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Prologue

[image: ]


Everyone says high school goes by fast, but no one believes it until it’s over.  For Julie Ayers, those four years felt like a blink of an eye. She met the school’s new English teacher, Marcus Campbell, as a freshman. From the moment she and her best friends, Claire Bennett and Jimmy Warner, witnessed Mr. Campbell breaking up a fight between two senior football players, Julie knew there was something different about him. It turned out to be more accurate than she could have imagined.

Marcus Campbell was a warrior from another dimension, Seras. He had been sent from Seras to find Seras’ prophesied savior, not knowing it was Julie. Once he discovered she was the one, Marcus reluctantly took the young girl to Seras to prepare her for the fight to come. To help in her training, Marcus introduced her to Callista, the warrioress of the Hemoor tribe, and her two companions, Otta and Seren.

Julie Renee Ayers’s birth resulted from the Elder Tolth’s need to protect the world of Seras. He brought four of the five Elders together to create the Gifts. Tolth took it upon himself to visit Earth and plant seeds in two parts of the world, knowing they would combine to produce a champion, the Heart, who would be powerful enough to stop the Elderess Eryx from ruling all of Seras and beyond.

While it was an inconvenience to juggle life traveling between Earth and Seras by way of the strange design drawn in Mr. Campbell’s basement, Julie learned the powers of the Gifts of the Elders from the immortal Redderick Bobo: the Bones of Azahleah, three rocks which allowed the travel from one dimension to another; the Breath of Ostram, using this potion would give a person the ability to influence people’s minds; the Blood of Vestus, an oil which, when set free and warmed by fire, could slow time; the Body of Eryx, personified in secret by the Elders in the form of the Solia Custor, Marcus; and the Heart of Tolth, which Julie discovered to be herself.

Her adventure turned deadly during the Battle of Yellow Fields when a giant killed Callista right in front of Julie. Since then, Julie lost many others to fight the evil desires of Queen Pallanex and her right-hand man, William.

Pallanex had been a wandering follower of the Elderess Eryx, displaced by her temple leaders as being dangerous and unholy. Little did they know that was exactly the type of follower Eryx preferred. In her youth, Pallanex was beautiful and flirty. She seduced the aging Canis, King of the Skorei tribe, who was also Marcus’s father. Pallanex became his queen...and his downfall. Pallanex convinced Canis and his men to attack a tribe of Corven women devoted to the Elder Tolth. In doing so, Canis, his two sons, Marcus and Darius, and the men who were involved in the attack were cursed, turning them into demons. She murdered Marcus’s mother, Raewin, poisoned his father, which eventually led to the old man’s death, and tried to assassinate Marcus, Freya, and their brother, Darius. Marcus killed Pallanex, only to have her revived by the Elderess, Eryx. Marcus, William, Darius, and the surviving Skorei ruled Seras through blood and fire. They separated to rule over more land, not knowing William was loyal to Pallanex. Marcus was betrayed by his best friend, who plotted against him and turned his brother, Darius, against him. They fought in the Battle of the Betrayer, where all the remaining Skorei except Marcus, William, Darius, and the brothers Angus and Malcolm were killed.

Once he was back to full strength, he met Callista, who brought him to Allon, a small fortress where the immortal Bhjuda Heilshorn gathered refugees from the wars raged by Queen Pallanex, and even Marcus himself, where he learned his role in the fate of Seras from the immortal Bjhuda Heilshorn. 

There, he was to be assisted by the leaders of Allon, most notably his sister, Freya; Commander Argos, his wife, Gwendolyn, and their three sons, Julius, Jakob, and Edwin; Commander Griffus and his wife, Laila; Commander Pertheus; the Hemoor warrioresses, Callista, Otta, and Seren; and Jayna the Tarrack, the last of her kind, who can change into a bear, hawk, and cougar, to find the Heart of Tolth in a place called Earth.

Unbeknownst to Marcus, he was the only person from Seras who could move through the portal. Once on Earth, he assumed the role of a teacher to find the Heart. Much to his chagrin, he discovered it was a young student named Julie Ayers.

