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Prelude

      Vionelle is an historic city on the Petrovian continent.  It was founded in the year 1121 PeD at the height of the Viomande Dynasty, and was named for the ruler at the time, the benevolent Queen Mila Viomande.

      A power source was discovered by the following families:  Salaise, Moreigh, Arden, Fronte, Palisade, Gardner, Pepper, Redmon, Coulter, and Spokane.  It was divided up among the families, giving each of them a specific ability and a specific duty.  For more information about the legacy granted each individual family, please see Appendix 1.

      These families soon found the powers they were granted began controlling them.  They would experience periods of incoherency and lapses of memory, yet find evidence of usage when they came to.  In addition, the sheer enormity of their abilities drove many of them to violence and madness.  What had started out as a gift, ended up as almost a curse.

      They decided to give their abilities back to Vionelle and seal the power at the very center of the city in an object they called the Vion, which was a 4x4 stone, intricately carved in the ancient language with each of the families' name on it.  The rite was very secret and the exact proceedings are kept silent to this day.  The gifts were sealed, yet each family line retained a fraction of the power they once had.  The Family Moreigh was charged with hiding the cursed stone, and at present, they alone know the exact location, though it is debated by historians whether the stone truly exists or not.

      The next several generations lived in peace and Vionelle flourished.  The ten founding families used their now reduced talents for the good of the city.  The story of the Vion was soon regarded by everyone else as nothing more than a mere legend.  The original city was buried beneath new buildings, and a great underground network of tunnels and caverns was created in an attempt to ensure the past stayed buried, and because members of the Family Coulter envisioned a day when they would have to hide in order to survive.

      That day came when Lawrence Viomande came into power.  A believer in the stories of the Vion, he devoted his life to the study and pursuit of the stone.  Obsessed with the idea of possessing such power, he put out a warrant for the arrest, interrogation, and execution of any descendent of the Founding Ten.  Most of the families went underground; others fled.  However, a good many people were slaughtered as a result of Lawrence's obsession.  Incidentally, he never found what he was looking for.

      Almost a hundred years after the death of Lawrence Viomande, a mysterious figure became visible: the prophet, Delaise.  He recruited a large following of believers and incited the anger of an even larger group of skeptics.  His prophecies were met with controversy and were dismissed as fraud.  However, the descendents of the Founding Ten feared him for one of his prophecies: the one regarding the Key to Vionelle.  Discussions ensued and a verdict was reached.  Under the leadership of the Family Moreigh, a band of volunteers would devote their lives to the protection of Vionelle and the keeping of the Vion.  Though they did not possess the power of the Moreighs, they were skilled in their own right.  The organization known as the "Defenders of Vionelle" was born.  They began to await the time when Delaise's prophecy would come true.

      Delaise made numerous other predictions and all came to pass, much to the chagrin of the people who still hoped for reprieve from the Vion ever being unlocked.  In 1742 PeD, the revolution began.  The Viomandes had been a succession of tyrants and the citizens of Petrovia were oppressed.  Each ruler was more evil than the last, and though Lawrence Viomande had the reputation of being the most tyrannical of them all, at least where the Founding Ten were concerned, more and more atrocities were being committed.  People were imprisoned for their faith, women were enslaved in harems, children were taken from their mothers and placed in the homes of the nobility to work as servants, and dissidents were publicly flogged or executed.

      A rag-tag group of men in Vionelle refused to suffer anymore.  They recruited fierce warriors from the North to aid them in battle and laid siege to Viosaille, the city where the Viomandes resided.  One spring night, when the moon was new, the Viomande Dynasty fell, just as Delaise had predicted.  A democratic government was established and the capitol moved from Viosaille to Vionelle.  A new calendar was implemented as well, signifying a new era of liberation.  The group of fighters returned to Vionelle and set themselves up as the Vionelle Knights, with the objective to always protect the government, ensuring freedom.

      Yet the Knights and the Defenders, though seemingly working for the same goal, were at odds.  The government saw the mysterious group as a band of rebels who submitted to no authority.  Indeed, the Defenders submitted only to God and to Vionelle itself.  They refused to acknowledge the governments of man and all laws imparted by them.  Only one objective remained: to prevent the abuse of the power of the city…

There will be a great catastrophe and the city will cry.
As the sun rises, destruction will come and all will grow dark.
Yet, out of the darkness will step forth the light.
The light, the Chosen, is the key to the city.



-Delaise, 1564 PeD

I.

      "Gentlemen, sit down!" a booming voice commanded above the din.  The General of the Vionelle Knights, Arthur Tindell, rapped his fists against the podium at the head of the meeting room.  His black eyes scanned the room and a frown creased his brow.  He had lost many good men in the Great Earthquake, two days prior.  

      This was the first meeting of the Knights since the catastrophe had struck.  Tindell's heart had been burdened by the ordeal, for the care of the city during these dark times rested on his shoulders.  Any decision he made could either benefit thousands or result in more neglect and pain.  While the needs of the city seemed clear at this point, there were many things that needed to be considered, such as the rerouting of proper funds for rebuilding and the reorganization of the city's food and water sources.  In addition, there were all the bodies that had to be taken care of.  

      The silver-haired Knight exhaled slowly.  The images of all the bodies would be something that would remain in his mind the rest of his life.  He remembered the odd quiet in the air that day.  He had been strolling in the Northeastern courtyard near the Bradbury Orchards when a shiver ran down his spine.  Something just wasn't right.  He had paused in thought for a second, but quickly realized that all around him, nature had been abruptly silenced. The noisy chatter of the Nevry birds, the buzz of the cicadas, and even the shuffling of a scrawny mutt nearby had ceased as if a curtain of silence had been draped over the city.    

      At that moment, a deep rumbling had begun and Tindell looked around in alarm.  The silence was shattered when a Nevry bird screamed and the whole flock took to the sky.  The rumbling grew in intensity and the ground began to shake.  Tindell fell to his knees, his heart beating faster in his chest.  He heard the cries of men and women and saw buildings crumble to the ground.  He covered his head with his arms in an innate display of self-preservation.  After what had seemed to be an eternity, the vibration of the ground had finally diminished.  Tindell lifted his head and surveyed the damage around him.

      At first, all that had been readily visible were the buildings.  Tindell shook his head in wonder as he took in all the destruction.  He picked himself up and brushed off his pants, gazing at the mounds of dust and rubble.  That's when he noticed the body.  A tiny leg protruded from underneath a pile of bricks.  Tindell ran to the pile and with all his might, tried to free the person underneath.  He tossed brick after brick aside and desperately tugged on the small leg, hoping that he wasn't too late; hoping that life was still present.  He managed to clear enough of the bricks away to pull the person free and recoiled in horror when he saw it was merely a child: a child whose life flame had been snuffed out in a matter of minutes.  The boy's eyes were still open, wide with shock.        

      Even now, Tindell thought of those eyes.  He attempted to clear his head, glancing around the room.  Giant tapestries hung from the walls, sharing the legacy of the Knighthood.  The Senior Knights finally took their places at the table and the younger Knights followed suit.  When Tindell was satisfied that he had everyone's attention, he proceeded.  
       "It's good to see everyone in proper health this day.  Heaven knows we've been through many trials recently," he began, his mind racing as he tried to choose the proper words to say, for he knew that several of the men had lost both friends and family members in the earthquake.  No one had remained untouched.  He decided to get right to the business at hand.  "This is the time where we really show who we are.  We need to be strong for our city.  I want reports on the situation.  Johansen?" He gestured towards one of the Knights sitting on his right.  
       The young man stood, nodding slightly to the General as he spoke, his voice quavering uncertainly.  Jared Johansen hated speaking in front of large groups like this, even though this particular address was merely to a group of men he had sworn to always honor as his brothers.  Yet it seemed he was always chosen to speak.  "The entire Eastern Quarter of the city has been completely decimated.  Casualties are in the tens of thousands, from what we can figure so far.  There are still more people who have lost their homes and don't know what to do."
       "How did the rest of Vionelle fare?" Tindell asked.
       "The Western Quarter was spared, but there are bits of the North and South that are in ruins as well.  And the center…well, the center was untouched," the man stated, running a jittery hand through his sandy hair.
       "What do you mean, 'untouched'?" Tindell queried, his frown deepening.  "That's impossible.  Other reports spoke of a great crevice opening up in the ground and running straight to the heart of Vionelle.  I saw it myself, in fact."
       Jared Johansen shrugged.  "It stopped about three feet from the center."  He smiled in wonder as he recalled the image in his mind, "It's a strange sight, actually.  You see all this rubble lying around in most of the city, but it's almost as if a shield was surrounding the center.  Not a single brick is out of place there."

      "Is anything being done as far as relief goes?"  Tindell changed the subject.

      "A petition was released through the remainder of the city for anyone to serve on relief teams.  As we speak, there are approximately thirty teams being organized."
      "Good.  Good." Tindell nodded.
      Jared continued, shifting nervously from foot to foot, mentioning the center again.  "About the center of the city…we were thinking…" 
      Another Knight at the end of the table stood and interrupted him.  "Excuse me, if I may speak…" he began.
      Tindell glanced at him, and back at Jared who nodded and sat down, happy for the relief from speaking.  Tindell replied,  "Of course, Gilbert.  Go ahead."  He waved his hand in the air.
      Gilbert lifted his chin and looked around the room.  He was medium in stature, but there was a quality about him that commanded attention.  His hair was blacker than night and his eyes bluer than the sea.  He smiled sardonically and said, "A lot of people are feeling lost right now.  They're wondering why this all happened.  Geologically, it's unexplainable.  There are no fault lines for hundreds of miles in any direction.  It would certainly appear supernatural and I believe that what it all means is that the time to take action is now."  He leaned forward, pressing his hands on the table.  "But not the sort of action you are all thinking of."
      "What are you talking about?" Tindell demanded.  

      "I'm talking about the Chosen one," Gilbert turned to face Tindell, his almond-shaped eyes boring into the General's.  "The one the prophecies have been speaking of for hundreds of years."
      "Everyone knows that's all nonsense."
      "It's NOT!" Gilbert banged a fist on the table.  "Everything Delaise has ever predicted has come true: the fall of the Viomande Dynasty and the great famine, for instance.  He prophesied each of those events and they came to pass.  And he spoke of a great catastrophe befalling the city.  What could be more catastrophic than what has happened recently?"
      "A catastrophe could be any number of things…war, famine, pestilence…Those so-called prophecies are very broad in what they say and any uneducated beggar off the street could interpret them any certain way.  They're bogus."
      "You'd be wise to heed what the prophecies say," Gilbert responded calmly.
      "How dare you!" Tindell roared.  "I don't appreciate such insubordination!"
      "And I don't appreciate such close-mindedness from someone who wields so much authority!" Gilbert countered.  All around the room, the Knights watched the standoff in shock.  Not a single breath was released as they waited to see what Tindell would do.  A large, red-haired man sitting across the table from Jared raised his eyebrows and used his finger in a tiny motion crossing his throat.  Jared bit his lip to keep from smiling.
      Tindell heaved a deep sigh.  "Gilbert, you're lucky you have a talent and that I can recognize that talent for what it is.  Otherwise, I would strip you of your title and send you off in shame in an instant.  But for now, I'll only ask you…no, I'll command you to leave.  We have no time for superstition with half the city lying in ruins right now.  When you're ready to keep your mind on the issues at hand, you may return.  But I will not tolerate this garbage!"
      "Why do you think the center of Vionelle was untouched?" Gilbert persisted desperately.  
      "ENOUGH!" Tindell roared.  "Remove yourself or I will forcibly have you removed."  He leaned forward, the expression on his face menacing.  He had always tolerated Gilbert's penchant towards the supernatural because it had never interfered with his duty.  He was a talented fighter and an asset to the Knighthood.  But he had taken things too far this time.  The situation in Vionelle was too desperate to waste time concentrating on the silly ramblings of the mad prophet.  People had lost their lives.  That child had lost his life…
      Gilbert narrowed his eyes and bowed to the ground, almost in a mocking manner.  His body still low, he raised his head and slowly replied, "As you wish."  Standing erect, his chin held high, he regarded his fellow Knights.  Some were looking down at the floor uncomfortably while others smiled apologetically at him.  He sighed in frustration and turned on his heel, walking proudly out of the meeting room, slamming the door behind him.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      Gilbert stood in the shadows of the Council Hall, absent-mindedly studying the paintings on the wall.  The Council Hall had been built in the Western Quarter and was therefore still standing in spite of the earthquake.  It was a series of rooms where the different branches of the Vionelle Government met.  Gilbert remained aloof as a continuous stream of men and women proceeded up and down the halls.  It was remarkable how only days before, it had felt like the world was ending, and yet now, life continued on as if nothing had changed.  He supposed it had to be that way, though.  He found himself looking over his shoulder towards the door of the meeting room, waiting for the session to adjourn.  
      He paced up and down the foyer as he gazed back up at the paintings.  The history of Vionelle had been captured within these four walls.  He looked up at the portrait of the beautiful Queen Mila Viomande.  Her rosy cheeks glowed and her countenance radiated kindness.  The city had been founded during her reign and she had funded much of the early building.  He spotted another painting, featuring what looked like a grand ceremony.  It was supposed to be the funeral of Mila.  The crowd was divided into three sections, with five of the Founding Ten families on one side and five on the other, with the rest of the population sitting in the back, behind them.  Looking at the painting, Gilbert began to seethe with anger.  He silently cursed Tindell.  Why could he not see that there was more to Vionelle than what was on the surface?  

      Gilbert knew that, one by one, every prediction made by the great prophet, Delaise, had come true: the revolution and end of the Viomande dynasty, the Famine of '48, the discovery of tremendous wealth in the Petrov Mountains…and now this.
      "Tindell, you're a fool!" he hissed and clenched his fists.  "You have eyes.  Why can't you see?"
      His thoughts were interrupted as the session finally adjourned.  The door creaked open and the Knights filed out one by one.  Several of them spotted Gilbert and hurried towards him.  He quickly relaxed his hands and took a deep breath.  He didn't want the others to see him flustered.
      "Gil, you know better than to go against Tindell like that," Jared laughed, adjusting the strap around his waist that held his sword.  "Granted, it got the attention off of me, but still…"
      "Oh come on, you're a good speaker and you know it!" The giant red-haired Knight, Peter Greyfield, protested.  Jared shrugged and shook his head.  Peter turned back to face Gilbert.  "So Gil," he said, "When are we going to get to hear your latest conjectures about what the prophecies say?  I was actually kind of disappointed that Tindell made you leave.  That was the most interesting meeting we've ever had!  That's the one thing about being a Knight.  The profession's a noble one, but sometimes people talk way too much.  I normally can't wait to leave." He grinned.  The first impression Peter made on people was that of a fierce warrior.  He was large and muscular in build and had flaming red hair.  However, though he was indeed a formidable opponent in battle, he was extremely laid back and had a sense of humor.
      "Yeah, Gilbert.  I'm kind of curious to what you have to say.  Don't tell Tindell, but I've always kind of wondered about the prophecies too," another Knight piped up.  
      Gilbert placed a hand on the man's shoulder, "Very well.  I've been hoping for a receptive audience.  I'll arrange a meeting tonight.  At 9:00 near the Central Fountain.  There's a small building there with two lanterns on either side of the door.  Only the right side will be lit tonight.  If you want to truly know what I have discovered, come and make sure you're not followed."
      "And if we choose not to?" the Knight challenged.  "Or if we go but don't believe a word?"
      "There's no harm unless you speak of it to others.  In that case, harm may find you," Gilbert replied enigmatically.  The young Knight looked up at him uneasily, his eyes wide.  Gilbert levelly returned the gaze.  
      Peter clapped them both on the backs with a laugh.  "Gilbert, you know it's not nice to harass people like that!  I think you do that on purpose sometimes!"
      Gilbert relaxed and laughed.  "I'm sorry.  I just can't help myself sometimes.  Just come and be open-minded.  I can guarantee you won't doubt."  He looked away, thinking of how he would present his case.  "You won't doubt at all."  The group of men began to walk out of the Council Hall, but Gilbert glanced back and caught a glimpse of Tindell on his way out.  Involuntarily, his fists clenched again.  He would be sorry…
      Tindell regarded the young man from afar and shook his head before turning away.  He wasn't sure why, but when he thought of Gilbert, something made him feel extremely anxious.
      He stepped back into the meeting room and shut the door behind him.  As much as he hated to admit it, he couldn't banish Gilbert's words from his mind.  What could possibly explain how the center of the city had escaped destruction?  Normally, young Johansen had always been able to lend explanation.  The man was a prodigy.  But even he couldn't fathom what could have protected the center.  Tindell shook his head as the thoughts turned in his mind.  He hadn't become General of the Knights by automatically dismissing anything he couldn't explain.  Why had he today?  

      Tindell sat back in one of the chairs at the table and stared at the tapestries on the wall.  The past several days had taken a toll on him.  "I was too hard on him," he mumbled to himself, ashamed that he had allowed his exhaustion and short temper to interfere with his duty as a leader for the men.  While Gilbert had responded in a disrespectful manner, Tindell recognized that he had been in the wrong as well.  He decided that he would publicly apologize to the young Knight the next day.  It wouldn't change what had happened.  But he knew it would ease his own mind.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

II.

