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    Dedication

    

    .

    To the Author of my own life’s story. I may find it very difficult to travel the road at times and weather the storms, but my hope is that the story You have in store for me is a neverending one that takes an upswing in a much better place, one where I rejoin the rest of the many loveable and good-hearted characters who have had such an amazing part to play in this Tale of Life

    

    To my mother and my father, the greatest gifts I’ve ever received. You may be gone from this world, but you are a major part of me always and forever. I love you more every day.

    

    To my sister, for continuing to move forward.
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    Quotes

    

    “Courage is not simply one of the virtues, but the form of every virtue at the testing point.”

    -C. S. Lewis

    

    “Sometimes the heart sees what is invisible to the eye.”

    -H. Jackson Brown, Jr.

    

    “Where there is love there is life.”

    -Mahatma Gandhi

    

    “Those who make peaceful revolution impossible will make violent revolution inevitable.”

    -John F. Kennedy

    

    “Government is not reason; it is not eloquent; it is force. Like fire, it is a dangerous servant and a fearful master.”

    -George Washington

    

    “We are fast approaching the stage of the ultimate inversion: the stage where the government is free to do anything it pleases, while the citizens may act only by permission; which is the stage of the darkest periods of human history, the stage of rule by brute force.”

    -Ayn Rand

    

    “Only those who will risk going too far can possibly find out how far one can go.”

    -T. S. Eliot

    

    ”Only a real risk tests the reality of a belief.”

    -C.S. Lewis

    

    “Courage is being scared to death... and saddling up anyway.”

    -John Wayne

    

  
    

    Section I

    

    Gregory

    

    A sprawling forest of concrete and steel loomed across the river from Gregory Andreas. An eerie pall shrouded the urban metropolis once home to well over two million people. Lavish football and baseball stadiums once filled with the roars of many thousands now lay silent as mausoleums.

    Losantiville was a prime gateway into the north from the border of Venorterra. The Adena river marked the boundary line between two contrasting provinces; one held by rebel forces, and the other still firmly in the clutches of the UCAS government.

    No traffic crossed the great river anymore. All of the bridges in the vicinity had been knocked out by the retreating UCAS forces, consolidating their positions after insurrection swept like a brushfire through the south and midwest. What remained of the bridges made it look as if some giant of legend had ripped the crossings right out.

    Gregory peered across the water from a well-concealed position. The caution was necessary, as the city was far from unoccupied. Large numbers of well-equipped UCAS troops were dug in on the opposite side. Though no major battles had occurred yet, there had already been a few casualties as snipers from both sides exacted bloody tolls.

    The UCAS had tried bringing a few drones close during the first days of the tense standoff, but several were shot out of the sky in short order. Advanced, portable, and shoulder-fired, the surface-to-air missiles allocated by General Robert Jackson for the border areas proved more than capable deterrents to drone activity. Most of the latest model missiles were in the hands of military forces from the south, but a few had been given over to highly-organized militias and carefully chosen irregulars, to assist in the ongoing fight.

    To Gregory, General Jackson was a realist. The existing southern military forces could not adequately watch and defend the lengthy borders of the breakaway provinces such as Venorterra. The irregulars and militias were serving a crucial role in a precarious time, when an active state of war existed.

    The general was wise enough to take advantage of the large numbers of volunteers available in the region, a great number of whom were ex-military like Gregory. Volunteers were expected to fend for themselves for quartering and food. Though the general did what he could to get some additional supplies to them, the militias and irregulars did not put undue pressure on already strained resources available to the military.

    Heightening Gregory’s wariness was the hard fact that anything could happen at any moment, whether a raid, an air strike, or a full-scale invasion. For the first time in a long, long while, the government of the UCAS had made a formal declaration of war.

    Not even invasions and occupations of several foreign nations over the past few decades had spurred the UCAS government to adhere to the Grand Charter in that regard. In a twist of strange irony, the withdrawal of consent to UCAS authority by the cluster of southern and midwestern provinces had evidently inspired the UCAS to follow, even if for just a moment, the provisions of the Grand Charter regarding war declarations.

    In Gregory’s eyes, that declaration was far more a function of political theater for UCAS audiences than it was any heartfelt sign of change or repentance regarding the government’s persistent loathing for the Grand Charter. The freedoms embraced by the founding document were still being shredded and trampled each and every day in the UCAS, with its martial law, massive surveillance, and the imposition of the entrapping, shackling Living ID.

    Those grievous violations of rights had been stopped and rolled back all across the southern provinces by the will of the people living there. Like so many of the irregulars, Gregory held a firm conviction of what he was fighting for.

    Gregory would resist the former regime and the evils it had insidiously cultivated to his dying breath. The authorities in control of the UCAS had betrayed everything that he embraced and took an oath for, when he had first become a marine so many years before. His conscience held no misgivings. It was the breakaway provinces that were the defenders of freedom and the principles underlying the Grand Charter.

    The sharp crackle of gunfire sounded in the deepening night. The tone of it told Gregory that the weapon was a 30-06 rifle, most likely someone in one of the militias taking a potshot at some military target across the river.

    “Ready to go?”

    Gregory turned his head at the voice, and saw the stocky, thick-bearded man that he had been expecting to see. He grinned at Jack Morgan. “You are later than I expected. Are the Iron Grizzlies in hibernation?”

    Jack smirked at Gregory’s remark. “Had to rouse up all the boys and girls goin’ on this little foray here,” he replied in a deep, gravely voice. “A few of them strayed, waitin’ for the rain to fall.”

    “Got everyone together then?” Gregory asked.

    Jack nodded.

    “Cloud cover and rain?” Gregory countered, raising an eyebrow.

    “All good,” Jack replied.

    “Then I say let’s get you across the water,” Gregory said, walking away from his observation point.

    They left the room and continued through the building to the outside, exiting at the rear. Lights were being kept to a minimum, so the streets were draped in dense shadows that made it seem as if the town was in a deep slumber.

    Few civilians remained in the area. There had been no mandatory evacuations. Each homeowner made their own personal choice of whether to leave the area or not. Most had chosen to go live elsewhere, or take up a place in one of the temporary refugee camps that had cropped up a little farther south.

    After a ten-minute walk, Gregory and Jack came to a large open space being used as a staging area. Within it were a few flatbed trailers pulled by truck cabs. Rows of motorcycles were arrayed on the trailers, about thirty in all, beads of water glistening in the touch of the light rain that was falling.

    The bikers to whom the motorcycles belonged were milling all about the area. They were a tough-looking assemblage of men and women, all of them armed with an assortment of semi-automatic and automatic rifles.

    “See you in a few, I need to go check on a couple of things with the boys,” Jack remarked. He strode over towards the trucks, leaving Gregory standing at the edge of the clear ground.

    “Hey Gregory! I got one!” a younger-sounding voice with a thick southern accent called out to him.

    Turning his head, Gregory saw Jameson walking up briskly, with a proud expression lighting up his face. In his right hand, the blond-haired twenty-year-old carried his .308 caliber semi-automatic rifle, with a scope mounted on top.

    His left hand held onto what looked like a small robotic toy. It was anything but a child’s plaything, as Gregory knew from his first glance at the metallic object.

    “The sensor y’all gave us worked just great,” Jameson said, eyeing the small drone. “This little son of a bitch stood out big time in the night. No worries, I put an end to its visit pretty quick.”

    “You’ll be collecting some bounty on that one for sure. Cost the UCAS a pretty penny too. Those are pricey devices. How many shots did it take to disable it?” Gregory asked.

    “Just one,” the youth replied with a grin. “But ya know what? I had almost given up on finding one tonight.”

    “They’re out there, believe me,” Gregory said. “In the air, and on the ground. We just need to get as many of them as we can. You and the others are doing a great job.”

    At his words of commendation, the young man straightened up a little higher, and his smile spread a little wider. When such comments came from Gregory, everyone knew they were not idle praise.

    Jameson and a slew of other younger men from the rural areas of Venorterra, used to shooting and hunting on a regular basis, served a definite purpose in taking out enemy drones wherever they could be found. A concentrated watch and lookout was kept up, wherever there were concentrations of rebel military forces, such as in the town of Taylorsville.

    “Thank you sir,” Jameson said. “Just doin’ our best to contribute and all.”

    “And you are all doing a great job,” Gregory replied firmly.

    “Think you can bring us along on some missions, or patrols?” Jameson asked, a little hesitantly.

    Gregory could hear the eagerness in the youth’s voice. He knew Jameson wanted to go along on the patrols ranging across the countryside, but those forays held the most danger by far. Enemy probes and incursions of operatives had lethal results for both sides whenever the militia patrols came across them.

    Nevertheless, Jameson had showed good discipline on a consistent basis, and he had to get experience at some point. “I’ll get you out with us shortly. Don’t be in such a hurry; it isn’t all it’s cracked up to be,” Gregory chuckled, though his words were only partly in jest. Jameson truly had no idea just how ugly war could get.

    “Thank you, thank you very much sir,” Jameson replied quickly, with a spark of excitement in his eyes.

    “Well, you’d better get going, and claim your bounty, Jameson. I’ve got some business tonight to focus on,” Gregory said, shaking his head, and giving the youth a firm pat on the shoulder.

    “Yes sir!” the young man replied, his voice running with zeal as he nodded to Gregory and headed onward.

    Gregory could not stifle the small grin that lingered on his face at seeing the young fellow’s enthusiasm, even if there was a bittersweet aspect to it. He had once been much more like Jameson himself, before overseas tours had brought him face to face with a much greater darkness.

    Though he doubted it possible, he hoped Jameson’s eyes would not behold the same awful things that Gregory’s had. There were some scars that ran far too deep to heal.

    The grin fading, Gregory looked around and saw that the raiding party was fully assembled. He started across the ground, making his way to the trucks.

    “It’s time, Jack,” Gregory commented, interrupting a conversation the other man was having with one of the drivers.

    “Alright, let’s get this show on the road,” Jack replied.

    Together, Jack and Gregory signaled the truck drivers to fire up their engines. As the air filled with the deep rumbles of truck motors, the men and women gathered climbed aboard the trailers to ride along with their bikes.

    Gregory rode in the cab of the lead truck. Its lights remained off, like the others in the convoy, as the drivers were wearing sets of night-vision goggles.

    Despite the rain and thick clouds, no chances could be taken in regards to enemy drones. Sensors could pick up flashlights from a great distance, and vehicles going down a road stood out glaringly in the darkness. Thermal sensors would detect the small convoy no matter what, but it was a good practice to conceal themselves as much as they could.

    The trucks lumbered down the road paralleling the course of the river, and Gregory became lost in his thoughts. So much had happened over the last few months.

    A nascent resistance had been empowered by the defections of many military units, including several entire divisions. Gregory had experienced that unexpected boon himself when he and other irregulars had been besieging a federal detainment camp. General Jackson had showed up with a huge armored column, and pledged support in liberating the detainment facility, the vanguard rocks of a huge avalanche that followed swiftly.

    A swathe of provinces, while not yet joined together as a new nation, had seceded from the UCAS. While the breakaway provinces did not harbor as much military strength as the UCAS still held, there was more than enough strength in the defections to give the old regime pause.

    Following the liberation of the detainment camp, and after meeting General Jackson, Gregory and his brother Benjamin had headed north with a large movement of volunteers. They made their way to the most fragile zone; the border area between the breakaway provinces and the reduced territory of the UCAS.

    Thankfully, the full fury of the UCAS had not yet been unleashed, as the regime had to lick its own wounds and take account of unexpected losses. Both sides entrenched, and began engaging in low-level skirmishing and raiding.

    Gregory knew in his gut that a much larger hammer would fall from the UCAS at some point. But for the time being, the southern military, allied militias, and irregulars had to do everything possible to disrupt their enemy and gain information.

    He was glad his brother had chosen to come north with him. New police forces had quickly formed up in Venorterra, but Benjamin wanted to be with his brother during the turmoil.

    With the relative autonomy granted to the militias and irregulars by those such as General Jackson, Gregory and Benjamin were able to put their skills and ideas to good use. The approaching raid Gregory was helping facilitate was one such example.

    There was no mistaking that the UCAS would be well aware of any concentration of heavy military equipment on the part of the rebels, but a small contingent of motorcycles was not likely to attract too much attention. Yet anyone familiar with special forces and guerilla tactics knew that low numbers could still wreak a lot of havoc on an unsuspecting enemy.

    “Here’s the rendezvous point,” the driver remarked, breaking Gregory’s train of thought, and slowing the truck down before pulling off to the side.

    It took some time to offload all the bikes. The men and women who would be riding them checked their gear and weapons one more time. Gregory saw them donning cloaks, and knew they were not just for protection from the elements. The anti-thermal material of the helped them evade.

    Gregory searched out his newer friend among them. He located the gruff leader of the bikers right where he expected him to be; at his bike.

    “There you are,” Gregory said, walking up. “Ready for our kind of biker rally?”

    “We’re ready. Just don’t expect us to look as impressive as the bike rallies you remember. Covering up the chrome wasn’t a small sacrifice, you know,” Jack remarked with a chuckle, looking up at Gregory.

    Once bright and shiny, and prepped to gleam radiantly in the sunlight, all of the bikes had been well-masked for their new purpose. Their riders did not dress much differently, but they were not about to head into enemy territory with highly reflective surfaces, in a climate where such a thing could mean the different between dying or surviving.

    “No, I know it wasn’t,” Gregory acknowledged. “And when you can get them all shiny and polished again, I think I’m going to get one myself. I’ve put off having a bike for far too long.”

    “It would be great to go riding with you, marine,” Jack replied, with a grin.

    Gregory clasped the strong, callused hand of the biker, and looked him in the eyes. He expressed the wish of one soldier to another. “Be seeing you soon enough, Jack.”

    “You got it, and we’ll drink a few beers together when I return,” the other man replied with a smirk, though the look in his eyes reflected the same earnest sentiments as Gregory. “Don’t need shiny bikes to do that.”

    “Looking forward to it already,” Gregory replied.

    Letting Jack focus on his final preparations, he strode away from the biker. He made his way over to where some other vehicles, which had not been part of the convoy, were parked in the darkness a short distance from the trucks. The side door of an SUV was open, revealing the conspicuous form of Chuck inside with his ham radio gear.

    Standing outside the SUV were Consuela Gonzalez and Dante Johnson. The two were sharp contrasts in appearance. Consuela was a fairly attractive Hispanic woman of shorter stature, while Dante was a muscular, broad-shouldered black man that towered over her. Of the group who had come north with Gregory and Benjamin, Consuela and Dante had consistently proved to be two of his best and most dependable.

    “Good evening to the two of you. I figure things are pretty quiet on this side of the river,” Gregory greeted the pair.

    “Nice and relaxed, just the way we like it,” Consuela replied with a smile. “Chuck’s gotten reports in from all up and down the river.”

    “That big militia out of Franklin Province is taking part,” Dante said. “Over a thousand of them. Helping watch the waterfront.”

    “We’ve probably got more irregulars up here than what General Jackson has deployed in military assets,” Gregory remarked, smiling as he thought of the ironies inherent in the situation.

    The UCAS had always worked relentlessly to recruit, dangling large enlistment bonuses in front of young men and women from poorer areas with few job prospects. Now, with no offers of money involved, the mere idea of defending freedom had men and women flocking from near and far to risk their lives.

    Gregory walked over, and leaned into the open door of the SUV. He grinned at Chuck, who had his usual nervous expression and display of fidgetiness.

    “How’s it goin’ in here, Chuck?” Gregory asked. “Everything okay?”

    “Oh … real good Gregory … really good,” Chuck replied with a polite smile.

    In his way, the man had even more to overcome than most people, especially with the extreme anxiety he incessantly contended with. Gregory had to admit he had come to really like the guy, and his expertise in ham radio operation and electronics in general had been invaluable to the irregulars.

    “Consuela says we’ve got extensive participation up and down the river,” Gregory asked.

    “All over,” Chuck replied, with an excited gleam in his eyes. “They’ve all checked in ... using the code of course. All up and down the water. Very strong militia presence.”

    “Good, then our people providing the cover will have a little extra protection,” Gregory said. “Which, by the way, should be taking place pretty shortly.”

    “Just a couple more minutes,” Chuck responded with a hesitant edge. He quickly added, “According to my time.”

    “Are you having fun yet?” Gregory grinned, patting Chuck on the back. “That’s the main thing, you know.”

    “Oh … yeah,” Chuck replied, though it was clear he did not really know what to say in response.

    Gregory chuckled, but the mirth faded as his voice took on a serious tone. “You are a good man, Chuck. Keep up the excellent work. We need guys like you to win the day,” He patted Chuck on the back one more time.

    “Thank you … sir,” Chuck replied, his eyes sparkling a little brighter.

    Every word Gregory spoke was true, as it took all kinds of individuals to prevail in a modern war. Gregory also knew that individuals like Chuck needed a little extra reassurance from time to time, and he could see the anxiety ebbing in the man in the aftermath of his praise.

    Leaving Chuck with his beloved electronics, Gregory walked back over towards Dante and Consuela. They eyed him expectantly. “Time to get this show on the road,” Dante remarked.

    Gregory glanced down at his watch, which now read twenty-one hundred hours. “Yes it certainly is. In fact, it looks like it is time to start things right now.”

    They waited a few more minutes, until the first signs of the next phase of the operation unfurled. Up and down the riverbank, large volumes of smoke were released. In minutes, it was as if a thick fog had settled over many sections of the river for several miles in either direction. The smoke would help obfuscate the movements of the rebels, and make it harder to identify the true crossing point for the raid.

    Large pontoon boats were slid down into the water from where they had been concealed along the river bank. Special platforms, designed to hold two bikes each, end to end, were accessible by ramps that could be pulled onto the modified boats.

    Gregory watched the riders and their bikes as they were loaded up and then ferried across the river, through the thick layers of smoke. A grin sprouted upon his face, as it was more than a little amusing seeing all of the riders wearing night-vision goggles and the thermal-resistant cloaks, the latter draped over backs bulging with packs filled with materials for the ongoing mission.

    For so many individuals who were fiercely independent in nature, the unanimity on display was undeniably humorous. Yet even the bikers were not so foolhardy in their zeal to increase the risks of being detected and targeted by lethal drones. The sound of their engines would not be stifled, but no headlights would announce their approach.

    The raid itself would be like several others before it. Destroying bridges, attacking small checkpoints, and blowing up power stations, the bikers had spread considerable mayhem behind enemy lines. Moving fast, they hit designated targets, and then got out before the enemy had much of a chance to organize and engage them.

    Over the past few months, the bikers had become a dedicated guerilla force, and the damage they inflicted on the enemy was effective. Jack Morgan’s force had quickly become one that General Jackson was more than happy to oblige with intelligence and extra material support.

    The seceded provinces were still working out ways to coordinate military efforts with each other. As things stood, the rebel military forces were spread thin across a border that was impossible to ward entirely.

    Incursions from both sides were a foregone conclusion. But when raids and strikes could be conducted by irregulars, whether militias or groups like the bikers under Jack Morgan, it meant that General Jackson’s troops could concentrate more of their focus on monitoring and defending the boundaries.

    Jack Morgan’s bikers also deployed small drones for the rebel military, another strategic benefit of the punitive raids. Every edge that could be gained in intelligence gathering was potentially the difference in whether the UCAS could be fended off or not.

    The present evening’s raid would be focused on deploying a few of those drones, as well as blowing up a coal-fired power plant that was not actively in operation. A fair amount of explosive material had been gathered and would be put to quick purpose when the bikers arrived on the site. Their departure after setting the charges would be followed by a parade of detonations that no person in the area would overlook.

    The site was likely unprotected, but the choice of target was not frivolous. Though the UCAS’s environmental and energy policies had resulted in droves of coal-fired power plants being shut down prior to the outbreak of hostilities, everyone knew it was only a matter of time before the UCAS began making use of them again. A pre-emptive strike to reduce one of the power plants to rubble would take yet another useful asset away from the UCAS.

    Gregory took a deep breath, and stared into the fog covering the river, the light patter of rain falling on his camouflage-pattern jacket. Suddenly, a sense of loneliness overcame him.

    There was nothing to do now but wait, and be prepared to assist if there was any kind of hot pursuit when the bikers came back, if they came back at all. That was the hard reality about conducting various missions and fighting wars. There was no guaranteeing that anyone would be coming back alive.

    In a couple of hours, Gregory would know one way or another what kind of night it would be. He just hoped that the later stages of the night would see him sharing a cold beer or two with Jack Morgan, with the two men talking about a successful incursion with zero casualties.

    

    Friedrich

    

    Standing on one of the small islands dotting the vast expanse, Friedrich gazed in tranquil wonder upon the glassy, sparkling surface of a cerulean sea. The calm waters gleamed with a luminous quality that did not exist in his former world.

    Reaching the island was easy enough. The waters were warm and soothing. Crystal clear, they contained a host of incredible sights just beneath the surface.

    Sea grasses glowed with celestial light from within, swaying elegantly, as if responding to some music that only they were attuned to. Spectacular reef-like structures appearing to be fashioned of a spectrum of gemstones dazzled any soul who looked upon them.

    Moving through the grasses and reefs were an array of exotic-looking fish and other creatures. Conspicuously, there was not even a hint of the violence permeating the oceans and waters of the material world.

    The sea dwellers around Friedrich were not engaged in a furious struggle for survival, but rather a harmonious celebration of life. There was no longer any need for the larger to consume the smaller, as all the creatures were sustained perpetually by the Great Throne’s Light. The nature of the sea’s inhabitants was one that gave the Exiles in the Middle Lands a hint of the wonders that lay ahead for all of them, beyond the gates of the White City.

    As Friedrich and his companions had discovered long before, the inhabitants of the waters were playful and without fear. Everything from sea horses to dolphins approached and interacted with those swimming through the waters.

    On his swim out to the islands, one of the dolphins had deftly maneuvered beneath him. The creature had gotten him to hold onto its fins. Pulling him swiftly through the water, the dolphin had taken him most of the way out to the first island.

    The ride had been exhilarating, and Friedrich laughed as he saw the creature break the surface a short distance away. Spiraling upward, it lifted completely out of the water before landing back down in a great splash. Every movement of the creature exuded a feeling of joy.

    “I’ve often wondered what the seas beyond the White City are like, as beautiful as this place is,” Friedrich commented to Asa’an, who hovered nearby, staring out across the water with him.