Over the course of four years, Julie and Marcus’s relationship had been tested in ways beyond comparison. None more so when Julie and Marcus fought against the Skorei brothers, Angus and Malcolm, and she discovered his secret. Marcus was not just a warrior; he was a Skorei demon—the most dangerous and feared demonic warrior in all of Seras. The secret almost destroyed them.

When Marcus ran off to face his former best friend, it was Julie who insisted the warriors of Allon go after him and save Marcus from the clutches of William and possibly himself. Words could not describe the relief she felt when they found him alive, bringing Julie and Marcus closer. Unfortunately, it cost the people of Allon several strong warriors, including Commander Pertheus. William was able to escape, even though Julie learned she had developed powers beyond her comprehension.

Through it all, with unfathomable trust, compassion, and something even deeper than either knew, Julie and Marcus’s strained friendship found a way to survive as they continued to grow closer and closer.
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Into the Abyss
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Chapter One
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Julie—Earth

Julie’s professor scribbled excessively on the whiteboard in front of the class. Is it possible that one country has a comparative advantage in producing a good while the other country has an absolute advantage in producing that same good? The room was tiered in ten rows and angled to allow students a complete 180-degree view of Dr. Morris, a short, bald man who reminded Julie of the Muppets’ Professor Honeydew. The room was well-lit, with large windows allowing natural light to fill the space during the day. Most of the two hundred students sitting in the lecture hall jotted notes on their laptops, some with pen or pencil, and notebooks, while others left their phones on their desks to record the lesson.

Most of the students, except Julie Ayers.

“The answer is yes!” he shouted. “All it requires is the comparative advantage or...” He paused.

“The opportunity cost,” a few front-row students answered in unison.

“Good,” he continued. “The opportunity cost of making that good for, let’s call it, country A is lower than country B, regardless of absolute figures.” He marked across the board again. “So, if country A produces, oh, how about twenty laptops and forty phones, and country B produces ten laptops or thirty phones, then country A clearly has an absolute advantage in making phones, but the opportunity cost for country A in producing a phone is half a laptop while the opportunity cost for country B is only a third laptop< so it has a lower opportunity cost, and we say country B has a comparative advantage.”

Julie sat, barely keeping herself awake.

“I’m sorry, Miss Ayers, am I boring you?” Dr. Morris looked perturbed.

Julie straightened up in her seat. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just been a really long day.” She felt the eyes of her classmates staring at her.

“Miss Ayers, it’s eight twenty-seven in the morning.”

The students around the lecture hall chuckled.

“Perhaps a long night, but not a long day.”

Julie averted her eyes. Little did he know she had already spent the better part of the day working out with Marcus, training for a war that seemed never to come. “I am so sorry.” She stood and excused herself from the room. Julie’s steps clattered and echoed down the marble floor. She hopped down the stairs and raced to her car. Once inside the purple ‘Jellybean,’ she started to cry.

College was nothing like high school. At Cedar Creek, she knew most of the students in her class. She had been popular. She was a cheerleader, track star, basketball player, and even infamous for her role in the Trotter case after he attacked her in the coach’s office during her sophomore year. At McPherson College, she was just another number, a nobody. She moved aimlessly from class to class, stopping to get an iced coffee when she needed a pick-me-up, and that was it. Claire was gone. Jimmy was gone. On Earth, Julie was alone. Even her roommate, Brooklyn, was rarely there, preferring to spend her nights partying or socializing away from Julie.

Not that Julie minded. It had been four months since saving Marcus from William. Since then, Julie’s attitude had changed. She no longer viewed traveling to Seras as a chore or something she didn’t want to do. After graduation, her parents took her on vacation. It was supposed to be a relaxing getaway from the craziness the family had been through, especially the past two years. However, Julie spent most of the trip thinking about Seras, Allon, and Marcus. Even after Pertheus died, Julie felt more at home on Seras than on Earth. Was it the power she displayed in defeating William, or was it seeing Marcus in William’s prison that moved something inside her? She couldn’t explain it.