      Bishop Donougal peered out the window in the rectory.  The rain was coming down harder and lightning streaked across the sky, bathing the city in an eerie frothy glow.  He turned away and walked towards the sanctuary of the cathedral, his footsteps echoing hollowly through the hallway.  The cathedral had had many visitors lately due to the great earthquake.  A memorial had been set up at the front near the altar steps.  Some of the people in the parish criticized the great influx of visitors to the church declaring that had the disaster never struck, most of the visitors would never have given a second thought to their faith.  Donougal knew they were probably correct in their assumption, but he didn't feel that God would ever turn a seeking soul away and so neither would he.  He stepped into the magnificent sanctuary and scanned the room.
      It was a beautiful room with dark oak paneling on the walls and stained glass windows of every hue standing roughly twenty meters tall on each side.  Numerous candles had been lit and the resulting atmosphere was one of peace.  He smiled to himself, thankful that the building was empty for the first time all day and that all the citizens of Vionelle who had been searching for meaning in the midst of this tragedy, were most likely safe in their homes.  He said a silent prayer for anyone who was hurting that night and asked God to keep everyone safe from the storm.  He turned away, ready to retreat back to the rectory and put a log on the fire when he heard a sniffle.  Surprised, the old Bishop searched for the source of the sound and spotted the young woman.
     She was kneeling in front of the memorial with her head tilted upward.  Long chestnut hair flowed down her back, the sides gathered loosely at the nape of her neck.  The candlelight illuminated her face, almost giving her the appearance of an angel.  He recognized her immediately, though unfortunately, he didn't know her name.  She had attended the church services faithfully, always sitting with a handsome couple, which he assumed were her parents.  The Bishop approached her slowly and cleared his throat.  She opened her eyes and looked over at him, quickly rising from where she knelt and wiping the tears from her cheeks.
      “Child, what are you still doing here?” the Bishop asked.  “The storm grows more and more intense.  You should be home where you’ll be safe.”
      She nodded and stood, gathering up her cloak.  “I understand.”  She looked once more towards the memorial with a wistful expression as she turned towards the Bishop.  
      “I’m sorry.  I don’t mean to run you out,” he apologized.
      She held up a hand, “No-no.  I really do understand.  It’s for my own safety.  The storm is getting worse.”  She winced as a clap of thunder boomed overhead.  “With all that’s happened lately, the last thing I need to worry about is getting caught up in this.”  She gestured towards one of the windows.  "I guess I just lost track of time."
      He smiled at her tenderly.  “May I ask…” his voice trailed off.
      She nodded, understanding perfectly what he meant.  “It was my Father and Mother,” she replied.  “Father worked in the Eastern Quarter and Mother was shopping in the Eastern Market when the earthquake came.  She went there once a week because…you know, everything was cheaper there.”
      “I’m so sorry,” the Bishop breathed.
      The young woman attempted to smile, but tears once more filled her eyes.  “They were the best people I knew.  They wouldn’t want me mourning for them, though.”  She laughed softly.  “In fact, I know if they were still here, they’d be some of the first volunteers for the relief teams.  They never cared about what happened to themselves.  Others always came first.  They would have given every last cent and opened our home up to total strangers.  That's just how they were.”
      “They sound like admirable people,” the Bishop commented.  He was happy that he had the ability to minister to such a large parish.  But at the same time, hearing this young woman speak of the two people who meant most to her, made him yearn for a smaller church where he could truly get to know each and every person. 
      “Oh, they were wonderful,” the young woman agreed, wiping her eyes again.  She took a deep breath.  “So, I just came to bid them a last goodbye and then I suppose I’ll do what they would have done.  What they’d want me to do.  It may sound callous of me to try to get on with my life so soon.”  

      Bishop Donougal shook his head.  "It's not callous at all.  It's apparent that you loved your parents deeply and you'll never let the memories of them die.  But you want to honor them in the best way you know how.  Besides, everything happens in its proper time.  If now's the time for you to move on, then it's right."

      The young woman pulled her cloak around her shoulders and raised the hood to cover her head.  “Thank you," she whispered, turning towards the door.  She paused as she reached for the knob and turned around to face the kind man.  "Bishop, may I ask something of you?”
      “Of course, Child!” he replied.
      “Can you say a special prayer for James and Draeya Lindburgh tonight?”
      He smiled.  “Of course I will.  Is there anyone else I can include in this prayer?” he raised one eyebrow.  
      The young woman paused and her clear grey eyes shifted up to meet his.  “Yeah…if you could include Elle Lindburgh in there too, I’d be most grateful.  I know she could surely use it tonight.”
      “Absolutely,” he said sincerely.  The thunder roared once more overhead.
      “I’d best be going now,” the young woman said and turned to walk briskly out the Cathedral door.
      The Bishop watched her go and admired her quiet strength.  “I will definitely say a little prayer for you tonight, Elle Lindburgh,” he whispered to himself.  “For you and your parents…”


*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      As the storm increased in intensity, most of Vionelle stayed inside.  However, under the veil of darkness, revealed only by brief flickers of lightning, several hooded figures hurried past the Central Fountain to a small building with two lanterns burning on one side of the door.  The door opened and a large red-haired bearded man grinned at the newcomers.
      "Come in!  We've got a fire burning and plenty of ale in the back," Peter slapped them on the back as they walked through the door.  "I think that may be everyone, Gil.  When do we start?"
      Gilbert Devries replied, "In a few minutes.  Let them dry off.  We'll see if any other stragglers come in."
      "Agreed!" Peter said good-naturedly and went to refill his glass.
      Gilbert observed the men who were sitting before him talking and laughing.  He wondered if he'd be able to show these men the truth.  And then, even if they believed him, would they work wholly devoted to the cause?  He sighed heavily.  There was too much at stake for half-heartedness.  Several minutes passed and it was clear that no more would be attending the meeting so Gilbert nodded towards Jared, who began to round everyone up and get them to sit down.  He seated himself beside Peter on the front row and smiled encouragingly at Gilbert.
      Gilbert cleared his throat.  "Gentlemen, thank you for coming tonight.  Either you're curious as to what I have to say, or you had nothing better to do on such a fine evening."  He paused as several of the men chuckled.  His expression quickly sobered.  "In all reality, I hope that I can convince you of what's going on in the city right now and of what could happen if we don't take measures."
      "What about General Tindell?" a man towards the back asked.  "He won't like it too much that you have you're own agenda."
      Gilbert narrowed his eyes on the man, who shifted uncomfortably in his chair.  "I'm not worried about Tindell," he said.  "There are more important things at stake right now that have my priority."  He didn't notice the frown that appeared on Jared's face for a fraction of a second.  "As you all know, the prophet Delaise has predicted this moment in time.  There will be a great catastrophe and the city will cry.  As the sun rises, destruction will come and all will grow dark.  Yet, out of the darkness will step forth the light. The light - the Chosen - is the key to the city," he quoted.  "The catastrophe has come.  This earthquake has devastated Vionelle like nothing else ever has.  There has been tremendous mourning since."
      "But Delaise could have been talking about anything!  First of all, he said that it would happen as the sun rises, and the earthquake happened in the late afternoon, not the morning," the critic in the back commented.
      "Ah, but in which direction does the sun rise?" Gilbert challenged.
      "The east," the man said.
      "And where did the earthquake hit?"
      "The Eastern Quarter," the man replied grudgingly.
      "Exactly.  The sun was already starting to set and soon all grew dark," Gilbert nodded.  He walked around and stopped, turning to face the men once more.  "I believe what Delaise has prophesied.  He has predicted many events in Petrov history and all have come to pass.  Don't you find it strange that the center of Vionelle received no damage from the earthquake when even parts of the Western Quarter did?  It was as if something was protecting it."
      "So what does this have to do with anything," Peter asked.  "I mean, Gil, it's fascinating and really interesting to talk about, but what's so important that you had to call a secret meeting?"
      "Funny you should ask, Peter.  I was just getting there," Gilbert smiled wryly.
      "Sorry..." the big man mumbled, slumping down in his chair.
      "You see, Vionelle was built long ago on a power source, but only a few ever knew about it.  The Founding Ten.  You don't hear much about them anymore."
      "Oh, please...." the skeptical man in the back rolled his eyes.  Gilbert ignored him.
      "These men and women attempted to harness the power, but they soon discovered just how intense it was.  At first, they thought it was incredible.  Who wouldn't?  You possess a new ability and you're going to be excited about it.  But its sheer enormity overwhelmed them and in desperation, they locked it up.  No one knows exactly where it's stored, except that it's in the center of the city, somewhere beyond our knowledge.  A handful of people retained a fraction of the power, but it was minute compared to what the city had to offer."
      "So you're saying Vionelle has some sort of power lying somewhere in the center of the city?  I mean, I admit it seems odd that the center was untouched by the earthquake, but a power?  Gil, I'm sorry.  I want to believe you and I don't know if I can speak for anyone but myself, but I'm afraid I'm a little doubtful.  I need more convincing," Jared shrugged apologetically.  Several men around him agreed.
      Gilbert raised his eyebrows and nodded acquiescently.  He walked to the back of the room towards the man who had made several skeptical comments and looked him straight in the eye.  "What?" the man asked nervously.  Gilbert simply smiled and held out his hand.  Balling it into a fist he continued to stare at the man who suddenly cried out in fear.  "I can't see!"  He jumped out of his chair, pushing it back, and groped about blindly.  The men around him leapt up and protested and soon the room erupted in an uproar.
      "Quiet!" Gilbert boomed and a hush fell over the group.  He opened his hand back up and said, "Now maybe you'll be a little less skeptical and a little more open minded?" 
      The man blinked his eyes several times as he regained his sight and he looked around in shock.  "How'd you do that?  I...I..."
      Gilbert stepped away from the man and walked back up towards the front of the room.  Everyone stared at him with expressions of shock mixed with horror.  He turned to face the group.  "That's just an example of the power the city has to offer.  A man could do whatever he wants with it.  And that's what I'm worried about.  The only way it will be unlocked is with a key."
      Dry-mouthed over what he had just seen, Jared asked, "What are we looking for?"
      "Not what, but who.  The Chosen is the Key to Vionelle.  There is a group of rebels known as the Defenders, though what they're defending, I have no idea," Gilbert smiled at his little joke, though no one else found the humor in it.  "They are led by a man named Nicolas Moreigh.  He has been a dissident for many years and has caused much trouble for the city.  I know some of you are familiar with him."  Several men nodded.  "I have a contact within the group and this person has revealed that Moreigh is searching for the Key.  If he gets his hands on it, the earthquake will be nothing compared to the destruction he'll bring.  He seeks power and I fear for everyone should he acquire it.  The reign of Lawrence Viomande will be nothing compared to Nicolas Moreigh should he gain what he seeks.  So we need to find the Chosen before he does and we don't have much time.  Moreigh has revealed to the members of the Defenders that the Chosen is a young man named William Valley."
      "How does he know?"
      "He's devoted his whole life to this.  I'm sure he has his ways.  He's not a dumb man.  If he is searching for this William Valley as the Chosen, then Valley must be it."        
      Jared sat back in his chair and sucked in a breath.  He didn't know if he could ever regard Gilbert in the same manner after seeing how he had briefly blinded that man.  He supposed it'd be better to join him than to oppose him.  What had him puzzled, though, was how Gilbert had managed to acquire that power himself.  "You've convinced me, Gil.  I'm in.  But where do we start?"
      "Why, in the Eastern Quarter, of course.  Out of the darkness will step forth the light.  Who else will join me?" he looked around the room, challenging.  Every hand went up.     


*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      Arthur Tindell sat at the desk in his study and traced the grains in the wood with his finger.  Outside, the wind was howling and it had started to hail.  His wife came up behind him and wrapped her arms around his neck.  "You ok, Art?" she asked, kissing him softly on the cheek.  He reached up and laid his hand upon her own.

      "I'm just thinking about everything that's happened lately."

      "Do you need to talk?" 

      He turned around and looked at her, his mouth rising at the corners in a smile.  Even after being married to her all these years, he still felt a certain elation when she was in the room.  "I yelled at one of the boys today, Esme," he sighed.  Esme Tindell smiled at him sympathetically, hiding the trace of worry that had appeared in her eyes when she noticed how haggard he looked.  Neither of them were young anymore, but at that instant, he had looked far older than he truly was.  Tindell continued, "I lost my temper and lashed out at him."

      Esme knelt beside him.  "Who was it?"

      "Gilbert Devries."

      She smiled.  "This isn't the first time you've been frustrated with him."

      He stood and she quickly followed suit.  "But not like this.  I can't explain it, Esme.  He started speaking and some kind of rage came over me.  I couldn't control it.  It angered me so much."  He sighed.  "I need to rectify the situation."

      A loud clap of thunder sounded, causing the couple to jump.  Esme laughed at their reaction.  "Everything will work itself out.  There's no use stewing over it tonight."  She lifted her head and kissed him lightly on the cheek.  "Come to bed soon, alright?"

      "Of course," he answered and grabbed her hand, tugging at her as she tried to walk away.  She laughed some more, her voice sounding like tinkling bells to Tindell's ears.  He released her hand and she lingered at the door a brief moment before walking out and shutting it behind her.

      Tindell returned to his chair.  He still felt uneasy for some reason even with the reassurances from his wife.  Normally, a word from Esme's mouth fixed everything.  But not tonight.  He listened as the storm grew more intense.  Outside his window, lightning snaked across the sky and Tindell jumped when he saw upon the wall, the shadow of a man in that brief instant.  He looked around the room, but no one was there.  He rose from his chair and inched closer to the window.  A feeling of dread grew within him as he forced himself to look outside.  He took a deep breath and peered all around and saw nothing.  Sighing, he turned around, but his relief was short-lived.

      Lightning struck the house and Tindell was thrown off his feet.  The room erupted in flames and he looked up in horror to see a face laughing down at him: a specter in the fire.  He clutched his chest as he felt a sharp pain drive through it.  He could feel the heat around him growing stronger.  He could hear the screams of his wife and daughter.  He could see the ghastly image of a face laughing at him.  These were the last sensations Arthur Tindell experienced before his heart stopped beating.        

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

III.

      "Is there anything else you need, Dear?"
      Elle peered into the basket of supplies and shook her head.  "I don't think so."  She took a deep breath.  "Mrs. Lydow, this is so much more than I expected."
      The old woman shrugged, "I'm not physically able to go and work like you're planning to, but I can still do my part."  She paused, "Your parents were good people, Elle.  I know they'd be proud of what you're doing."  She smiled as Elle blushed.
      "Everyone's contributing," she replied, shrugging off the complement.
      "Yes, but not everyone was affected the way you were.  You possess a strength that few ever will."  The old woman smiled at Elle and said, "If you need any other supplies, just come by and I'll be happy to donate anything I can."
      "Thank you, Mrs. Lydow," Elle smiled.  Rosa Lydow was more than simply Elle's next door neighbor.  She had been like a second mother to her.  Elle gave her a tight hug and then hurried out the door.  The basket of supplies felt heavy in her hands as she walked the streets toward the Eastern Quarter.  She noticed a large crowd that had gathered in front of a building.  It lay in ruins, but Elle could tell that it wasn't the result of the Earthquake.  She inched her way through the crowd, listening to the chatter going on around her.
      "...General Tindell of the Vionelle Knights.  His wife and daughters were ok, but he didn't make it..." the woman next to her was commenting.
      "What happened?" Elle asked her.  She had passed by this very building many times throughout her life.
      The woman turned to face her and shook her head.  "It was the storm last night.  Apparently, lightning hit the General's house and it went up in flames.  Everyone else was unharmed, but he didn't make it out alive."
      Elle's jaw dropped.  "How awful!" she cried.  She had seen the General a few times.  He had such an air of nobility and authority about him.  She had been truly impressed. 
      The woman continued.  "The Tindells are going to leave for Viosaille to stay with family.  They--"
      "MOVE OUT!" a deep voice boomed.  Every head in the crowd turned.  The Vionelle Knights had arrived on the scene.  A large man with red hair and a beard was pushing through the crowd, his hand on his sword.  "OUT OF RESPECT FOR THE TINDELLS, CLEAR OUT.  GO ABOUT YOUR DAY!"
      Elle gave the house one more look.  How terrible, she thought.  She could only imagine what the General's two daughters were feeling, having just lost a Father herself.  She hugged the basket of supplies close to her body and briskly walked from the scene as the large Knight had ordered.  Looking over her shoulder at the wreckage, she accidentally bumped straight into one of the Knights.  "Oh!  I'm sorry!" she exclaimed as she caught the basket that had started to slip from her arms.
      "No harm done," he smiled at her, steadying her with a strong arm.  She looked into his almond shaped blue eyes situated under two thick, dark brows and felt herself blushing under his scrutiny.  He nodded towards her basket of supplies.  "You're on your way to the Eastern Quarter, I presume."
      "Y-yes."
      "Good.  Vionelle needs more citizens like you.  If you'll excuse me…"  He bowed politely and pushed past her.  She continued down the road towards the Eastern Quarter.  Gilbert glanced back at her as she walked off and turned towards Jared, who was staring at the ruined house and shaking his head in disbelief.  His face was ashen. 
      "I can't believe it.  Just yesterday, he was standing before us...telling us to sit down, asking me for reports, yelling at you...and now, he's gone."
      Gilbert nodded soberly.  "I know.  It's awful, isn't it?  So tragic."  He clicked his tongue.  
      "I don't know what we're going to do now."
      "What do you mean?" Gilbert asked.
      Jared sighed, "Well, our leader is gone.  He was such a good man.  It's awful that this happened.  And at the worst possible time too.  With the shape the city's in, how are we supposed to keep everything in order?"
      "Jared, you are one of the most brilliant men in all of Petrovia," Gilbert said.  "The General may be gone, but we aren't without good leadership."
      "If you're insinuating that I...no way!  I'm one of the youngest of everyone and--"
      "And also the smartest."
      "NO!" Jared exclaimed.  "Not me.  I can't.  It wouldn't be right."  The last thing he wanted was to attempt to fill the shoes of such a great man.  He didn't want people to defer to him.  Sometimes he cursed his so-called intelligence.  His parents had encouraged him to excel early in life and he had always gone far.  But he hated undue attention more than anything.  He was uncomfortable with always being put on the spot.
      Gilbert spread his arms apart.  "Who else is there?  Peter?  He's a talented Knight, but face it.  He's no leader.  Everyone knows that the two of you were Tindell's right-hand men.  Who else?"
      Jared suddenly brightened.  "What about you?"
      Gilbert looked startled.  "Me?"
      "Yeah!" the young man pushed his sandy hair out of his eyes.  "You command attention, Gilbert.  You really do."
      "But don't you think that one of the Senior Knights should take over if you decide not to?  They'll try to." 
      "But if the majority of us back you, there'll be no contest," Jared insisted.  Gilbert pretended to think and finally nodded.  
      "Well then, spread the word," he said.  "I'll be happy to take the responsibility.  For now, though, we need to get down to business.  We have to find William Valley without delay.  Each minute we waste, the Defenders will be that much closer to him.  And we cannot allow them to get their hands on him!"  He pounded his fist into his palm and spoke with intensity. 
      "Right!" Jared resolutely whirled around and attempted to gather his comrades to venture to the Eastern Quarter, pausing only for a second, wondering where the thought to encourage Gilbert to lead had come from.  He shrugged to himself and continued on.  Gilbert turned away and smiled to himself.  Jared was brilliant, but still very trusting.  Manipulating him wasn't very hard.  And with Tindell now out of the way, he no longer had to worry about anything interfering with his plans.
      Except Nicolas Moreigh…