    “Like nothing you or I can imagine,” she replied, looking over, and giving him a sprite grin.

    “Someday we will see for ourselves, together,” he replied with an encouraging smile, looking upon the fairy-like being who had become such a dear friend to him.

    She smiled joyously at his words, and he knew the reminder was needed from time to time. While she had always been a creature of spirit, Asa’an was as much of an exile as he was, though for very different reasons.

    One having a celestial origin, and another with a worldly one, their paths had come together in the Middle Lands. Bonds of the deepest friendship had since been forged. She had gone into the depths of the Abyss with him, even into the Ten-Fold Kingdom itself, and the Void.

    The experience had been harrowing. All of those who had gone into the dark depths needed a little extended recovery, now that everyone was safely back within the Middle Lands.

    Spirited laughter drew Friedrich’s eyes out to where Valaris and Maroboduus were being pulled rapidly along the surface. Both held onto the fins of other dolphins, both of which were swimming in an upside-down manner to give the two human souls purchase.

    It looked as if the pair were racing each other. Valaris would draw ahead, only to be outpaced by Maroboduus. The two souls yelled with exuberance, caught up in the thrill of the experience.

    “Look above,” Asa’an remarked.

    Friedrich followed her eyes upward. Falling like large snowflakes, the bread-like substance called Manna descended. An abundance of it fell in a slow cascade from the shimmering sky, alighting gently upon the land and water.

    He caught a piece of Manna in his palm before it landed on the ground. Friedrich drew the light substance of pure white up to his lips, catching its sweet scent before putting it into his mouth.

    The effect was immediate, as feelings of renewed energy and strength flowed throughout his spirit body. He gave a silent thanksgiving to Adonai for the grace of the celestial sustenance. As much as the Manna had restorative properties, it was also a vivid reminder to all the souls dwelling in the Middle Lands that they were never forgotten.

    Asa’an was standing on the ground eating another piece, though she had to hold it with two hands due to her diminutive size. The Peri’s body had already brightened, her wings taking on a radiant sheen. Out in the water, Friedrich’s friends and the creatures of the sea were feeding on the bounty.

    “The bread reminds us of the One who is the sustenance of our very existence.”

    The melodiously layered feminine voice prompted Friedrich to turn around. Behind him stood a tall, dark-haired woman of incredible beauty. She exhibited the same form she had been in when Enki, Friedrich, and all of the others had accompanied her back from Manzazu, the shadowy realm of Erishkegal.

    “Inanna,” Friedrich replied in a reverent voice. His manner was formal, as he did not feel the same sense of familiarity with Inanna as he did with Enki.

    “I came to look in upon you, to see how you and your friends are faring since your return from below,” Inanna said to him.

    “We are doing well, recovering and resting,” Friedrich responded.

    “I thank you again for what you did for me, and for Enki and Erishkegal. You, and those with you, did not have to take the risks that you did,” Inanna said with an air of solemnity, looking from Friedrich down to where Asa’an stood quietly. “I have told many of what a small group of souls in the Middle Lands chose to brave.”

    He did not have to ask her to know that she was referring to others beyond the White City. Inanna was a powerful Avatar, and it was humbling to take in her words of praise. He could feel her gratitude in the essence of his soul.

    “How could I do anything else?” he finally responded. “There was only one right choice to make, for all of us.”

    “You will know the realms beyond the White City … you and all of your friends,” Inanna replied with a gentle smile.

    “It is what we all seek, those who dwell in these lands,” Friedrich replied.

    “The infinite realms are the only realms where true life can be known,” Inanna said. “So much sorrow, and so much pain in the realms outside. Even Erishkegal suffers greatly dwelling outside the White City.”

    Friedrich thought back to the powerful Avatar whose human-like guise echoed that of Inanna. Among people, the two Avatars would pass easily for sisters.

    Erishkegal had appeared so intense, even angry, when Friedrich and his group had encountered her. He could recall the unease he felt inside when they had gone to Egalkurzagin, her lofty, palatial dwelling atop the immense plateau.

    The audience that came later before the Tribunal of the Anunnaki had been no easier to endure. But he had come to learn of the tremendous strain she endured in maintaining the realm that harbored so many outcasts from his own world.

    The darkness found within Manzazu was not of the same nature as that filling the Ten-Fold Kingdom. Its origin was not the result of wickedness. Rather, the gloom was born of toil, hardship, and sacrifice, all accepted willingly to provide a merciful refuge for the most desperate.

    There was little doubt that the tortured-looking souls washing up on the shores of Manzazu an outgrowth of Erishkegal’s beneficence, even if she did not understand the phenomenon herself. Truly, Erishkegal was a light in the darkness.

    “Will we return to her?” Friedrich asked, feeling a surge of compassion for the embattled Avatar, who remained with her growing flock of Anunnaki in the Abyss.

    “I do not think so,” Inanna replied, with a tinge of melancholy. “She carries her burden onward, and our place is here.”

    Friedrich was moved by the deep sadness in Inanna’s voice, wishing he could think of a way to console her. She had gone so far to find Eriskhegal, who was, in the way Friedrich saw it, like a sister to her in the way that Enki was a brother to them both.

    It was difficult for Friedrich to imagine how powerful such connections might be. While he had grown deep affinities for others in a mere handful of years, the Avatars had known each other since before the beginning of time itself.

    “Do not feel sorrow, Friedrich,” Inanna said. “Eriskhegal takes a path of mercy, though it is one not easily walked. We must turn our hearts towards another time, when hardship is cast aside and we are all brought together once more.”

    The longing in her voice was unmistakable. Her human form was unable to mask the fact that she missed Erishkegal greatly. The Avatars loyal to Adonai might have had a place before the Great Throne throughout all of their existence, but since the beginning they had come to know the pain and sense of loss that so often shadowed a genuine friendship.

    “I have always found it difficult to control the way I feel,” Friedrich said.

    “As have I,” Inanna replied, and her eyes held Friedrich’s gaze for a moment.

    Looking into her eyes, he knew what had driven Inanna to seek out Erishkegal on her own. Two powerful forces, her own separation from Erishkegal, and the pain she felt over Enki’s long suffering, had compelled her to search through the darkness.

    She had found what she had sought, but had ended up at the brink of the Void. Not even Erishkegal’s great power could have staved off Inanna’s slide into the unconscious state of the Void for much longer.

    Enki’s foresight and the aid of two mystical creatures he had brought along with him allowed Inanna’s spirit to be restored to fullness. Friedrich had learned little of what had transpired, for the exiles had not witnessed what the strange little creatures had done. But there was no question Inanna’s spirit was strong and vibrant when they left Manzazu behind and ascended back to the Middle Lands.

    “We can only react to the things set before us,” Friedrich replied, after a long pause. “I have learned not to have expectations about what those things might be.”

    A bemused smile crossed Inanna’s lips. “Or you have come to expect the unexpected.”

    Friedrich chuckled. “I suppose you could say that. I have certainly given up predicting anything.”

    “An Avatar is sometimes given foresight into what will come, but only Adonai knows everything that lies ahead,” Inanna responded. “There are mysteries that even the greatest of my kind do not fathom.”

    “I have to admit, there are cases where a glimpse of what is ahead would be helpful,” Friedrich stated with a laugh, thinking about the battle he and his companions had survived against Beleth’s legions, and the abyssal quest they had undertaken, with all of its hazards.

    “Then I will give you such a glimpse, to the best of my ability,” Inanna said.

    The response took Friedrich by surprise, and he was puzzled at her words. He made no reply, and waited for the Avatar to continue.

    “One who braves the depths of the Abyss, who goes into the Void itself, and who treads the Ten-Fold Kingdom, where even my kind fear to tread, is a soul capable of much in a time of great need,” Inanna replied. “Gird yourself, and stay watchful, for you will be called in the service of the Great Throne to step forward at an appointed hour. The days grow short. It will not be long.”

    “What … hour?” Friedrich asked, hesitantly.

    “It is not for me to know this hour, but keep your spirit in a state of readiness,” Inanna replied. “The day approaches.”

    Her references to time-based measurements were perplexing, as time did not govern the realms of spirit. The structure of minutes, hours, days, and weeks held no dominion. Day and night did not exist in Purgatarion. The only places where those things mattered were in the realms he had passed beyond, and left far behind.

    Friedrich nodded slowly, doing his best to stifle his apprehension. “I will be prepared.”

    Inanna smiled. “Do not fear or be troubled, Friedrich, for Adonai’s Light is within you.”

    The human form before him condensed into a sphere of light, the brilliance of which forced him to squint. When he was able to open his eyes wide again, she was gone.

    “What did she say?”

    Friedrich looked over at Maroboduus, who had just emerged from the crystalline sea. Sparkling drops tumbled from his long dark locks of hair and thick beard. Behind him, Valaris was striding from the water, which still reached up to his waist.

    “I don’t really know what to make of it,” Friedrich said, conceding the confusion he had at her words.

    “Avatars are rarely idle, or so I’ve observed,” Maroboduus said. “And I’ve been here a lot longer than you have Friedrich.”

    Reaching forward, the tall, brawny figure tousled his hair, eliciting a laugh from Friedrich. “What does time really matter in the face of infinity?”

    “There is that, Friedrich, but I think you think too much,” Maroboduus retorted amiably, with a broad grin.

    “Yes, you definitely think way too much Friedrich,” Valaris said, joining them in time for Maroboduus’ comment. “So what are you all talking about?”

    Asa’an, Friedrich, and Maroboduus laughed. “Speaking before you know what is being discussed is not the wisest course,” Asa’an chided.

    He laughed and shrugged. “I only heard Maroboduus say that Friedrich thinks too much, which is true enough!”

    “Yes, I will admit that too,” Asa’an said, with a merry laugh.

    “Why do I suddenly have the feeling I am under siege?” Friedrich countered.

    “If you are, here comes more reinforcements for us, you might as well surrender,” Maroboduus said, looking out into the waters.

    Hans, Ulrich, Stefan, Dietrich, and Heinrich were among a larger throng of male and female spirits standing atop the back of an enormous whale that was approaching the island. Silas emerged into sight a moment later, working his way through the mass of figures to stand with the others.

    “Want to get a ride?” Stefan called out. “We’re getting ready to go back to the shoreline. This friendly big fellow is willing to carry us all the way there.”

    Friedrich smiled at his friends, thinking of Inanna’s comments about expecting the unexpected. In the Middle Lands, such words could serve as a constant truism.

    “Why not?” he called back, heading towards the water. “We can’t fly!”

    “Speak for yourself!” Asa’an chided playfully, causing those on the island all break into laughter.

    Valaris and Maroboduus entered the water behind Friedrich, and the three swam out towards the whale. Skimming just above the waterline, Asa’an kept pace with the trio.

    Friedrich enjoyed the excursion to the oceanic realm immensely, but he was returning with much to ponder. He was glad he had seen Inanna, but she had not come to him for just a friendly visit. She was preparing him for something, though what it might involve he had no idea.

    Reaching the whale, he accepted the assistance of his friends to pull up onto its sprawling back. Pushing conjectures aside, he chose to enjoy the ride back in the company of his friends. What would come, would come, and it was best to savor the moment at hand.

    

    Father Brunner

    

    A terrible nightmare engulfed Troy. Elites controlled the levers of government and dwelled within small, heavily fortified sections of the city. Gangs ruled the streets, having emerged in great numbers, thousands upon thousands, after the great upheaval struck the UCAS.

    People just wanting to live their lives and raise families were caught squarely in the middle. Job prospects were few and far between, as the employed clung tenaciously to what they had. Inflation had inflicted hardship on everyone, and weighed more heavily with the passing of every day.

    Those who had foreseen such hardship and prepared far in advance were not spared either. Under the powers of Executive Order 2015, also called the National Security Resource Efficiency executive order, the CSD and military was empowered to confiscate anything deemed to have been stored by an individual in excess, such as food or medical supplies, equipment, and much more. Sizeable bounties were paid to those who alerted authorities about individuals concealing large stocks of foodstuffs and other items, deepening a growing air of mistrust.

    The atmosphere was growing ever more tense and cold. Goodwill between neighbors continued to decay, and desperation spurred behaviors deemed unthinkable during other times.

    Father Brunner rubbed his forehead slowly, trying unsuccessfully to ease the sizeable headache that had plagued him all morning. A short distance away, a large mass of people were gathering; men and women, young and old alike.

    Many wore masks and other forms of facial concealment. Though Father Brunner did not hide his face, he shared one thing in common with most of those who were hiding their identities.

    The majority of the masked figures were likely holdouts who still refused to accept the mandate of Living ID. It was rapidly becoming impossible to function without Living ID, and Father Brunner knew he was on borrowed time.

    A monumental decision approached in his life. Yet until that day of reckoning arrived, he intended to do everything that he could for the beleaguered and increasingly oppressed people of Troy. Fatigue, headaches, and the like had to be shoved aside with the force of will, as the darkness choking the city was unrelenting.

    Far above, Father Brunner could see the conspicuous form of a drone slowly crossing the skies. The aerial devices were a regular presence over Troy nowadays, especially as citizens and gangs alike had turned angrily on the network of installed cameras in the streets. Many streets were littered with shattered lenses and casings where individuals had taken their frustrations out on the ubiquitous electronic eyes watching them around the clock.

    Many good people had died during such riots, as the UCAS government had shown no reservations about using weaponized drones. The idea that the government would use armed drones against civilians was once deemed preposterous, and openly scoffed at by political and media elites. Now, the practice was commonplace, but those who had denied the potential so vehemently during former times said nothing.

    “Going along with them?” a gentle voice interjected.

    Father Wilson Rader continued to remain at Saint Bosco with Father Brunner. The pastor had refused to leave the city, which was effectively being transformed into a prison for the individuals inhabiting it.

    “I am,” Father Brunner responded, shaking his head ruefully. He rubbed his wrist, in one of the areas where the implants were usually placed on individuals. Nothing had been embedded under his skin, and his position on Living ID was resolute. Catching Father Rader eyeing his activity, he commented, “As long as blood flows in these veins, it won’t be placed in me.”

    “What have things come to?” Father Rader asked, turning his gaze toward the crowd and shaking his head. “A perpetual war on terror, leading to a perpetual state of emergency...and all with the markings of a deeper plan.”

    A tall man with a megaphone began addressing the crowd. He spoke in a loud and confident manner, and Father Brunner knew he was the sort of individual that any undercover law enforcement agents present would be taking careful note of.

    Raucous cheers met many of his bold statements as the man exhorted the crowd. Minutes later there was a surge of humanity, as several thousand people began marching forward.

    Father Brunner had no doubts they would head towards City Hall. It was the likeliest place within walking distance suitable for holding a massive demonstration.

    “Looks like it’s time for me to go and join them,” Father Brunner observed, looking upon the sea of people flowing onward. “That’s my cue.”

    “I should be with you,” Father Rader said. The steely look in the other priest’s eyes showed that the words were not idly spoken.

    “No, you should not. It would be the worst folly if both of us were put at risk. This church is one of the few havens left in this city,” Father Brunner replied firmly, looking to Father Rader. For just a moment, the hierarchy between the two men appeared to switch, as the pastor of St. Bosco was admonished by his subordinate. “If both of us were swept up and detained, so many people would be left without a sanctuary, both physically and spiritually. That can’t be allowed to happen. I’m going, and you need to stay here. Too much is put at risk otherwise.”

    “I can’t argue with you. May Adonai’s Grace go with you, and all of the people in this protest march. Keep safe, and return as soon as you are able,” Father Rader said, an edge of anxiety within his voice. “Our doors will be open for any who need refuge after this.”

    Father Brunner nodded, and then chuckled, breaking the building tension. “You really didn’t know what you were getting into when I came to this church, did you?”

    Father Radar smiled. “No, I didn’t. But I’m glad you were assigned to St. Bosco. You are a blessing to this community.”

    “This community has been a blessing for me,” Father Brunner replied. He gave the other man a firm pat on the upper part of his left arm, and turned towards the crowd. “I’ll see you in a little while.”

    Father Brunner walked forward, and fell in alongside a teenage boy and a middle-aged woman. Their appearances echoed the rough times that everyone was experiencing, but there was a spark of fierce determination in their eyes. They exemplified a crowd harboring a simmering. The grievances carried within the huge crowd were many.

    An electric energy ran through the air as the heavy tramp of thousands of footsteps accompanied the river of people approaching City Hall. A phalanx of militarized police in riot gear barred the end of the street. A couple of drones hovered in the sky far above.

    Several armored vehicles were in place. A couple featured black, circular objects of about three feet in diameter raised above the vehicles on metal poles and oriented towards the oncoming crowd.

    Father Brunner knew what they were. He had seen their effect before. They were sound cannons, capable of spreading pain, nausea and fainting by channeling over a hundred and fifty decibels across a distance of nearly two thousand feet. Used regularly by the police force, the officers would not be hesitant to unleash the power of the devices.

    A chant began rippling through the crowd, swelling fast as people vented their fury. “We the people! We are the government! We demand that you listen! We the people! We are the government! We demand that you listen!”

    The chant thundered as the forefront of the multitude came to a halt a short distance from the police line. Father Brunner suspected that more than a few of the faces hidden behind the dark visors of the police officers’ helmets appeared nervous as the chant took on the tenor of a lion’s roar.

    A voice suddenly boomed over the loudspeakers set up beyond the wall of riot shields. “Citizens of the UCAS, this is an illegal assembly. We order you to stop this unlawful assembly immediately, or you risk being detained under the provisions of martial law!”

    For a few minutes, there was an eerie contest as the roaring voice of the people contended with the voice of the spokesman for the government authorities. Father Brunner knew that the patience of the authorities would not last for long, and it became apparent the crowd would not disperse so easily.

    “Here we go,” said one of the nearby protestors, his face obscured with a black ski mask. He then shouted out, with an air of urgency, “Get ready everyone! They’re about to hit us!”

    He proved to be correct. The government response was ferocious and concentrated.

    The majority of the crowd was soon running back the way they came, overcome with waves of sound from the cannons, canisters of tear gas, and a barrage of rubber bullets. The unified chant of the people was replaced with a chaotic host of screams, cries, and shouts.

    The shield-bearing ranks of police then marched steadily forward, approaching the edge of the crowd that remained. Some of the more reckless and enraged in the crowd beat against the shields, while more calculating individuals farther back lit up vessels filled with flammable liquid, and hurled them at the line of shields.

    Father Brunner’s heart sank as he watched men and women being knocked to the ground and beaten savagely. Several were being dragged and shoved towards the open bays at the rear of waiting trucks. A terrible feeling of dread came over him.

    Rumors of internment camps had taken firm root after footage of a purported detainment camp was aired by a rebel element that had briefly taken over a television station in downtown Troy.

    The government had claimed that the camp t was not what it was said to be, and that the footage was the work of terrorist agitators. But nobody with any sense believed the regime or its puppet media outlets.

    Father Brunner feared the worst for those who were being swept up by the security forces. The government’s definition an “enemy combatant” broad and encompassing, those detained were said to have no recourse and no rights, left to the total mercy of a regime that could do anything it wanted with them.

    Father Brunner was not yet counted among the beaten or the apprehended, and nor did he flee the area. The reason that brought him along with the protestors now compelled action, to help the people however he could.

    He knelt down by the side of a young woman whose face exhibited a grievous injury from a rubber bullet. Her nose was bent at an awkward angle, clearly broken. She was shaking, and her expression showed that she was still stunned in the aftermath of getting hit.

    “Shhhh … keep calm. I’m going to get you out of here,” Father Brunner said gently.

    Blinking back tears sprung by pain and frustration, she nodded to him. Father Brunner was relieved to see that she would cooperate, and that she was not too dazed from the head trauma she had undoubtedly suffered.

    Glancing back up, he saw the wall of government troopers pushing steadily forward. In no time the phalanx would roll right over the area where he was tending the injured woman.

    No consideration would be given to what he was doing, or even to the fact that he wore a priest’s collar. If anything, especially in light of the current age, the outward marks of a priest would invite an even harsher response from some within the oncoming ranks.

    With a grunt of exertion, he hoisted the young woman over his back and trudged away from the mayhem. Blocking out everything else from his mind, he narrowed his thoughts to taking one step at a time. His shoes planted heavily into the concrete and his legs braced stiffly with every stride, but he made steady progress.

    Behind him the troopers kept pressing forward. Many demonstrators were pummeled and apprehended, and farther away the rear holds of the police trucks were filling up with new occupants.

    His face ran with sweat that trickled into his eyes, stinging them. Blinking, and holding his eyes shut for brief moments, he did his best to clear them as he peered ahead.

    People raced past him as the demonstration turned into a desperate retreat. When he had gone another block, he turned to the right and kept going.

    There was little use in pausing and looking back. He was not going to abandon the woman, and if the troopers were about to catch him then there was nothing else he could do.

    The Knights of the Order and the Shield Maidens maintained some clandestine relief centers to assist the beleaguered citizenry of Troy as often as possible. The locations shifted periodically, as surveillance was everywhere. Yet everything possible was being done to help anyone who did not wish to have Living ID forced upon them; as even the most routine visit to any city hospital would result in.

    At the moment, one such emergency center was located in the basement of an abandoned retail store less than a block and a half from the church. Saying a silent prayer to Adonai in thanksgiving for making it safely to the entrance, Father Brunner mustered a smile for the tall, broad-shouldered figure who greeted him there.

    “From the protest?” the man asked, looking at the woman carried by the priest.

    “Yes, Diego,” Father Brunner replied. “And she’s going to need some help right away. She’s taken a hard hit to the head from a rubber bullet.”

    “We’ll get right on it,” Diego replied, before turning and calling out for some assistance.

    A couple of other men stepped forward, and assisted Father Brunner with the young woman. Bracing her, they led the woman away to get some treatment.

    “Mass arrests again?” Diego asked, when the others were gone from sight.

    “A great many today. They had vehicles at the ready,” Father Brunner replied grimly. “Sound cannons, tear gas, rubber bullets, everything was in place.”

    “We don’t know where they are being taken, but everything we know says there are camps not too far from the outskirts of Troy,” Diego said. “The video captures by those kids down south has helped to get people talking more. That footage is getting spread all over the UCAS.”

    “Word needs to get out, and I don’t doubt there are camps relatively close by,” Father Brunner responded. “Some people from my own parish have been arrested and taken away. We’ve tried to do everything we could to learn their location, but there’s no indication that they’re being held anywhere within the city’s confines.”