“You beat William?” Marcus had said to her in the dark dungeon. “You are an amazing young woman.”

“I’m just a girl,” she had answered him. “Nothing special.”

“No, you are much more than that.” His words surprised her and made her blush, and then they burned into her heart.

Stop, Julie! she pounded on her steering wheel. You’re just a silly girl!
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Chapter Two
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Pallanex—Seras

“What did you do?” Queen Pallanex bellowed as she entered her chambers. She pushed open the large redwood doors. Her black hair, lined with blue streaks, was slicked straight back, wet from leaving her bath. It hung halfway down her long, golden robe, which dragged across the floor.

William sat on the step by her royal blue throne laced with gold thread. “It wasn’t me. It was that wretched girl,” he stood to greet her. “My Queen.” He reached to embrace Pallanex. William looked worn and beaten, a shadow of the man he once was. His face, the face that had drawn her to him and caused her to break the marriage vows she made to Canis was not the same. Where it had once held a striking mix of magnetism and danger, it now looked defeated. His piercing eyes once gleamed like obsidian and possessed a single-mindedness only matched by Pallanex herself, igniting a fire within her that she thought had long been extinguished, a flame that filled her with hope, for she had found her steadfast companion. She and William would conquer Seras then Earth before attacking the very depths of Hell and free her true love. Those eyes, those same damned eyes, now looked sunken and desolate.

So, as he approached her, Pallanex’s thoughts shifted abruptly. She walked past him, and a wave of indignation swelled within her. Pallanex took her place on the throne. She turned to him, her voice harsh and cruel. “Do you realize I need that girl to make my plans successful?”

“No, my Queen. I do not understand.”

“I need all five of the Elders’ gifts: The Blood of Vestus; the Bones of Azahleah; the Breath of Ostram; the Body of Eryx, Marcus; and the Betrothed of Tolth, the Heart, that arrogant girl!”

“I still do not understand. I thought you wanted me to kill them?”

“I do. Together, they are powerful. Separate, I can defeat them. Get the three remaining gifts and fulfill my duty to the Elderess Eryx. You have let me down once more,” Pallanex told him. “You fool! How could you be bested by a girl?”

“The Heart is powerful, my Queen. They attacked me, she attacked me! Destroyed my fortress and killed my men!”

“They were my men!” she shouted then paused. “And what of your pet?”

William dropped his head. “Dead, killed by Marcus’s own hands. I tried to get him back. Can you imagine what we could do if I had Marcus by my side?” William begged. “If I could have brought him back, back to what he was...he and I could have conquered Seras for you, and you would not need—"

“He is the Solia Custor,” Pallanex yelled, interrupting him. “He will not be swayed back to you.” Queen Pallanex raised her hands in anger. “Pour me a drink, you fool.”

William walked to her cabinet and poured a glass of wine. “I’m sorry, my Queen. The opportunity presented itself, and I took it.” He handed her the drink.

“What opportunity presented itself?” She took a long sip.

“Marcus came to me through a prison wagon. He was picked up, nearly dead, should have been dead, but there he was. He came back to me.” William pounded his chest. “He was my friend. I loved him!”

“And it cost us everything,” Pallanex roared back. “We have nothing, you damned fool!”

“It did not cost us everything. I know what it takes to make an army of Skorei, the likes of which have never been seen.”

“What are you talking about?” She stood from her throne.

“I still have the most important parts. I have my notes, and I have my potions. I can make as many demons as you need for your purpose, my Queen. All I need are men, time, and a place to work.”

Queen Pallanex glared at him, unsure if she should believe him or not. “I am growing tired of your games, William.”

“Not a game. Marcus might have fooled me, and his army may have defeated my men and destroyed my home, but I have everything I need to honor you.”

“Then make it so, William. I will give you what you need. Do not fail me again.”