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      The day had turned out to be a beautiful one, but Elle found her thoughts drifting to General Tindell and the fire that had taken his life.  It was such a shame.  She wished there was something she could have done for the family, especially since she knew that Tindell’s two daughters, Isabel and Elaine, were close to her in age.  
      Before long, Elle had made it to the Eastern Quarter.   After checking in with her team supervisor, she took her basket of supplies and assisted with treating the injured, as well as with passing out food to the hungry.
      “YOU IDIOT!”
      Elle jerked her head in the direction the shout had come from.  A handsome, rather arrogant looking young man had grabbed the arm of a little girl and was yelling at her.  A bucket lay on the ground, it’s contents spilled out.  Elle ran to the pair.  “What happened?”
      “This brat wasn’t watching where she was going and bumped right into me!”
      “I’m sure it was an accident,” Elle tried to assure the man.
      “I don’t care!” he yelled.  The child winced as he tightened his grip on her arm.
      “Let go of her!  She’s just a child!” Elle said sternly, taking his hand off the girl’s arm.  She knelt down in front of the girl and asked, “Honey, is your Mommy or Daddy nearby?”  The little girl nodded and Elle reached into her basket, producing a loaf of bread and a block of cheese.  “Why don’t you take these to them.  Tell them they’re from a friend.”  The little girl shyly took the food and scampered off.
      Elle stood to face the young man, who was now seething, and admonished him.  “How terrible of you to be so harsh, grabbing a child like that when she ran into you simply by accident!”
      “How dare you dress me down like that!  Who do you think you are?” his eyes flashed.
      Elle took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  She raised her hands in a gesture of peace.  “You’re right…I’m sorry.  I mean, I shouldn’t speak to you that way.  I’m here to help, not to condemn and I know that with all that’s happened here in the last few days, you’ve probably lost everything and--”
      He cut her off.  “Wait a minute.  You actually think I live in the Eastern Quarter?” he asked, spitting the last two words with contempt.
      “Well, why else would you be here?  You’re not on the relief team, are you?”
      “Not by choice, anyway,” he replied.  He wrinkled his nose and mimicked, "'William, this will be a good opportunity for you'...as if I don't have better things to do!  I'm only here because my Father forced me to be.  Believe me, the last thing I want to be doing is wasting my time in the slummiest part of Vionelle."
      Elle stared at William and shook her head.  "Look around you!  Can't you imagine losing everything you had ever owned?"
      "Not as if it were a lot," he commented.  The Eastern Quarter was the poorest section of the city.  He rolled his eyes.  "Now why don't you go about your business and leave me to myself, ok?  You've done your good deed for the day."  Elle frowned at him.  How very rude, she thought.  But, not wishing to deal with him anymore, she turned on her heel and walked away, not understanding how anyone could be so callous.
      William watched her as she retreated and exhaled with relief.  "Thank goodness," he muttered.  The little goody-goody was starting to get on his nerves.  He leaned over and picked up the bucket.  He rolled his eyes again as he spotted Elle nearby, passing out food to a few elderly women.  He didn't hear the footsteps behind him.
      "Excuse me, sir.  We need your help," a soft-spoken, low voice said.  William turned and saw two men standing before him.  One was tall with long, light brown hair, and the other was of medium height with dark hair and a trim beard.  
      William turned his nose up at the men, "I'm busy.  Go bother someone else."
      The men glanced at each other, puzzled at William's reaction.  The dark haired man spoke again, "Please..."
      "No.  I told you-"
      "He'd be happy to help!" William was about to turn to see who the intruder was, but he recognized her voice even without needing to see her.  What was she doing?  
      "Not again!  Look, Miss...I'd appreciate it if you left me alone.  I've got things to do," he frowned down at Elle.
      "You will help these men," she lowered her voice.  When she had heard the men's requests for assistance, she couldn't resist butting in.  Perhaps this arrogant man could learn the value of acting selflessly.  "Why else are you here?  To carry an empty bucket around all day?"
      "It wouldn't be empty if that brat hadn't bumped into me," he snapped.
      Elle ignored him and turned to the men.  "We'll help you.  What do we need to do?"  She shot William a look.  The two men glanced at each other again and the taller of the two shifted uneasily from foot to foot.
      "Ma'am, I don't think a lady like you would be comfortable where we're going.  The man's help will be sufficient," he said.  His friend nodded.
      "An extra hand is always helpful whether it's a male or a female hand," Elle responded.
      "It's not necessary," the dark haired man persisted.
      William shook his head, "If she's not going, neither am I.  I'm sure someone over there could help you better than I could anyhow," he pointed across the street.
      The tall man started to protest, but the dark haired one stopped him and said, "Very well.  Come with us."  
      William looked pained, but Elle patted his arm reassuringly.  "Come on.  This will be an experience you'll never forget," she promised.  She pulled his arm and they followed a few feet behind the two men.
      "What are you doing, John?" the taller man whispered, glancing over his shoulder at the two following behind them.  "Why are you getting a woman involved in this?  What would Nicolas say?"
      John narrowed his eyes, "Nicolas wanted William Valley.  We're bringing him William Valley in the most inconspicuous manner that we can.  It's better to have a woman come along than to alert the Knights to our presence."
      "She'll only be in the way," the other man protested.
      John Moreigh shrugged.  "For now, we have no other choice..."  

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *
IV.

      Elle linked her arm through William Valley's, mainly to keep him from dashing away.  Resignedly, he trudged with her behind the two men.  "Lord knows where they're taking us," he grumbled.  "This will probably be the last time we're seen by anyone.  And it's all you're fault.  They'll probably murder us as soon as we get out of sight."
      "Will you stop being so dramatic?" Elle exclaimed.  "They seem like nice men and they need help.  This will be good for you."
      "Good for what?"       
      "Good for your soul," she replied, ignoring him as he made a face.  The two men led them into a crumbling building.  Rock, glass, and debris littered the floor.  It looked like an old shop of some sort, but had long since been looted.  William wrinkled his nose at the sight.  Elle noticed and tried to appeal to any sort of humanity the young man might possess, "William, look around you.  Can't you imagine what it was like?  One instant, there were no cares, no worries for these people, and the next, their world was shattered!  William," she turned and faced him, her eyes shining.  "Don't you see?  These people lost their homes!  They lost their families!"
      "Anyone who was stupid enough not to get to safety when they first felt the ground shaking deserved what they got!  And you know what, Miss Do-Gooder, I could really care less!"  By this time, his voice was taking on a shrill quality.  The two men stopped in their tracks and looked back at the pair, puzzled.  
      Elle stepped back, her eyes filling with tears.  "You awful man," she whispered fiercely.  "How dare you!"  She brushed past him, joining the two men where they stood.  John glanced at her questioningly and then his gaze shifted to William who seemed, for the first time, a bit chagrinned with himself.  He stepped heavily towards the men, trying not to look at Elle.  
      "You don't have to come, Miss..." John whispered gently to Elle.  She shook her head.
      "It's Elle.  And believe me, right now, I really do need to.  I need to do something..." she blinked back tears, trying not to think of her parents.  They wouldn't want her to keep mourning.  They would want her to help others. 
      John's mouth tensed, but he nodded.  "This way." 
      "Is he really the One?" his friend whispered to him, careful not to let the others hear him.
      "Nicolas says he is, Titus.  And if Nicolas says it is so, then it is so," he replied.  Titus nodded, but his face was creased with a frown.  They approached a jagged stone wall.  Titus stood in front of John, attempting to shield him from Elle's and William's view.  It wasn't really necessary, though.  They both seemed quite preoccupied.  William was staring off blankly, obviously regretting his callous remark.  Elle was hugging her arms to her chest and looking at the ground.
      John extended his hand and lightly touched a stone on the wall.  It began to glow a faint blue.  He looked up, worried that the two would see, but they hadn't seemed to notice.  As he concentrated on the simple unlock spell, he noticed that the glow grew brighter.  William!  It seemed Vionelle was starting to respond to him already.  His close proximity seemed to amplify the spell.  John held his hand in place, waiting until he could feel the magic release.  He heard Titus inhale and he looked up to find Elle staring at the wall, transfixed.  The glow was too intense to hide now.  Her lips parted with a question, but instead she lifted her eyes and in silence, met John's gaze.  He raised his eyebrows, anticipating her reaction.  For some reason, William had still not seemed to notice what was going on.  There was the click of a latch and John gave the wall a gentle push.  William looked up, suddenly aloof.  
      "Come," John said quietly, still looking intently at Elle.
      "Down there?  What kind of place is this?" William demanded.  He took a step back, ready to retreat.
      "When the Earthquake hit, we lost our homes.  We've had to improvise our shelter," Titus answered.
      "But these tunnels look like they've been here forever!"
      "Maybe they have," he answered mysteriously.  "Our friend is down this way."  Grabbing a lit torch off the wall, Titus led the group down a long, winding staircase.  "It's not far now."  At the bottom was another wall.  Elle watched John expectantly and he gently touched the stone in front of him.  It glowed intensely and clicked, as the other one had.
      "How did you--" William gaped, seeing it for the first time.
      "This way.  No time to explain!  Hurry!" Titus urged and the group descended further.  The wall shut behind them, causing William to jump a little.  At that moment, Titus and John both drew the swords that had been hidden in the folds of their tunics and cloaks.  Out of the shadows, dozens of men and women appeared, weapons drawn.  Some carried daggers, others carried bowguns, and still others, swords.  Elle looked around, her eyes widening.  She had never seen anything like it.  It was as if a whole other civilization resided in these tunnels underneath the streets of Vionelle.  She began to suspect this was no improvised shelter.
      "What's going on?" William asked fearfully.  He grabbed Elle and pushed her roughly towards where John and Titus stood, causing her to cry out.  William ran towards the wall that had admitted them into the cavernous room.  
      Titus cursed and brushed past Elle and was upon William within seconds.  "Not a very smart move," he growled.  "Not with a sealed door and about twenty bowguns aimed straight for you."  
      "Please!  Let me go!  I'll give you anything you want.  Money?  I have plenty of money!" William turned around, raising his hands and groveling.
      John crossed his arms and approached the young man.  "And what of the woman?"
      "Her?  Take her!" he cried.  Elle gasped in shock.  "I don't even know her...just met her today.  You want her?  She's yours!"
      John shook his head in disgust.  "What a self-serving, loathsome creature you are.  We don't want your money.  And we don't want the woman.  A true man of honor would have placed her life ahead of his own.  But a worm like you...Our aim is much higher than you know.  Believe me, if I had my way, you would not be here right now..."  He turned to some men standing nearby.  "Bind them both! But be gentle with the woman, or you'll have to answer to me.  I don't care how you treat the other.  But treat the woman with respect."  He approached Elle, who was now shaking with fright as one of the men took her hands and began to tie them together.  "I'm sorry you had to get involved in all this.  That's why I kept trying to urge you to turn back.  Do you understand now?  We don't mean you any harm.  Just endure these hardships for a bit and everything will be right in the end, ok?"  He gazed at her tenderly, his face showing remorse.  She nodded, her eyes still wide with fear.
      John ran his fingers through his dark hair and began to push through the crowd that had gathered.  "Titus, Lorelai..."  A beautiful titian haired woman stepped forward, joining Titus where he stood and sheathing her dagger.  "Keep an eye on the prisoners.  I must speak with Nicolas..."

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      “Have you seen this man?” Jared Johansen held up the picture of William Valley asking for what seemed like the fiftieth time that day.  The grey-bearded medic scrutinized the photo and shook his head.
      “Can’t say that I have,” he replied, handing the photograph back over.  He noticed how Jared’s face fell and quickly said, “But that’s only because I’ve been here since before dawn helping with patients.  Most of the volunteers like to at least sleep in a little.  I tell you what…I was given a list that tells which volunteer is assigned to which station.  Just tell me his name and I’ll see if I can’t locate him for you.”
      Jared exchanged glances with Peter who nodded excitedly.  “Ok!”
      The medic shuffled through some papers lying on a nearby table and pulled a few sheets out.  “Here we go…”
      “William Valley’s his name,” Peter stepped forward, eyeing the list, trying to scan for William’s name.
      “Valley…valley…VALLEY!  Here he is.”  The medic pointed to the paper.  “It says he’s been assigned to Relief Station 14.  This one is number 8, so if you go outside, turn right and keep going, you should eventually see a sign for it.  Reese Del Groco’s the one in charge there.  And believe me, there is no one on top of things like Reese is!”
      “Thank you so much,” Jared said cordially.  Peter bowed.
      “Hey, anything to help the Knights.  I am a faithful citizen to my city.  I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t!  If you need anything, just stop by!”
      “Will do,” Peter slapped the medic on the back, causing his eyes to bug out of his head and making him to jump a little.  The two Knights left the makeshift infirmary and stepped back outside into the sunlight.
      “You know you need to stop slapping people on the back, Peter.  It’s not good for our image as stoic Knights,” Jared joked. 
      “Ah, but I love seeing their reactions,” Peter grinned.  “I’m not stupid, Jared.  I know how my size affects people.  I know they’re expecting me to be some fierce warrior.  And I can be when needed, but I like seeing their reactions when they get a glimpse of who I really am.  It’s quite amusing.”
      “I’ll give you that,” Jared admitted, and then faltered when he spotted Gilbert several meters away.  His face was flushed and he was angrily chastising one of the novices.  He shoved the young man and stormed angrily away.  Jared frowned.  Gilbert had always been intense, but he had never been so driven that he would attack someone like that.  He shook his head.  He didn’t know the full story.  Maybe things weren’t exactly as they appeared.  “Peter?  Do you ever wonder if we’re doing the right thing?” he asked absent-mindedly.
      “What do you mean?”
      “Well, you look around and the city is in shambles.  Under Tindell, our focus was to help rebuild.  Under Gilbert, we’re off on a wild goose-chase to find a single person.”
      Peter frowned, “You’re questioning Gilbert?  Jared, you saw what happened at the meeting.  And you still don’t believe him?”  He stopped walking and looked at his friend.
      “Oh no!  I never said that.  I do trust Gilbert.  I trust him with my life.  I guess I just…”
      “You know what your problem is, my friend?  You think too much!  Just remember what Gilbert warned us about if we don’t find this man.  The city will be far more devastated than it is now.”
      “You’re right,” Jared agreed, though he remained feeling troubled.  
      “Look!  There’s Relief Station 14,” Peter pointed.  “Let’s find this Del Groco man and see what we can find out.  You know, the sooner we find Valley, the sooner we can get back to rebuilding.”
      “IF we find Valley, that is…” Jared said.
      “Oh, we’ll find him,” Peter replied confidently.  “There’s no doubt in my mind we’ll find him.