    Diego’s toned changed, growing more somber. “The woman you brought back was extremely lucky. And you are taking a terrible risk, Father.”

    The hint of admonishment lingered in the air between the two men. Father Brunner was not about to apologize for trying to help where he could, but neither could he deny Diego’s logic. Nevertheless, he was not about to change course.

    “Let’s just say I couldn’t sleep very well at night, if I didn’t go,” Father Brunner said finally, breaking the impasse. Changing the subject, he asked, “How is the Order faring?”

    “It’s becoming nearly impossible to get in or out of the city,” Diego replied. “Doing what we can on the ground here. But in some sections of the city, the gangs have asserted full control.”

    “They were bad enough before martial law was declared,” Father Brunner replied. “Now, I’m sure in some areas they have virtually free reign.”

    “That’s true. They are without restraint. The only thing that holds them back a little is the constant infighting,” Diego said. “We have reports of a ferocious power struggle going on between the stronger gangs.

    “Some stories have killings being done that have all the marks of those creatures that helped get Juan Delgado back into the city, to air the broadcast. Many leading elements in several gangs have been slain in brutal ways.”

    Father Brunner had harbored Juan for a time when he had defected from Babylon Technologies, where he was one of the higher-ranking figures in the world-renowned company. The Order and the Shield Maidens had used a clever ruse involving the kind of make-up techniques employed in professional movie-making to get Juan out of the city.

    An extensive operation coordinated by the Knights and Shield Maidens had then been conducted to bring him back into Troy; where he had taken to the airwaves with a dire warning about the nature of Living ID. Father Brunner had heard the fantastical stories reporting towering, wolf-headed creatures ripping through the government troopers manning the bridge Juan had been brought through.

    Even now, Father Brunner could not believe the ubiquitous accounts were real. In his eyes the stories were a new urban legend.

    A part of him expected another explanation to emerge regarding specialized body suits, at the very least. But members of the Order and the Shield Maidens who had been involved in the mission that day were convinced of what they saw.

    “Do you think these stories have something to do with the Order?” Father Brunner asked, studying the other man’s face closely for his reaction.

    Diego shook his head emphatically. “No, this is all coming from somewhere else. We don’t know much about what’s behind it, but I can say it has absolutely nothing to do with anything that the Order or the Shield Maidens are involved in.”

    “It sounds like the situation will need close watching,” Father Brunner said firmly, feeling strongly that the other man was not holding anything back.

    “We’ve got eyes and ears wherever we can get them,” Diego said.

    “I hope you learn something soon about what’s happening with the gangs,” Father Brunner stated, suspecting something of a very dark nature at the heart of the reports.

    “We’ll do everything we can,” Diego responded. “And what we can’t do we’ll have to remember always to keep our faith in Adonai, Most High.”

    Father Brunner smiled at Diego’s words. “Yes, we will, Diego. I think that just about sums things up for both of us these days.”

    “Yes, it sure does,” Diego agreed.

    Father Brunner reached forward and patted the other man on the shoulder. “Well, my work here looks done … so I’d best be getting back to the church. No telling what Father Rader has gotten himself into since I left. See you this Sunday, at the Sacrifice?”

    Diego nodded. “Unless I have to do something on behalf of the Order, you can count on it.”

    “I’ll be looking out for you,” Father Brunner replied. “Take care of yourself, and may Adonai protect and guide you.”

    “You too, Father,” Diego said, lowering his head as the priest gave him a short blessing.

    Father Brunner turned and exited the building. His mind was heavily weighed down, filled with foreboding thoughts as he made the short walk back to St. Bosco. The streets were all but vacated, creating an unsettling contrast to the recent protest.

    The world was breaking down all around him, crumbling at its foundations. The worst thing about it was that the decay and decline were all the result of design and effort. Diabolos had the world bound in chains, and was securing the final locks.

    There really was nowhere to run to, and Father Brunner knew the worst was still coming. The Sacred Writings had been very clear in that regard.

    He could only hope that he was able to stay in the fight, and be in the right places so that he could pick up a few more battered souls from the ground, just like he had that day. When an even darker day arrived, as he knew it inevitably would, he prayed he could meet it with the kind of courage and conviction he witnessed each and every day out on the streets of Troy.

    From a young, defiant man staring down a phalanx of shield-bearing riot troopers, to a single mother working herself to exhaustion, scraping up just enough to provide for and protect her children, an inspiring toughness and resilience was being demonstrated again and again. Those displays were rays of light cutting through the darkness. They were beacons that Father Brunner had to look to, lest he despair in the face of all the wickedness and cruelty encompassing him.

    Adonai was present in every word of encouragement and act of compassion. The thought emboldened Father Brunner, right as the finial atop St. Bosco drew into sight.

    As always, the Rising Dawn symbol stood bold and strong amid the cold gusts buffeting the streets. Father Brunner’s gait was slower as he approached the church, as fatigue was catching up fast with him, but he felt much better within his heart when he finally reached the rectory door. After taking a moment to locate the right key among the cluster tethered to his key chain, he unlocked the door and entered.

    A smile burst onto his face as Athanasius pressed forward to greet him. The big, enthusiastic mastiff almost pushed him right back through the doorway.

    Laughing, Father Brunner ruffled the top of the dog’s broad head. “So are you going to let me in, big fellow?”

    The dog, as if responding to his words, shuffled backwards on the tile floor. A few paces beyond him, Simeon sauntered into view, glancing up towards Father Brunner with an expression that looked inquisitive.

    “Ah yes, it was a long day, and it is really good to see you guys again,” Father Brunner said to the cat, like he was responding to an unspoken question. “And if you want to hear about the day I had, I’m going to fix myself some dinner and go to the living room. I’m sure I can scrounge up a few treats for the two of you.”

    Simeon stood still as Father Brunner worked his way past Athanasius. Leaning over, he stroked the cat’s fur from the back of the creature’s head down to the base of his tail. Simeon responded with a motor-like purr, before stepping forward and rubbing his head against the priest’s leg.

    “You and Athanasius follow me to the kitchen now, and I’ll get everything taken care of for the three of us,” Father Brunner said, straightening back up after a few more seconds of stroking the cat’s soft fur.

    His footsteps accompanied by the patter of paws both large and small, Father Brunner continued on towards the kitchen. He clicked the light on as he entered the room, and took a deep, relaxing breath, simply glad to be home again.

    Father Brunner had not gone out of the city when he had the chance. But he had no regrets about his decision to stay behind when the large group of people was ferried out of the tent-city of Paladin’s Light.

    He knew he was right where he needed to be. From Simeon and Athanasius, to Father Wilson Rader and Francis Drummond, the older lady who was the caretaker of the rectory, to the members of St. Bosco and the people of the surrounding neighborhood, Father Brunner had an immediate family to care for.

    He thought of the girl he had carried from further harm. Pausing, he thanked Adonai for helping him get her to a place where she could be cared for. What Father Brunner had done for the girl, Adonai did for the state of his soul, something he could never forget.

    With a smile and feeling of peace in his heart, he opened a cupboard and got a couple bags of treats out. He was more than happy to take care of his dear, four-legged friends first, before he saw to his own dinner.

    

    Jovan

    

    A magnificent edifice set against a large hillside loomed within the midst of a vast wooded acreage owned by the UCAS government. The building was the core of a sprawling compound ranging from constructions intended for residential uses to others of more specialized purposes.

    The semi-circular façade of the main structure was a triumph of architectural savvy. There was a slant to the windows on the multi-terraced structure, bestowing it with a modernistic feel while giving the impression the place was an outgrowth of the great hill it was set against.

    On the highest level, a spectacular overlook was afforded to the two figures standing together in the moonlight. Kaira strode forward, to the edge of the balcony, quietly gazing out over the tree-blanketed valley unfurled before her in silvery luminescence.

    “It is far too dangerous to remain in Yorvik. The unrest is unpredictable at the moment,” Jovan commented, as the chilly touch of a night breeze brushed lightly across his face.

    “Order will be restored soon enough,” Kaira replied, matter-of-factly.

    Jovan nodded. “It will be, Kaira, but everyone wants you to be able to carry out your work without distraction or threat. It’s my job to help facilitate that, and we have this property available for your use. More remote, well-secured, and equipped with everything you need. The airfield will allow for anyone to come here to meet with you.”

    Kaira turned, and cast Jovan one of her broad smiles, an expression radiating with angelic grace. “And your dedication in all of this is very appreciated, Jovan. To think we were visiting at your beach house, drinking wine, and walking along the shore not all that long ago.”

    “It seems like an age ago,” Jovan replied wistfully, recalling those magical walks in the embrace of moonlight.

    If he closed his eyes, he could recall the sounds of the waves rolling in and breaking upon the sand as he and Kaira talked and laughed together. At that time, Jovan had entertained thoughts of something more with her, but the nature of their relationship had seemed to change overnight.

    He had once seen himself as kind of a mentor to Kaira, or at least a supportive friend, but now it felt like he was subordinate to her. Jovan’s focus when it came to her had undeniably shifted. Where he had once offered friendly advice and conducted periodic favors on her behalf, he was now prioritizing her every wish and need, even above his own affairs.

    Yet he did not mind the change at all. If anything, he had never felt stronger in his affinity and loyalty. She was blossoming ever since circumstances involving the death of the previous head of the World Summit’s Peace Commission had seen her thrust into the leadership spot.

    She had taken right to the job, exhibiting a passion for it and wasting no time in implementing many of the ideas she had expressed during casual visits with Jovan in the past. The Peace Commission had very powerful mechanisms embedded within its structure, and Kaira was making use of all of them in addition to instituting some new expansions.

    Kaira glanced back at Jovan with the deep, encompassing gaze that he always found so mesmerizing. “We will be able to visit again, when this world is brought back to full order. It is just that there is so much that needs to be done right now. There’s just not enough time to spare.”

    “You won’t find any arguments from me on that point,” Jovan replied.

    He almost sighed aloud, thinking of all the work he was embroiled with. Jovan’s itinerary was constantly filled, from business concerns, to facilitating everything Kaira needed, to carrying out various tasks for the Convergence and the Order of the Red Shield.

    He did not want to think of how thin and precarious the line was between being completely overwhelmed and keeping up with his responsibilities. Sleep was now a precious commodity, and skipping meals had become a regular practice. The days were largely a blur as he went from one thing to another, trying not to look at the entirety of what he was expected to do.

    At the very least, his primary assistant, Julianna Pullman, had been relocated to the woodland compound. Jovan was highly relieved to have her taken out of Yorvik, and removed from the dangerous threats cropping up all across the unstable city. She was indispensable to Jovan, and had even shown a fervor towards the things involving Kaira.

    “Simpler times, Jovan,” Kaira said, in a reflective tone. “Even Mandaria wasn’t stirring quite so prominently then.”

    “Yes, there is that too,” Jovan said.

    The giant eastern nation had gone head to head against the might of the UCAS when it had resolved its longstanding intent to reintegrate the island of Taiyoan. Unveiling new military capabilities, and executing previously demonstrated ones very well, Mandaria had crippled the UCAS’ satellite grid in a daring, pre-emptive strike.

    The brief war that had broken out in the aftermath had resulted in large casualties incurred on both sides, and the world’s economies had been shaken to the core. Yet Mandaria emerged intact, and even highly respected in political circles, when Kaira had so deftly negotiated the end to hostilities at the World Summit.

    Now that the UCAS had been plunged into the depths of severe internal problems, Mandaria was asserting its hold over the Southern Sea. Disputed island territories and the vast resources lying beneath the sea floor were now effectively Mandaria’s. None of the neighboring countries could even hope to confront the economic and military giant without the aid of the UCAS.

    “At the very least, there is no significant military conflict to address in that region,” Kaira said.

    “And I doubt there will be,” Jovan said. “Kyotowa is probably the strongest country in the immediate area, and they are in no position to challenge Mandaria without UCAS assistance. I think everyone’s economic interests will hold hostilities back, even if most are very disgruntled.”

    “What are your thoughts on the Central East?” Kaira asked.

    “A little easier for us to deal with in its current state, than when they had secularist dictators,” Jovan observed.

    The current climate of the Central East was one of the biggest achievements of the Convergence. A parade of rebellions presented to the world as the people speaking their voice were all carefully nurtured and supported.

    The UCAS, Western Nations, and a few key oil-rich allies in the region had patiently, and carefully, lent assistance to each rebellion as one regime after another toppled over. When they needed to play both sides of the same coin, they did so without hesitation.

    A group purported to be an enemy at one point was provided with arms and resources at another. To the public, it often looked perplexing and contradictory, but there was a solid reason behind every move that took things one step closer to the goal.

    Each of the nations now existed in name only. Those coming into power in every instance were connected to one another by common ideologies and purpose, rendering geographical boundaries irrelevant.

    “I don’t foresee any problems in the Central East either,” Kaira stated. “I know many will be seeking to attain their long-sought prize at some point, but that can be dealt with when the time comes.”

    The stalwart Davidian nation holding out against all odds was the greatest of jewels desired by the new leaders who had taken power in the region. To the new powers, the seizing of those storied lands and its legendary capital, which prominently factored in three of the world’s largest religions, would culminate their victory in the region.

    “Hopefully that time will be later. We certainly have our hands full right now,” Jovan commented.

    “We do have more than enough to keep us quite busy,” Kaira agreed. Turning, she grew silent, and stared out over the quiet forest.

    “So, is there anything else you want to talk with me about?” Jovan asked in a low voice, after a few minutes had passed. Every instinct in him said that Kaira wanted to be alone at the moment.

    “No, we’ve covered everything,” Kaira replied. “I think I’m going to wind down here by myself, and we can meet again in the early morning.”

    “Sounds like a plan,” Jovan replied amiably.

    In the past he would have given her an affectionate hug. Now, it was like he was a business associate being dismissed. Strangely, the fundamental change in that area did not bother him either. If anything, he felt a deep gratitude for the fact that he still got to meet with her privately.

    Wishing her a good night, he left Kaira standing on the balcony edge. Heading inside the building, he walked through the spacious living quarters to the elevator at the back.

    Hitting the lone button to the right of the frame, he knew that he was not quite ready to turn in for the night. There was more than enough to occupy his mind, and sleep would evade him even if he tried to get some rest.

    After a couple moments, the lighted button dimmed and the elevator door slid open. Stepping into the compartment, he rode down to the ground level.

    His primary obligations finished, Jovan strolled out of the building’s main front entrance and headed away from the complex of structures. Without pausing, he strode across the wide lawn and out of the reach of the floodlights, entering the shadow-filled trees rising just beyond.

    The woods presented no danger, filled as they were with dedicated guardians. Jovan had admittedly been rattled at his first sight of the unusual creatures brought in by the TTDF.

    The great beasts were like nothing he had ever beheld in his life, prior to coming to the compound. Yet in time, his apprehensions had eased, as he came to understand their purpose. Continually patrolling the woods, the creatures warded the men and women residing at the compound.

    Taking a deep breath, he loosed the air slowly from his lungs. It issued forth in a ghostly vapor, and he felt an icy touch coming over the air surrounding him. The sharp drop in temperature told him he was not alone.

    “You are carrying out your tasks well, Jovan.” The seductive, feminine voice emerged from the shadows to his left.

    He turned to look, and could barely make out Lilith’s form, which blended closely with the pooling darkness beneath the trees. With scrutiny, only the vague outline of a shapely woman in flowing garb could be seen, along with the reddish glint of two eyes.

    “I do as I am asked. Have I not always?” Jovan countered, a little agitated at the interruption. All he wanted was a few moments of peace, and he could not even get that.

    Yet he wondered what the incorporeal entity wanted, as Lilith never visited with idle purpose. Seeking out a few moments to diffuse his stress with a night walk through the woods, Jovan knew he was about to get even more tasks heaped onto him.

    He was distracted momentarily by a number of small winged shapes that suddenly came into view and began gliding around him. Bone-chilling screeches emitted from the owl-sized forms, whose distorted, skeletal visages were a mockery of the natural world.

    “What … are those?” Jovan asked, finding himself highly unnerved, watching the little winged horrors swirling around him.

    “My children, who flourish abundantly within my realm … a realm not of this world,” Lilith responded with a deeper lilt to her voice. “Many of my children help in the watch over the compound now, having eyes to see the things that the guardians cannot.”

    Her laughter carried through the cold air, as the eerie cries of the flying creatures faded along with their forms. Jovan’s heart kept beating fast, and he hoped the bizarre things did not return.

    “Do you find my children frightening?” Lilith asked him, with a hint of amusement in her voice.

    “I just haven’t seen anything like them before,” Jovan said, not wanting to offend her. “Not used to them I guess.”

    “They are not the only ones you’ll see clearly. Soon, you may even be seeing me in a more substantive appearance,” Lilith declared.

    As she spoke, her form solidified further and took on a silvery, moon-like hue. Jovan could not help but feel a wave of arousal building within him upon beholding the stunning, perfectly-shaped woman just a few paces before him.

    A husky laugh came from her full lips, which were spread into an alluring grin. Her eyes appeared to gleam brighter. “I sense that would please you, Jovan.”

    Every part of her form appealed to his most primal instincts. He could not take his eyes off her, nor stymie the lusts that surged powerfully within. He simply could not resist what she was manifesting.

    Her form then began fading back into the shadowy, vaporous appearance it held moments before, save for the glittering orbs of her eyes. “Desire is a very powerful force in this world. It can be useful in many ways. It can overcome even the strongest.”

    Jovan did not know how to respond, greatly embarrassed by his reaction. He looked down at the ground, keeping his eyes from meeting hers.

    “The hungers of a man are nothing to apologize for,” Lilith continued. “And your desires will be uninhibited in the age to come, Jovan. It will be an age of great reward for those who have served the Risen Throne well.

    “But for now you must continue in your support of Kaira. The world must be drawn closer together, to address the ills that plague it. Kaira will soon invoke the powers of the Peace Commission in ways that have never been done before.

    “You must be ready to help facilitate her initiatives. Wherever necessary, bring together every person of influence who is part of the Convergence to assist.”

    Jovan nodded, grateful that his natural urges were finally subsiding. Still, he felt a little defensive that Lilith would even question him regarding Kaira. There was nobody that he was more dedicated to than her.

    “You know I will do as you ask,” he said evenly. “There is no need to remind me.”

    “It is a critical time, Jovan,” Lilith replied. “Everything the Convergence has worked towards is within grasp now, and those who are set against us will do everything they can to get at her. Never assume she is safe, not even for a moment.”

    Jovan felt instant rage at the mere thought that anyone would want to harm Kaira. The idea was incomprehensible, and his eyes narrowed with the anger he felt burning inside.

    “I would die for her,” he stated.

    “If you have to, you will, without hesitation,” Lilith responded.

    The way she said the words left some ambiguity, of whether her statement was just an affirmation of his own or a command. It did not bother Jovan either way.

    “Keep wary always, for the enemies of the Risen Throne have not yet been vanquished,” Lilith continued, as she began receding into the shadows. “Kaira will overcome them in time, so serve her well with all your strength.”

    Her voice trailed off and there was no more sign of her. The chill left the air, and Jovan stood in place for a few moments, coming to terms with the brief encounter. Even after so many interactions, Lilith always had a profound effect upon him.

    He had to admit that he looked forward to seeing her in full clarity. The hint of invitation she had left him with was tantalizing beyond measure.

    He shook his head and laughed to himself. There was no time for prurient thoughts. Jovan had a task to carry out, and a goal sought for millennia was at the cusp of full realization. There would be time enough for personal indulgences once victory had been achieved.

    For the present, he recognized that a little rest would be helpful, and decided to cut his walk through the woods short. The visit with Lilith had taken him well out of his earlier mindset.

    Turning about, he headed back in the direction of the compound. A deep calm rested over the forest, and the only sounds in the air were those of his shoes snapping small twigs and crunching leaves littering the forest floor. Taking in the sharp scents of pine, he thought about what Lilith had told him.

    She had not asked for more of him, like he had initially feared. Lilith had merely reinforced his current path, exhorting him to vigilance, and given him a hint of things to come.

    He wondered what she knew about Kaira that he did not, especially in regards to invoking the power of the Peace Commission in new ways. He had the sense that Lilith expected something momentous to be occurring in the near future.

    In some ways, her beseeching of him was redundant. Jovan had never had feelings for another person like he did for Kaira. There was no question he would do anything and everything that he possibly could to help her with any initiatives she put forth.

    His recent feelings for her were so very strange to Jovan. They reflected a deeper kind of devotion, one that was fundamentally different from romantic affections, friendship, or the love of a family member.

    Though it amused him immensely to deem them in such a way, his feelings for Kaira were similar to those of a dedicated adherent of a religion towards their faith. For a man who had shunned and despised things of a religious nature all throughout his life, it was a bizarre thing for him to admit.

    Shaking his head, he laughed to himself about the odd notion. Yet he did not apologize for the unprecedented feelings he harbored.

    He mused that if Kaira were truly some sort of goddess, then he would finally have a religion he could embrace wholeheartedly. In some ways, he hoped that he would discover that she was.

    Stepping from the trees, he started across the open lawn towards the building where his personal quarters were. He looked forward to getting some rest, and already felt a little renewed gazing towards a future filled with tremendous possibilities.

    

    Benedict

    

    Benedict sipped carefully from a cup of hot coffee, looking around at the café filled with a diverse assortment of patrons. From the clean cut to the rough and tumble, spanning from youth to elderly, and including folks of many ethnic backgrounds, the group as a whole represented the fabric of the UCAS, though that cloth was now in a much more tattered, soiled state.

    The nation was in the early phases of its second civil war. It was clear that most people were not listening to the mass media’s portrayal of the rebel provinces. If one were to believe the broadcasts, the midwest and south had been overrun with insurgents, traitors, and terrorists, including the defections of significant portions of the UCAS military.

    To those with any sense, the claims were laughable. Benedict had come to discover there were rampant sympathies in the UCAS populace for those in the breakaway provinces who had stepped up to throw off the yoke of an increasingly oppressive government.

    After some initial chaos and strife, the conflict was settling down into a period of relative calm. There were still reports of skirmishes and exchanges of fire all along the new borderlines, and stories of small incursions from both sides, but no large scale battles had taken place as of yet.