William must have taken that as an invitation. He moved to her; his face twisted with a smirk that usually allowed William to get away with anything in regard to Pallanex. Not this time. She dismissed him with a wave of her hand. His eyes scanned her to see if she was serious, then his shoulders dropped, and he turned to leave.
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Julie—Earth

“You sure you don’t want to go out?” Julie’s roommate, Brooklyn, asked as she checked herself in the floor-length mirror in the open bathroom door. With her blonde hair, blue eyes, and long legs, Brooklyn was, as Julie would say, the anti-Julie.

Julie’s phone rang.  It was a FaceTime call from Claire. “No thanks. I have to take this.”

Her beautiful roommate shrugged. “Suit yourself. Don’t wait up.” She closed the door behind her.

Julie picked up the phone. “Hey, you!” She was sitting cross-legged on her dorm room bed. Her small college dorm room was cozy. The walls were painted in beige. Two twin beds were adorned with comfortable bedding and throw pillows. The beds were parallel, and a nightstand was placed between them. Julie kept her phone charger and her latest book, a story about Persephone and Hades, there along with another reading assignment from her mythology class, her favorite class. On the opposite side of the room, there was a mini fridge nestled in a corner. Next to the mini fridge, a TV was placed on a compact entertainment unit. The room was decorated with white Christmas lights and pink curtains.

“Jules! I miss that face,” Claire said.

“I miss your face. How’s school?”

“Oh man, the life of a college athlete is nutso. I practice, go to class, eat, go to class, go to practice, go to bed, rinse and repeat,” Claire told her. “How about you?”

Julie straightened out her legs. “Not as exciting as that. Take out the practices and add a billion hours of homework, and that’s it.” Julie chuckled. “High school was so much easier.”

“Yeah, but I like the freedom of college better. Oh, and you should see the uniforms we wear, Jules. Coach Langston would have a fit.” She laughed.

“Speaking of...are you coming back for homecoming?” Julie asked her best friend.

“I can’t. I wish I could, but we have a big cross-country meet that weekend. I have to be there. It’s for the conference title.”

“That’s exciting. I wish I could watch you run.”

“You could have joined me here instead of McPherson,” Claire reminded her. “Coach Locke really wanted you to.”

“I know. It just wasn’t meant to be. Besides, my parents would have missed me too much. Patrick already graduated and moved to his new job, about two hours away. My mom was so upset.”

“I bet. It’s just weird not being in school with you.”

“I know. Ten years together. I miss you,” Julie said.

“I miss you too.” Claire changed the subject. “I don’t think I’ve talked to you since Hawaii. How was it?”

“It was so much fun, so pretty.”

“I bet,” Claire said. “What all did you do?”

“Mostly swam, went snorkeling, saw a shark. Mom and Dad had us take a tour and see a couple of beautiful waterfalls.” Julie went over the list of activities without revealing that she had spent more time wondering about Marcus than enjoying her trip of a lifetime. “It was great.”

“That sounds amazing.”

“It was.” Julie paused. “So-o-o-o-o, what’s going on?” Something about Claire’s tone and facial expressions on the FaceTime call made Julie suspicious.

Claire paused, not answering right away, and Julie heard her voice catch in her throat. “That’s kinda why I called.”

“Okay, what happened?”

“Jimmy and I broke up.”

“What, why?”

“We decided it was too hard to do the whole long-distance thing. We’re still friends. I still love him.” Julie saw the tears forming in her eyes. “He said he still loves me.” She started breathing more deeply and shallowly.

“Claire, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s hard.” Claire could no longer fight back the crying. “I miss him. I miss you.”

“I miss you too! And, hey, I am always here for you. I might be seven hours away, but you can call me anytime, day or night.” A tear rolled down Julie’s cheek.

“I appreciate you.” Claire wiped her face and blew her nose. “I’m sure it was for the best. Heck, we’re literally a thousand miles apart.”

Julie rubbed her sleeve on her nose. “Yeah, and who’s to say you don’t get back together after college? Just enjoy this time and see what happens,” she told her, trying to stay positive.

“That’s why I love you,” Claire said. “I gotta go. We’ll talk soon, okay?”