*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *


      Jared and Peter pushed through a group of people standing around near the doorway of Relief Station 14.  There was a bustle of activity all around as men and women were sorting clothing, dividing up food rations, and serving water to the thirsty workers.  A woman with dark, curly hair was bending over, inspecting a wobbly table leg when Peter cleared his throat.  "Excuse me, Ma'am."
      She stood upright and Jared heard Peter suck in his breath.  She was very tall and willowy and her cheeks held a healthy, rosy glow.  "Yes?"
      "Sorry to bother you, but..." Peter began to blush.  Jared decided he'd have to tease him about it later.  "We're looking for a Mr. Del Groco.  Can you tell me where I might find him?"
      An amused look crossed the young woman's face.  "I don't know of any Mr. Del Groco.  I'd love to meet him, though, if you find him.  Could be a relative of mine.  There aren't very many Del Grocos in these parts."
      Peter stared at her, bewildered.  "I'm not sure I..."
      "You're Reese Del Groco, aren't you?" Jared offered.
      "At your service," she bowed theatrically.  "Let me guess...someone told you to find Reese Del Groco at the Relief Station and you assumed it was a man."  Peter looked ashamed and Reese laughed gaily.  "Oh, don't worry about it!  Do you know how many times that's happened?  Reese was my mother's maiden name," she explained.  She laid a hand on Peter's arm.  "Trust me...I'm not offended."
      He nodded, still at a loss for words.  Jared saw that his friend wasn't going to get much accomplished, so he pulled out the photograph of William and asked, "Have you seen this man?  His name's William Valley."
      A shadow crossed Reese's face and she brushed a dark curl behind her ear.  "Yes, I've seen him.  I've never seen such a spoiled man in all my life!  He turned his nose up to everyone around him...workers and victims alike!  He refused to do anything that might get his hands dirty or require any sort of physical effort, so finally I sent him to fetch some buckets of water and he almost refused to do that too!  He made it more than clear that he didn't want to be here!"
      "Where is he now?"
      "I haven't a clue.  The last time I saw him was about an hour ago.  The well's not far away, so I'm assuming he finally simply abandoned his work and went on home."
      Peter's face fell, but Jared's excitement grew.  They were getting closer!
      "But if I see anything more..." she glanced up at Peter, shyly, "I'll find you."
      "Thank you," Jared bowed and Peter followed suit.  
      As soon as they left the Relief Station, Peter let out the breath he had seemed to be holding the whole time.  "What a woman!  I've never seen anything like her before.  She was beautiful, smart..." he continued to list Reese's attributes, when Jared hushed him.  "What?"
      "Gilbert..." Jared responded quietly as the dark haired man approached, a resolute look on his face.
      "I know where they went.  A woman and her child saw them walk into that building over there," he pointed.
      "But it looks like it's about to fall down!"
      "Oh no.  More than likely, it's the entrance to their underground.  Assemble the Knights.  We're going down.  We'll be upon them in no time."
      "Could she have been mistaken?" Jared frowned.   
      "No," Gilbert replied confidently.  "I sense him."  As he walked away, Jared got the feeling that he wasn't necessarily speaking of William Valley...


*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *
V.

      "May I speak with you?" John asked, stepping into the small room and shutting the door behind him.  Nicolas was leaning over an old wooden desk, pouring over a map of the underground.  He looked up when he heard John enter the room.
      "Of course, brother!  You know you needn't even ask," he smiled broadly, but when he noticed John's demeanor, the smile faded.  "You look troubled.  What's wrong?  Did it not work?  Did we not get him?"
      John sighed heavily and sat down.  "No.  We have him in custody, but there was a slight complication."
      "Oh?"  Nicolas frowned.  "Tell me..."
      "Well, there was a young woman with Valley," John tried to explain.  "He seems to despise her, but he insisted that she come with him when we approached him."
      "I see.  So she's in our custody as well," Nicolas concluded, folding his arms.
      "We had no choice."  John stood and began to pace around the room, agitatedly running a hand through his hair.  "There were too many people around to simply abduct him.  We had to trick him into coming with us so it would be less conspicuous."
      Nicolas placed a reassuring hand on his brother's shoulder.  "Calm down.  There are always solutions.  Let's see...she's seen the location of our hideout.  What about the unlocking?"
      John nodded slowly, remembering the look on the young woman's face.  "Titus tried to block their view but yes, she saw."
      "I see," Nicolas said again.  "This is interesting.  What's the woman's name?"
      "I believe it's Elle."
      Nicolas looked thoughtful for a few seconds.  He stared forward, walking past John and frowning slightly.  "Well, we obviously can't let her go.  She's seen too much.  She'd lead the Knights right to us.  The only other options are to either take her with us, or..." he shifted his eyes toward John.  "We'd have to silence her for good."  The younger brother looked appalled and Nicolas laughed.  "And I can already see that that's not an option for you."
      "Of course not!  Why should an innocent woman pay with her life simply because she was in the wrong place at the wrong time?" he exclaimed vehemently.
      Nicolas held up his hands, as if in surrender.  "Brother, I know you well enough.  I would never ask that of you.  I already know how you feel about taking a life."  He paused and smiled wryly.  "How'd you end up in this line of work?"
      John relaxed a little, "It's the family business.  I had no choice."  He had carried on the legacy of the Moreighs...the duties that the family had possessed from the beginning.
      "If you had had a choice, would you have chosen this?" Nicolas asked quietly.  He knew that John abhorred the taking of life.  It was more precious than anything else, he had always said.  Yet the Defenders had to guard Vionelle at all costs.  Something inside of his little brother had changed the day he had to take his first life.
      "You know I can't answer that.  And there's no point, anyhow.  I am who I am.  I am a Moreigh."
      Nicolas sensed John's discomfort regarding the subject and relented.  "Very well.  We'll bring the woman along."  He grew very serious.  "Do you realize how dangerous the situation is, though?  Gilbert is ruthless and he'll stop at nothing to get his way and the Knights are formidable.  They'll do whatever they're told.  Believe me, they won't hesitate to try to kill any of us.  The woman is no exception.  Since you and Titus were responsible for acquiring William Valley solely, and failed, she'll be your responsibility.  You have a duty to protect her now that she's involved."
      John nodded humbly.  "She'll be my responsibility alone.  Titus was under my authority.  He simply followed my orders.  So the woman's here because of my decision, not because of Titus."
      "Very well," Nicolas assented.  "We need to make haste then.  No doubt Gilbert is on our trail already.  We need to get to the Vion as soon as possible."  John heard the gravity in his voice.  The journey to the Vion, the heart of Vionelle had begun.  "Get everyone in place.  We'll need to set up Defenders all along the way.  Only a few of us will actually make it to the Vion."
      "Understood," John nodded.  He turned towards the door and then paused.  "Nicolas, about William Valley?"
      "Yes?"
      "Are you sure William's the Chosen?"
      Nicolas narrowed his eyes.  "You doubt me?"
      "Forgive me, brother.  You haven't been around him like I have.  I don't think there's a more despicable man alive."
      Nicolas shook his head.  "I can't tell you why Vionelle chose him...only that it did.  Remember.  I have the gift of foresight."
      "And I have the gift of insight," his brother countered.
      Nicolas laughed and returned to the small desk, resuming his study of the map.  Without looking up, he said, "That you do.  Just get everyone into place and we'll go from there."
      "Will do."
      "And John..." he looked up, his eyes boring into John's own.  "Do not doubt me again..."

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      John walked slowly away from the little room that Nicolas was in.  He was deep in thought as he wound through the crowd.  A feeling of anticipation hung in the air and the sound of murmurs echoed through the cavernous room.  He approached the two prisoners.  As soon as William saw him, he tried to wrench himself free of Titus's grasp.  He yelled at John, "Let me go, you worthless, uneducated--"  He stopped when he saw John draw his sword.  The youngest Moreigh held the weapon high, the blade glinting in the torchlight.

      "You were saying?" he asked, rotating the sword in his hand.

      William gulped and asked, in a less strident tone of voice, "What's the Chosen?  Everyone's been talking about it.  I want to know now!"

      "And what if I don't want to tell you?" John asked, pointedly.

      "You will tell me!"

      John shook his head, disgusted.  "You treat me as if I'm your servant and I'm not.  Don't you realize I hold your very life in my hands."  He paused.  "Very well…if you must know, you are the Chosen.  The Key to Vionelle."

      "What do you mean," William was puzzled.  Elle hadn't said a word since she had been bound.  But she too was intrigued.

      John began to pace, sheathing his sword again.  He spread his arms and said, "You are the Key to Vionelle.  You hold within you a special ability that will unleash all Vionelle has to offer.  You have been chosen by the city."

      "What?  What are you going to do to me?  Sacrifice me?" he paled.

      John narrowed his eyes, glancing briefly at Elle.  He breathed in slowly, muttering under his breath before turning to William and exploding.  "Yes!  If you must know…yes!  We'll take you down to the great alter and tie you down upon it, after which we'll cut out your heart and dance around, chanting to the gods of Vionelle.  After all, that's how uneducated people like us search for our sense of worth."

      Elle suppressed a smile.  She could hear the sarcasm in the young man's voice, though William believed every word.  He began to sweat and his voice shook.   "W-what?  You're r-really going to sacrifice me?"

      "Of course not!" John exclaimed angrily.  "I am a God-fearing man!  I don't believe in aimlessly killing people!"

      William relaxed when he realized that John hadn't been serious.  He grew bolder and responded, hate dripping from his voice.  "That's ironic, considering who you are.  A murderer by nature."

      Before William could draw his next breath, John raised his sword and leapt toward him, holding the blade mere inches from the spoiled man's neck.  "You don't know me.  You cannot make conjectures like that," he said icily, his voice low and threatening.

      "John!  Calm yourself!" Titus exclaimed, pulling him aside.  He lowered his voice to a whisper.  "He's just trying to get under your skin and you're letting him."

      "I loathe him."

      "I know…I know.  And I know how you feel about killing people.  Luckily, I don't have the same convictions as you.  Believe me, if he wasn't the Chosen, I'd run him through for you in a heartbeat."

      John forced a smile.  He turned and walked up to Elle.  She regarded him with wide eyes.  "I'm sorry you had to see that," he apologized.  "I shouldn't have lost my temper that way, especially in front of a lady."  He bowed slightly and turned away from her to address the group around him.  "It is time," he said.  "We begin our descent now.  Nicolas, Titus, Lorelai, Sam, Moira, Jacob, and I will accompany the Chosen to the Vion.  The rest of you know your positions."  He looked around the room and was met with the solemn gaze of the people who had been like family to him.  He knew that some of these people, he would never see alive again, and the thought sobered him.  

      "The goal now is to see that the Knights never reach the Vion.  You all know the importance of these times," a new voice echoed through the room.  Every head turned as Nicolas Moreigh stepped through the crowd and approached his brother.  Elle observed the way he carried himself.  His shoulders were back and his chin was held high, yet he didn't look haughty like William did.  Rather, he simply radiated a certain energy that seemed to draw all people to him.  She took in a breath as he stepped closer to her, looking her straight in the eye, a tiny smile playing on his lips.  He was attractive, though not handsome.  He looked similar to John, except his face was clean-shaven and his hair lighter and wavier.  But the eyes…People say the eyes are the windows to the soul.  Nicolas's eyes were deeper than the deepest abyss and Elle found she was losing herself in them.  She broke her gaze away and glanced at John who was watching her as well.  In his expression was an emotion she couldn't quite identify.  He quickly looked away, a frown deepening his brow.  Nicolas glanced over at John in time to witness it.  He cocked his head, his smile growing.  He turned to the Defenders, who were anticipating his instructions.

      "What are you waiting for?  You heard my brother.  Fall out to where you need to be."  He placed his hands on his hips and watched as the Defenders nodded and scattered.  He turned to William and said, "So you are the Chosen.  I've been waiting for you.  You can't imagine what your role in all this is.  If I were you, I'd be very excited!"

      William sneered and turned his head, causing Nicolas to raise his eyebrows slightly.  "Brother, you weren't kidding," he mumbled and then turned to face Elle.  "And Elle.  Poor Elle.  You must be very afraid."

      "I was," she admitted, "But not so much anymore."

      "Then John has treated you kindly?"

      She glanced at John who had looked up at the mention of his name, but was still staring off into space.  A young Defender walked up to him and asked him a question.  He walked away with the young girl, pointing towards where she would be stationed.  Elle turned back to Nicolas and nodded, "Very much so.  But might I ask to have these bonds removed?  I won't run."

      "No?"

      "I promise."

      "Very well then.  If the situation weren't so dangerous right now, admittedly, it'd be quite amusing to see you give John chase.  He's vowed to look after you and protect you."

      "He has?"

      Nicolas nodded and whispered, "My brother is the best person I know.  He has a good heart.  Sometimes it just gets buried, though.  He's just got so many unanswered questions lying within him."  Elle didn't know how to respond.  Her brow furrowed questioningly and Nicolas continued, "He'll find the answers in his own time.  Unfortunately, he may experience heartache when he does.  If I could shield him from it all, I would.  But I can't.  Not this time."  He cut the ropes that bound her hands and said mysteriously.  "Watch over my brother as he watches over you."

      Elle rubbed her wrists gingerly as she watched Nicolas walk over to his brother, placing one hand upon his shoulder.  Two brothers…sharing so many similarities, yet they couldn't be more different.  The small band of Defenders grouped together and after receiving last minute instruction from Nicolas, began their descent into the winding tunnels of the underground.  They crossed the threshold through a large stone door, into the main tunnel from which all the others branched.  Nicolas turned and performed the locking.  "They have to get past the first wave of Defenders, but we don't have much time.  They're coming.  We have to anticipate their every move.  So first, we descend…"

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

VI.
      The sound of boots crunching through the rubble echoed throughout the room.  “I think she was mistaken,” Peter whispered to Jared.  “We’ve hit a dead end.  I haven’t seen any indication of a door or tunnel or anything that might lead anywhere!  If they walked in here at all, they must have walked back out the same way they came.”

      Jared noticed Gilbert running his hand along the walls.  “Which direction is west?” Gilbert demanded.

      Peter and Jared glanced at each other, eyebrows raised.  Peter said, “Gilbert, do you really think—“

      Gilbert interrupted him.  “WEST!  Which way is…” he paused, looking over his shoulder.  He drew in a breath of anticipation and walked towards the opposite wall.  He leaned over and ran his hand along the smooth stone.

      “Is that direction west?” Peter whispered.  Jared nodded.

      Gilbert’s mouth fell into a smirk as his fingers gently traced a pattern in the stone, “So, Nicolas.  You send the kid to do your dirty work for you.  Figures.  You would never do anything on your own.”  He looked up and noticed that all around the room, the Knights were regarding him with a puzzled expression, so he said, “John Moreigh.”

      “Pardon?”

      The young man stood and explained, “Every spell has a signature.  Every instance of magic use leaves a trace."  He noticed several of the men smiling wryly.  "Before you sneer at the thought, hear me out.  I’m sure you all know of the Founding Ten, though they stopped teaching about them in the schools long ago.”

      “We’ve heard a little about them,” Jared admitted.  “It’s all folklore, though.  It’s not real.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Gilbert countered and then laughed.  “I never thought the day would come when I could prove Jared Johansen wrong.  The Founding Ten were gifted with special abilities.  However, each time the abilities are used, they leave a signature."  He traced the pattern again.  "I've known the Moreighs for years.  I know exactly what their signature looks like."

      "You knew Nicolas and John?"

      "Yes," Gilbert nodded.  "I was actually very close to them when we were children, but I haven't seen them in years."  He breathed heavily and his hand dropped to his side.  He stared forward, deep in thought.  "I suppose John's not a kid anymore.  Probably still acts like one, though.  I'm sure he follows Nicolas around in blind adoration like he always did."  His face hardened, but soon relaxed, a smile lightly touching his lips.  His eyes twinkled with excitement.  "But what's this?  There's something else mixed in.  An unfamiliar signature, but it's there nonetheless…It has to be Valley!"  He paused and held one hand up to his chin.  "That's strange.  Normally, you wouldn't ever see a double signature."

      "I still don't see anything," Peter said quietly.  "Do you?" he asked Jared.  The fair-haired young man didn't answer, but kept staring at the spot on the stone that Nicolas was resting his hand against for he could see what Gilbert was speaking of: a very paint pattern of lines woven in a distinct pattern.  He gasped when a blue glow surrounded Gilbert's fingers.  Peter's eyes widened in surprise when he saw the glow as well.  There was a clicking sound as if a latch was being released and Gilbert gave the wall a small push.  It swung open with a creak.  The young Knight stepped forward and turned back to face the men standing back, looking into the passageway, nervously.

      "What are you waiting for?  They're down this way.  They can't be far."  He narrowed his almond-shaped eyes and looked straight at Jared.  "Jared?  Are you coming?"

      Uncomfortable with being singled out, Jared swallowed and took a tentative step forward.  Peter followed suit, as did the rest of the Knights.  Gilbert led them in silence down a long corridor, where they met another dead end.  As Gilbert stepped forward to deactivate the additional lock spell, Peter turned to face his best friend.  "Jared…"

      "What?" the young man quickly snapped his face up.  He had been walking in a sort of daze.

      "What's bothering you?"

      "Why do you think something's bothering me?" he asked.