    Benedict knew hostilities of a much bigger nature would be coming soon enough. It was simply that the UCAS was consolidating and preparing for the next phase, after enduring the brushfire of rebellion and defections.

    The defections were not limited to just the military. With the markets going haywire, the economy brittle, and martial law in place with no end in sight, a great many suffering in the UCAS provinces looked towards the south as a beacon of hope.

    The rebel provinces made no promises other than committing to a steadfast return to the ideals of the Grand Charter. But that was all that many people residing in UCAS-controlled provinces wanted in the first place.

    Though the UCAS was doing everything possible to seal off the borders to the southern provinces, the sheer length of the latter made for a porous environment; one that savvy opportunists began to heavily exploit. Taking payment in everything from silver and gold coins, to guns and other material assets, the guides led groups of men and women who wanted to live in the south and midwest through the border zones.

    It was a dangerous risk to take for anyone seeking to go east or south. Some of the perceived guides were nothing more than thieves; and others were even worse. Mostly betrayed by the unscrupulous or outright government collaborators, there had already been many groups swept up by UCAS security forces and taken away to the increasingly feared detention camps.

    For men and women wishing to relocate their families, agonizing decisions had to be weighed. Yet the beacon of freedom and self-reliance shining from the southern and midwestern provinces proved a worthy enough goal for many thousands crossing raw wilderness terrain in the dark of night.

    A caravan of such defectors would be setting out on foot that very night, and Benedict intended to join them. Using a guide was his only real option of getting back into the free provinces.

    The main roads, especially any which crossed into rebel-held territory, were not an option. Military checkpoints were everywhere, and Living ID was being imposed on all citizens of the UCAS.

    Like Benedict, the defectors had no intentions of accepting Living ID on their bodies, under any circumstances. He had spoken to several of them during the hours he waited in the cafe for night to come, and their feelings on the matter were abundantly clear.

    During the conversations, he had addressed many of his own curiosities. Above all, he had wanted to get a more comprehensive sense of the people who were among thousands upon thousands flocking towards the rebel provinces, seeking desperately to get out of the UCAS and its suffocating environment. As night loomed, he felt he had attained a much more solid grasp.

    “Mind if I sit here?” interrupted a low voice.

    A weathered-looking man stood to the left of Benedict, whose table had one of the few open spots available in the crowded café. The newcomer had narrow features and a lean build, with short gray hair, and nothing about the man set off any alarms in Benedict. The look in the man’s eyes was direct and warm, and his tone polite.

    “Not at all,” Benedict replied amiably, offering a smile and gesturing to the seat across from him.

    There was little doubt the man would be heading out that night, as the large backpack and duffel bag he carried attested. He set the backpack on the floor and let it lean against his right leg, and he stuffed the duffel bag underneath his seat.

    He looked across at Benedict, and let out a long, sighing breath. An expression of relief rested on his face. “So nice to just sit down for a minute.”

    “Might as well take advantage of that while we still can,” Benedict said. “Looks like you are going where I am, and I’m sure we’ll be getting a lot of walking in later tonight.”

    “Yes, we certainly will,” the man agreed, with a tone sounding less than enthusiastic. He then smiled, and extended his hand across the table. “Name’s Royce … Royce Brandenberg.”

    “I’m Benedict.” He shook the other man’s hand, opting to leave his last name out of the equation for the time being. Any recognition of who he was would bring no advantages.

    “So, what’s your story?” Royce asked him, folding his hands and resting them on the table surface.

    “Not the usual one,” Benedict replied, with a rueful chuckle.

    “We’ve got plenty of time until the sun goes down,” Royce commented.

    “All I have to say is that I was locked up until recently,” Benedict responded, with a bittersweet grin as he recalled his incarceration in the UCAS facility.

    Royce laughed. “In this world turned upside down, about everyone’s being locked up. Hard to believe this country was a symbol of freedom.”

    “They don’t know the meaning of the word anymore,” Benedict replied dourly. After a second, he added, “Few do anymore, I’m afraid. It’s such a sad thing to admit, but that’s what I see everywhere I go.”

    “I know what you mean, and I’ll take my chances in the free provinces,” Royce replied, with a look of determination. “So what did you do before all of this mess happened, and before you got locked up?”

    “Worked in a radio station,” Benedict answered. “Seems like ages ago, but that’s what I did for a long time. Right up until everything unraveled. And you?”

    “Construction,” Royce answered. “I was lucky to get onto some larger commercial construction projects when the housing market went bust a few years back. Then everything went to hell.” The man shook his head ruefully.

    “A good, reliable trade to have. You shouldn’t have any trouble finding work, wherever you go, once you are across the border,” Benedict said, wanting to give the man some encouragement.

    “I hope I don’t have trouble, but we won’t know what things are like until we get there,” Royce said. “You can’t trust the news on this side of the fence. They aren’t going to tell us straight. Never really did before, you know.”

    “There is that,” Benedict admitted.

    “I just hope we make it there smoothly,” Royce said. “Lots of drones in the area they say.”

    “They might love their drones, but they’re spread very thin,” Benedict said. “They can’t cover every inch of the new borders. They couldn’t cover the old ones, and those were much smaller. I’d say our chances are still good.”

    “At least our guide has a solid reputation,” Royce said. “They say he used to help lots of people cross our old southern boundaries.”

    “That’s what I’ve been hearing too,” Benedict said, taking another sip of his coffee. “If he led groups across the border in the old days, then he has plenty of experience evading authorities. That’s going to count in a big way with what we’re doing tonight.”

    “So what are you going to do when we’re across the border?” Royce asked. “Anything particular?”

    “Just planning to reconnect with some family,” Benedict said, thinking of his brother and his niece. “I’ll still have a little way to go to reach them in Venorterra when we cross, but that’s the goal.”

    He had no doubts they were worried sick about him, ever since the moment of his capture by the TTDF operatives. Benedict had thought of them both often during his incarceration, and longed to see all of them again as soon as possible.

    “Venorterra? I know about that big horse race, some of my friends used to bet on it about every year,” Royce responded, with a laugh. “I never was much of a bettin’ man.”

    “Used to live in Troy, but my family is mainly in Venorterra now,” Benedict said. “What about you? Any family to seek out?”

    “I’ve got family in free provinces too, just a little more spread out,” Royce said, though he grew quiet and did not offer anything more.

    Benedict sensed it was not a topic to press. He then felt a light tap on his right shoulder. Turning, he saw a hispanic man of about forty years of age, with a short-cropped goatee.

    “It is time to get going,” the man announced in an accented voice, looking purposefully to both Benedict and Royce. “Gather your things, and come outside.”

    “Thank you,” Benedict replied. The man nodded and moved onward, giving the word to others seated around the café.

    “Time to head ‘em up, and move ‘em out, as they say,” Royce said in a spirited fashion, getting up and preparing to put on his pack. Once that was done, he leaned over and dug his duffel bag out from under the booth seat. “It was great meeting you Benedict, and I’m sure we’ll get some more time to talk tonight.”

    “I’m looking forward to it,” Benedict replied politely, shaking Royce’s hand.

    He turned his attention towards gathering up his possessions. Since his unlikely escape from the underground detention, Benedict had acquired few things, not enough to warrant anything more than a backpack he wore out of the café.

    The man who summoned them led the group to a place where a pair of dark vans was parked. Benedict squeezed himself into a space on the middle bench seat of one of the vans, and held the backpack snug in his lap.

    He looked around at the faces of the people surrounding him. Some looked nervous, and others appeared resolute, but he had little doubt that fears nagged at every last one of them.

    Outside his window, he saw a couple children, of maybe ten or eleven years of age, getting aboard the second van with their parents. Sitting on the bench seat in front of Benedict was a young couple who looked to be in their mid-twenties.

    Most of the rest were loners like Benedict and Royce, including some very hard-looking individuals that he was more than happy to have along for the trek. Capability was more important than sociability under the circumstances. If push came to shove it was nice to think there were some tough, potentially military-trained individuals included within their group.

    The vans pulled out of the parking lot and proceeded far out from the small town, traveling along a lonely road. They encountered no traffic on the way out. Just after nightfall, the group was dropped off in what looked like the middle of nowhere.

    Chilly winds swept through a dry, flat landscape pockmarked with hardy shrubs and other rugged plant growth suited for an arid environment. The uninviting, remote atmosphere was exactly what Benedict had expected.

    Their guide, a lean, wiry man of about forty-five years of age, was waiting for the group. A couple of assistants, younger men wearing large hiking backpacks, were standing with him, one to each side.

    After conducting a brief orientation, which was little more than making an announcement regarding who he was, the guide led the group off across the rough terrain. One of the guide’s assistants stayed with him at the forefront, and the other kept to the rear of the column.

    At first, everyone in the group kept to themselves. With nothing else to listen to, Benedict soon became acclimated to the sounds of shoes scraping against parched soil as they progressed forward.

    After about three hours, the guide called for the human caravan to halt. The abrupt sound of his voice breaking the rhythmic monotony jarred Benedict out of his meandering thoughts.

    Bottled water was passed out from the packs carried by the two assistants. Although Benedict was tempted to consume it all at once, he stretched the contents of his bottle throughout the break. Sitting by himself, he thought about his circumstances.

    It was fortunate that he had done a lot of hiking since unexpectedly being freed from his imprisonment in the bowels of the huge military complex. Dropped off at the side of the road with nothing but barren wilderness in sight, Benedict had been left with no choice but to walk.

    Occasionally, he was able to benefit from the generosity of passing truckers. Yet for the most part he had been left to his own devices, which involved many long treks on foot.

    His endurance had improved considerably in the weeks and months that followed. Allowing a full beard to grow in, he had done everything he could do to avoid being identified. To his relief, there had not been one instance of recognition to disturb his travel.

    Benedict had gradually worked his way south and east. The borders were said to be most porous there, and he had wanted to give himself the best possible chance of crossing back into the free provinces before the authorities could grab and confine him again.

    Like many who refused Living ID, he was forced to live in the shadows. There was a lot of sympathy from many who had unhappily accepted the yoke of Living ID, fortunately, so food and shelter were never terribly far away.

    With the outbreak of civil war, there was no chance of reaching anyone in the breakaway provinces by phones or online networks. Virtually all of the private communication links between the two territories had been severed.

    Benedict knew he had to reach the rebel provinces and bring back the news of what he had seen deep in the chambers of the military complex. The unwelcome discovery had immense implications for the future.

    It was daunting to think that the Nephilim were capable of reproducing. The images of the baby dragons he had witnessed in the underground chamber were still emblazoned upon his mind. Every time he recalled those moments he could feel the chill that had come over him when the huge female stepped aside to reveal the existence of several offspring.

    The development did not surprise him. The Nephilim, while bearing a supernatural heritage, were ultimately creatures of flesh and blood.

    Their wide variety of forms, and mostly monstrous natures, were due to the way that the supernatural heritage expressed itself within the parameters of a material world. The Nephilim were not creatures intended for Terra, and the fact that they could multiply in number boded grave ill for the future.

    The Nephilim were dangerous killers, guided by spirits of darkness. Loosed into the chaos permeating the world, the beasts would be all but unstoppable.

    Benedict glanced up at the shimmering constellations arrayed across the night sky, and sought to get his mind off such brooding thoughts. He wondered how Arianna was doing, and also how the An-Ki were faring.

    The only stroke of good fortune he could see was that Venorterra, where the An-Ki dwelled, was firmly in rebel hands. That made it much harder for anything from the UCAS to get at the wolfish refugees from another time and place.

    Still, Benedict could not forget that the UCAS had snagged him from the midst of his companions deep in rebel territory. Their reach was not limited to their own boundaries. There was no telling what the UCAS operatives were capable of when they had a firm target in mind.

    The guide finally called for the hike to resume, bringing an end to the break. After standing and stretching for a few seconds, Benedict fell in with the others as they started forth again.

    While in far better shape than he had been in during his incarceration, Benedict was gradually worn down on the extended hike. One of the older members of the group, he inherited a more difficult challenge in sustaining the brisk pace.

    At first, he noticed his breathing getting more labored as aches grew in his lower back and knees, and his legs felt heavier. Increasingly, he had to call upon his willpower to keep from drifting farther back in the column.

    When the sky had just begun to lighten on the eastern horizon, the guide brought the group to a stop. He gathered everyone together and announced that they were at the border.

    There were no signs, fences, or anything else to reinforce his claim. The ground going forward looked the same as the land behind them, and to either side.

    Everyone in the group was left with the choice of whether or not to trust the guide. Benedict, highly relieved to be afforded a respite from the hike, did not see any use in worrying about the reliability of their guide at that point.

    The dice had long since been cast, and there was no turning back. Whatever would happen, would happen, no matter how much or little the members of the group worried about the situation.

    The guide wished all of them well, and then gave the group a little information regarding the city of Coranado. It would be the first larger metropolis that they would encounter within rebel-held territory.

    He advised them to avoid the city if at all possible. According to the guide, Coranado was plagued with all the same problems affecting the major population centers of the UCAS.

    The information did not come as a surprise. He had anticipated such a climate. Crime, violence, and an eruption of gang-related activity were undoubtedly the norm for most large cities on both sides. Wherever government services had broken down, and restive, sizeable populaces struggled to deal with the harsher new realities, both the predatory and desperate began emerging from the shadows.

    Though dispiriting, the truth was undeniable. Goodwill was short-lived within the hearts of most people during such a time of severe hardship. Neighbors who had once greeted each other politely soon preyed upon one another, as fading kindness was gradually replaced with a surge of barbaric cruelty.

    He could only imagine how fertile the ground was for the well-armed gangs in cities all across the UCAS and breakaway provinces. If there ever was a golden age for the murderous and pitiless, then the modern age was gilded abundantly.

    The guide bid the travelers well. Benedict did not doubt the sincerity reflected in the man’s voice and face. He joined his voice to the others as they thanked him for his help.

    Accompanied by his two assistants, the guide started back the way the group had come. Royce walked over to Benedict, just as the group of expatriates started forward again.

    “Looks like we’re on our own now,” Royce commented.

    “Indeed we are,” Benedict agreed, glancing back and eyeing the forms of their guides blending into the deepening night. “Very clearly.”

    “Figured I’d come over and ask you, any advice to follow?” Royce queried. “About avoiding the cities? Is that a wise idea?”

    “Without question,” Benedict answered firmly. “But we can go around the outskirts of Coranado. Hopefully we can find someone who knows a little more about what’s been happening around here.”

    “They’ve got to have some security in the area, I would think,” Royce said. Then, as if forgetting to clarify, he quickly added, “The province, I mean.”

    “Coranado Province looks like it’s split between the former UCAS and the free territories,” Benedict replied. “But I’m sure the folks on this side of the border wouldn’t want anything bad spreading, not when things are this fragile. I’d say we’ll find some police or military from the province somewhere on the perimeter of the city.”

    “Kind of like a big time bomb, wasn’t it?” Royce queried.

    “What do you mean?” Benedict asked, not sure what Royce was getting at.

    “The gangs. They sure didn’t crop up overnight,” Royce stated.

    “No, they didn’t,” Benedict replied with a somber air. “And I’ve watched this problem growing for many years, right before everyone’s eyes. When I lived in Troy, the most recent estimates had them well over a hundred thousand there alone, in terms of active members.”

    “That’s an army,” Royce said, with a noticeable lilt of surprise at the large figure.

    “Yes, it is, and it’s an army beholden to nobody,” Benedict said. “It’s ironic, in a dark way. Troy had some of the strictest gun laws in the entire country, yet it still had the highest number of murders. Want to know why? The overwhelming majority of killings were due to gang violence. The gun laws did as much good in stopping the gangs from arming as the drug laws did in stopping the flow of narcotics on the streets.”

    “Which means they were all armed to the teeth and overflowing with drugs,” Royce responded, nodding. “It must be a nightmare to live in Troy now. The rotten times we’re in probably have lots and lots of new members joining their ranks.”

    “It’s hard to even think about it,” Benedict said ruefully. “Those neighborhoods are probably like prisons for many good people, who are just sitting victims for those monsters. I hope the new governments across the south and midwest decide to clean house. Believe me, it could be done if there was a will to do it.”

    “Let’s hope,” Royce said. “After all, it’s a new day in the free provinces.”

    “Yes, it certainly is,” Benedict said, a brief smile coming to his face at the hopeful words.

    “ I’m looking forward to it,” Royce said. “But I hope we have somewhere we can stop for a little rest before too much longer. No use in denying it, I’m wearing down.”

    “Tell me about it. You and me both,” Benedict commiserated.

    His legs were effectively wooden at the moment, and his feet inflicted with a growing soreness. Stiffness pervaded his lower back, and every step met with discomfort, but he could not afford to dwell upon the aches and weariness.

    “I don’t know how much longer the group will stick together, either,” Royce said, his voice sounding laden with concern. He paused a moment before asking, in a lower, apprehensive tone, “Any chance I can tag along with you for awhile?”

    “We can watch each other’s backs,” Benedict replied, mustering a grin. He found the idea very welcome, especially when he had no idea what they would come across as they passed near to Coranado.

    Now solidly across the border, and without their guide, it was not much longer before the members of the group finally engaged in a little discussion. It swiftly became apparent that before long most of them would be going their separate ways.

    A few elected to band together for security, but nobody wanted to chance the outskirts of Coranado, other than Benedict and Royce. Several of the others looked at Benedict like he was crazy, though nothing was said aloud.

    Most of the group was still intact when the morning was in full bloom and the chill of night had been brushed away. With the sun attaining command of the clear skies, and loosing a growing heat across the landscape, it was decided together that everyone would take cover in some brush and rest for a few hours before continuing the trek.

    Benedict could not remember the last time he had felt so relieved than when the long march was mercifully brought to a halt. Looking around at the exhausted faces on several of the others, he surmised many harbored similar feelings.

    Nevertheless, a great weight was lifted off his shoulders. They were in rebel-controlled territory, and the specter of UCAS security forces did not loom quite as large anymore.

    Benedict had lived for quite awhile with the threat of discovery lingering in his mind. That longstanding source of anxiety would not ebb overnight, but he welcomed the start of its decline.

    The brush surrounding them could not provide comprehensive shade, but it would provide concealment from any aircraft flying over the area. After guzzling a full bottle of water, Benedict used his backpack as a makeshift pillow. Laying his head upon it, he eased his breathing and let his body begin to settle.

    Royce plopped down a few paces away, but like Benedict, was far too tired for words. A hushed calm descended over the area as the entire group took to rest following a long night of exertion.

    Lids feeling like anchors, Benedict could not keep his eyes open. His body demanded some time for recovery, and he did nothing to fight the pervading cloak of fatigue. In a moment, he was fast asleep.

    

    URIA

    

    Stinking of fear, the two men wearing blue head cloths ran frantically down the alleyway, clutching tightly onto their guns. Farther behind, but gaining fast, wolfish monstrosities raced through the dark streets after the terror-consumed pair.

    So panicked were the two that they did not sense their grave peril until the last moment, when a couple of huge, thick-furred shapes towered over them out of the shadows. Fangs flashed and claws drove mercilessly into flesh. The two men were torn to shreds in moments. Neither was able to loose so much as a single scream, though their eyes were wide with shock when life fled their torn bodies.

    Hot blood coating his muzzle, Uria peered down the alley as Nymagas and Ikassian finally came into sight. On four legs, the other two drew to a halt a few paces away, taking deferential postures.

    “That is the last of them,” Nymagas said in a low voice, keeping his bright yellow eyes from looking directly into Uria’s gaze.

    “Then the hunt this night is finished,” Uria stated.

    “It is as it should be. We are finally hunters of men,” Zeyya remarked, with a fiery gaze enthroned within her eyes. Leaning over, she casually tore off a chunk of meat from the arm of one of the dead gang members, gulping the flesh down her throat.

    
    Zeyya had taken to the tasks given them with a frenzied enthusiasm. In the dark of night, like a great pack of hunters unleashed, Uria’s clan had become instrumental in changing the order of things on the streets of Troy.

    As Carlton had explained on more than one occasion, any authorities searching for large wolves would become confounded while Uria and his kind walked the streets undetectable in a human form. The An-Ki were the perfect assassins, as the trail of the beasts who were slaughtering humans vanished before the eyes of any would-be investigator. Without knowledge of the shape-shifting nature of the An-Ki, the authorities were ill-equipped to pursue their inquiries concerning the rash of blood-drenched murders that had been taking place lately.

    Uria was pleased with their assignments from Carlton for other reasons. Zeyya finally had an outlet for her powerful urges. Yet as task after task was completed, it seemed impossible to slake her thirst for human blood.

    He knew she had never harbored an affinity for humans, but he had been unaware of just how much she loathed the weaker creatures. Sometimes, she dragged the killings out, toying with her prey and savoring every last moment of their fear.

    Uria thought back to the gang member she had cornered earlier that evening. Trapping the man at the end of an alley, her shadow appeared to engulf him as she slowly approached. Uria had held back, watching in fascination as Zeyya filled the alley with a rumbling growl.

    The man had voided his bladder, shaking as she took one slow stride after another towards him. His screams were pitiful and shrill, and the knife he drew at the last instant to defend himself quickly lay on the ground, still gripped in the hand of the arm Zeyya ripped off a moment later.

    The rest of the kill was anti-climactic, and Uria would not have been surprised if the man’s heart had simply burst from fright by then. Like she tended to do with most of her kills, she had fed for a few moments upon the body. To Uria’s eyes, her consumption of flesh from those she had slain had a ritualistic aspect to it.

    Zeyya, like Uria, had discovered great power in the fear humans showed towards the An-Ki. It swiftly became obvious that most humans were in an extreme state of disbelief that Uria’s kind even existed. He had few doubts that the terror the An-Ki caused had a lot to do with Carlton’s reasons in utilizing them.

    Uria had no misgivings whatsoever. The gangs were brutal and showed little care for life. They had no qualms about killing other humans, which was something Uria found very hard to understand.

    An An-Ki slaying another An-Ki was the gravest of transgressions, unless it occurred as a result of a fight for leadership of a clan. In that instance, both combatants knew the risks involved, and accepted the possibility of death.

    Even then, killings were rare. Most often, the one who lost a battle was able to recover quickly enough from the wounds suffered.

    The low value humans placed on the lives of each other bolstered the growing sense of superiority that Uria, Zeyya, and many of his clan harbored. With each passing day, he became more incredulous about the leadership he had once accepted, and submitted to for far too long.