“Any time. Miss you!”

“Miss you too!” Claire exclaimed.

With that, Julie’s best friend was gone. Julie took a deep breath. Claire and Jimmy had been together since ninth grade. She couldn’t imagine them not being a couple. If they can’t make it, who can? she thought. Julie fell back on her bed and let her thoughts drift. I wonder what Marcus is doing?
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Marcus—Seras

Marcus sat with the council; Freya, Griffus, Jayna, Otta, Roderick Bobo, Lord Marek of the Hawkmir, and his two companions, Lord Avery and Lord Atrow. Commander Argos was noticeably absent. They sat at a long, wooden table. Maps were spread out in front of them. Three-pronged candles burned at both ends of the table and in the middle, to illuminate the dark room, which had no windows.

“We can’t attack now,” Freya told him. “People have not recovered from the loss after the battle against William.”

“But that is why we should. He is reeling from the defeat. We have them on the run. William just ran to Pallanex with his tail between his legs like a wounded dog. If we march on them now, there will be no time for them to recover,” Marcus argued.

“I wish I could agree with you, Marcus,” Griffus said, “but Freya is right. We can’t just march from one battle to the next. It’s different now. We need time to recover; the people need time to recover.”

“We are missing a golden opportunity,” Marcus said.

“Think about the men, Marcus,” Freya said. “They just lost Pertheus. They need time to mourn for their losses. A new leader must be named. The time is not right.”

“What do you think?” Marcus turned to Redderick Bobo. “You know more than you let on. You both do.” He looked at Freya. “What do you think the Elders would want us to do?”

Neither Bobo nor Freya said a word.

“Just as I thought. Can we take it to a vote?” Marcus asked, looking each of them eye to eye.

“That is your right,” Redderick answered.

“Well, then?” Marcus stood up. “I believe it is in our best interest to attack now. Who agrees with me?” He looked at Jayna. “You have been watching Pallanex for months. What do you think?”

“It’s not that I don’t agree with you,” Jayna said. “I just think they are right.” She used her head to point toward the others at the table. “We aren’t ready to mount up and go against Pallanex and William so soon.”

Marcus looked at his sister. She nodded no, as did Griffus, Otta, and the rest.

“I’m sorry, Marcus,” Griffus said.

“Fine,” Marcus said. “I can’t force any of you to change your mind. I think we are making a mistake.”

“It’s not that I don’t want to,” Griffus told him. “We lost a lot of good men against William,” the large leader of the ballateers said. It will take a while to get these youngsters ready.”

“I know. I am sorry about that,” Marcus relented.

“That’s not what I meant,” Griffus said.

“I know what I did. I put myself ahead of what’s important.” He slammed his hand on the table. “Because of me, Pertheus and many other good men are dead.”

“Pertheus was a friend, a good friend. He was also a soldier. He died fighting. He died a good death.”

Marcus stared at him. “Don’t use that against me.”

“It’s true. I know what it sounds like, but Pertheus would not have wanted it any other  way.”

“I agree.”

“Now, Argos on the other hand. We need him,” Griffus said.

“How do you tell a father to give up finding his son’s killer?”

“I don’t know, but we can’t attack Pallanex without him,” Griffus said. “Of that, I’m certain.”

“And I agree with you,” Marcus said. “When did you check on him last?”

“Two days ago. I worry about him.”

“I will go check on him.” Marcus stood. “Maybe...maybe I can help him in some way.” He shrugged. “I will see you soon.”

“See you soon.”

Marcus left the meeting room and mounted his horse. He rode through town in a slow trot to Argos and Gwendolyn’s cabin. Gwendolyn was busying herself in the small garden on the side of their home. Marcus dismounted.

“Marcus,” Gwendolyn said with a weary smile. “Good to see you.”

“Gwendolyn.” Marcus bowed his head. “Is Argos here?”

“Yes, go on in. I’m sure he will be happy to see you.” There was a sadness in her voice.