      Peter laughed.  "You may be smarter than the rest of us, but you wear your emotions on your sleeve."  He lowered his voice to where it was barely audible.  "Are you still having doubts?"

      "As to Gilbert's abilities," Jared responded carefully, "…no."

      "Then you're doubting something else?" Peter pressed, glancing over towards Gilbert.

      Jared shook his head adamantly.  "Of course not!"

      "If you say so," the big man sighed.  He could tell that Jared was hiding something, but he had no idea what it could be.  The latch clicked and Gilbert pushed the wall open.  He turned back towards his men and raised his eyebrows expectantly.  The Knights filed through the passageway slowly and discovered they were standing at the top of a very long staircase overlooking a cavernous room.  Lit torches were positioned approximately five meters apart along the side walls.  Intricate patterns lined the walls, secrets hidden in the twisting shapes.

      "What are we waiting for?" an eager young Knight asked, stepping down on the first step.  Gilbert opened his mouth to protest the man's foolishness, but he was too late.  An arrow whistled through the air, finding it's target in the young man's chest.  He made a gurgling sound and fell to the ground.  Each of the Knights instinctively dropped to the floor.

      Gilbert exclaimed angrily, "Fool!  You don't just rush out like that!"  He softened when he saw the young man gasping for breath.  "Quiet now," he said.  "It's going to be…"  He didn't get a chance to finish his sentence before the young man drew his last breath.  Gilbert swore to himself and addressed the rest of the men.  "You see what murderers these people are now?  You see what they're like?  Stopping at nothing to kill.  But they are nothing more than rogues and we are part of the elite."  He looked up intensely.  "There's much at stake here."  He gestured towards the fallen Knight.  "For your brother, let's go!"  Drawing his sword, he picked himself up and raced down the staircase, the Knights following on his heels.

      Jared's expression hardened as he hesitated where he was crouching.  His thoughts screamed out inside of him.  This is wrong!  We shouldn't be doing this! He watched as the men he had always called his brothers, ran forward, a lust for blood in their eyes.  Peter had issued forth a battle cry and many of the Knights joined in.  This is madness!  We've been charged with protecting the citizens of this city, whether they think the same way we do or not.  He then glanced down at the young Knight who had fallen to the ground, the arrow protruding from his chest and realized the man was an innocent too.  A man who had dreams for the future: dreams of a promising career, a beautiful wife, and a loving family.  All those dreams had been crushed with a single arrow.  With the moral conflict plaguing him, he heard an inhuman cry and realized it was his own voice screaming out in anger.  He ran to join his brothers. 

      The Defenders rushed from their hiding places, their weapons gleaming in the torchlight, and prepared to fight to the death.  And death was exactly what Gilbert intended for each of them…  

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      They had been running for what seemed like hours, though in reality, it hadn't been that long at all.  Elle's mind reeled as she glanced at the walls around her.  Everything looked the same.  Fewer and fewer torches hung on the wall as they moved forward; however, a strange luminescent material had begun to take the torches' place and emitted a soft glow.  Elle had no idea where they were going.  She also couldn't figure out why she wasn't frightened.  There was a strange calm within her in the presence of the enigmatic Moreigh brothers.  She could understand how Nicolas had become a leader to these people.  There was a certain quality about him that set him apart from everyone else.  When he spoke, people listened.  Elle could tell that everyone held him in the highest esteem.

      But John…she smiled as she glanced at Nicolas's younger brother.  He was a mystery within himself.  He held a high position within the Defenders, but Elle wondered if that was his choice or not.  He carried himself with the same confidence that Nicolas displayed, but there was an underlying element of…something else there.  She couldn't figure out quite what it was.  Almost a sadness.  An aura of discontent.

      "We're not very far from the split," Nicolas said quietly as he urged the others to keep the brisk pace.  "When we get there, we need to split up.  John will take Elle and go to the right.  Everyone else will come with me to the left, except for Lorelai and Titus.  You two will stay and try to ambush anyone who comes down, so we have more time to get ahead."

      John caught up to his older brother and lowered his voice.  "Nicolas, why?  Why would you not go with Elle and me with William?  Gilbert's more likely to pick up on your trail and follow you.  With William being the Chosen, wouldn't it be safer for him to come with me?  Gilbert wouldn't expect that."

      "No, you need to be with Elle for reasons neither of us may know right now.  I'm not worried about Gilbert.  But as a precaution, that's why I'm taking the others with me as well.  You're right, though.  He probably won't bother following you.  He'll opt to come after me instead.  But in truth, I don't really think it'll be much of an issue."

      "You know best," John agreed quietly.  He shrugged and wondered what reasons Nicolas could have meant.

      "Why's Elle going a different way?" William blurted out.  "And can someone untie me?  This is getting quite uncomfortable."

      "She's going a different way because she's wearing long skirts.  There's no way she'd be able to make it on the route we're taking," Nicolas replied and then added, "And we'll untie you when we need to.  Not a minute before."

      "But Elle--"

      "But Elle hasn't given us any problems."

      William stopped in his tracks and began to protest, but Titus drawing his sword convinced him to be quiet and simply cooperate.

      "Why can't everyone just come to the right if the path is easier?" Elle asked, glancing at John.  

      "Because, though the right is easier, it's longer.  By taking the left, we'll reach our destination faster and you and John will simply arrive when you're able.  Besides, the right path is pretty familiar to John," Nicolas answered.

      "I…I'm sorry," Elle stammered, feeling guilty.  "If I hadn't come along, you wouldn't have to worry about me.  I could always…" her voice trailed off as she considered her options.  She touched her skirt gingerly.

      "No!" John exclaimed.  "You won't do anything like that!  Don't even think of ripping your skirts or taking them off or anything.  You shouldn't have to do that.  We'll improvise.  We always do."

      "I know, but I feel like I'm taking you away from your responsibility."

      John stopped walking and faced her, placing one hand on each of her shoulders.  "You are my responsibility," he exclaimed fiercely, causing Nicolas and the others to look at him with surprise.  "And I don't want anyone causing you to feel unimportant or in the way.  You're here for a reason.  We're all here for a reason.  Alright?"

      Elle nodded, somewhat surprised at John's outburst.  Nicolas broke the silence by commenting, "Maybe we should continue on.  The split can't be more than about twenty yards from here."  John dropped his arms to his side, walking away from Elle, who was still shaken by the emotion that he had displayed.  The small group resumed their flight until they came to a large wall.  The tunnels extended to the left and to the right.

      "Well, here we are," Nicolas ran his hand against the wall and glanced over his shoulder towards John.  "You know what to do, brother.  Just meet us at the Vion.  And be careful!"

      "Nicolas, John…" an older man stepped out of the shadows.

      "Bishop!" Elle exclaimed when she saw who it was.

      "Why, Elle Lindburgh!" Donougal embraced her as if she were family.  "I'd say our prayers were answered for the time being, though probably not in a way you would have thought.  You couldn't be in better hands."

      "I don't understand," she faltered.  "What are you doing here?"

      "I've been trying to get a message to Nicolas."

      "You know him?"

      Nicolas stepped forward and nodded respectfully to the Bishop.  "Of course he knows us.  This man was a close friend of our father's."

      "I watched you two grow up," Donougal smiled.

      "But you know you shouldn't be here," Nicolas admonished.  "Your connections to us might be made known now and you'll never be safe."

      The Bishop shook his head.  "It doesn't matter.  What's more important right now is that I give this message to you."  He reached inside his coat and took out a letter, sealed with wax.  "I knew this time was coming, but I didn't realize how soon until the Earthquake hit.  Do you know how hard it's been to find you two?" he laughed.  "So I made my way down here because I knew this is where you'd come.  Your father entrusted that letter into my care.  It'll give you final instructions about the Vion.  The same words were passed down from his father and from his father before that.  No one knew exactly when everything would come together."  Nicolas took the letter and turned it over in his hands.  "He had the original, but he made me a copy to give to you had anything happened to him and he was unable to give it to you himself."

      "But how did you get down here?" Elle asked, still puzzled.  

      "Isaac, you didn't…" John frowned.

      Donougal turned towards Elle and explained.  "The Cathedral is almost directly overhead.  You've been walking in a roundabout path.  There is a branch off the right path here that leads up to the rectory."

      "Isaac…" Nicolas cautioned.

      "What?  What can it hurt?"

      "You know you shouldn't use that path except in dire emergencies."

      The Bishop frowned and stood erect.  "Listen here, Nicolas Moreigh.  You may be in charge of all these men, but I am still your elder and I want your respect.  I realize the danger of my coming here, but it had to be done.  And now I'll return to my little world, shut away within those four walls."

      "Forgive me," Nicolas said humbly.  "I never meant any disrespect."

      "I know you didn't."

      "Elle?" Nicolas touched her arm.  She turned her head and raised her eyebrows.  "Donougal's returning to the surface.  You can go with him if you choose and John will simply come with us then."  John opened his mouth slightly in surprise.  He would just let her leave like that?  William was about to protest the unfairness, but Titus touched his arm in a warning gesture.

      Elle paused and thought.  "Do you wish for me to go?  Would it be easier on you?"

      John responded.  "Oh no.  Please, you're not in the way.  You'd be welcome with us for all time."  He glanced at Nicolas and sighed.  "But it is dangerous.  We would love for you to witness everything, but if you choose to walk away and never look back, you can."  He stepped back, a brief pained expression on his face, which he quickly banished.

      "Come, Elle.  Let me take you back," Donougal said gently.

      Elle looked at the people around her, her brow furrowed in thought.  "If I may…I'd like to stay with you…"

      John looked at her in wonder and Nicolas's lips curved into a smug smile.  He nodded.  "Of course."  He faced the group.  "We need to continue then.  Isaac, be safe returning."  Isaac nodded in appreciation.  "Lorelai, Titus, you know what to do.  John, Elle, see you on the other side."

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

VII.

      John reached over and impulsively grabbed Elle's hand.  His touch felt cool against her own.  "John, I'm sorry," she apologized again.  "Maybe I should have gone with the Bishop.  It would have been easier on you."

      "No," he laughed.  "Trust me.  This way is much more pleasant than the other.  They have to cross this water channel and it's a little too wide to simply jump over.  And once they finish with that, they've got this wall that has to be scaled.  There are footholds, but still…this way is much more enjoyable!"

      She noticed that he had seemed to relax a little.  "Are you sure?"

      "Positive," he insisted.

      "Ok.  But I have a question…why didn't they just come this way too?  If it's so much easier, I mean."

      "Because that other way is a lot shorter just as Nicolas said.  Right now, he just wants to get Valley to the Vion as soon as he can."

      "Will we miss everything?"

      John helped her across a small pile of rocks.  "I don't think so.  I think when everything happens, everyone will know it."

      "Wow.  That extreme?"

      He noticed the luminescent coating on the walls and ceilings seemed to be glowing brighter than normal.  "I don't know.  I really don't know what'll happen.  I guess I've never really thought it out like Nicolas has."  He suddenly brightened.  "I want to show you something!"

      "What?"

      "It's a surprise.  Actually, it's a place I used to come when I was a child."  He saw her look of surprise and added, "Yes, we actually played down here."  He smiled as he thought of climbing around with his brothers and closest friends.  "We had to become familiar with every corner of the underground, being Moreighs.  It was what was expected."

      "Why, though?" Elle asked, allowing John to lead her off the path.

      "You've never heard of the Founding Ten?" he asked.  

      "Well, I've heard of them, but nothing much."

      He rolled his eyes.  "I should have known they'd never teach you about something like that in the public schools anymore.  Honestly, it's such an important part of Vionelle history, but the powers that be dismiss it as pure myth.  It's not!"  

      "Tell me what I need to know," she replied.  "I'll be open-minded.  After what I've seen lately, how could I not be?" 

      "Well, all you really need to know is that there were ten families that discovered the power source of Vionelle and that the power was split up among them.  Some families were granted artistic or musical talent.  Others gained superior strength and wisdom."

      "And the Moreighs were one of the ten families?"

      John laughed.  "My goodness!  They really didn't teach you much, did they?"  He saw a playful pout cross her face and he shook his head.  "I'm just playing with you.  Yes, the Moreighs were one of the ten families."

      "What power did they get?"

      "Well, it's hard to narrow it down to something specific.  But the Moreigh family has always been in charge of defending the city, so we were granted the ability to do lots of things."

      "Like opening that wall?"

      "Oh that's just a simple unlock spell.  But no, the only reason I can do that is because, I believe, we have Pepper blood in us."

      Elle stopped and laughed.  "Pepper blood?  What's that?"

      John shook his head in mock exasperation.  "I'll have to get you a book to read on it all.  The Peppers were the architects of the city.  So they had command of the building and materials.  As far as the power the Moreighs got, mainly it was offensive and defensive magic that came with guarding the city."

      "Wow."

      "Nah, it's nothing much anymore.  The original power was too much for the families, and so they sealed it in the Vion."

      "And that's what Nicolas is wanting to unlock?  The power within?  But why?"

      "I can't answer that."  He changed the subject quickly.  "We're almost there."

      Elle wondered if he was hiding something from her.  However, she marveled at how easy it was to talk to him, out of the presence of the others.

      "Right in here.  One of the families was the Gardner family.  Their ability was to make things grow."

      "The Gardners?" she laughed.

      "That wasn't their original name.  They changed it when they were granted their power.  I think it was originally something like…" he paused, cocking his head slightly as he tried to think.  "Honestly, I don't remember what it was!  I admit, sometimes I found my mind wandering during all the history lessons.  Anyway, this was their sanctuary."  He pushed on a door and led her inside.  Old dried, dead vines covered the floor.  As they stepped into the room, the vines crackled under their feet.

      "They had a garden in here?  But there's no sunlight!"  Elle asked incredulously.

      "They didn't need sun.  All the plants needed was their touch.  They grew nightflowers.  Have you ever seen one?"  Elle shook her head.  John continued.  "I didn't think so.  They're not around much anymore.  The blossoms were dark blue and almost velvety to the touch."

      "I bet they were beautiful," Elle breathed, looking all around her.

      John kept his eyes on her.  "Very beautiful," he echoed.  He walked around the room, reliving the memory of when he had first discovered this room.

      "What happened to them?  The Gardners, I mean…"

      "The entire family was wiped out during Lawrence Viomande's reign.  They were hiding, but then there was a falling out between one of the sons and he approached Viomande, thinking he would find favor and power if he cooperated.  All he succeeded with, however, was the capture and execution of the entire family, himself included."

      Elle's jaw dropped.  "You're kidding!"

      "I wish I were.  Lawrence Viomande wasn't a man that you could trust.  He hated the Founding Ten and would stop at nothing to see them all dead."

      "That's awful!"

      "See?  They never taught you that, did they?"

      "No," she admitted and leaned down to pick up one of the cracked vines.

      "That's the kind of history we grew up learning down here.  It was our legacy.  People like William Valley think we're uneducated, but that's not true.  Our education is more complete, I think.  I--" he noticed something strange out of the corner of his eye.  "Elle?" he whispered.

      The withered vine she held in her hand had started to move.  It softened and the color began to change from the mottled grey to a deep shade of green.   A tiny bud appeared and pushed its way open, blossoming slowly.  The midnight blue petals opened up as the blossom surged with new life.  Elle gasped and dropped the flower.

      "Elle…"

      "I don't know what…I didn't do anything…I just…"

      "Calm down!" he rushed to her side.  All the vines seemed to be coming to life, the nightflowers blooming all around.  He gasped in amazement.  "This is wonderful.  Look around you!"

      "But I don't understand!"

      "Maybe we were all wrong.  Maybe the Gardner line hadn't completely died out after all."  He looked at her, his stare reassuring.  "It's wonderful."

      "Yeah?"

      He nodded and reached down, gingerly picking up the flower.  He placed it in her hand and wrapped her fingers around it.  "Maybe you're one of us and you just never knew it."  For a few seconds, they gazed at one another until John finally looked away, breaking the spell.  "We should continue on."

      Elle nodded, watching him as he turned away from her.  She gingerly set the bloom on the floor and took one last look at the beautiful garden, now brimming with life.  Now thoroughly confused, she briskly ran to catch up with John.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      Jared stared at the body lying before him.  The youth appeared to be no more than fifteen or sixteen years of age.  "Oh my God," he dropped his sword.  The clanking of steel hitting stone echoed through the large chamber.

      "What is it?" Peter asked, concerned for his friend.  Jared's face had paled beyond comparison.

      "What have I done?"

      "What do you mean?"

      His eyes wild, Jared pointed at the body lying on the floor.  At all the bodies lying on the floor.

      "I don't understand.  You've killed before.  It's necessary in our profession at times," Peter pointed out, frowning. 

      "Yes, but before, I've always believed in what we were doing.  I'm not so sure this time, Peter.  What if Gilbert's wrong?  What if I killed this boy for no reason?  I don't know what happened.  Something just overtook me.  It was almost as if I lost control of myself."  He sat down on the ground and covered his face with his hands, trying to shut out the image of the dead boy.

      "We had no choice," Peter said again.  "Jared, don't do this.  Please.  Don't start doubting now.  Don't make me choose between loyalty to the Knights and loyalty to my best friend."  He took a deep breath.  Jared dropped his hands into his lap and stared forward blankly.  "Jared, please.  Why don't you believe Gilbert?  The three of us have been friends for years.  And you've seen with your own eyes what he can do!  Why don't you believe him?"