    The old fool Sargor had always acted as if the An-Ki were secondary to the humans. He had avoided contact with them as much as possible. Content to let a few An-Ki slink in the shadows of the human world to gain information, he showed no inclination to gain influence or authority over the weak race.

    Humans responded quickly to fear and strength, and Uria knew the An-Ki wielded both of those things in abundance. In his eyes, humans could be mastered, though he hid the provocative thought from Carlton.

    For the time being, it was important to continue assisting their powerful benefactor. Carlton was clearly guiding the An-Ki along a path that taught them of their own strengths, and also the frailties of humans. Every one of the latter that Uria’s clan discovered was another advantage for the An-Ki to wield in time.

    Uria suspected there would be other significant revelations to come, and some patience would serve his clan well. Following his instincts brought all of his An-Ki a better level of assimilation with the modern world than any path Sargor had been guiding them on.

    It was no time to change course. If anything, the progress that the clan was making called for his every effort.

    He glanced towards Zeyya, and her eyes locked with his. Her loyalty and ferocity thrilled him to the depths of his being. Uria felt more conviction than ever before that she was the optimal female for him.

    As the clan’s leader, taking a Life Mate was nothing he could take lightly. The female he bonded with would have to reflect him, both in his strengths and vision of leadership for the clan.

    Zeyya had supported his vision in every way, and she was unmatched among his clan’s females in her physical capabilities. She was a lethal hunter and a tremendous fighter.

    “What are you thinking, Uria?” she asked him in a low voice.

    “The future, Zeyya,” he replied, holding her gaze.

    “Always the future, Uria,” Zeyya replied, with a trace of amusement. “Do not overlook the present.”

    She held his eyes a moment longer, and then leaned over to take another chunk out of the dead human’s body. He could not deny his belly was fairly empty, and the human corpses were prizes of a successful hunt.

    Moving to her side, he joined her in the feast. Ikassian and Nymagas kept a few paces back. They would be able to feed shortly, once the strongest male and female in the clan had indulged their appetites a little further.

    The practice was an older one that had fallen into disuse within Sargor’s clan. Uria had restored it within his own, as reminders of the hierarchy in his clan instilled discipline in those who followed him.

    He savored the taste of human flesh and blood within his jaws. No longer did humans need to be evaded when their meat was filling his stomach.

    Uria glanced up as he took another tender bite. His eyes met with Zeyya’s once again, where her muzzle was almost touching his own.

    Feeling a fiery wave of heat ripple through his body, he held her eyes for several moments. Deep down, he knew it would not be much longer before he had a Life Mate; Zeyya was the one for him.

    

    Seth

    

    Dreaming of ethereal skies had become a regular occurrence for Seth, ever since he had transcended worlds. Desperation had compelled the powerful Watchers to take Seth, Jonathan, Annika, and Raymond across the Veil from the material plane, bringing the four into a realm of supernatural wonder.

    Now that Seth had been returned to the world governed by time and space, he found that a small part of him yet lingered in thoughts of the incredible, breathtaking realities beyond. He knew he had still not fully come to grips with the life-changing journey he had undertaken.

    It was irrefutable that other realms existed. Knowledge gained from personal experiencehad taken firm root within him.

    There was no way he could suppress the spectacular memories. Colors of kinds he had never beheld in all his life, a lake whose surface sparkled with the brilliance of precious gemstones, and swaying grasses shining with light from within were just a few of the amazing visions he had encountered within Purgatarion.

    By comparison, Seth’s own world could be likened to a pale reflection of such vividness and clarity. But he would not have wanted it any other way. Thoughts of the awe-inspiring otherworld gave him a beacon to look towards, during all of the hardships and struggles surrounding him everywhere.

    Video footage of the federal detention camp acquired by Seth and his friends had been taken onward. He could still remember the spellbinding, bright blue eyes of the Avatar Calliel on the night Seth handed over the pack containing the digital video files.

    What had ultimately been done with the video footage Seth still did not know. He could only hope it had been used for a good, effective purpose, as it served as an unshakeable witness to a national atrocity.

    Though nothing was the same as before, and a great deal of disruption had been loosed within his own life, Seth was glad that a massive rebellion was underway. A government that could build and operate such a loathsome thing as a mass detainment camp for its own citizens was something entirely alien and hostile to everything the country had once stood for.

    Before, Seth had often wondered exactly what a domestic enemy was. Now, he understood the term completely. A noxious enemy had manifested from within, and now the people of many provinces were seeking to purge the malignant disease and restore freedom.

    Nevertheless, an excruciating sense of idleness had settled in ever since Seth and the others had returned from their astonishing foray. The timing of the major outbreak of rebellion was most inopportune, occurring as it did with Seth and his friends far removed from their homes.

    Like Jonathan, Annika, and Raymond, all he wanted to do now was go back home. Madison and all of Venorterra had been fully liberated from the draconian UCAS forces and their harshly imposed state of martial law.

    Yet every time he or one of his friends inquired about returning, the answer was always the same. The journey back to Madison would be too hazardous at the present time.

    While the land was nominally under the control of the breakaway provinces, stability had not yet been achieved. Roving enemy drones, UCAS agents, and a wide variety of other threats loomed, while the larger cities were anything but secure.

    Swiftly forming security forces were doing their best to handle the situation, especially in the bigger urban centers. But the great upheaval had set off a firestorm of barbarity within the more densely populated areas.

    All across the refugee camp, Seth had heard many tales of gangs asserting themselves at gunpoint in the aftermath of the UCAS’ breakdown. They were heavily armed and strong in numbers, a longstanding time bomb whose moment of detonation had arrived.

    Civilians were not being left helpless. The rebel provinces had facilitated the acquisition of firearms for personal defense in a move that Raymond said was unprecedented. People in the cities were being encouraged to defend themselves and fight back against rogue elements, while the provinces’ security forces, police and military units alike, were working diligently to roll back the huge criminal tide.

    Seth wondered how similar situations were being handled in the UCAS provinces. He doubted the methods were similar. He had experienced the UCAS’ approach far too intimately, on the night his house had been ringed with TTDF troopers. Only the intervention of Watchers had saved him from being taken captive.

    A restless, disgruntled feeling pervading him, Seth shifted off his sleeping bag and crawled out from the dome-like tent serving as his current home. Standing up and stretching his limbs slowly, he squinted in the light of the midday sun.

    Looking around, he eyed the kaleidoscope of colors peppering the sprawling mass of tents, recreational vehicles, and trailers. It was a very large refugee camp, with most of the occupants facing similar situations to his own.

    He could not see any immediate sign of Jonathan, Annika, or Raymond. His mobile device no longer functioned, so he could not call or text them to see where they were.

    The habit of reaching for his mobile device had not subsided just yet. Getting used to a decidedly low-tech mode of daily existence was one of the most difficult adjustments for Seth, without question. At the least, a few of the faces he saw around in the camp were familiar ones. For a moment, he considered paying a visit to a few of them.

    Rowan Forrester, the younger fellow from his high school, was staying with his family on the other side of the encampment. While he would not have minded a visit with Rowan, the long walk necessary to find him did not hold much appeal.

    A lengthy trek to see Christa, the girl who had worked at the store near where Raymond’s father had his lake house, would be a different story, if he were able to muster the nerves to go see her by himself. A dampening feeling of melancholy washed over him as he thought of the young lady.

    Her long, toned legs, the sheen of her flowing auburn air, and the expressiveness of her light brown eyes were just a few of the many reasons Christa rendered Seth virtually mute every time he interacted with her. She had always been friendly enough with him, but he felt it had to be more out of a sense of compassion. He had no doubts he appeared gangly and awkward to her.

    He was well aware she resided in the same camp as him, but despite all that had happened in the world, and within Seth’s life, things had not gotten any easier for him when it came to her.

    It was the same story each and every time. No matter how girded and prepared he thought himself to be, one look upon her melted his resolve.

    With an extended sigh, and a bitter feeling of resignation, he turned his thoughts away from her. He knew it was no use torturing himself further by pondering his inadequacies.

    Without a firm destination, he opted for the woods and a little more solitude. Walking briskly, he set out for the tree line. It took him about fifteen minutes to reach the western boundary of the encampment and edge of the hilly woodlands spreading far beyond.

    There was not much for him to worry about in terms of security, as the Free Venorterra Militia roamed the hills to the west. Seth had seen well-armed groups of their members coming out of the woods often enough. The militia maintained a regular presence in the camp, and it was common knowledge that the hills were deemed to be clear of any significant threats.

    The cool air wafting underneath the tree boughs began soothing his heated skin from their first gentle touch. The choice of getting away for awhile from the mass of humanity ensconced within the camp felt wiser with every stride he took under the lofty forest canopy.

    The noise of the camp faded a little more with each step. Seth listened to the sounds of his shoes lightly crunching on the forest floor, birds chirping, and the low buzzing of insects; all formed an ambience welcome to his ears. He took long, slow, relaxing breaths, watching the sun’s rays flickering as leaves swaying in the breezes scattered the daylight.

    Seth had not gotten very far when he took sudden notice of a man and woman standing just a short distance ahead, in the shadows of a large tree. He immediately slowed his gait, but he was much too close to act as if he had not seen the silent pair. Anxiety pinched him, for there was no way to politely avoid interacting with the two. Seth felt increasingly jittery the closer he drew to them.

    The woman was easily six-foot-four in height, or perhaps even six-five, with long, tumbling locks of raven black descending over a set of strong, athletic-looking shoulders. Her eyes were of a light blue shade, and the intensive gaze cradled within them was fixed solidly upon Seth.

    The man with her was a hulk of a physical specimen. Over seven feet tall, thick-built, with broad shoulders and a bull neck, he was quite possibly the largest man Seth had ever set his eyes upon. A lengthy, dense beard covered much of his broad face, but his eyes unsettled Seth, giving off a decidedly reddish hue that he believed to be contacts, or a trick of the light.

    Adding another exotic touch, the man’s long hair was entirely of a silvery gray. The hair color seemed a premature characteristic, given the rest of his features, as the man’s age could not have been much past his late twenties or early thirties. The silver locks hung loose and unkempt, lending the man’s appearance a touch of the wild.

    “Hi … how are you?” Seth greeted them, with noticeable hesitancy. His voice sounded thin and meek in their presence. “I … hope I didn’t bother you.”

    The woman shook her head. Her voice had a lower pitch, one that echoed her robust appearance. “No. You not bother us.”

    Her words were stilted and thickly accented, though Seth could not place the origin of the latter. Troubling thoughts of incredible transformations began pulling at the edges of his mind.

    A chilly tendril of fear crept up his spine while suspicions flowed swiftly to the forefront of his thoughts. Flashes of lengthy talons, muzzles lined with glistening fangs, and savage gazes interspersed with the disturbing notions gripping him, spreading the icy feeling all throughout him.

    At the very least, both of the strangers were fully clothed. He recalled the pivotal time in the woods with Jonathan and Raymond, when the three witnessed two men shed their clothing and undergo stunning bodily transformations.

    Skin pulsing, bones realigning, hair bristling, what Seth had thought were humans became massive wolves right before his eyes. The shock of that encounter still resonated within his mind, and was evoked vividly again as he looked to the two rugged, towering strangers.

    “I’ll … I’ll just head back that way … I’m so sorry for interrupting you,” Seth said apologetically, feeling increasingly awkward under the weighty stare coming from the huge man.

    The others made no immediate reply, and continued gazing upon him. Seth could not deny he felt extremely intimidated, if not a little scared. Their mere presence unnerved him, and made him want to back away without taking his eyes off them.

    Other, earlier memories also returned, of wolfish beings standing on two legs, with bodies covered in coarse fur. Seth could still recall the terror he had felt with his friends at the top of a ridge while three two-legged monsters hastened steadily towards them. Only the guns in the hands of Seth and his friends had prevented something horrific from happening to them that day.

    He had no gun in his hand now, and nor were any of his friends at his side. Alone, and unnerved, Seth quickly strode back the way he had come.

    He forced himself to take his eyes off them, but he still felt their iron-hard stares boring into his back. Nearing the edge of outright panic, it was all he could do not to break into a run.

    Seth did not stop for a moment, even when a rather large dragonfly darted into view, slowing to a hover a short distance ahead and to his right. Something about its form begged his closer attention, but fear overpowered any shred of curiosity as he hastened onward. His senses were heightened, and Seth was poised to react to any movements in the underbrush, where every shadow conveyed menace.

    Breaking out from the tree line and stepping into the embrace of the open sunlight, Seth continued into the camp. At a quick gait, he made his way towards the central area, where some food could be had.

    He did not look back towards the woods, wanting to keep his focus on the things ahead. Moving among the tents, and surrounded by fellow refugees, his heart rate began settling down into a more normal pace. The chill of fear ebbed and was replaced with the comfort of being back within familiar environs.

    “Hey! Seth! There you are! Finally I found you!”

    The exuberant voice brought him to a halt. Seth looked up to see Raymond trotting through the maze of tents towards him. A big grin was spread across his friend’s face.

    “I’ve got great news for you!” Raymond shouted, well before he had reached the place where Seth patiently awaited him. He pumped his right fist into the air excitedly, and declared in a boisterous tone, “It’s what you’ve been wanting to hear! We’re getting to go back home! Not a joke, I’m serious! We’re finally heading home!”

    The news scattered all thoughts of the two intimidating strangers in the woods, bringing along with it the promise of a large step back towards normalcy. There was nothing in Raymond’s face to suggest he was kidding around.

    He looked jubilant and energized as he strode quickly across the remaining distance to Seth. It had been a long time since Raymond had looked that happy and at ease.

    “That’s great!” Seth replied. He then asked, “What happened?”

    “Large security convoy is going to be coming close to here,” Raymond answered. “And it so happens they are willing to escort anyone wanting to return to a certain group of towns. Evidently, the towns are in a safer regional zone … and Madison happens to be one of the places they can help with!”

    “This is fantastic!” Seth exclaimed. “I don’t know if my parents will be there yet or not. But it would be great to just go back home again, and be in my own house.”

    “No kidding,” Raymond agreed. “I know we all want to be in our houses again, but I want you to know that you can stay with me, if your folks aren’t back just yet. That’s no problem at all, man.”

    “I appreciate it, a lot,” Seth said, grinning. “So when is this all taking place?”

    “Later today, from what I know at the moment,” Raymond said. “So we need to find Jonathan, Annika, and anyone else we know, pronto. You’re the first I’ve found.”

    “Not giving us much notice, are they?” Seth responded, chuckling.

    “No, but I’m not complaining,” Raymond said, with a laugh. “I’ll take what I can get these days.”

    “I’m not complaining either,” Seth remarked. “And it won’t take me long to pack, that’s for sure.”

    “Just the thought of being in my own home again,” Raymond said, wistfully. “Waking up in my room, in my own bed. Maybe playing some video games. All that kind of stuff. Man, I can’t wait.”

    “Well, let’s round everyone up, looks like we’ve all got something to look forward to!” Seth responded, giving his friend a vigorous fist bump and smiling broadly.

    “And Christa? I think you should check in on her,” Raymond said with a pronounced wink.

    “Yeah, I should,” Seth replied, with feigned confidence.

    “News is traveling fast, but she’ll appreciate that you made the effort to tell her. I’m telling you, you’ll score some points for sure. Don’t pass the chance up.”

    “I’m sure it will impress her,” Seth retorted with thick sarcasm. He then added with sincerity, “But maybe you’re right.”

    “Of course I’m right, and I’m not being cocky when I say I know women a lot better than you do. Let’s compare records, shall we?” Raymond responded, lightly elbowing Seth’s upper right arm.

    “Let’s not,” Seth replied firmly, shaking his head. “I’ll concede that point immediately.”

    “Go, shoo, get out of here!” Raymond said exuberantly, making large gestures to wave him off.

    Grinning, Seth turned and strode in the direction where Christa and her family were staying.

    Giddy, anxious, hopeful, and a little fearful all at once, he felt his heartbeat quickening as every step drew him closer. He sighed to himself and grinned, knowing there was nothing he could do about it.

    All the same, he would follow Raymond’s advice, and follow through with delivering the good tidings. Just seeing her would be rewarding enough.

    

    Arianna

    

    Benton Crandell stood at the back of the pickup truck. The vehicle’s rear gate was down, and a number of small sacks were resting within the bed.

    One of them had been opened. Arianna, Sarangar, and Quinn looked upon the mass of seeds.

    “Common sense can finally return once more,” Benton proudly exclaimed. The old man looked about fifty years younger in the glow of enthusiasm emanating from him. “The exile of reason is coming to an end, my young friends.”

    “What kind of seeds are those?” Arianna asked, having just joined the others gathered around Benton.

    “Hemp. Wonderful, beneficial, bountiful, industrial hemp. This region is going to see its first full crops planted of hemp in quite some time,” Benton replied. He glanced towards the others. “There was never any logical reason to ban it before. And now that stupid federal laws aren’t choking off common sense anymore, everyone is going to see what damn fools they’ve all been for not demanding it before.”

    “I’ve always wondered what the big deal was,” Arianna replied, looking to Benton. “From what I understood, it seemed really silly to keep it banned.”

    “And it was,” Benton said, shaking his head. “Basically, it was another example of the cancer that big businesses and big government bring to a country when the two are in close cahoots. That’s all it ever was about. Synthetic material industries had a whole lot to fear. And we all know how big industries played a big part in drafting UCAS legislation.”

    “With seeds like this, we can get it going again,” Benton continued. “This new nation, or whatever it is going to be, will need to develop some trade and commerce fairly quick. This bunch of seeds right here can be a big part of the solution. It will grow like gangbusters in Venorterra. And it can be used for hundreds of products. You’ll see what happens.”

    “Then those seeds, in the bags right there, represent a whole lot of hope, literally,” Arianna said, looking upon the mass of seeds with a growing enthusiasm.

    “That they do, young lady,” Benton said with a grin. “A whole lot of hope is right. For you all, for me, for everyone. But I will need some help getting initial stocks of seed around to some of the farms in the area. We’re all in for some lean and tough months … no doubt about that … but the return of a spirit of self-determination will see us through it.”

    “What kind of plant is this … hemp?” Sarangar asked, staring at the bags of seed.

    “A plant you can make clothes from, fuel, rope, food, and hundreds of other things, like Benton said,” Quinn responded.

    “And it grows really, really well in the soil of Venorterra,” Benton added. “We’ve got a prime climate for this plant.”

    “Was banned?” Sarangar asked slowly, with a perplexed expression. “You mean you could not grow this hemp? It sounds like good thing. Why not grow before?”

    “It was always a great thing,” Arianna replied to the younger An-Ki male. “But you have to understand the ways of humans often make little sense. Hopefully the free provinces will apply a little more reason and logic to how things are done from now on.”

    Sarangar nodded, though she could see he was still unclear about everything. She imagined it was a hard concept for him to digest.

    “So, do you think you two strong young lads can help me unload these sacks, and get them over to the cellar for now?” Benton asked, looking towards Sarangar and Quinn.

    “Sure, it’s no problem at all,” Quinn responded agreeably, grabbing up a couple of the sacks without hesitation.

    Sarangar lifted four bags with no difficulty, two in each of his large hands, and followed Quinn away from the truck. They headed towards the side of the large cabin, where a set of double doors covered a series of steps leading down into an undercroft.

    “Do you think the UCAS will leave the breakaway provinces alone?” Arianna asked Benton, a few moments after they were left to themselves. She had her own ideas regarding the matter, but was curious about what the old man thought.

    “No, as they are all about control and power. Make no mistake about that,” Benton stated flatly. “They won’t rest until they get all of this back under the heel of their jackboot. Every last bit of it. But they are reeling at the moment, and there’s instability all across the remaining provinces of the UCAS. It will take them some time to get things together.”

    “I suppose that’s fortunate for us,” Arianna said.

    “It is. Very fortunate,” Benton replied. His next words had a determined edge. “Gives us some time to get ready for the bastards.”

    Arianna grinned as Benton gave her a merry wink. She had come to love the old man’s fiery nature. Even if time had worn his body down, his spirit still had plenty of fight left in it.

    “Maybe we can show everyone there’s a better way of doing things, in the time we’ve got,” Arianna said. “Maybe word will spread to the places still under UCAS control.”

    Benton smiled, but there was something bittersweet about his expression. “Even if we do succeed beyond our wildest hopes, the kind of powerful folks we’re contending with will make sure the people they have firmly under their boots will just see us as selfish and uncooperative. The UCAS media will cooperate fully with the authorities there to hammer that message home to the masses.

    “They won’t ask why they are struggling, and why we might be doing better. They’ll say we are reckless, and ask why we don’t conform to the ways everyone else have accepted. They will paint us as dangerous and radical. Mark my words.”

    “We still need to do things the way we choose to do them,” Arianna said, with an undercurrent of defiance in her voice. “Not how others choose for us.”

    “It’s what freedom and self-determination are all about,” Benton replied, with a smile. “Even if we’re the last bunch left on this world willing to champion it. Says a lot about the strength you have inside, if you are willing to stand alone for the right thing.”

    “I’m willing, believe me,” Arianna said, looking straight into the old man’s eyes.

    “I know you are,” he replied gently. “You’ve got a strong spirit in you, Arianna.”

    Looking up, Arianna took notice of Godral striding out of the woods, a little farther beyond the large barn. Wearing jeans, hiking boots, and a long-sleeved brown shirt, there was little indication he was anything other than a large man, and a very good-looking one at that.

    She knew she had to speak with him, and there was no better time than the present. Arianna turned back to Benton. “If you’ll excuse me, Benton, I need to catch up with Godral. I had something I’ve been wanting to talk to him about. I’ve really enjoyed talking with you, and I hope you don’t mind.”

    “Not at all,” Benton said. “I wouldn’t get in the way of such a wonderful young lady as yourself.”

    She smiled at the old man, turned, and started off towards her An-Ki friend. “Godral!” she called out to the large figure, waving to him.

    He slowed to a halt, and looked in her direction. “Arianna!”

    She continued making her way towards him across the grass. “I need to speak with you for a moment.”

    Godral said nothing, and waited for her to reach him. Arianna found herself wondering for a brief moment what he would look like without his thick beard.

    Even if he did shave once, she was curious whether the beard would return after a transformation, or whether the shaved hair would somehow be reflected in Godral’s other forms. She could not deny that her speculation about the nature of shape-shifting was rather trivial, but it was intriguing nonetheless.