Marcus knocked once on the door before entering. Argos was at the table in a large sitting area. At the table were five chairs in front of a fireplace with cooking utensils hanging down from a mantel. Behind Argos was a set of steps that led to a loft for the married couple’s bed chamber in the back of the room. Their home was bigger than Marcus’s.

“Marcus, how are you?” His eyes were sunken, and it was apparent he had lost a lot of weight. He looked frail and tired.

“Argos, my friend.”

“Don’t say it. I know how I look.” He ran his hand through his graying hair then across his beard.

“What can I do to help?”

“Nothing. I’ve done everything. I’ve questioned everyone. I’ve retraced his last steps. I talked to Leyta. She’s as shaken as I am. There are no answers.”

“There will be. We will find out who or what did this to Edwin. I promise.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” Argos stood. It was then that Marcus saw the full extent of Argos’s deterioration. The once formidable leader of Heilshorn’s army could barely stand straight. He looked like a shell of his former self. “Can I get you a drink?”

“No, I’m good. I wanted to check on you. I haven’t seen you much the last few months.”

Argos snorted through his nose and waved him off. “You have a duty, a purpose, and you must protect the Heart and get her ready to face Pallanex. I have nothing.”

“That is not true,” Marcus roared through a hushed voice. “You have a wife and two other children. I will not stand here and tell you what happened to Edwin wasn’t a tragedy. It was. But you are wasting away to nothing. You are going to lose everything if you continue to feel sorry for yourself. Your family needs you. Your army needs you. Your friends need you.”

Argos faced him with bloodshot eyes. “Get out.”

“Argos,” Marcus pleaded.

The angry father repeated himself through gritted teeth. “Get out of my home...now!”

Marcus shook his head and headed for the door. Gwendolyn opened it as he reached out for the handle. He took a deep breath. “I am sorry. This is not what I meant to do.”

Gwendolyn, Allon’s matriarch, burst into tears.  “I know,” she started. “I’m sorry, Marcus.”

“No, I’m the one who is sorry. I wish there was something I could do.”

Gwendolyn wiped her face. “I’m afraid there isn’t anything anyone can do.”

With that, Marcus hopped on his horse and rode away.
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Julie—Seras

“So, college really sucks,” Julie grumbled to Marcus as the two of them practiced swords late in the afternoon. “I thought it would be easy. Claire loves it, Jimmy loves it, everyone I talk to loves it.” She flailed her free hand in frustration. “My roommate re-e-e-ally loves it.”

“It’s only been, what, six weeks? It’s going to get better. Be patient.” He blocked her lunge with a clash of their wooden swords.

Julie scrunched her face. “That doesn’t help.” She advanced toward him with a flurry of movements learned in her training with Marcus over the years.

Marcus retreated away from her attack. “I’m serious. I was miserable on Earth for two years and see how that turned out.”

She stopped abruptly. “Um, I don’t think you can compare us. You were on a different...planet, you didn’t speak the language, and you..." she leaned in to whisper, “aren’t even human.” Julie shrugged.

Marcus started to argue back but stopped and shook his head.

“Wow, I left you speechless,” Julie exclaimed with a laugh that echoed through the trees during their afternoon sparing. She bobbed her head back and forth, reveling in her little victory.

“Nooo,” he dragged out the word. “I’m not speechless. I don’t have a good comeback,” Marcus said, acknowledging his momentary defeat with a hint of amusement.

“Duh! That’s called being speechless.”

“I need a drink.” Marcus walked to the small mound where they had left their pouches of water, sat down, and took a long drink.

Julie sat beside him. “Man, I don’t understand. If I heal so fast, why do my muscles hurt?” She rubbed the area between her neck and shoulder.

“We aren’t immune to being sore or getting tired. We just heal quicker from it.”

“I’m sorry. I’m just grumpy. I wish college was more like high school.”

“You’ll be fine. Have you even tried to make friends?”

“Yes...no. But it’s not my fault. I’m here whenever I don’t have classes.” She leaned back against the mound. “I have no chance at a social life.”

“Then why don’t you take some time off?”

Julie sat back up. “I thought you wanted me here?”

