to him. No, the most important
question was, "How am I going to get Maya to like me again?"

As it usually did, his mind quickly turned back to
Maya. The girl that changed his life in so many ways, opening his
eyes to a larger view of reality. Where multiple worlds existed,
and anything could happen. Maya had been resistant to his advances
at first, finding his time spying on her repulsive. He seemed to
get the impression that it was more about him keeping it from her.
She didn't seem to like secrets very much, which he felt was an odd
tendency for a thief. He had worn her down, though, mostly by
simply being there as her world was turned upside down. By saving
her from threats beyond belief. And by just generally being a nice
guy.

But then, his father ruined it all. As he always did.
He had revealed a lot more than just that his plan when they came
through the door. Like the fact that Jason was his son. And that he
wasn't exactly human. They were two more secrets that he hadn't
told her. Once again, she backed away from him. She turned to the
emperor of all people, which surprised everyone there... Well,
everyone except the emperor. He seemed to get a kick out of
that.

It was all part of his plan. He had his arm around
her shoulder as he escorted her into the palace. Jason followed
along in his wake, in a daze, too shocked over Maya's reaction. Her
capitulation. Her insistence that all she wanted, after everything
that she had been through over those past few weeks, was to go
home.

"And why wouldn't she?" he asked the room again.
Again, it didn't reply. "She never wanted this. Never wanted to
kill anyone. She's too good... for that." He almost said "too good
for me" but he cut himself off.

Jason stopped his pacing, turning towards the door to
the hall. Maya was in the room across the hall, so close and yet it
was like a chasm was between them. The secrets were gone, but the
damage was already done. He would need to prove himself to her
again. Prove that he was worthy of her love. Prove that he was more
than his father's son, more than the half fae.

But then, he got a flash of the look on her face. The
utter disgust that she had for him when she knew who he was, what
he was. She had just followed along beside the emperor, nodding, as
he spoke of laying the groundwork for a whole new world order for
Earth. That he'd bring her along, bring all of his people along,
once he was set up there. She even smiled when he included her in
as "his people".

"What about Maya? Ah, screw her," he huffed. He
smiled a bit by his own use of the phrase that he had picked up on
her world, not knowing the other meaning behind it. "It's the
others that I should be worried about. I need to rescue them. To
get them out of this place. We need to regroup, figure all of this
out, and go after the emperor. He needs to be stopped before he
brings his own warped view of how the world should be to another
one."

Jason stared at the door, knowing it was locked. He
wondered how it was that he needed Maya once again, even so soon
after declaring her a lost cause. Despite her recent issues with
her thieving skills, Maya was still the group's resident thief. The
one that knew how to pick locks and escape locked rooms. His own
time spent among the thieves of Vernala had been more in a spy
capacity, gaining intelligence by no one suspecting that he had an
ulterior motive. Perhaps that was part of why Maya had turned from
him. Because some part of him thought it easier to keep secrets
when all she ever wanted was the truth.

Jason tried to figure out how to escape. To get free
of that room that had been assigned to him. It was as much a cell
as the ones that the rest of the group was no doubt locked away in.
The room had no windows, though that wasn't a surprise. The only
windows in the entire building looked in on the throne room. The
whole complex was underground, underneath the throne room which
took up most of the ground floor. It made sense, of course. The
emperor had an earth affinity, so being close to the earth, or
under it, surrounded by it, strengthens him. Jason cursed that he
hadn't inherited his father's magic. That he was as inept at
spellwork as he was at escaping rooms.

The walls of the room were all solid stone, carved
out from the mountain that The Citadel sat on by the emperor's
magic. There was no room for any secret passageways. No way for
another door to be hidden away. With the emperor's magic, he'd be
able to walk through the solid stone just as easily as air. He
wouldn't need another way in or out of one of those rooms. The only
way out was through the door.

So, Jason walked right up to it, squaring off against
it, and kicked it with all of his might. The door might as well
have laughed at him for all the damage his kick had done to it.

"Great," he said. He hit the door with his fist a few
times until his knuckles started to bleed. "What I wouldn't give
for that demon sword back," he said, lamenting the loss. His father
disarming him of the weapon was one of the first things that he had
done upon their arrival. He wondered if it was still up next to the
door through the last wall. If he would be able to retrieve it
when, and he refused to think if, he made it out of there.

Frustrated to no end, he grabbed hold of the handle,
twisting it with all his might as if he might be able to unlock it
just by sheer force of will. "Open up, you stupid door," he spat at
it.

Taking him completely by
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