    “How are you doing today?” she asked, slowing to a stop a couple paces before Godral.

    “I am learning,” he responded. “The men of the Order are teaching me how to use your weapons. The guns. They are very powerful weapons.”

    “Guns are powerful, but I’m glad you are learning how to use them,” Arianna said. “They can help you defend yourselves even better.”

    “I believe that they will,” Godral replied, nodding. “I believe they could kill a Night Hunter.”

    Arianna nodded. “I believe they could too.”

    “The guns will help us protect the clan,” he stated. He then smiled, the look having a decided gentleness to it. “I speak too much. You wanted to ask me something?””

    Arianna hesitated for a moment. “I wanted to talk with you today, because I have come to an important decision. I didn’t want to act on it until I had let you know.”

    “What is this decision?” Godral asked her, his voice growing somber.

    She had no doubts the sensitive being could perceive her unease. Arianna girded her resolve and prepared to openly voice the decision that she had wrestled with for days on end.

    Taking a deep breath, Arianna gazed straight into Godral’s golden eyes. She stated firmly, “I am leaving. I know it is a crazy thing to do, but I can’t just sit around here. I have to go, for the sake of my uncle. I won’t be going alone, though, as Quinn and Maureen will be traveling with me.”

    “Leaving?” Godral asked, his brow furrowing. There was no question he was bothered by the declaration. “Where are you going?”

    “I’m going to try and find my Uncle Benedict,” Arianna replied. “We know he is somewhere to the west. Even if I learn where he is being held, it is something.

    “I believe the forces of the free provinces along the border with the UCAS provinces will know something about where people are being held or detained. We may find someone who knows a whole lot more. As much as the UCAS is spying on us, I’m sure our side has a few eyes among them.”

    “Many dangers,” Godral remarked dourly, and she could see the deep concern reflected in his expression.

    She sensed that her friend feared for her, as she had expected he would. The An-Ki had an inclination towards being protective of those of their clan, and she had watched that tendency expand to include their human friends.

    “We have seen it is dangerous just to stay here, as my uncle learned,” Arianna replied. “Our enemies can get to us if they want to. You know what they are able to do.”

    “I will go with you,” Godral stated firmly.

    Caught off guard, Arianna cast him a look of incredulity. It was not the answer she had expected from him.

    She was prepared to argue with him if he tried to send other An-Ki with her, but there was no question he was needed in his own clan. He was Sargor’s greatest warrior, and provided invaluable leadership and guidance for the clan during its current time of trial.

    “You want to go with me?” she asked, collecting her thoughts.

    Peering down at her, Godral replied. “Yes. We must find Benedict. Will tell Vailia, Kantel, and Sarangar. They will want to go with you. You will not go without An-Ki friends.”

    His words were conveyed with the distinctive air of authority, as if she had become his subordinate for a moment. Arianna knew there would be no arguing with him. The look in his eyes reflected an unwavering conviction, and his stern tone demanded no attempt at disagreement.

    Arianna could not deny that his response bolstered her spirits. The uncertainty regarding her uncle was threatening to consume her.

    The Shield Maiden, Skylar, had been entirely confounded in the search for Benedict, and nobody knew the reason why. Laborious weeks had dragged on, and then months, with no sign of her uncle’s precise whereabouts. Whatever early trail there had been had grown cold and faded.

    More than a little guilt pervaded Arianna. It was long past the time to go on a search. She could no longer live with herself, sequestered in relative safety on Benton’s land while her uncle was still missing.

    Anything she did was a long shot that had the slimmest chance of accomplishing anything, but her troubled conscience could only be mitigated by action. She loved her uncle, and she had to try to the best of her ability.

    “Thank you, Godral, but you do not have to do this,” Arianna said. “Like I said, Quinn and Maureen will be going with me. I am not doing this alone.”

    “It was you and Benedict who helped the Messenger,” Godral said. “You faced danger for An-Ki.”

    “It would have been very wrong not to help you,” Arianna replied. “You owe me and my uncle nothing. I know how hard it has been for the An-Ki. You have had to adjust to a whole new world. I’ve never had to do something like that.”

    “We will help you, Arianna,” Godral said fixedly, and she knew he would listen to no further comments on the matter.

    “Thank you, Godral,” she said in a low voice, emotions rising within her. “I am so lucky, so blessed, to have friends like you.”

    “I shall gather the others,” Godral told her.

    “Sarangar was helping Quinn, up by the house,” Arianna said.

    “Send him to me, if you see him,” Godral replied.

    “I will,” Arianna promised.

    Godral nodded. “When will we begin our journey?”

    “Tomorrow, or maybe the day after,” Arianna said.

    “An-Ki will be ready.”

    “Thank you, Godral.”

    Stepping forward, she gave him a hug. He returned the affectionate embrace, and she could tell he was getting more comfortable with the human gesture.

    Arianna had long observed that the An-Ki tended to tilt much more heavily towards their wolfish forms. Human-style embraces were not something commonly reflected, even when they took the forms of men and women, but Godral and many others were gradually assimilating several common human practices. It would not be too much longer before the An-Ki could move amongst the human populace without too much difficulty.

    Arianna then took leave of Godral, and headed back towards the cabin. Other thoughts swirled within her as she reflected upon what he had just committed to.

    Arianna knew Godral’s Life Mate, Mariassa, was pregnant. She could remember how the female An-Ki’s bright yellow eyes had shined when speaking with Arianna about the new life growing inside of her.

    As a whole, even with their numbers divided among many physical locales, Sargor’s clan had gone through their first period of Life Unions within the new age that they all now lived in. Many pairs of Life Mates, Godral and Mariassa included, were currently expecting new offspring. It was a development Godral had expressed great happiness and increased worry about, the latter largely because Sargor’s clan was split up for the time being.

    The forthcoming births represented a milestone, being the first wave of new An-Ki to arrive within the modern age. For Godral to commit to help her in finding Benedict during such a momentous time for the clan was a profoundly moving gesture.

    Arianna walked up to the front of the cabin. Looking around, she did not see any sign of Sarangar, or even Quinn, for that matter. Benton’s truck was gone too. After peering around for a few moments more, she continued up to the sheltered porch and proceeded through the door.

    Once inside, she saw Quinn and Maureen cuddling together on the couch. The sight of her two close friends brought an instant smile to her face.

    The two were so deeply into each other, which gave them added strength to rely on during all of the hardships everyone was enduring. There were a few moments when Arianna wished she had someone of her own, like Maureen did with Quinn.

    Arianna was comfortable and quite secure with herself, but that did not mean she never harbored hopes of finding someone to share in her life’s journey. She had walked alone for a long time, and a true companion would be more than welcome.

    “You sure wasted no time taking a break,” she said to Quinn, grinning. “Got all those bags of seeds put away already?”

    “I’m very efficient,” Quinn replied, with a laugh. “Get my work done, so I can spend more time in ways I like.”

    Maureen smiled at Quinn, and looked back to Arianna. “So when are we going on this big adventure to find your uncle? Quinn and I have been talking about it some more, and we want to be sure to plan for some sightseeing stops along the way.”

    Arianna knew her friend was not taking the situation lightly. Maureen was just putting a positive face to something that had all three of them extremely nervous.

    “I’m sure we can work in a few extra stops,” Arianna replied, chuckling. “Just budget for souvenirs.”

    “See, my love? I told you it would be a nice vacation,” Maureen told Quinn, giving him a playful kiss on the cheek.

    “I’ve been in need of one for a long time,” Quinn remarked. He looked back to Arianna and his tone grew more serious. “I’ve got our packs pretty much ready. You said we’d leave in the next day or so?”

    Arianna nodded. “And I have some news. Our group has gotten larger.”

    “No, he’s not going, this may have too many physical demands,” Maureen said immediately, in a sharper tone.

    She knew instantly who Maureen was referencing. “No, no, Gerald’s not going. I’m not giving way on that either,” Arianna interjected quickly, watching the smiles and joviality fading from her friends’ faces in the wake of her announcement.

    Benedict’s brother would have insisted on going, but there was no guarantee that physical hardships did not lie ahead on such an uncertain foray. Arianna and her two friends had made a solid pact not to tell Gerald about the excursion.

    It had been difficult keeping the decision from her other uncle, but she knew that if things went badly awry his older body would not be able to hold up for long. She knew she would incur tremendous grief for the subterfuge in hiding the journey to find Benedict from him, but she saw no other way. She was not about to go searching for one uncle, and then lose the other.

    “So who’s going then?” Maureen asked, a little apprehensively.

    “I just found out we are being joined by Godral, Vailia, Kantel, and Sarangar,” Arianna replied. “We are going to have four of the An-Ki with us.”

    “I’m liking our chances much better now,” Quinn said, visibly perking up. “How did you manage to convince them to do this?”

    “I didn’t,” Arianna said. “I just wanted Godral to know where we were, and what I had decided to do. He insisted on accompanying us.”

    “I’m not objecting either,” Maureen added. “If things get difficult, it will be great to have them with us.”

    “It means we might have to take a second vehicle along,” Arianna said. “I have no idea what the fuel situation is out there.”

    “They aren’t rationing, just the cost is sky high, from what I’ve been able to tell,” Maureen said.

    “Which means that there’s probably gas to be found,” Quinn said. “Just the high prices mean only those who absolutely have to get somewhere are buying it.”

    “And we have to get somewhere,” Arianna said. “Possibly in two vehicles. So what do we have for barter?”

    “I’ve got some cash, and we’ve got a little silver,” Maureen said.

    “The fellows from the Order said silver and gold can get you a lot right now, while all the currency issues are so shaky,” Quinn said. “Even lighters and those small little bottles of alcohol work really good as currency, they say. Ammunition and firearms too.”

    “We probably don’t have a lot of the last two to spare, though,” Arianna replied.

    “No, we don’t,” Quinn said, shaking his head. “So we’ll have to hope for the best with the rest of it.”

    “Then we’ll scrape up as much as we can,” Arianna said, wishing she had bought herself some silver or gold before everything went so chaotic.

    “I’ll see if Benton might have a thing or two he can lend us,” Quinn said. “I need to ask him about getting some extra ammo for the guns anyway, to bolster what we’ve got for our protection.”

    “Sounds good,” Arianna said. “After we look into whatever we need to look into, I suggest we all get a good night’s rest. If we end up going tomorrow, let’s be ready for it.”

    “Agreed,” Maureen said, nodding. She glanced at Quinn, and winked. “And that means rest, Quinn. Actual, genuine rest. No debates on that. No bending the rules.”

    “You are so cruel,” Quinn replied, laughing, before giving her another kiss.

    “What am I thinking? I must be crazy taking you two kids along with me on this trip!” Arianna exclaimed, laughing herself.

    “I don’t know what you were thinking. But I promise you’ll have your hands full with us along,” Maureen replied, grinning.

    “Yes, I will, my dear friends,” Arianna replied, shaking her head in amusement.

    Maureen loosed a high pitched shriek from the sudden tickle given by her boyfriend. In moments, the two were wrestling playfully on the couch.

    Arianna smiled and walked on through the living room, making her way to the quiet of her bedroom. She clicked on the lamp on the stand by the bed.

    Kicking her shoes off, she lay down on her back and closed her eyes for a few seconds. She could still hear her friends giggling in the other room, but it was not enough to disturb the peaceful feeling that came over her.

    Another journey was about to begin soon. She wished Calliel would make an appearance, as he had been absent for awhile. Advice from an Avatar would have been most welcome for the coming sojourn, but she was not going to wait around for anything.

    Her uncle was somewhere out there, a victim of a hostile power. Arianna was determined to do everything she could to find out where he was; and if possible bring him back.

    

    Dagian

    

    Drifting about twenty feet above the ground, Dagian Underwood passed through the shadows beneath the boughs of lofty trees. Though the night was steeped in darkness, with thick cloudbanks obscuring the crescent moon, she could see clearly enough.

    Amorphous shapes flitted amongst the branches to her left and right. They were not the movements of natural creatures, but rather part of the ethereal host drawn to the vast tract of forested land that Dagian now warded.

    The compound served as the residence of Kaira Antipalos. The young woman headed the World Summit’s Peace Commission, and was now the center of the Convergence’s focus.

    Dagian had enough concerns to occupy her full attention. Jibade, the only Walker of the Setian Path to fully master the ability of traveling out of body, was dead. Dagian knew his spirit was now answering for the man’s failures in the depths of Set’s realm. She avoided thinking of the nightmares Jibade’s spirit now endured, a costly price paid in agonies indescribable.

    Dagian, in the wake of Jibade’s demise, had elevated her own abilities considerably. She had even absorbed some of the power given to the Setian, and now possessed an ability that she knew was of tremendous value to the Convergence.

    She recalled her last mystical visit into the heart of Set’s realm. There, she had encountered and spoken with one of the powerful Avatar’s priests. Dagian could remember the tall being’s face with vivid clarity, as she stood with the powerful entity beneath the Sky of Enduring Midnight.

    Framed by the rectangular extensions dropping down from the headdress it wore, the visage of the broad-shouldered entity was bestial. From its erect, square-ended ears and down-curving, lengthy snout, to its radiant white eyes, the priest’s appearance was one unique to Set’s realm.

    Only the priests among the Fallen Avatar’s servants dwelling within the dark, ancient realm exhibited such a visage. As such, there had been no mistaking the realm where Dagian had traveled to. Nor was there any dispute regarding the figure’s high authority.

    In addition to warning her of the Enemy’s warrior who had slain Jibade, the Setian priest had given her an unexpected message. He had instructed her to depart Troy, and help the One who held the direct favor of the Risen Throne.

    There was no question Kaira was that designated individual, but exactly why she was so vitally important to the Convergence was still a great mystery to Dagian. It was something she pondered often, while applying her abilities in the service of the Abyss’ eminent Lords.

    A towering, dark form lumbered forward, just to Dagian’s right. Turning her gaze, she beheld the huge shape of Helel, one of the many Erkorenen who had been transported by the TTDF to the compound site. Like Dagian and many others, they had been relocated to provide support and protection for Kaira.

    The giant’s dark eyes shifted in her direction, and it was clear that Helel sensed her presence. A low, rumbling growl welled up from his throat, a sound that brimmed with the creature’s agitation and frustration at detecting an unseen entity.

    Helel would have recognized Dagian immediately from back in the underground facility at Station Central, but there was no way for her to reveal herself to the brawny giant. The only things that could see her were the ubiquitous spirits gathered to help keep a constant vigil on the large compound.

    Dagian drifted forward and left Helel among the trees behind, moving farther away from the compound. Acclimating to her woodland surroundings, she felt the other Erkorenen before she saw them. She across individuals of their kind in many various forms as she proceeded through the trees.

    From the concentration of spirits, to the Erkorenen, to the large contingent of TTDF troopers who were all fanatical Initiates of the Faith, Dagian found it hard to believe that anything could reach Kaira when she was staying in the compound.

    Yet despite the dense layers of security covering both physical and non-physical states, Dagian harbored some fears regarding the situation. They were far from frivolous concerns, having been generated by the enemy’s own actions in the recent past.

    A unique, powerful weapon had been used by the Enemy’s warrior to slay Jibade while he had been in an out of body state. An image of both the weapon and enemy warrior who had wielded it had been given to Dagian by the Setian priest. Wreathed in flames, the black blade had been held firmly in the hands of a tall, blond-haired woman with an intensive, blue-eyed gaze.

    There was no doubt in Dagian’s mind that the image represented a mortal woman just like herself. But she was one who held a thorough command over her spiritual form, similar to Dagian.

    Perhaps the enemy warrior knew even more about the disembodied state than Dagian. There was no room for ego-driven postures. Only analysis devoid of emotions would bear fruit. Underestimating the enemy warrior’s capabilities was not a mistake Dagian would make, as such an error could easily prove fatal.

    The weapon that the woman had wielded vexed Dagian thoroughly. She could not ascertain whether the blade was a conjuration or something else entirely. The only thing she knew for sure was that she could not replicate something similar, which meant that she was vulnerable to the strange weapon.

    Now, Dagian found herself filling the role that the dead Walker of the Setian path previously held. It meant that she could find herself confronted with the same enemy and weapon that had resulted in Jibade’s death. She knew she had to find something to counter the weapon, even as she actively hunted for the enemy warrior.

    Complicating the situation further, the Setian priest had intimated that an enemy Avatar had directly aided the enemy warrior. If the weapon was not a conjuration of the woman’s, the involvement of an Avatar was the only conceivable way that the spectral blade could have been provided to the enemy warrior, when she was out of her physical body.

    Yet even then, the nature of the weapon still eluded her. So much of it was a confounding, foreboding mystery. Despite scouring every reference she could, there were still no answers.

    While in a non-physical state, the Enemy’s servant clearly had a method of severing the connection between body and spirit. Dagian had not deemed such a thing remotely possible, but it had happened nonetheless.

    Dagian could not relax her guard for even a single moment. She was not about to share the same terrible fate as Jibade.

    If she were to die now, Dagian knew deep down that she would face an afterworld like Jibade was now experiencing. She had already been warned of that horrific fate in a vivid fashion, when she had been called before no less than Azazel and Mammon. That encounter had followed one of her greatest unveilings: the revelation of Living ID to a large gathering of the Convergence’s global leadership.

    An icy chill came over her every time she recalled that distressing night. She had soared to the heights of triumph, only to plunge minutes later into the depths of blackest despair.

    Yet not everything was of a worrisome or threatening nature. At the moment, she was looking forward to the looming possibility of another significant opportunity to advance her mystical abilities.

    Only a day prior, she had been informed that a delegation steeped in eastern arts involving the Craft was making its way to the UCAS. Even further, many Walkers of the Setian Path were accompanying the veteran practitioners.

    The arrival of more Setians was expected. The otherworldly priest had promised they would come and be placed under her authority.

    The news of the easterners had been a complete surprise to Dagian. It was a development rife with many intriguing potentialities.

    All of them, easterners and Setians alike, would be landing via aircraft very soon on the grounds where she now resided. She looked forward to conferring with both the Setians and easterners about a number of topics.

    The grace of Diabolos known as the Craft was a wide and diverse undertaking for any of its adherents. Early on their path, a practitioner of the Craft came to discover the immense value of delving into the mysteries revealed and practiced by various factions. The elite such as Dagian refined the blending of various influences and traditions, building a personal arsenal in their service of the Risen Throne.

    Different arts carried their own strengths, and Dagian had long desired to explore more of the dark mysteries hailing from all across the lands of Asu. As had happened in Kemet, with the journey into the realm of Set, a leap in her own advancement could be attained if she could gain audience with one or more of the great Powers guiding the Ten-Fold Kingdom’s human servants living in the east.

    Since her visit to Set’s realm, Dagian had unlocked so many insights, powers, and revelations that Anat had bestowed within her. Apep and Set had also empowered her further, adding to the incredible boon she had received in the infernal region.

    Looking back on the recent past, the gifts that Dagian received from the infernal Avatars had undeniably enabled her to assume a role similar to what Jibade’s had been. She was one of the only humans living in the entire world who could leave and return to a physical body while maintaining full retention of mental faculties and memories in both states of existence.

    Her abilities coupled with the fact that she was one of the most powerful practitioners of the Craft in all the world had undoubtedly led to her relocation to the old forests north of Yorvik. Her political influence, wealth, and position as the CEO of a major, multi-national corporation were substantial assets to the Convergence, but there were many other elite men and women who possessed similar attributes. When it came to her mastery of the Craft, and newfound ability to navigate while being in an out of body state, Dagian was unique, and currently irreplaceable.

    Dagian continued on her way around the outer boundaries of the sizeable acreage. To a degree, it was like taking a long walk through the woods. Afforded a clear, undistracted mind, while assessing the various levels of protection, she pondered many questions ranging from elements of the Craft to mundane business regarding Babylon Technologies.

    She had many capable lieutenants to keep the multi-national firm on course. An array of innovative projects in various stages of development proceeded apace. Living ID, which had propelled her company and name to worldwide prominence, was poised for massive expansion.

    The UCAS was just the first step of a planned worldwide implementation. Following closely would be the transition to entirely digital currency, the Nummus, which would be adopted soon enough by several other economic unions right alongside Living ID.

    The final stage of the Convergence would see both Living ID and the Nummus become the standard for the first truly global order realized in all of human history. Sometimes it was hard for Dagian to believe she was going to both witness and play a major part in the attainment of such a worldwide, transformational goal, one that had been worked towards, and sacrificed for, by countless individuals over the span of millennia.

    So many dedicated servants of the Shining One had gone to their graves knowing that the things they labored so arduously for would not be realized within their lifetimes. Sheer good fortune had been with Dagian, in terms of being born within the age when everything would finally be achieved.

    Her thoughts returned back to Kaira, as they often did as of late. The head of the World Summit’s Peace Commission was clearly going to perform a crucial function for the Convergence. Nothing else could explain the immense security put in place for her.

    Even Aaliyah Satrinah had moved her center of operations to the compound, along with many more prominent figures. In some ways, the compound had swiftly evolved into a command center for several diverse aspects of the Convergence.

    Of the circle involved with the Convergence that Dagian normally interacted with, only Xavier Gerard resided off site. The stalwart TTDF commander had his hands full with the instability across the UCAS.

    He had come to the compound a few times, to confer with Aaliyah or one of the other higher governmental authorities in person. But for the most part he was somewhere else, dealing with the most pressing issues.

    The TTDF had a very important role in regard to the compound. In addition to providing physical security for the site, the TTDF had been tasked with the transportation of the Erkorenen from their underground refuges to the large tract of woodland.

    Dagian did not envy Xavier, who seemed indefatigable as he confronted all the problems plaguing the UCAS, and still saw to the essential needs of the compound. At the very least he was supported fervently. The contingent of TTDF troopers at the compound, every last one of them an Initiate of the Faith, was fiercely loyal to him.

    The airstrip and helipads serving the compound were in regular use. From what Dagian had observed, the flow of prominent individuals in and out of the compound showed no signs of letting up anytime soon.

    Captains of industry, political figures, and even celebrities were ushered in and out of the compound. Some stayed for as long as a week. Most of the prominent individuals met with Aaliyah and other Convergence leaders who had made the compound their dwelling. Yet there was no mistaking that everything about the place and its occupants hinged upon one person: Kaira Antipalos.