“You know I want you here, but you’re right; when you aren’t training with me, you’re working with Redderick and your powers.” Marcus wiggled his fingers in a spooky fashion.

Julie nudged him with her shoulder. “Stop!” She laughed. “I didn’t know I could do all of that. Besides, that’s not how I do it.”

“I haven’t seen any of it yet,” he said. Marcus stood. “Let me see some of your voodoo.”

Julie popped up, shook her shoulders, and hopped back and forth. “I can do this.” She moved away from him and took aim at a bush ten feet away. Julie held out her hands. Power emanated from her palms, and the bush uprooted, flying twenty feet back.

“Okay...I’m impressed,” Marcus said.

“Watch this.” Julie smiled. She directed her attention to a medium-sized boulder, about a third of it was below the surface. Julie mentally pushed the rock out, leaving a hole big enough to swallow up her dad’s lounge chair, and tossed it near the bushes.

“That’s impressive,” Marcus said. “Have you tried it on people yet?”

“No?” Julie thought for a moment. “Only William, I guess.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want to hurt anyone,” Julie said.

“Then try it on me,” Marcus said with a slight shrug.

“What, are you sure?”

Marcus rolled his neck. “Sure. Give me your best shot, little girl.” He smiled.

Julie scrunched her nose and curled her lips. “Oh, I’m going to enjoy this now.” She lowered her hips and pushed her hands toward Marcus. The force of power flowed from her hands, knocking Marcus to the ground.

He picked himself up off the ground and dusted his backside. “Let’s try that again.”

“Are you sure?” Julie laughed. “That was kinda fun.”

“Can you do it again?”

“I think so. With Bobo, I have moved branches, rocks, and bushes for over an hour,” Julie said, hopping up and down, barely controlling her excitement.

Marcus backed up a little further away and braced for another attack.

“Okay, here we go.” Julie moved her hands toward Marcus, sending him flying. “Oh my God, are you alright?” She ran to him.

Marcus let out a deep breath then began coughing. “Well. I can see why William ran away,” he choked out between gasps of air.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m good.” He took another big breath and got back to his feet. “Give me a sec.”

“Can we be done now?” Julie asked.

“Not yet. I wanna go one more time.”

“You are insane,” Julie exclaimed. “I almost killed you.”

“No, you didn’t. I’m good. You caught me off guard,” Marcus said.

Julie drew back. “You told me to do it.”

“I know. I didn’t know how powerful it would be.” He shook his arms. “Ready to go again?”

“Are you insane?”

“It’s just like sword practice. You have to get used to using it against people.”

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Julie said.

“Oh, you won’t surprise me again.”

“Marcus, please,” she begged.

“It’s okay. I promise.”

“Suit yourself.” She readied for another attack. Power once again shot from her hands.

Marcus moved to the left of her blast.

Julie sent another wave in his direction.

He moved away from her.

She set her eyes on him and tried again.

Marcus dodged.

Julie used her left and then her right, directing wave after wave of power at Marcus, blasting rock, bushes, and trees until she dropped her hands to her knees. “I give. I can’t do it.” A tear rolled down her nose.

“Yes, you can,” Marcus exclaimed. “That was amazing!”

“You beat me.” She straightened up, her eyes blazing red from hurt.

“No, I outran you. That can be fixed, harnessed. You need more practice with him, but not just on stationary objects.” He paused. “And I’m here to help you.”
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Chapter Six
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William—Seras

William strolled into his new home, located in the old arena and training facility, where he spent the better part of his youth preparing to be a soldier of Cauleta. His hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and he was shirtless from a day of training in the heat. He dipped a spoon into the bucket beside the well and took a drink. Then he took the bucket and poured it over his face and body to wash away the dirt and sweat.