      "I don't know," the young man shook his head.  "I believe part of what he's saying.  But the other part…I think he's hiding something and what he's telling us, I think he's manipulating so we'll follow him.  I can't tell if he's genuine."

      "But you can't tell that he's not genuine either," Peter raised an eyebrow.  

      "Look around.  We've killed so many!"

      "Yes, but they killed some of our men too.  Your brothers, Jared.  Whether you agree with what's going on or not, you took an oath to always side with your brothers!"  His voice grew hard.

      A lump grew in Jared's throat.  He knew Peter was right.  He couldn't just desert the Knights.  He closed his eyes, grief washing over him.  This was all a horrible mistake.  He didn't know exactly how he knew, but he just had a feeling.  Just endure the day's trials, and it'll all be over tomorrow, he thought to himself.  Just endure it for one day…
      "Is there a problem here?" Gilbert approached the two men.

      "No, of course not!" Peter answered.

      "Jared?"

      Jared looked up and responded, his voice catching slightly.  "No, Gilbert.  Everything is fine."

      "Good," he nodded.  "I've been wondering about you lately.  I've been curious to know what's been going through your mind.  It seems like you're holding something inside."  He fixed his gaze levelly on the man.

      Jared raised his chin, and responded boldly, "No more than anyone else.  All men have secrets."

      Gilbert seemed thoughtful for a minute and nodded.  "That, they do.  Just as long as those secrets don't interfere with our goal.  I'd hate to think that I had an extra obstacle I'd have to take care of."

      Jared stared at him in disbelief.  Though veiled, it was clearly a threat.  Gilbert was telling him not to interfere or he'd be 'taken care of.'  He rose to his feet.  "There are no obstacles, Gilbert."

      Gilbert relaxed and smiled.  "Good.  I didn't think there were.  I was just checking.  I care about my men."  He clapped Jared on the shoulder and turned away to gather the men so they could proceed.

      "See?  He cares about you," Peter spread his arms wide.

      "He threatened me, Peter!" Jared frowned.  He was standing right there!  How could he not have caught that?  

      Peter stepped back.  "Jared, stop it!  Now!  Something's wrong with you and I think you need to get whatever it is under control.  You've never folded under pressure before.  Why now?"  At that moment, he truly looked the part of the fierce warrior.  His normally good-natured smile and fallen into a deep scowl and his eyes were blazing.

      Jared shook his head slowly and threw up a hand in frustration.  "I don't know.  I'm sorry.  I'm fine.  Really."  

      Peter sheathed his sword.  "I hope so."  He turned his back to his friend and headed towards Gilbert.  Jared stood back and watched as Gilbert and Peter rounded up all the men.  He looked around the room.  They had left no survivors.  The Defenders had put up a good fight, but in the end, it had been futile for them.  Jared glanced down and noticed blood staining his uniform.  He closed his eyes once more and took a deep breath.  He knew he had to put this incident out of his mind and follow Gilbert.  He had too much right now to risk it all by going up against Gilbert, especially since he wasn't sure about anything.  He couldn't throw his whole life away based upon a feeling.

      Gilbert pointed down a tunnel and said, "This is the way they went."

      Without questioning the man, the remaining, uninjured Knights followed their leader further into the catacombs.  There was an air of anticipation among the group as they hunted their prey.  

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      Titus and Lorelai crouched in the shadows, waiting.  "So what do you think of all this?" Titus asked.

      Lorelai hesitated before answering, "It sure beats sitting around doing nothing.  I would never have thought I'd end up here, though.  It's strange how things work out."

      "Nicolas got to you too, eh?"

      She nodded.  "He gets to everyone."

      "What about John?"

      Lorelai shrugged.  "I like John.  I really do.  He seems a bit naïve, though.  Especially now that that woman's around him so much."

      "Elle?"

      "I don't know…there's something about her that I don't trust.  I don't buy that innocent act she keeps putting on."

      "How come?" Titus asked.  "She seems pretty genuine to me."

      "Women's intuition, I guess," Lorelai replied with a sardonic grin.  "She's not what she seems."

      Titus set his lips together in a grimace as he pondered his companion's words.  He suddenly perked up, however, when he heard the sound of footsteps.  It was faint, but audible.  He drew his sword and whispered, "Here they come.  Get ready."  Lorelai nodded in assent.

      The group of Knights arrived at the split and paused.  "I know you're there," Gilbert called.  "Show yourself!"

      Lorelai glanced up at Titus, who nodded.  She stepped out of her hiding place, brandishing her sword dangerously.  "You will proceed no further."  

      "Is there anyone else?" Gilbert asked.

      Lorelai studied his face, perplexed.  She was about to answer when Titus stepped up beside her, grabbing the wrist of her arm holding the sword.  "No, Gilbert.  It's just us two.  The others have gone ahead."

      "Titus!" the young woman gasped as the realization dawned on her.  "You're the one who's been leaking information!  Why?  You're one of Nicolas's most trusted men!"

      "Let's just say I don't always agree with Nicolas."  He took the sword from her hand and tossed it to one of the Knights standing next to Gilbert.  "Come on!  You make him seem almost god-like, and he's not!  He's just an ordinary man who happened to be the eldest son of a family with a reputable last name!  Does that make him the authority on everything?"

      She lunged at Titus.  "We trusted you and you betrayed us all!"  He caught her and wrapped his arms around her body, restraining her as she struggled.  "How could you?"

      "Let's just say that I have other loyalties and let's leave it at that," he glanced up at Gilbert, who had nodded to two of his men.  The men stepped forward with ropes in their hands.

      Lorelai caught his glance and exclaimed, "With him?  With Nicolas's sworn enemy?"

      "It's not important anymore," he turned his back to her.

      "Take her back aboveground.  She can give us valuable information about the organization," Gilbert instructed.

      "I'll tell you nothing!" she hissed.

      "We'll see," he said dismissively and turned towards Titus.  "Now, which way did they go?"  The two Knights who had bound Lorelai's hands behind her back led her back the way they had come.  Titus could hear her cursing the men as they took her away.

      Titus pointed to the left.  "Nicolas took Valley that way.  It's a faster and more direct route to the Vion.  John ended up taking Elle to the right."

      "Why?" Gilbert puzzled.

      "She was wearing long skirts and would have slowed the rest of the group down and Nicolas wanted to reach the Vion as soon as he could."

      Gilbert nodded.  "Good.  Still, I don't think I really want little John running around free.  I'd feel better knowing he was taken care of."

      Standing towards the back of the group, Jared gulped when he heard that phrase.  Taken care of.  He knew what that meant.  He stepped forward.  "Please, let me go after him, Gil.  I'm an able fighter.  I can take him down easily and apprehend the woman."

      Gilbert narrowed his eyes.  "I don't know, Jared.  It might be best to keep an eye on you too.  You've been acting strange lately."

      "So you don't feel I'm trustworthy?" Jared challenged boldly.

      Peter quickly intervened.  "I'll go with him in case anything happens.  He won't stand a chance."  Jared glanced up quickly.

      Gilbert appeared to ponder the decision and finally nodded.  "That'll work, then."  He lowered his voice to where only Jared could hear.  "Gain back my trust, Jared.  You don't want to know what happens to people I don't trust."  He stepped back and brightened.  "Let's be on our way!  It won't be long now!"  He motioned to the Knights, and they quickly hurried down the left path, leaving Jared and Peter standing by themselves.      

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

VIII.

      "This is absolutely amazing!"

      "Isn't it?" John glanced at the beautiful young woman at his side.  They had snaked their way through a winding hallway until it had opened up into another huge cavern.  A rushing stream flowed past, disappearing underneath one of the walls.  Elle bent down and dipped her finger in the cold water.

      "Is it safe to drink?"

      John nodded.  "All the city's water supply comes from this spring.  If you look up," he pointed up to the where sunlight was seeping through a few cylindrical openings.  "You'll see some of the wells."

      "I didn't realize we were so far down," Elle mused, cupping her hand, filling it with water, and lifting it to her lips.  "John?" she looked up at him.

      "Yes?"

      "What was it like?  Growing up down here?"

      "Well," he sat down next to her and lazily ran his finger through the moving stream.  "I don't suppose it was that much different from how you grew up, except our lodgings were underground.  We still spent plenty of time on the surface.  I mean, how could a person live without seeing the sun?  But we had this huge area down here to explore.  Titus would always make up stories and we'd pretend we were fighting dragons or discovering treasure."  He laughed at the memory.  "My brothers used to--"

      "Brothers?  I didn't know you had any other."

      John's face fell and he said slowly, "We had another brother.  I remember he and Nicolas were so competitive with each other.  They used to race in this very room.  They'd start over there," he pointed, "and the object was to see who could make it to the other side of that wall first.  They would run along this path and then dive into the water, swimming underneath the opening.  Nicolas normally won.  He was the best at everything, but I remember one day he lost…"  His voice trailed off and he grew thoughtful.

      "Where is he now?  Your other brother, I mean."

      "Where do people go when they die?" John replied.

      "Oh John, I'm so sorry!" Elle exclaimed softly, placing her hand onto his.

      "It's fine.  It happened a long time ago.  It allowed Nicolas and I to become close.  I don't know if he would have put so much trust in me had that not happened.  I really looked up to my brothers, but to them, I was simply always in the way.  You know how it is, being the youngest.  You're always trailing behind them, wanting to get in on their games, but you're never really given a chance to.  But my chance finally came…at a great cost."  He turned towards Elle.  "What about your family?"

      She took a deep breath.  "I didn't have any siblings.  I was an only child and while I was lonely at times, it wasn't bad.  My parents were both extremely caring and they made sure I was always provided for.  But, they died in the Earthquake."

      "Elle…"

      "No, it's ok.  I've been mourning them privately, but I came here to join the relief teams because I felt that's what they would have done.  They would have put their personal losses behind them and would have stepped forward to bring comfort to others.  That's how they were!  Both of them.  Very charitable."

      "They would be proud of you."

      "I hope so…"

      "I think they're looking down right now," John lifted his head and gestured towards the ceiling.  "And thinking about how you turned out to be how they raised you to be.  And I'm hoping mine are standing right next to them, thinking the same about me."

      "How could they not?" Elle smiled.

      "There's a lot I'm not proud of," he answered quietly.  Elle glanced at him in surprise and he said, "We should continue, don't you think?"

      She nodded.  Her mind raced with a million thoughts and most of them had to do with John.  He was starting to open up to her, yet she could tell there were some aspects of his life that were still so painful to him.  He tried to maintain his comfort zone by abruptly changing the conversation when it approached those areas.

      He helped her to her feet and said, "We don't have that much further to go, but we should hurry.  There are still a few things I want to show you."

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      Peter hadn't said a word since they had separated from Gilbert.  Jared glanced over at him and saw a grim expression on his face.  "Peter," he began.

      "Don't you 'Peter' me!" the large man exclaimed harshly.  "This has gotten really old really fast.  Gilbert says one thing and you immediately start scrutinizing it.  Why?  What has he done that has all of the sudden caused you to lose faith in him?  We have all fought side by side for years!  Why now?"

      Jared stopped in his tracks and turned to face his best friend.  "Well, are you going to listen to me?  Or are you simply going to dismiss everything I say?"  Peter didn't answer.  He kept his eyes to the ground so Jared continued, "When have you ever known me to think or act foolishly?  I'm not saying I'm the wisest man alive, but you know me!  You know how I am and you know that I don't just lose it all and start ranting."

      "Yeah, well lately, you don't seem so much like yourself," Peter grumbled.

      "You're right.  I don't feel much like myself lately either.  I can't exactly put into words what I'm experiencing, but it's a real…" he searched for the words, "A real feeling of unease.  I can usually read a person pretty well and I can see that there's something Gilbert's not telling us."

      "What else is there to tell?  He wants us to find William Valley and stop Nicolas from using him as the Key to unlock Vionelle."

      "But what is he planning once he finds Valley?" Jared pointed out.  "He has never told us what we're to do when we find him."

      "What's there to tell?" Peter asked again.  "He'll most likely have us either fight or arrest Nicolas and eliminate the threat."

      "But is Nicolas really a threat?"

      "You think Gilbert's the threat?" Peter exclaimed.

      "I think Gilbert's a good man who is being blinded by ambition.  If you want to know the truth, I think that Gilbert wants to use Valley himself so he can come into possession of Vionelle's power rather than allowing it to fall to Nicolas."

      "That's ridiculous!  But even if that were the case, we know that Gilbert would be doing it for the good of the city.  He'd never use it for selfish gain."

      "Do we know that for sure?" Jared challenged.  "Gilbert's always been ambitious and a little secretive about who he is.  I truly know him on the surface.  I could tell you about how he broke his arm for the first time or what he likes to eat, but how much beyond that do we really know about him?"

      Peter started to walk again.  "I don't want to hear this, Jared.  I really don't!  You should be thankful I volunteered to come along and babysit you.  I don't want you doing anything stupid and I have a feeling you'll try."

      "What are you planning when we find John Moreigh and the girl?"

      "We rescue the girl, of course, and slay John Moreigh."

      "Why, though?  What has John Moreigh done wrong?" Jared frowned.  "This is what I'm talking about!  There's so much needless killing that's resulted from Gilbert's commands in the last day."

      "Well, besides kidnapping an innocent girl, he's committed numerous crimes against the city.  All the so-called Defenders have.  They've defied Vionelle's authority for years!  It's best we--"

      "Yes, I know," Jared interrupted.  "It's best we crush them now.  Peter, that's propaganda!  What's the full story with the Defenders?  They claim they're defending the city; that Vionelle is their first priority.  So who's right?  The government which says they're traitors?  Or the patriots themselves?"

      "Patriots?" Peter spat.  "Look.  I'm going to just assume that you've hit your head or the stress of being underground is getting to you or something.  This has gone too far!"

      "Peter--"

      "Enough!" Peter roared.  "We have a job to do."  He proceeded down the passageway, ignoring Jared's petitioning.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      "Here we are," John led Elle into a small room.  The stones on the wall were crumbling, but Elle could see beautiful patterns had been etched in and at one time, this room had been a glorious site.

      "What is this place?"

      "One of my good friends, Cora Palisade, used to come down here and practice her drawing.  She preferred to use charcoals, but took whatever she could get her hands on."

      "It's beautiful," Elle reached out and lightly traced a pattern on the wall.  She looked over and saw a fantastic mural, weathered and faded, yet still visible.  "What's all this?"

      "This…" John walked to her side, "This is what happened with Lawrence Viomande and the Ten Families.  The story's been passed down for a long time.  It's probably the most important.  It reminds us what can happen if we trust outside our lot."  He pointed to the top corner of the mural.  "These symbols represent the Ten Families and what their gift was.  And here the Families are, happy aboveground, interacting with all of Vionelle.  Vionelle was a good place back then.  They were able to use their gifts for architecture, music, healing…whatever was needed, the Families provided."  A shadow crossed his face and he paused.  

      "What happened then?"

      As he spoke, he pointed to each section of the mural.  "Lawrence Viomande came to power and was jealous.  He wanted to know how he could control the gifts that the Families possessed.  He wanted them for himself.  When he realized that it was linked through blood, of which he didn't share, he decided to slaughter them.  His exact words were, 'So it's passed through the blood in their veins?  Well then, that blood shall run into the ground.'  He spent the next several years hunting the Families and killing them until there was only a fraction left.  Most people came underground.  The rest fled Vionelle and were scattered." 

      Elle was silent.  She had always been taught that Lawrence Viomande, though somewhat revolutionary in his thoughts, had cleaned up Vionelle, restoring it to its previous greatness that had faded through the years.  She knew the period during his reign had been filled with turmoil and war and many men had died as a result of some of his decisions, but she would never have imagined something like the persecution of innocent men and women happening like that.  What John spoke of now was ludicrous!  But in her heart, she knew it was truth.

      "They didn't teach you that either, did they?" he asked in a somber voice.  Elle shook her head.

      "But that's all in the past now.  It was a dark time for us, but we survived and we're stronger for it," he smiled.  "Come.  I know for a fact that wasn't Cora's favorite piece.  And I think you'll like this one a lot more."  He guided her to the corner of the room where a rendering of a nightflower vine crawled up the wall.  

      Elle brightened.  "That's a nightflower!"

      "Yes, it is.  Cora liked them."

      "Where is she now?" Elle asked.  

      "She left many years ago for Lars Bolyn because she wanted to develop her natural talent."

      "The Palisade's family gift was art?"

      "Mmm-hmm," John nodded.  "She--"

      A loud noise distracted him and he looked up in time to see a large red-haired man rushing towards him.  He pushed Elle out of the way and drew his sword in time.  As metal clanked against metal, Elle cried out.

      "Peter, stop it!" Another man had run into the room.  He was smaller than the first and was very fair.

      "Let it alone, Jared," Peter growled.  "We have our orders."  He grimaced as he parried one of John's blows.

      "Our orders are wrong!" Jared insisted.

      Peter lunged at John, kicking his feet from underneath him.  The young man fell to the ground and dropped his sword.  

      "John!" Elle cried.