    She was a beautiful young woman with great vision. Kaira was also one of those individuals whose path in life enjoyed harmony with timely opportunity. The death of David Sorath, the previous head of the World Summit Peace Commission, had paved the way for Kaira’s meteoric rise within the international body.

    Kaira had not been at the Peace Commission for very long when David’s death had occurred, but she had already found great favor with him. She been designated his successor over several experienced individuals who had served at the commission for many years.

    Interestingly, there was none of the usual backbiting and infighting so common to institutions filled with highly ambitious individuals. Not one shred of resistance to Kaira’s rapid ascendancy manifested from within the long-established organization.

    It was undeniable that Kaira had quickly made a name for herself amid all the global turmoil. The Peace Commission had been critical in seeing to the end of hostilities between Mandaria and the UCAS.

    Stories abounded of how Kaira herself had navigated those precarious days, when the world had teetered on the brink of war. She had stared down hardened diplomats from the UCAS, Mandaria, and even Muscovy in the most tense of moments, and gotten them to cooperate with her vision.

    It was just the first of a parade of instances showcasing Kaira’s keen insights and wisdom regarding international affairs. Her relative youth was swiftly all but forgotten.

    The Peace Commission was even playing a major role in the World Summit’s response addressing the pandemic with the Thanatos Virus, known to the higher ranks of the Convergence as the Abundant Harvest Virus. Under Kaira’s leadership, the Peace Commission was helping in the development of new protocols for quarantine areas and vaccine distribution.

    Talk was also now swirling in higher circles about Kaira’s next steps involving the Peace Commission. She was said to be very close to unveiling several unprecedented new initiatives, ones that would harness the full potential of the Peace Commission.

    Dagian suspected that the forthcoming initiatives would give her a much better idea of the pivotal role that Kaira so evidently filled within the context of the Convergence. Yet she could not deny that both her mind and instincts were honing in fast upon one prominent conclusion. Increasingly drowning out all other speculations, the emerging answer set Dagian’s mind to the brink of spinning.

    Only one being in all of recorded history could perfectly embody the Will of the Risen Throne. Prophets and mystics all across the ages testified to the nature and mission of that expected individual.

    A thread of consensus ran through all of their visions and accounts. Dreaded by those who served the Enemy, and longed for by those who served the Shining One, a spirit unrivaled would arise in the flesh to herald the last days of the current world; and proclaim a new world to follow.

    The world’s true savior, the manifestation of the incarnated spirit stood at the epicenter of a maelstrom of prophecy regarding the final age of the world. Visions of seers, mystics and prophets predicting all manner of ends were spread across the face of human history.

    Dagian could only laugh at the prophecies put forth by the Saviorans, whose communities were being steadily whittled down and eradicated all across the world. The gates of the Nether Kingdom were prevailing spectacularly against the Saviorans, giving the lie to the claims of the Enemy’s servants that their church would never fall to the Abyss’ might. The prophecies of the Saviorans would prove false as well.

    Soon enough, the full force of the emerging new order could be turned upon the last remaining strongholds of the Enemy in the world. The world would then be cleansed of the disease that had plagued it for so long.

    Leading that force would be the purest servant of the Shining One to ever walk upon the surface of the world. Like the light of a new day, revealing things previously hidden in the dark of night, signs abounded that Kaira could possibly be that legendary, transformational figure.

    If that turned out to be true, it meant that Dagian was closer to the Risen Throne than she had ever been in her life. Humbling, daunting, and inspiring, the notion spurred her to the highest levels of wariness and diligence in her tasks.

    The choices she had made in her life, and the paths she had pursued, had brought her to a place brimming with momentous implications. She could well be at the side of the imminent ruler of the entire world. Further, that glorious ruler would open the doors of a wondrous new age, the Remaking, when the Shining One’s Light would illuminate all of creation.

    For a woman who could just as easily have remained a slave to the faith her parents once sought to instill in her, Dagian’s current position reflected outright triumph and vindication. She was no victim of fate. She had mastered it, far beyond her wildest expectations.

    

    Skylar

    

    Twilight filtered through the pines as Skylar slowly made her way to the top of a hill. The serenity of the view spreading out before her as she neared the summit did little to relieve the heaviness weighing down her lonely heart.

    It was the quiet times when she was the most vulnerable, but she knew she had to come to terms with the terrible loss of her brother Matthias. The moments when Genevieve told her of the terrible news had been surreal to experience.

    She knew Genevieve, her closest friend among the Shield Maidens, brought horrid tidings from the moment Skylar had looked into her eyes, glistening brightly with tears. Skylar had known in that instant what she was about to be told. Her breath had stilled inside her, her gut had clenched up, and a cold, dizzying feeling ran through her body.

    Matthias had died during the mission to get Juan Delgado into Troy. He had been a key participant in the operation, conducted so that the defector from Babylon Technologies could deliver the truth of what was happening at the insidious company onto live television.

    Government troopers storming the broadcast facility had shot Matthias multiple times in the aftermath of the presentation. The bullets they fired had been intended for Magdalene, whose exposed back was squarely in their sights as she and the others hurried to evacuate the rooftop of the building. She would never have made it alive out of the city if Matthias had not intentionally dived into the path of the gunfire at the last moment.

    In the act of leaving by helicopter from the roof, they had been unable to take Matthias’ body with them. Skylar understood why they had to leave her brother’s body behind, but it was still something that haunted her days.

    So many memories flowed through her mind. In a way, she was glad that her recollections would never include seeing a coffin or grave that contained him. Matthias had been so full of life and energy, and that was how she would always remember him. In some ways, the protection of his memory in the fullness of life was a small mercy and blessing.

    At a young age her father had taken her to the Sister who had guided her in the direction of becoming a Shield Maiden. It had then been Skylar who had guided her brother, when he expressed a burning desire to protect the Savioran faith from the increasing onslaught against it.

    As a Shield Maiden, she had known of the Order, and knew her brother had the intrinsic qualities to become one of the latter’s vaunted Knights. Skylar had helped Matthias with the introduction that began his own path to becoming such a Knight.

    Now, after he had died violently in the service of the Order, she felt a sharp stab of guilt. But she knew in her heart that he had lived the life he wanted. In giving his life to save another he had expressed the value he harbored within his fiery spirit for an irreplaceable soul.

    She could see Matthias even now, speaking of how every single person who had ever existed was of inestimable value. As her brother explained it, very individual was a one-of-a-kind spirit who could never be replicated; not in all of eternity.

    She smiled to herself, remembering how he would continue on at length about how each soul, unique and intrinsically individual, reflected the wonder and boundless Grace of Adonai. He even speculated that the Avatars serving Adonai could see this special nature of each soul clearly; and that they regarded every soul as a most precious creation.

    It was such a beautiful understanding of souls. Deep in her heart, Skylar found that her spirit resonated with his insights.

    “You had the eyes of an Avatar, my brother,” Skylar whispered into the night air, as she took another laborious step up the hillside.

    Matthias had demonstrated just how precious and valuable he esteemed each soul to be with the very last moments of his life. In her eyes, his life was a resounding triumph, and she knew she must never forget that, even if she was now shrouded in the darkness of sorrow.

    Adding further to her grief was the stark absence of any kind of consolation. The lack of any sign at all from her brother since his death gnawed incessantly at her mourning spirit.

    Skylar just wanted to know that he had made his way to Adonai’s eternal realms. Even if Matthias had found his way to Purgatarion, that place of mercy allowed for those crossing the Veil who were not yet perfected enough to enter the heavenly realms, her heart could rest more easily.

    After everything she had seen and experienced as a Shield Maiden, she found that she expected at least something regarding Matthias’ place in the afterworld. All she needed was a single message, a brief vision that her brother had found his way to an eternal home.

    Whenever she had been out of body since his passing, she found herself desiring to go looking for him. It was an urge that Magdalene sternly warned against. Such a quest could easily consume her, and lead her to incredibly dangerous places. Some boundaries were not to be crossed.

    Coming to a standstill on the crown of the hill, Skylar loosed an extended sigh. The evening breezes flowed gently through her long, blond tresses. The sun was dipping beneath the rolling hills, as if tucking itself in for the night. Shadows were growing, and light was ebbing, much like the state of her heart.

    “They say You are in the silence, the whisper of a breeze,” she said in a low voice, gazing out over the beautiful vista. “Just let me know he is okay … please, that is all I ask. Please, let him give me a message. Just one. I ask nothing more. I love him. I just want to know he made it to Your realms.”

    She spoke the words slowly and deferentially, but there were traces of desperation, and even despair, within her tone. Answers eluded her, and left her heart plagued with uncertainty.

    Often she had counseled mourning friends to hold fast to their faith in the wake of personal loss. Now that she was in their position, she clung to it as tightly as she could.

    Even so, she could find no comfort to pacify the gaping void inside her. The loss left her with a deep wound that would not heal.

    The breezes washed against her face, soothing her tear-streaked skin, but she heard no voice. She stood upon the summit for a lengthy period of time, staring outward as the night unfurled a star-filled sky.

    The deep silence persisted. No response was forthcoming.

    Skylar peered into the hint of the infinite, gazing upward, as another tear trickled down her cheek. Her next words were intended more directly to the source of her abiding sorrow.

    “Just something, Matthias. Anything. Anything at all. Let me know you are okay. I miss you so much.”

    Set free from her swollen eyes, a pair of tears accompanied her last words. As before, no response manifested. The stars seemed bitterly cold, and the depths of night an empty void.

    Her pain unresolved, she finally turned away from the hilltop and made her way back down the slope. The moonlight bathing the forest gave her plenty enough luminance to watch her steps.

    Thinking about the absence of any consolations, some other thoughts jogged loose within her. The lack of resolution tearing at her heart brought her an increased level of sympathy for the niece of Benedict Darwin.

    Skylar had not gotten very acquainted with the young woman. But her inability to find Benedict’s location caused Skylar additional suffering, especially in light her own inner burdens.

    Turning her thoughts to the situation involving Benedict brought her no respite from sorrow. Yet at the very least it took her mind away from the agony of thinking about Matthias for a few moments, which was a small grace in and of itself.

    There was simply no trace of Benedict, nothing that she could hone in upon when traveling in spirit. The complete absence of any hint of a trail to him occurred not long after the final visit from the Fallen Avatar.

    She wondered what had happened to cause that, and continued to worry about the decision she had made to cooperate with the Fallen Avatar. The infernal spirit claimed to be repentant, even if the possibility of a Fallen Avatar coming back into Adonai’s Grace was something deemed impossible by theologians.

    There was no question the entity had guided her in the means of destroying one of the Enemy’s most valuable weapons. If the Fallen Avatar was deceiving her, such pivotal assistance did not equate.

    It was so very rare that a living being could go into spirit and return with a complete command of memory all throughout. To her knowledge, she was the only one of that kind serving Adonai, and it was highly possible that the Setian had been the only one available to the Enemy.

    To help deliver such a heavy blow to the Convergence was not the act of a Fallen Avatar dutifully serving Diabolos. Rather, it was the act of a truly penitent spirit, desirous of proving its intent through bold action.

    With the Setian gone, Skylar knew she gave the resistance to the Convergence a great advantage for the moment. Undoubtedly, the Enemy would move fast to try and address the shortcoming among their living servants, but there was a window of time that could probably be exploited to the advantage of the Shield Maidens, and all others fighting against Diabolos’ forces.

    Magdalene had counseled caution, but things in the world were moving so very fast, and not in a favorable direction. The breakaway provinces were highly vulnerable, as Skylar knew the regime governing the rest of the UCAS was not one to give up control so easily.

    A malignant shadow was deepening all across the world. Living ID, the deadly Thanatos Virus outbreak, the wars in the east, and everything that had been happening were not mere coincidences. They were tools of a much grander, darker scheme, one that was on the cusp of realization.

    That thought deeply unnerved her. If she was right, it meant that one of the most dangerous beings in all of recorded history, if not the most dangerous, was about to move to the center of the world stage.

    In that regard, the Sacred Writings were not fully encouraging either. They spoke of a shadowy, eminently powerful figure gaining full dominion of the world, and wielding authority over all lands and nations. A terrible persecution would be levied against the followers of Adonai in an age of blood and fire.

    As she walked beneath the boughs of the tall pines, her thoughts centered upon the fact that it had been TTDF forces that had killed her brother. She knew Whom they ultimately served, and they would have to answer for what they had done.

    “I’ll find a way to hurt you deeply,” she growled, speaking into the darkness. Her eyes narrowed, and a fire churned within her heart. “If I have to cross the surface of the entire world, I’ll find a way. You will answer for what you took from me.”

    The burning resolve flooding into her heart as she spoke the words did not erase the pain she felt, but it did numb it. If she could not rid herself of the inner sorrow, dulling it was the next best thing.

    Her anger towards the TTDF served as a spark reminding her that she was still alive and had to apply herself to good purpose. Skylar could not waver from the path she was on, and she intended to follow it with as much dedication as ever.

    With no sign of Benedict, she would likely have to search much more broadly if there was a clue to be found. Yet if a lead existed, she intended to find it. She would just have to cast her net wider.

    She might not be able to end the uncertainty and sorrow afflicting her, but she might find a path to some answers for Benedict’s niece. At the very least, she could bring the kind of comfort to another that she could not attain in her own life.

    

  
    

    Section II

    

    Dagian

    

    Dagian quietly stood in the background, looking onward as Aaliyah concluded her video conference with the latest UCAS Senator to take up residence within Gaia City. She knew the underground metropolis near Larimer was massive, but the video gave a fuller sense of the incredible extent of the facility.

    Behind the senator, through wall to ceiling windows, Dagian could see what looked to be a city street complete with storefronts, a movie theater, and everything else typically found along an average downtown street. There was even wheeled traffic moving along the thoroughfare in the forms of small, electric-powered vehicles.

    Dagian knew well that those such as the senator could look forward to spacious personal accommodations, and many other amenities, including tennis courts and swimming pools. The enormous subterranean city was a far cry from the dingy confines of the average bunker. It offered all manner of luxuries and recreation to its prestigious inhabitants.

    It was an architectural triumph carefully designed with longevity and comfort in mind, stocked with vast stores of food, medicine, and equipment. Bristling with security features, it was a veritable fortress as well.

    Every consideration had been made with regard to the location of Gaia City. Accessed by a former international airport far removed from the city of Larimer itself, it was easy and safe to reach for those intending to stay there.

    The refuge was not the only such underground facility within the UCAS. Many had been set up for the elite and those serving the Convergence to wait out the storms of upheaval sweeping across the globe.

    A populace of moderate size could survive with miniscule hardship for a very long time within the facility, if need be. Dagian had a sizeable personal dwelling set aside for herself inside one of them, but she only intended to use it as an absolutely last resort.

    “Has the Abundant Harvest Virus had the effect that you projected?” the senator asked Aaliyah.

    Behind the question, Dagian perceived more than a little unease in the older man. She wondered what he could possibly be afraid of, as all of the Convergence’s elite had been given access to the vaccine immediately.

    “Well over one billion deaths, and still mounting, the great majority occurring in the third world nations, just as we intended,” Aaliyah replied evenly. “The goals of population reduction sought for the new age have still not been met. But we anticipate some of the forthcoming initiatives advanced by the Convergence will see us to more manageable levels of population.”

    “That is good to hear,” the senator replied calmly, as if taking in the figures of a stock report. “From what I can follow, the outbreaks seem to have been effectively isolated in places such as the UCAS, Germania, and Angaland.”

    “You are correct, and that is no coincidence,” Aaliyah responded, though she did not offer the man any further explanations.

    Dagian knew the primary focus of releasing Abundant Harvest had been to reduce the heavily-populated, underdeveloped nations of the third world to much more sustainable, manageable levels. Yet the virus could not be fully corralled, and had exacted a toll from all across the globe.

    The vaccine, developed by the scientist who had engineered the virus itself, had aided the implementation of Living ID in the UCAS. Access to the treatment had been combined with receiving the nanoscale implants developed by Dagian’s company.

    Problems with supply and inefficiencies of distribution were cited publicly as the reasons for the vaccine’s sparse dissemination within the third world. Yet any casual observer could see that the vaccine was prevalent in nations where it was vitally important to retain some degree of stability.

    Of course, with the Convergence steering the discourse of the mainstream media, there was little worry of such an analysis gaining firm footing in the mass populace. Alternative media had been effectively muzzled with the lockdowns of digital networks. National security was easy enough to cite wherever censorship had to be employed, to silence anyone who tried straying too far from the official narrative.

    Dagian was simply glad that the end of the old world was looming. The dawn of the new age was imminent, and she could not see it rise a moment too soon.

    “What of the continued, untenable situation with gangs and crime so rampant in the cities of the UCAS?” the senator asked, a little more pointedly. “The insurgency in the south and midwest prevents us from being able to use all security assets. But we cannot shift resources being used along the new boundaries between the UCAS and rebel-held territory. The borders must be secured as tightly as possible.”

    “It is interesting to see your sudden dedication to border security, Senator,” Aaliyah replied firmly. “But you need not worry yourself. The World Summit will play a part in that situation. I would not lose too much sleep about the matter, senator. You will understand soon enough.”

    “I’ll take your word on that, Aaliyah. You have never given me bad counsel,” the senator said, sitting back in his black leather chair. “It is just that there is so much chaos, it is hard for me to see how it can all be shepherded in the right directions. Everything seems to be fraying apart.”

    “It is well-managed chaos, I assure you,” Aaliyah said. “Each crisis we engineer creates the opportunity for another step to be taken. Every brushfire lasts only as long as we wish to stoke the flames.”

    “Like I stated, it is hard for me to understand how it is all guided, but you know you have my support in all things,” the senator said. “I will be working from here to facilitate any legislative support required.”

    “And I appreciate that, senator,” Aaliyah said. “You will have a seat at the table in the new age. It will not be very much longer.”

    “That is the best news I have heard yet,” the senator replied, with a winsome smile. “I will not take up any more of your time, Aaliyah. I just wanted to voice some concerns and let you to know I was settled here, and will be carrying out my administrative tasks from the refuge so generously provided for us.”

    “I appreciate the consideration,” Aaliyah said. “I shall talk to you soon. Enjoy your accommodations and have a good day, Senator.”

    “And you have a good day, Aaliyah,” Senator Reid Kerry replied amiably.

    “Another one takes to the ground,” Aaliyah remarked coolly, the monitor going dark. She turned towards Dagian. Her expression was humorless, and her gaze was like steel. “It seems many more of them have lost their backbone in recent weeks. I am not sure we should tolerate such weaklings having any place in the age to come.”

    “I share your sentiments,” Dagian responded. “But they probably just want to be as secure as possible while they adjust to the currency transition and other elements happening at this time.”

    It had just been announced that the UCAS would be embracing the Nummus, as would the Europa Alliance. Dagian knew that in the long run it would become the currency of the forthcoming global order, but for the moment it was being sold as a way to help stabilize and manage the fragile economies.

    “Most of them are just feckless in the presence of danger,” Aaliyah stated with a biting air of derision. “Rats going to their holes, when enemies need to be confronted and overcome.”

    “Have you spoken to Xavier recently?” Dagian asked.

    “There is one who does not shy from confrontation,” Aaliyah said with approval. She nodded to Dagian, “Yes, I have spoken with him. He is doing everything he can at the moment, but his resources have been spread dangerously thin.”

    “When you spoke with the senator, you mentioned something about the World Summit playing a part in the security situation,” Dagian said. “I was curious about that.”

    “An initiative is coming very shortly,” Aaliyah said. Her eyes narrowed. “But do not worry yourself. Kaira Antipalos needs to be protected at all costs, and these grounds must be a safe haven for her. Nothing must get through. Do you understand?”

    “I understand, and nothing is going to get near this building complex without being detected well in advance,” Dagian assured Aaliyah.

    “You had better be correct,” Aaliyah responded tersely, and Dagian did not miss the coiling threat underlying her words.

    “I will need some personal time with the arriving delegation from the east,” Dagian said. She added quickly, not wanting to sound like she was making a demand. “If at all possible, that is.”

    “Understood,” Aaliyah said flatly. After a short pause, she continued, “Your abilities have grown significantly since your trip to Kemet. That was a very advantageous journey.”

    Dagian nodded. “It was very beneficial. And I hope to grow my abilities much further.”

    “Do whatever it takes to defend against or hunt down this enemy assassin,” Aaliyah said. “Adding to your abilities in the Craft can only help.”

    Dagian did not need to ask for any clarifications as to who it was that Aaliyah was speaking of. “She will be found, and she will be destroyed.”

    “You are responsible for warding the non-physical elements intertwining with this material plane,” Aaliyah said. “As Xavier is a commander of forces in this world, you have authority over forces unseen to human eyes.”

    Dagian nodded. “And they will be well utilized. You can be sure of that.”

    “No Avatar of the Enemy will approach through this plane, as it would draw one of our own in response,” Aaliyah proceeded. “Even if one of them were to enter this plane, it takes them a great expenditure of energy to conceal themselves. With a horde of lesser spirits from the Nether Kingdom gathered here, our enemy would not go undetected.”

    “And what of the large number of spirits here?” Dagian asked, seeing an opportunity to satisfy one concern she had. “Surely they draw some unwelcome attention to this place.”

    “As you know, Dagian, lesser spirits from the Nether Kingdom roam the world free,” Aaliyah said. “It is well-known that they gather to draw strength from energies resonating with their essence.”

    “Which is why the large cities look to be shrouded in spirits from the Ten-Fold Kingdom these days,” Dagian commented, with the faintest trace of a grin. “It is as if the cities have been claimed in full.”

    The sight of entire cities enveloped in hordes of dark wraiths always gave her pleasure. From the heights of the skyscraper housing Babylon Technologies’ main offices, Dagian had often gazed out upon the living darkness infesting Troy.

    If she were able to take the time to journey across the UCAS and open her special vision, Dagian had little doubt that all of the largest cities were in a similar state, appearing to be engulfed in perpetual shadow. The visions always bolstered her spirit and inspired her, giving strong evidence regarding the course of things. The energies of humanity itself were turning solidly towards harmony with the Nether Kingdom.

    “The cities are becoming like temples to the Shining One. The energy I find in them now is invigorating,” Aaliyah responded, with a ghost of a smile that echoed Dagian’s own expression. It was clear Dagian was not the only one drawing pleasure from the current state of the nation’s larger cities. “But a great cluster of spirits from the Nether Kingdom around a facility known to contain leading individuals in the Convergence is to be expected. Someday, you should view the darkness swirling about the White Pyramid in the capital. I could recommend a few other places, too.”