He found the arena was the perfect place to do his experiments. The large indoor bunks and training room made it ideal.  It had plenty of space and was far from Pallanex, so he could do whatever he wanted without interruption. It was the place where he had met Marcus and the boys who became his closest friends, allies, and family. How many victories did he have in the arena? He remembered those times fondly. It might have been the happiest of his life. Training, sparring, fighting, the Scindo, the plot to reinstate Marcus to the Skorei, all the blood and sweat poured out on the floors of the arena. That was until Queen Pallanex seduced him and brought him into her plans to overthrow Canis, making him the commander of her new army. How could he have resisted? Her beauty, charm, and temptation were more than any boy could dream.

Everything changed the day Pallanex found him peeking at her as she bathed under guarded protection. Later, Pallanex brought him into her chamber. Through intimate conversations in her bed, bath, and other hidden places in between, he felt like a king in the making. She loved it when their passion turned him into the demon. Canis’s queen seduced the boy, and after that moment, he would kill or die for her. And he did plenty of killings, the worst of which was killing his best friend’s mother.

Pallanex’s plan had sounded so simple. She promised to take control of the non-demon Skorei and order them to kill the demon cursed. Pallanex would poison Canis, and William would rid Pallanex of Raewin. He hated the idea but found it easy to do. Pallanex had sent him into the dark of night to butcher Raewin. The old woman who had been nice to him throughout his youth was no match for him. It was an easy kill. He returned to Pallanex’s chamber, but she was not there. The revolt against Canis had begun without him. He was shocked to see the chaos. As William moved through the halls, intent on finding Pallanex, he saw Marcus, Darius, and Freya trapped in a stairwell surrounded by some of the non-demon Skorei’s best. The three were helplessly outnumbered and would eventually fall if William hadn’t entered and taken several of them by surprise, allowing Marcus and Darius to regroup—a mistake, according to Pallanex, as he learned afterward. She wanted them dead, along with Canis. William would be her general.

Then Marcus hunted Pallanex down and killed her. He stayed silent in his role as his friend buried his mother and father. Then, Pallanex returned to him, surviving by ancient magic. She whispered to William in the dark and prodded him to lead Marcus away from Cauleta, abandon him, steal Darius from his side, and return to her. None of his men—Darius, Kralen, or the others had any idea he was taking orders from Pallanex in his dreams. She then sent him back to the north to retrieve something from the Priest of Ostram in the Madena fortress, wanting him to reconnect with Marcus. Later, he found she wanted him to kill both the priest and Marcus. He failed on both accounts. William did not let that stop him. He aimed to impress Pallanex and give her the army she desired to take over Seras and beyond.

“Well, well, well,” he said aloud. “What have we here?” He walked over to a row of men strapped to cots. One of the men began to move. William had fed him and the others doses of the potion he formed from years of extracting the blood from Thomen. He had to start over after losing the men when the Heart rescued Marcus. These men, Pallanex brought from across the ocean, were his newest victims.

He leaned into the man, who was struggling against the straps that held him in place. “Come on, you can do it.”

“Help me,” the man spat out. His eyes were bloodshot, and his veins protruded from his skin.

“I will help you, but you have to survive,” William growled in his ear.

“Water,” the man begged. “Water.”

“Show me what you are!”

“Please.” He clicked his tongue to show the dryness of his blistered mouth.

“Show me what you are!”

“Please, no, it hurts.” The man coughed repeatedly.

William restrained himself from strangling the man. “You can do it. Show me what I have done!”

The man yelled in pain. “No, no, no-o-o-o-o!” His eyes glowed red.

“Yes, yes, show me!”

His hands clenched as his body convulsed.

“You can do it.”

A ridge began to form across his nose.

“Let it go. Let the beast come out.” William grinned and grabbed his shoulders. “Show me the demon.”

His nose expanded, and his teeth grew.

“That’s it! You have done it. You are there. Feel the power coursing through your veins.”

The man convulsed, shaking and screaming uncontrollably. His skin began to shred as the beast inside of him fought to get out. He let out a final scream as blood covered him through the lacerations, then he succumbed to the pain and died.

“No, you had it. You were there.” Disappointed by his latest setback, William looked across the rest of the room where more than fifty men were tied down, waiting to wake and make the change from man to demon.
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