      "Don't worry, Ma'am," Peter said politely.  "We've come to help you."  He took another step towards John and pressed the tip of his sword into John's breast.

      "Stop it, then!" Elle exclaimed.  "You monster!  Leave him alone!"

      Peter pressed his sword further, piercing John's skin.  He looked up at his attacker with a calm gaze.

      "Do you have any last words, Defender?"

      Before John could respond, Peter's sword was knocked away.  It flew through the air and landed on the ground with a clatter.  With Elle standing behind him, Jared pointed his own sword straight at his closest friend.

      Peter spread his arms.  "What are you doing, Jared?  Why?"

      "Because I know this is all wrong.  It's evident that this man wasn't harming the woman.  A lot is evident of the relationship between these two," Jared responded.  Elle felt herself blushing at this remark.  "The point is, I know you don't share my beliefs that what Gilbert's doing is wrong, but I can't just sit here while you spill innocent blood.  Even if you are my friend."

      "This man is one of the sworn enemies of the Knights!"

      "Yeah, well I don't believe in execution without a fair trial.  And I know that Tindell didn't either."

      Peter took a deep breath.  "What are you planning."

      "Go back to Gilbert.  Tell him I died or something.  No, don't do that.  Tell him the truth.  Tell him I defected.  That I couldn't go along with him any longer."

      "This makes you a traitor to Vionelle," Peter said.

      "Only on the surface," John commented, rising to his feet.  "In reality, it shows your loyalty to Vionelle."

      "Jared, don't listen to his propaganda.  Come on.  We'll return to Gilbert and tell him we never found this man.  Please…I'm sorry.  Just don't throw your life away like this.  You turn your back on the Knights now, and you'll never be able to show your face again.  They'll kill you on sight."

      "And what does that say about them then?  If they'd kill one their brothers on sight without even listening to what he has to say?" Jared pointed out, sheathing his sword.

      Peter was silent.  He looked first at John, then Elle, and back to Jared.  "I'm sorry.  Godspeed."  With a look of anguish in his eyes, he retrieved his sword and staggered out of the room.

      John hesitated, but asked the young Knight.  "Will he be waiting to attack us again outside?"

      Jared shook his head.  "No.  Though you may not have seen it, Peter's noble deep down.  He's always been the best person I know."

      Peter had hidden himself right outside the door, his hand on his sword, ready to attack when they stepped through, but when he heard Jared's words, his face crumbled and he ran away.  

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

IX.

      "Are you hurt?" Elle exclaimed, rushing over to John and pulling open the part of his shirt that had been sliced by Peter's blade.

      "No, it's just a scratch," he tried to assure her.

      "You're bleeding!" she cried and knelt down, taking the bottom of her skirt in her hand.

      "It's just a scratch," he said again.  "What are you--oh no!  What is it with you, woman?  You're not going to rip up your skirt for me!"

      "John Moreigh, don't you dare boss me around!  I need something to press on it to stop the bleeding," she retorted.

      Jared smiled at the exchange.  "Here.  Allow me."  He placed one hand on the top of his sleeve and ripped off the crest of the Vionelle Knights.  "It's become a farce anyhow," he said, handing the scrap of cloth to Elle.  Her eyes widened as she tentatively took it from his hand.  "Really, it's fine," he assured her.

      As Elle tended his wound, John asked, "Who are you?  And why did you turn on your friend like that?  You're a Knight."

      Jared leaned against the wall, careful not to smudge the giant mural.  "My name's Jared Johansen, and yes, I was a Vionelle Knight.  I had been for years.  General Tindell is actually the reason I became a Knight in the first place.  He was something of a mentor to me."

      John nodded.  "I knew of him.  He was a good man."

      "One of the few noble men left in the world," Jared agreed.

      "You've been a Knight for years?" Elle inquired, turning away from John once she was satisfied the bleeding had stopped.  "But you only look about my age.  How old are you?" 

      "I'm twenty, Ma'am.  I've always been referred to as a prodigy.  I don't know," he blushed.  "I guess I always just thought about things more than other people but I'm not necessarily as smart as they make me out to be.  Anyhow, Tindell was a friend of my parents' and so I grew up with him often being at the house.  He recruited me into the Knighthood when I was fourteen."

      "Fourteen?" John exclaimed.

      "Yes, so I've been doing this for a while.  And I've never had reservations about anything I was told to do because I always trusted Tindell.  But once Gilbert took over, I found myself really questioning his motives.  The strange thing is, Gilbert and I always used to be friends but he's changed…"

      "Well, you did save my life," John admitted.  "But it'll take a bit before I can really trust you.  After all, you've been a Knight all these years.  How do I know that it wasn't all an act back there?  You said yourself you're known as a prodigy."

      "I understand your misgivings," Jared looked slightly disappointed, but he really did recognize where John was coming from.  "How can I prove myself?"

      "Give me your weapon."

      "What?  Do you think that's wise?  I mean, what if we meet up with the Knights?  I'd be able to help you, but not if I'm unarmed."

      John thought for a second and answered, "We'll cross that bridge when we get there.  In the meantime, your weapon,"  He held out his hand.

      Jared sighed, but unbuckled the strap and threw the sheath and blade toward John.

      "Thank you much," John smiled, buckling it around his waist.

      "John," Elle leaned in towards him and whispered, while glancing towards Jared.  The young man was admiring the great mural that depicted Lawrence Viomande's tyranny.  "I believe him.  He's being forthright."

      "How do you know?"

      "Intuition.  I can just tell."

      "Well, I'm just being cautious.  You can't blame me for that, can you?"

      Elle shook her head.  She truly did understand.  "Not at all.  I trust you more than anyone."

      "You do?" he looked down at her, surprised.

      "I do," she confirmed, her face softening.  "I couldn't tell you why exactly but I just do."

      John glanced over at Jared and slowly nodded.  "Well, I'm still going to be cautious.  We have a lot at stake right now.  You understand that, don't you?"

      "Of course."

      "Are you ready?" he asked Jared.

      Broken out of his fixation on the mural, Jared turned his head and replied, "Yes."

      "Alright.  You walk on ahead.  I want to be able to keep my eyes on you."

      "But I don't know where we're going," the young man protested.

      "I'll show you."  He crossed his arms and motioned towards the doorway with his head.  Elle smiled apologetically and Jared shrugged and stepped out of the doorway, pausing in the hall, waiting for instruction.  Elle followed him, her arm linked in John's.

      "Alright, we're going left and then at the first turn, make a right.  I'm right behind you, so don't try anything."

      "I wouldn't dream of it," Jared responded over his shoulder.

      At first, they walked in silence, their footsteps echoing through the hallway.  John was feeling peculiar and he reached up to touch his wound.

      "What's wrong?  Let me see." Elle immediately noticed.  Jared stopped and turned around, curious when he heard Elle speak.  

      "No, Elle.  It's nothing," John assured her.  "I'm fine."  She didn't seem convinced and he laughed.  "You worry too much.  You were a good nurse to me."

      "Ok," she laughed and they resumed their walk.  But John was troubled.  The luminescent coating on the wall, the garden, his wound…  He was starting to have doubts of his own, but of a different nature.  It couldn't be.  He quickly dismissed the one thought that nagged him and cleared his throat.

      "Johansen," he said.  "I want to know more.  What was Gilbert doing?  What was he saying?"

      Keeping a steady pace, Jared replied, "He's searching for William Valley.  He calls him the Key to Vionelle.  Says he's the one who'll unlock a great power or something, but that if your brother gets his hands on that power, then the city will be a lot worse off than it was because of the earthquake."

      "And do you believe him?"

      "I'm not sure.  I don't know Nicolas.  All I know of him is what I've learned being a Knight.  The Moreighs have been at odds with us for years, you know.  So I don't know how much that information is based on fact and how much is biased."

      "What do you feel?" Elle pressed.  She could perceive a certain wisdom in the young man.

      "In my gut, I sense that Gilbert wants to get his hands on that power and that he'll stop at nothing.  For some reason, his concern has shifted away from the city and it's almost as if he simply wants to claim the power as his own."

      "Did he say that?"

      "Not in so many words.  Mainly, you can tell by the expression on his face.  He really seems to hate Nicolas.  It's almost as if he harbors a personal vendetta against Nicolas.  And it makes me wonder if he'd do just as much harm as he claims Nicolas would.  He blinded a man who questioned him."

      "He did what?" Elle gasped, appalled at the thought.  She pictured a man gouging out another's eyes.

      "There was a man who kept questioning everything he said and he simply walked up to him, reached out his hand and the man was blind.  Of course, after he had proved his point, he let up and the man was fine.  Still, I'm not ashamed to tell you that really frightened me.  I think that was the point I realized that maybe Gilbert wasn't who I had always thought he was.  But of course, I wasn't about to go against him."

      "That's awful.  And your friend?" Elle asked, relieved that the man's vision was restored, but still horrified.

      "Peter?  Oh, he refused to even think that Gilbert might not have been totally honest with us." 

      "What if I told you Nicolas doesn't want to harness the power at all?" John motioned where Jared should turn next.

      "Then I'd probably ask why he kidnapped Valley in the first place."

      "He didn't kidnap William," Elle disagreed.

      "Did he not?" Jared raised one eyebrow.  "From what I've heard about William Valley, he doesn't seem like the kind of person who would do anything without thought of personal gain.  Unless of course, he had something to gain from all this.  Maybe he wants the power for himself?"

      John shook his head.  "No Elle, he's right.  We did abduct him and you too since you were with him."  She started to protest and he quieted her, "You know I'm right."  He spoke to Jared.  "Valley doesn't know anything, so I don't feel he's really aware of the power he's privy to.  In fact, he was under the impression that we were going to sacrifice him!"  Elle giggled at the memory.

      "Sacrifice?  How barbaric!" Jared commented.

      "Well, what can I say?  That's our way," John replied, his face serious.

      Elle playfully punched his arm.  "Oh stop!  He's not serious, Jared.  I mean, William did think that's what they intended, but they'd never do that."

      "I know," he laughed and then added, thoughtfully, "Well then, what does Nicolas have planned if he's not trying to claim the power?  Why take Valley all the way down here if that's not what he has planned?"

      John pointed ahead at a large staircase that led down.  "You're about to find out."

      "It's down there?" Jared turned around, surprised at how quickly they had reached their destination.

      "Let's go."   

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      "What happens now?" William looked fearfully around at the men standing around him.  He gulped when his gaze fell upon the large stone object in the center of the room.  Looking up, he saw that the ceiling stretched high with light pouring from the top.  He squinted, trying to discern where within the city it opened up.

      "It's the well behind the central weapon shop," Nicolas told him.

      "How did you--"

      "I can read minds," Nicolas smiled.  "I'm kidding, of course.  I could simply tell what you were thinking.  Anyhow, you ask what happens now?  We wait.  Your role in all this has almost come to a close."

      "Are you going to sacrifice me?" he asked again.  He still had that nagging fear within him.

      "Of course not!  Where'd you get that idea?" Nicolas cocked his head and regarded the young man with a strange expression on his face.

      "Well, if I'm the Key, then why are we waiting?  I just want to get it over with," William whispered.

      "We can't do anything but wait right now."  

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *
      Jared, Elle, and John descended the long staircase until they came to a ledge overlooking the great room, in which the Vion sat in the center.  It was a large stone with strange markings covering it.  Elle marveled at the sight, surmising that the markings were the names of the Founding Ten.  Intricate carvings danced along the walls, reaching upwards to where the ceiling opened up, letting sunlight through.  "There they are!  John, look!"  She grabbed his arm and pointed down to where Gilbert, William, and the Defenders stood next to the giant stone.  "Is that the Vion?"

      "Yes," he replied, his voice grave.  Why were Nicolas and the others just standing there?  Were they waiting for something?  Were they waiting for--

      "Well, let's go!" Jared said, taking a step towards the other staircase that led to the ground.

      "Wait!" John grabbed the young man's arm.  "Listen…"

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      Titus led Gilbert and the rest of the Knights into the great chamber.  Each of the Defenders who had accompanied Nicolas, reached for their weapons, but they realized they were severely outnumbered.  Nicolas acknowledged Titus with a nod.  "So I was right," he commented.

      "Don't give me that," Titus retorted.  "You didn't know anything."

      "Of course I didn't," Nicolas remained calm, his eyes boring into Titus's.  His calmness only seemed to disturb Titus all the more.  "How does it feel, Titus?  Was it worth it?"

      Titus didn't answer.  He looked down at the ground.  Gilbert stepped forward and Nicolas smiled.  "Hello brother.  It's been a long time."

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      Crouching down on the ledge above, Elle gaped at the scene below her.  "Brother?" she whispered.  She turned to John.  "But you said--"

      He looked away.  "I spoke the truth.  My brother is dead."

      "I don't understand," she faltered.

      "Nicolas and Gilbert were always so competitive growing up.  They didn't get along very well at all.  Gilbert was always jealous of Nicolas and when he realized that he had no part of Nicolas's birthright, he denounced everything our family stood for, took our Mother's maiden name as his own and left.  Since then, they've been at odds with each other.  We had to seal all of the entrances into the underground because we weren't sure what he'd end up doing.  That's how we were able to stay hidden from him all this time.  He never knew where to look.  And the exact location of the Vion had only been revealed to Nicolas before.  He only recently revealed its location to me.  But the day Gilbert left was the day he ceased to live in my eyes."  John thought of how abandoned he had felt when his brother had left.  He knew he hadn't been involved in the quarrel, but that fact didn't lessen the pain.  "And Titus…I should have known!  Someone was leaking information to the Knights.  Titus was Gilbert's friend before he was mine."

      Jared and Elle turned back towards the scene playing out before them.  Jared could see the dismay in John's face as he thought of his close friend turning his back on him.  Jared thought of his own situation.  He wondered where Peter was and if he felt the same way.

      "Stay here," John whispered to Elle and before she could object, he began to descend the stairs.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      "It has been a long time, Nicolas," Gilbert responded.

      "Have you missed us?"

      "What do you think?" Gilbert snapped.

      "From your reaction, I'd say probably not," Nicolas quipped.

      "Enough!" Gilbert roared.  "Hand him over."

      "Nicolas Moreigh is your brother?" one of the Knights asked.  They stared at the two men, detecting the resemblance between them.

      "Not any more."  He drew his sword and began to circle the small group of Defenders.  The rest of the Knights did the same.

      "I don't want to fight you, brother," Nicolas said calmly.  "You win.  Take William."

      "What?" William exclaimed.

      Gilbert frowned.  "As easy as that?  You're willing to give up the Key just like that?"

      "If it ends this quarrel."

      Gilbert motioned for his men to take William into their custody and they complied.  The Defenders stood, ready to fight, if their leader would only command it.  "Somehow I don't believe you.  There must be some trap laid for us, or some deception you're planning.  Why else would you bring only a handful with you?"  He scoffed at the Defenders and tilted his head.  "But for some reason, I'm not too worried.  Could it be my dear brother was simply ill prepared?  What shall we do with you?" he looked at Nicolas.  "We can't just leave you here."

      Nicolas folded his arms and shrugged.  "Do what you will."

      Gilbert swung his sword over his head and leapt towards his brother.  Nicolas anticipated his move and drew his sword fast enough to ward off the blow.  "Still trying to compete after all these years?  You'll have to move faster than that."

      Gilbert snarled and lunged again.  Again Nicolas parried every strike.  "What are you waiting for?" Gilbert shouted to his men.  "Kill them!"  As they hesitated, he shouted again.  "Kill them!"       

      Titus backed up, not wanting to participate in the battle.  He may have led the Knights to that very spot, but he wasn't so cruel that he could blatantly attack and try to kill the people he had always called friends.  As he took a few more steps backwards, he felt something sharp protrude against his back.

      "Take one more step," a menacing voice growled.

      He spread his arms wide, trying to hide his fear.  "John."

      "Traitor!  How could you?"

      "I did what I had to.  Gilbert's not the only one who doesn't approve of Nicolas, you know.  I'm sure there are a lot of people who claim themselves to be Defenders who don't agree with your brother's ideals.  John, you could lead the Defenders if you only had the ambition to.  They'd listen to you and follow you.  I'd follow you," Titus explained, though he knew his words meant nothing to his old friend.

      "Draw your weapon."

      "I don't think that's a good idea.  You may be a Moreigh, but I'm older and more skilled with a blade."

      John glared at him.  "Draw your weapon."

      Titus slowly complied and turned to face his once friend, now adversary.  Oblivious to the battle raging around them, Titus realized that this normally gentle man who hated the idea of bloodshed would not back down until one of their lives had ended.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      "He's going to try to kill him!" Elle cried.  

      "There's nothing we can do," Jared grasped her hands.  "He took my weapon.  I can't fight without it and you certainly can't go down there!"

      "We can get your weapon from him."

      "I don't think that man's going to pause the fight simply so I can get my weapon back from John.  Elle, we have to wait and just trust that everything will work out."

      Elle whimpered fearfully as the Knights and Defenders fought with amazing skill.  She winced every time someone fell to one of the blades.  Nicolas seemed to be holding his own against Gilbert and William was cowering in the corner, away from the mêlée.  She watched as Titus and John circled each other.

      "He'll be fine.  I'm sure he's a skilled fighter," Jared tried to reassure the poor young woman.  "He'd want me to keep you safe up here first and foremost.  That, I know."

      She cried out when Titus swung his sword, the edge of it slicing into John's arm.  "NO!" she yelled, standing up and pushing a surprised Jared to the ground.  He tried to reach for her, but she escaped his grasp.  She ran down the staircase with Jared at her heels and shouted again, but this time, something strange happened.

      Gilbert looked up in surprise to see the Vion pulsing.  He turned his head as the young woman shouted, running down the stairs.  His eyes widened as he noticed an intense light emanating from her body.  He stepped back and held up his hands as if trying to shield himself from what was to come.  The light erupted in a shockwave, knocking every man in the room to the ground.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

X.

      Elle stopped at the base of the staircase and looked around at all the men lying prostrate on the floor.  Jared stopped at her side and whistled.  "What happened?" she asked.  "What did I do?"

      "I'm not sure.  But whatever it was, I'm a believer now!  I'm just glad I was standing behind you."

      She saw John rising slowly, groaning as he struggled to sit up.  "John!" she cried, running to his side.  She gingerly touched his wound and to her surprise, a tiny shock ran through her fingers, contacting the wound.  It began to close up.  She quickly snatched her hand away.

      "It is you," John whispered.

      "What are you talking about?" she frowned as she tentatively reached out once more and caressed his arm.

      "Go help Nicolas.  Just touch him and he should be fine."

      "I don't understand," she faltered.  

      "I suspected it before, but now I really see it.  William's not the Key to Vionelle.  You are.  Of course!  It's even in your name."

      "My name?"

      She helped him to his feet and he began to regain his strength.  "Elle.  The Vion.  Vionelle."  

      "That's impossible.  There must be some mistake.  There's nothing significant about me.  I can't open walls or blind people or anything!"

      He grasped both of her arms and looked into her eyes.  "You can, though.  That first moment when I was performing that unlock spell, the magic responded to you.  I thought it was responding to William at the time, but now I realize it was you the whole time.  You made the garden bloom, not because you had Gardener blood within you, but because you were the one person all Vionelle would yield to."

      "No," she shook her head, not wanting to hear what he was saying.

      John wrenched back his collar and showed Elle the wound that Peter had inflicted upon him, or rather, the space where the wound had once been.  "Your touch."  He indicated his arm where Titus's blade had sliced through.  All that remained was pink, healthy skin.  "You're the Key, Elle.  And the closer we've been getting to the Vion, the stronger your abilities grow."  He saw the dawning of realization on her face and pulled her to his body, embracing her.  He took her hand and guided her to where his brother was lying.  With a gentle encouragement from John, she reached out, touching Nicolas lightly at first and then with greater force.  He stirred and reached for his head as he sat up.

      "Elle," he grimaced.  "For a small person, you sure have quite a kick to you."

      "I d-don't know what happened," she stammered.

      "I'll explain everything as we go.  We'll need to hurry, though.  You seemed to have knocked everyone out, but they'll start regaining consciousness soon."  He gazed at her warmly and said, "I know you're confused and probably a little frightened by now.  But you'll see.  Everything will work out."  He noticed Jared standing nearby and commented, "You're a Knight."

      "I was.  I'm afraid I've been a bit rebellious."

      "Rebellious.  I like that.  You're one of us too, aren't you?" Nicolas smiled.  

      Puzzled at his remark, Jared didn't answer, but instead, reached down and helped Nicolas to his feet.  When Nicolas saw John's face, his smile faded.  He knew exactly what John was thinking.  "Elle, Jared, can you go help the others?  I'd like them to be able to make a getaway before the Knights come to."

      "Of course," Jared nodded, understanding that the two brothers needed to talk privately.  He led Elle away.

      John looked at Nicolas with grief in his eyes.  Nicolas met his gaze evenly.  "You knew it was Elle.  All this time, you knew it was her and you deceived us all.  You lied to me!"

      "I had no choice.  I knew someone was leaking information.  I suspected it was Titus, but I wasn't positive.  If I had told you the truth about Elle, it might have slipped to him."

      "You didn't trust me, then?  You didn't think I could keep your secret?"

      "No, of course not.  It's not that.  John, what would have happened if Gilbert got his hands on Elle?  What might happen still?"  He didn't wait for a response.  "Not only would Vionelle fall to someone who lusts for power, but Elle would end up giving her life because of him.  The person who unlocks the City would serve as a sort of conductor.  Once the power passed through her body and into Gilbert's, she would most likely die."

      "Why Valley of all people?  What was his role?"

      "He was chosen to serve as he did.  I can't explain why.  It's as I told you before.  I wasn't being mysterious or deceitful.  He was chosen too."

      "You tried to send Elle away with Donougal."

      Nicolas nodded and replied, "I did.  But she refused as I knew she would.  Any suspicion that Titus may have had regarding her was vanquished with that simple exchange of words.  Really John, I knew how things would fall into place.  I knew she'd show up from the moment I first sent you and Titus to fetch Valley as the decoy.  I just knew it.  And when you told me what had happened, I wanted to tell you, but I couldn't risk Titus finding out.  Are you still angry at me for keeping silent?"

      John didn't want to understand, but in his heart, he couldn't begrudge Nicolas for what he had done.  And yet, he was still angry.  "You should have told me, Nicolas.  Because maybe then I could have kept myself from…" his voice trailed off.

      "From falling in love with her?  I should have realized that was happening.  I should have seen it.  But I knew that Gilbert would pursue me, not you.  She was safer with you.  I had no doubt in my mind that you would protect her.  I'm so sorry, John."  He looked at his little brother with sincerity and remorse on his face.  "I also wanted you to discover the truth for yourself.  You needed to."

      "Everyone's up," Jared said from where he stood, a few feet away.  He didn't want to interrupt the brothers' intense conversation, but he recognized the gravity of the situation.  He was supporting Elle, who seemed to be in a sort of daze.  Around them, the Defenders hobbled over the still bodies of the Knights.

      "Very good.  William, you've done your duty.  I'll have my men return you to the surface immediately."

      "What?" he was surprised, and strangely enough, felt a twinge of disappointment.

      "I apologize for any discomfort or fright you experienced.  You'll be well compensated.  Thank you for serving Vionelle."

      As two of the Defenders stepped to his side, William shook his head.  "I wasn't ever frightened."

      "Right…" John muttered under his breath.

      "But what's this about compensation?"

      Nicolas smiled.  "When you reach the surface," he assured him.  The Defenders took his arm and led him towards the staircase that John, Elle, and Jared had initially descended.  William gave Elle one last look.

      "Good luck," he whispered and willingly followed the men who would guide him back to his real life.

      "So I'm the Key?" Elle murmured.

      "You are," John replied.

      "And I'm to unlock Vionelle?"

      "Not exactly," Nicolas said.  

      "Then why did we come all the way down here?"

      "I needed to verify it was you.  It was too important not to know for sure.  Come, Elle.  We have to go.  I'm afraid I have some things I need to discuss with you.  But we don't have time to do it here."

      She noticed that John wasn't meeting her gaze.  "John?  What is it?"

      He raised his head and slowly brought his eyes to where they met hers.  His mouth stretched into an uncertain smile; a smile that hid a world of pain.  "We need to get you safe."

      "I trust you."

      Nicolas turned to face Jared.  "Knight, you seem trustworthy.  Come with us." 

      "Yes, I'd trust him to watch my back," John agreed, unbuckling the strap that help Jared's blade.  He tossed it to the young man who responded with an expression of gratitude.

      At Nicolas's direction, the four made their way out of the large chamber.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      Elle closed her eyes and breathed in the fresh air.  While the underground had been amazing, she was happy to reach the surface and see the sky again.  She realized she was exhausted.  "How long were we underground?"

      "Only a little over a day," Nicolas replied.  "Time seems to stand still when you're down there, doesn't it?"

      "All this happened in merely a day?"

      "I'd believe it," Jared declared stretching his arms in front of him.

      "Alright, Elle.  Here's what's going on.  We need to get you out of the city.  We're headed toward the public stables where Donougal should be waiting with a few horses.  Gilbert can't harm you if you're not here and obviously he knows who the real Key is now," Nicolas explained.

      "Can I ever return?"

      "I'm afraid not.  As long as the Key is far from the Lock, everything's fine.  The Vion is anchored.  It's not going anywhere.  So as long as you're far away, the power can never be unleashed.  There will never be another Key, so Vionelle can remain as it is.  Of course, we'll give you plenty of money to help you start anew."

      Elle thought for a few minutes and then shrugged.  "I don't really have anything holding me here anymore anyhow except…" she brightened and grabbed John's hand.  "Come with me!"

      "Elle--"

      "No really, John.  Think of it!  You told me the Defenders' job was to find the Key and protect Vionelle.  Well, you found me and if you stay with me, you are protecting Vionelle."

      "Elle," he repeated her name, more forcefully that time.

      "What?"  Her face fell and she took a step backwards.  "Oh.  You don't want to come with me?"

      "There's nothing I want more.  But there's something you don't know.  It's about my role in all this.  You see, the Moreigh family was charged with guarding the City at all costs.  With that honor came a great power.  But something also came with it.  A greater consequence."

      Nicolas closed his eyes as he listened to his brother try to explain why he and Elle couldn't remain together.  There was a hollow feeling in his chest as he realized just how much pain his little brother was in at that moment.  Elle didn't understand.  "What consequence?  John, just leave it all.  Your duty here's over!"

      John heaved a sigh.  "I can't physically leave.  None of the Moreighs can.  Including Gilbert.  He may be going by a different name, but he's still bound by the same curse we are."

      "Why can't you leave?"

      "Elle, just as the Vion is the lock and you are the Key, you could say that Nicolas, Gil, and I are the chains that bind the Vion to the City.  Stepping beyond the City boundaries would kill me.  Believe me.  I've tried it before.  I almost didn't make it."

      She shook her head vehemently.  "That's ridiculous!  You're saying there's no way I can stay, but no way you can leave?"

      John turned away, grief-stricken.  "But neither can Gilbert.  It's the only way you'll be safe.  If he got his hands on you, you could die."

      "I don't care!"

      "Elle, all of Vionelle could be destroyed."

      Nicolas stepped forward and tried to console the poor girl.  "I'm sorry, Elle.  This is all my fault.  If I had simply been forthright with John from the beginning, he could have seen this coming and would have guarded himself more."

      "But how could I have guarded myself?" she whispered.  She raised her head and wiped a tear away.  "Why can't you just destroy the Vion?  If it's got such a hold on you like this and it's such a threat, just end it!"

      "If we tried, the concentrated power would obliterate the city.  All that would remain would be a giant crater.  Not even Gilbert would dare to attempt such a thing, for he'd perish as well," Nicolas explained.

      "Nicolas!" a cheerful voice called.  They all turned their heads to see Bishop Donougal approaching them.  "I wasn't sure when you'd arrive.  But I have everything ready to go."  He seemed surprised to see Elle.  "Is she the One?"  Nicolas nodded.  "But of course.  Something just wasn't right about that other boy.  However, she can't go alone."  

      "I'll do what I must," she responded stiffly.

      "I'll go too then," Jared said.  Everyone looked at him in surprise.  "I'm a traitor here in the eyes of the Knights.  If I stayed around, the best I could hope for is imprisonment and more realistically, execution."  He shifted his glance towards John and said, "I would never dream of taking your place in Elle's affections, of course."  He turned back to Elle.  "Let me be your brother.  Let me protect you like I would protect my own family.  I'm sure Gilbert will be sending men to find us.  Let me keep you safe."

      Elle hesitated, but nodded, touched at the young man's sincerity.  He was turning his back on everything he had ever known.  His life had been turned upside down because he followed his convictions.  She reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze.  

      She turned to face John at that moment.  He drew her into his arms.  "So this is really goodbye?"  She laughed bitterly.  "To think that yesterday, I never even knew of your existence."

      He finished the thought, "And yet now, we'll never be the same."  He released her and shook Jared's hand.  "Watch over her."

      "I will," Jared nodded solemnly.

      John helped Elle onto the back of the chestnut colored stallion that Donougal had led from the stables.  Jared mounted a similar beast.  "I'm thinking we'll journey to Milarre.  It's just west of here and it's not too far.  Maybe we'll cross the sea over to Petrosaille.  It's really up to Elle."

      "Godspeed, both of you," Nicolas said.

      "And what about you?" Elle suddenly asked.  "Gilbert knows the exact location of the Vion now."

      "But with you far away, we have a chance to keep him from ever bringing harm to the city.  And we have our ways of guarding against him.  It's nothing we haven't been experiencing all these years anyhow.  Gilbert's been trying to destroy us since he left us.  Yes, he's always known about the underground since he grew up there, but there are still some secrets we hold that he'll never discover.  Hopefully, after this escapade, someone will be bold enough to stand against him," John said.

      "Peter?" Jared suggested.

      "I hope so.  From what you said, he is noble in character."

      "Do you think Gil had something to do with Tindell's death?" Jared suddenly asked.

      "I wouldn't be surprised, but I guess we'll never know."  John sighed, not wanting to part with this young woman who had touched his life, though their time together had been brief.  "I know we're just dragging this out now, but you really do need to go.  Gilbert can't leave Vionelle, but I don't want to take the chance on him sending someone to try to take you back, and no doubt, he will.  I'm afraid the journey you face now as well as the life you'll lead may be dangerous."

      "Maybe Petrosaille isn't far enough then.  It may be safer to go north to May Douve."  Jared turned towards his new 'sister.'  "Are you ready?"

      She shook her head.  "I don't think I'll ever be ready, but I know we need to go."  

      "Wait," John said, approaching her horse.  He reached up and caressed her cheek.  "There's one last thing I want to say."  He pulled her down a little and he gave her a gentle kiss.  "Always remember me."

      She nodded and straightened her body, new tears springing to her eyes.  Jared kicked his heels in the horse's side and led him away.  Elle followed suit, stealing glances at the man she was leaving behind.  The man she had come to care for in such a short time.  The man she would never see again.

      "Don't worry," Jared smiled encouragingly at her as they rode.  "It's not the end."

      "It's not?"

      "Well, that'd just be cruel, wouldn't it?"  He laughed.  "You'll find him again somehow."

      She cocked her head and gave him a scrutinizing look.  "You really believe that," she concluded in amazement.

      "Of course I do.  I have the gift of foresight," he winked.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

      John watched as the two figures on horses grew smaller and smaller as they rode away.  Nicolas placed one hand on his shoulder and said, "Don't worry.  She's in the hands of one who's of the Families as well."

      "Jared?"

      "I don't think he's even aware of it, but he possesses the gift of wisdom.  A gift that's unique to one branch."

      "Salaise," John mused.

      "I could see it in him.  Come on, let's go.  Stop worrying about what the future holds, brother.  Have faith.  Besides, there's much to be done."

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *

Appendix 1 - The Founding Ten

Here is a listing of the Founding Ten and a description of the power/talent granted them.  

-Salaise


-Moreigh


-Arden


-Fronte


-Palisade


-Gardner


-Pepper


-Redmon


-Coulter


-Spokane

Family Salaise

These men and women were gifted with supreme wisdom and intelligence.  However, they fled Viomande during the reign of Lawrence Viomande, and were soon scattered across the land.  The Salaise name is almost impossible to find now, though Salaise blood runs through many, unbeknownst to most.

Family Moreigh

This family was charged with defending the city at all costs.  The eldest Moreigh in the founding family was a talented fighter.  His fierce sense of loyalty set him apart from the others.  To this day, the Family Moreigh is the strongest in power, though they pay the heaviest price.

Family Arden

The Ardens are skilled in all things musical.  They have the ability to persuade through their music.  This is the one family not hunted by Lawrence Viomande, for he drew comfort from them.  However, their persuasions for the lives of the other families failed.

Family Fronte

The gift bestowed upon the Frontes was that of tremendous physical strength and longevity.  However, through the generations, they lost focus and soon found themselves exploited in exhibitions and wars.

Family Palisade

The most talented artists have come from the Family Palisade.  They put so much emotion into their art that, like the Ardens, the can influence others.  They were imprisoned by Lawrence Viomande, but were spared.

Family Gardner

Legend has it that Gardner was not their original name, but was adopted in all the records once their powers were assigned.  They had the ability to make all things grow.  They cultivated a garden in the underground.  However, a family fall-out resulted in the slaughter of the entire family during the reign of Lawrence Viomande.  The Family Gardner is now extinct.

Family Pepper

The great architecture of Vionelle, both the underground and the new city, was built by the Family Pepper.  Their magic involves the buildings and spells associated with them, including lock, unlock, move, boulder, etc.

Family Redmon

This family was granted the gift of healing and skill in the medical arts.  Most of the physicians in Vionelle have Redmon blood in them.  However, one generation of Redmons abused their power and mysteriously found it lessening as generations passed.

Family Coulter

The Family Coulter was given the ability to dream or foresee what will occur.  Many people believe the prophet, Delaise, was descended from the Coulter line.  He is known for his seeing abilities.  The Coulter name is virtually extinct as well, though the present day Moreighs share Coulter blood.

Family Spokane

These men and women are the master metallurgists, artisans, and weapon forgers in the land.  The strongest, and most of the blades used by both the Defenders and the Knights, were created by the Spokane.