    “But the large number of spirits does mark this place as important and filled with energies aligned with the Nether Kingdom,” Dagian stated.

    “There is no avoiding that,” Aaliyah replied.

    “Which is why myself, and the memunim I am able to summon, must be very careful,” Dagian said.

    “You, and the more powerful spirits you command, bring a greater strength to the protection given to Kaira here,” Aaliyah explained. “You give us the element of surprise over our enemies, and ward against a human using non-physical arts, such as this incorporeal assassin dwelling amongst them.”

    “I understand,” Dagian said, nodding.

    “I do not need to remind you of the consequences if you should fail to carry out your appointed tasks,” Aaliyah said more sharply, with a colder glint in her eyes.

    Dagian shook her head. “No, a reminder is unnecessary. I understand the consequences very well.”

    “Good, then succeed, and your rewards will be unimaginable when the Remaking takes place,” Aaliyah said. “That day when a new light shines across all the world, and everything beyond.”

    “A day we will all embrace,” Dagian said, with a reverent bow of her head.

    Dagian knew better than to speculate about that glorious day when the universe, and all planes of existence, would be remade in Diabolos’ image. To be held in favor by the Shining One when that time arrived would make every hardship, sufferance, and sacrifice worth it.

    “Just do not fail, we do not have much longer to go now,” Aaliyah said, and though her tone did not change Dagian felt the words themselves exhorting her to vigilance.

    “I will not waver, Aaliyah,” Dagian responded, looking her in the eye. “I will use every art I know, every power I can call on, and all the strength I have within me.”

    “Then let your arts, powers, and strength continue to grow,” Aaliyah said. “I will let you get back to your tasks now. The delegation from the east arrives soon enough. I have a few more video conferences to attend here.”

    Dagian nodded her head to Aaliyah, and departed the chamber. She always felt a little relief when dismissed by Aaliyah, as a little anxiety arose every time she was in her presence. It had been that way ever since the chastisements following the terrible debacle with the gate device.

    Yet even though she was away from Aaliyah’s presence, there was still a constant pressure bearing down upon her. Dagian occupied a pivotal role in more than one area, entailing both worldly affairs and matters of the spiritual. She had now been called upon to focus more heavily on the latter, in a situation she suspected was of far greater importance than she currently understood.

    As much stress as she was contending with, she would have liked nothing more than to indulge in some pleasures of the flesh. There was nothing to stop her from bringing in a partner to be used for her carnal appetites.

    She often had immersed in lusts back at her palatial estate near Troy. The call of the primal was always an inviting outlet to defuse from the pressures involved with matters of the ethereal. But she could not afford let her guard down in any way. A purity of darkness had to be steadfastly maintained.

    It was not a matter of it being a difficult thing to do, as she had long subordinated personal urges to her unyielding discipline. But a dalliance of the flesh for a few hours would have been a welcome distraction, nonetheless.

    Pushing the temptation aside, Dagian took the short walk back to her own quarters from the building that Aaliyah used as her center for CSD and Convergence matters. Soon she would be changed into loose-fitting clothing and lying flat upon her bed, as she went into spirit and detached from her flesh. There were wooded perimeters to inspect, and much to ruminate upon.

    Dagian quickened her step and focused her mind, the hard soles of her calf-high black boots striking the paved walking path with a purposeful rhythm. She was going to do nothing less than execute her tasks to the fullest, and gain the favor of her Lord. There was only a little further to go until a radiant new dawn broke out over the entire world.

    

    Gregory

    

    Gregory walked into the conference room. He looked into the large, unblinking eyes of the broad-shouldered figure seated at the far end of the room.

    Flanking the general was no less than a colonel and a couple of other staff officers. All had the solemn, dutiful expressions of military men, holding solid posture where they stood around the general.

    His instincts snapped to the fore. Standing to attention, Gregory rendered a formal salute to the dark-skinned general, a man who he was coming to admire more by the day.

    “At ease, Gregory, you are not active duty,” the general said, in his deep-toned voice. “But, like they say, once a marine, always a marine. That’s one thing about you boys and girls I’ve always liked.”

    Gregory grinned. “It’s just the way we’re forged, general.”

    General Jackson smiled in return. “A good way to say it. I’ll have to remember that.”

    Gregory thought of his first meeting with the general. The introduction had occurred following the successful assault on the federal detainment camp. A report had arrived when the glow of victory was still bright, that a massive UCAS military column was steadily approaching the battle site.

    At first, the news had been dismaying, a kick to the stomach, as the fall of the camp had been so uplifting for Gregory and the rebel fighters looking to eradicate a cancer from the area. The fighting had not been easy.

    An influx of rugged bikers, Jack Morgan at their lead, had come unexpectedly and provided the tilt in the battle. To find fortune so fickle, bringing a boon in one moment, and dread in the next, was greatly disheartening.

    Yet Gregory had gone out to meet the general openly, with his head held high, and his heart full of conviction. He had been ready to deliver the message that he and the rebel forces would fight to the end, come whatever may. There would be no backing down when the alternative was subjugation to tyranny.

    The general, standing between a colonel and a command sergeant major, had been the image of stoicism and authority. Backed by a massive force including Lafayette tanks and Devers Armored Fighting Vehicles, any officer would have looked strong in that moment. But General Robert Jackson gave off the distinctive air of a warrior and commander: resolute and determined.

    The impression did not cause Gregory to second guess himself, or shy away from his own stance. Instead, he stood on his own two feet and looked the general eye to eye, as he explained his position and why he was fighting. He had spoken of the oath he had taken as a UCAS marine, and how there was no question in his mind that the federal elements he had been battling were domestic enemies.

    Gregory would never forget the feeling that came over him when General Jackson had informed him that the huge column of armored vehicles and tanks were on his side. The response elicited the heights of both shock and elation in Gregory, though he had somehow maintained an outward image of solid composure.

    Further, it turned out that the general had made his decision based upon the same principles that Gregory was honoring. To turn the military’s guns on the people of the UCAS, when it was clear to anyone with eyes that egregious transgressions of the Grand Charter were being committed in abundance by a reckless, hostile government, was not a course that General Jackson was willing to live with.

    As he had explained to Gregory then, he intended to stand with the people, not against them. He had taken the same oath that Gregory had, and he was also committed to honoring it in full.

    The two had several more interactions as the detainment camp was taken over and General Jackson solidified his position in the region. Military assets had been deployed and defenses prepared, as remaining UCAS forces vacated Venorterra swiftly and retreated north.

    As things had sorted out further in the ensuing weeks and months, and the front lines had been drawn between the breakaway provinces and the UCAS, General Jackson’s position had been elevated. Through the consensus of the highest-ranking generals and officers to join the rebellion, he had been designated as the highest-ranking general of the armed forces defending the free provinces.

    “So I suppose you are wondering why I’m here on the northern border of Venorterra, and wanted to meet with you personally,” General Jackson said.

    “I can’t deny I’m a little curious about your visit, General,” Gregory replied. “I know you have a lot more important things to do than meet with irregulars like myself.”

    “And that is where you are wrong,” General Jackson stated. “I might be thinking along some lines that many would have found unorthodox before this conflict started … but then again, everything these days has an unorthodox flavor. The rules are different, and the wiser among us must accept that reality.”

    “I agree,” Gregory said, his curiosity heightening.

    In his experience, generals did not tend to depart from orthodoxy. Conforming to a doctrine was a hallmark of the upper ranks in the military. To say that he was intrigued by the general’s comments was a great understatement.

    “We want to establish better coordination with all the militias and irregulars,” General Jackson said. “Of course, I want to make it clear we are not looking to take control of your activities as free citizens defending their homeland. That natural right is one of the things that compelled me to make the choice I did in standing with the seceding provinces.

    The general paused for a moment, and looked purposefully to Gregory. “But I would like to have stronger channels established among the different forces. Better coordination and information sharing beyond what exits now. We can help each other in many ways, and reduce the possibility of tragic mistakes.”

    “That’s something I’ve wanted much more of,” Gregory said. “If only so we don’t work at cross-purposes sometimes.”

    “I’m intending to extend special official ranks to you, and to others such as Jack Morgan and your brother, any who are helping to lead large groups of irregulars,” General Jackson said. “Mainly, to help you interact more efficiently with our facilities and officers. It won’t be a hard adjustment for those of you with solid military backgrounds, and I’m sure any others gifted in organization and leadership can acclimate soon enough.”

    Gregory kept his facial expression serious, but almost chuckled at the idea that his brother and Jack Morgan would be receiving official military ranks. His brother had never been in the military, and the highly-respected, grizzled biker Jack Morgan, who was a veteran from the hundred and first airborne, had made many colorful remarks to Gregory about military bureaucracy and the ineptness of officers. He hoped he would be able to see their faces when they first received the news.

    “Your boys and girls and ours are crossing paths quite a bit these days,” Gregory said. “Helped each other out on more than a few occasions.”

    “Yes, and yours are doing some incredible things,” General Jackson said. “The militias and irregulars have proven inventive, and very effective at asymmetrical warfare. I also think the efforts of the irregulars are a big part of the reason we haven’t faced a formal offensive from the north or west just yet.”

    Gregory had no doubt things like supplies and power infrastructure had been effectively crippled in many areas of the UCAS along the boundaries of the territory they still held. It was as the general had said: asymmetrical warfare at its finest.

    Such methods kept their enemies constantly off balance. But to hear it voiced from the supreme commander of the seceding provinces’ military forces gave Gregory a feeling of pride in what he was involved in.

    If the irregulars had helped delay a larger invasion and buy some more time for General Jackson, then even better. Yet as the general’s words had intimated, it was only a matter of time before the UCAS military sought to regain control of the south and midwest.

    “When do you think they’ll be coming?” Gregory asked.

    “They’re spread a little too thin at the moment, from what our intelligence reports,” General Jackson replied. “They’re still dealing with pressure from Mandaria, even though formal hostilities have ceased. Mandaria is asserting itself over the Southern Sea, and taking formal control over some additional islands. Its neighbors do not have the strength to challenge these moves, and the UCAS can only take up a defensive posture alongside them.

    “Domestically, things are an absolute mess for them right now. The borders are very porous. They are having to deploy many units to assist with operations taking place in every province. There are sporadic outbreaks of unrest, the cities are ablaze with gang violence, and the continued imposition of martial law drains them. They have proceeded to full gun confiscation in many provinces. Not an easy task in times like this, I can assure you.”

    “They’re actively disarming the citizens up there even now?” Gregory asked, incredulous. There was no question that any person of good character living in the UCAS now was surrounded with threats amid all the instability and skyrocketing crime.

    “It is a zero-risk initiative, as their leadership sees it,” General Jackson said. “As I see it, they want to be assured of having no threats at their back whenever they do make their big push.”

    “I got a lot of ribbing over the years for being from Venorterra,” Gregory said. “But I’m so glad this province is my home. I can’t imagine what it’s like living in the north, or out on the west coast.”

    “Little more than prisoners these days, sadly,” General Jackson said in a lower voice, and for a moment he turned his gaze from Gregory and stared quietly. “I would love nothing more than to liberate them, but my mandate is to protect the seceding provinces that chose to withdraw their consent from a voluntary union.”

    “It’s hard to hear what is happening,” Gregory said sympathetically, sensing a painful inner conflict within the general.

    The general’s dark brown eyes reverted back to Gregory, looking away from whatever distant scene they had been gazing upon. “The old serenity prayer was always a hard one for me. I am not the type to easily accept what I cannot change. We will just have to give it all we have towards the things that can be changed,” General Jackson said, his voice regaining some vigor. “Won’t we, Lieutenant Andreas?”

    A smile spread slowly across Gregory’s face. The last two words of the general sounded awkward to his ears, though he immediately understood what they implied.

    “Thank you sir,” Gregory said.

    “We will have to get ahold of Jack Morgan, your brother, and a few others I have on a short list here,” General Jackson said. “Would you like to assist?”

    He smiled even broader. “Yes, sir, it would be an honor.”

    “Then let us not waste any time,” General Jackson said, rising up from his seat. He extended Gregory a salute. “Lieutenant Andreas.”

    Gregory snapped back into a formal mode, returning the salute. The general strode down the length of the room, followed closely by the other officers. Gregory stepped aside, and then fell in with the others as they departed the room.

    Though the general strode briskly by Gregory, he did not miss the small addition to the man’s uniform that had never been a part of UCAS military attire. Located not too far from his elegant set of gold stars was a pin in the shape of a silver sword.

    

    Arianna

    

    Two vehicles sped down the highway, heading towards a destination that none of the passengers inside could envision or define. Arianna, Godral, Kantel, and Dedran were in the lead, while Quinn, Maureen, Vailia, and Sarangar brought up the rear.

    They were traveling through lands still afflicted with the symptoms of great upheaval. There was no telling what kinds of dangers they might face on the open road. Having another An-Ki at her side was anything but a liability.

    Gerald would remain behind, as Arianna intended it. A part of her felt deep guilt at her veiling of the journey, but Benton had promised to convey a note from Arianna explaining everything well after they were underway.

    She knew her uncle would be extremely upset. But she hoped he would think upon the things she put into the letter, and ultimately see her rationale.

    In addition to the fact that Gerald would not be up for extended physical hardships if things took a dire turn for the worse, it was good to have him there if Benedict were to somehow return while the rest were gone. The manner of Benedict’s return, as long as he came back unharmed, was of no preference to Arianna.

    The two vehicles were packed to the hilt with supplies. Everyone had weapons and ammunition. Some emergency fuel was carried along in five-gallon containers, and there was food enough to see them through to the border region. Godral had reassured Arianna that food would not become a concern, as the An-Ki were skilled hunters.

    Seeing road signs and old billboards along the way, it was sometimes easy to forget just how much things had changed. Arianna wished she was simply on a road trip with friends, heading to some vacation site for some rest and relaxation, but reality could not be ignored.

    Evidence of the new order of things could be seen all along the way. In better times, cars that had broken down could be occasionally seen pulled off by the side of the road. Now, there were many abandoned vehicles littering the sides of the highway.

    Wrecked vehicles that would normally have been towed away were now discarded at the roadside. The crumpled vehicles had likely been shoved aside for the military traffic using the highway.

    There was much more garbage and debris in evidence, both in the road and in the areas immediately adjacent. A few times they had to steer carefully to avoid some large chunks of tire from a blowout.

    She doubted she would be seeing any cleanup crews, clad in their bright yellow vests, out walking the shoulders of the highway. Arianna hoped it would not be too much longer before things fully normalized, but it was sobering to see how fast things were changing in the wake of a breakdown of society. If left on its own for too much longer, the roadway could easily become impassible.

    For the most part, they traveled without too much conversation. The three An-Ki males were content to listen to the rock music Arianna played.

    It was like riding with three foreigners. There was no mistaking that the three loved the sounds, and were fascinated with the technology. Recorded music was yet another thing that she took for granted, realizing that it probably seemed magical to the An-Ki.

    She had to laugh to herself about the fact that Godral and his two companions definitely looked the part for the style of music playing through the speakers. Exceedingly masculine, long-haired, and bearded, they would have fit in very well at any rock concert.

    Yet Arianna also had to admit that they were grooming themselves quite well lately. Their long locks were brushed nicely, and their beards, though lengthy, looked well-kempt. The long-sleeved, collared shirts they wore were not rumpled, and their jeans were clean in appearance. Only their large size and striking eyes would have drawn any extra scrutiny within a crowd of people.

    Without any impetus for stopping, they made great time as they headed southward. There were no speed limits to heed anymore, and Arianna took advantage by going a full fifteen miles an hour above the former maximum.

    Driving an SUV, she did not feel comfortable going any faster than that. The last thing she wanted to have happen was to tempt fate by being reckless.

    She also had to remind herself that there was not likely any significant road repair going on, and any breaks or holes in the road created since the upheaval were laying in ambush for the tires of a careless driver. They had spares in both vehicles, but nothing beyond that, and it was best to keep things as they were.

    After a few hours of smooth travel, the pair of vehicles rolled to a halt, stopping a short distance before a high bridge crossing a river. The way onto the bridge was blocked, due to what appeared to be a recent wreck.

    Two vehicles, their fronts showing significant damage, clogged the way forward. Broken glass littered the ground, and Arianna’s breath caught in her throat as her eyes settled upon a pair of human bodies lying out in the road. A man and a woman, both were rigidly still, and she feared them dead.

    Turning the music off, she gripped the steering wheel tight and took a deep breath. Glancing in the rear view mirror, she saw Quinn getting out of the other SUV. He hustled up to the driver’s side, as she rolled down her window.

    “Looks like it just happened, from what I can tell,” Arianna said, eyeing the bodies.

    “No way through, it doesn’t seem,” Quinn said, peering at the area ahead of them.

    She looked at him, and said nothing for a moment. “And those people?”

    “Be careful, Arianna,” Quinn told her. “You know what we’ve been warned about.”

    “We can’t just leave people injured in a wreck in the middle of the road,” Arianna said firmly. “What if they are still alive? This just happened. Look at the glass all over the road.”

    “Anyone could have spread some glass,” Quinn said.

    Arianna saw one of the bodies move slightly. The female lifted her arm up weakly, before it flopped back down onto the hard surface. A sense of urgency filled Arianna at the pitiful sight.

    “She’s not dead,” Arianna said. Turning her engine off, she got out of the car. She cast a brief glance to Quinn. “We need to do something to help her.”

    “What if it’s not a wreck?” Quinn asked warily.

    “I’d rather take that chance, and if we want to get through we’d have to go right over them,” Arianna said. “I’m not going to just run over a badly injured lady. That’s not who we are.”

    She heard the sound of footsteps approaching on the asphalt. Maureen walked up to them with a somber expression.

    “They are staying back,” Maureen said, glancing back towards the vehicles where the other An-Ki had remained. “What’s going on here?”

    Arianna and Quinn quickly explained the situation to her. A frown deepened on her face as she listened, and Arianna could tell that her friend did not trust the situation at all.

    “I don’t know what to say,” she said, looking out towards the two figures lying on the ground.

    “Hey, can anyone talk?” Arianna called out towards the two prone individuals.

    “I’m … injured. I can’t … get up!” the woman responded weakly, her voice sounding strained and desperate.

    “We’ve got some first aid with us,” Arianna shouted back.

    “I … I think my brother’s dead,” the woman replied, her tone even more feeble, almost too faint for Arianna to hear her.

    Looking around, Arianna could see nothing amiss, though her heart beat a little faster. She knew she had to make a decision, and eyed the glass spread across the ground from the busted windshields of the wrecked cars.

    “I can’t just stand here,” Arianna said to her two friends a moment later.

    She drew out the gun holstered at her waist. Keeping a firm grip on the .45 caliber pistol, she took her first steps forward. A full seven round magazine was loaded and ready if anything went awry.

    She moved forward cautiously, keeping her handgun up and continuing to look from side to side. As before, nothing seemed out of order as she reached the first of the crashed vehicles, a dark, four-door sedan. Warily, she took one step, and then another, finally reaching the figures lying in the road after a few more paces.

    “I’m here,” she said gently to the dark-haired woman, who had started to try and roll over slowly. “Don’t move just yet. You’ve got help now. We’ll take care of you.”

    Arianna flinched and her heart leapt as an authoritative voice shouted abruptly from the side of the road. “Don’t move lady! We’ve got you and your friends in our sights! Keep really still, and don’t try anything stupid.”

    Looking back down, she saw that both of the crash victims had rolled over, gripping pistols that were trained squarely on her. Both were alert and uninjured, having played their parts to perfection.

    “Set the gun down, lady,” the first speaker said, a heavy-set man who emerged slowly into her view, walking out from behind the second car. He was holding an A-15 rifle, and its barrel was leveled at her. “Do it slowly. Nothing funny.”

    In the background, she could hear other voices shouting forcefully to her friends, telling them to stay in place. Though her adrenaline was racing, she focused on her breath and strove to settle her mind. She had to keep her wits about her, and reminded herself that she was likely facing a group of thieves, not cold-blooded killers.

    Following the large man’s directive, Arianna crouched slowly and set her gun down on the ground. A couple of other men came to stand at the sides of the burly leader.

    Both were armed with rifles, and she did not like the look in their eyes as they gazed upon her. One of them grinned, the expression decidedly salacious. Openly, and unashamedly, he looked her up and down.

    “Just cooperate, and we’ll be on our way,” the woman told Arianna in a hard-edged tone, getting up from the ground and brushing a few pieces of glass off her clothes. Gone was the veneer of a wounded lady needing help, and underneath was the reality of a calculating predator.

    Arianna said nothing to the woman, contending with some considerable fear and a simmering anger. Three guns were aimed at her, so she remained perfectly still, but a great bitterness welled up within. She chafed at the thought that the journey to find her uncle was going to come to an end in such an unceremonious way. Tears of frustration glistened upon her eyes, but she kept her head held high, and her posture remained straight and firm.

    “Some of ‘em are takin’ cover behind the second vehicle! Two I think,” one of the other voices called out in alarm. “What do we do?”

    “They ain’t armed,” another said. “Some big fellows, but I got a good look at ‘em. They got nothin’!”

    “Your friends better not try anything funny,” stated the heavy-set man who Arianna now deemed to be the group’s primary leader. His voice was thick with irritation and warning. “We’ll pull the triggers in a second, young lady, don’t think we won’t! No messin’ around here.”

    Arianna clenched her jaws as the woman from the ground walked up to her, brought forth a long, plastic cable tie, and secured her hands firmly behind her. She winced as the plastic dug hard into her bare skin.

    “Just a precaution,” the woman said from behind, in a low voice. “We’ll let you all go when were done. Don’t get in our way and you’ll be just fine.”

    Arianna could only hope the woman was telling the truth. She watched helplessly as the leader directed Quinn and Maureen to step away from the vehicles.

    A few moments later, both of her friends were standing next to Arianna with their hands bound behind. All three were placed under the watch of the woman and man who had initially baited her into the trap.

    The An-Ki in the second vehicle, Vailia and Sarangar, were still evidently behind the SUV, much to the agitation of the ambushing party. As far as the An-Ki from her vehicle, Arianna saw no sign of Godral, Kantel, or Dedran, and she certainly was not going to volunteer any information.

    “Looks like the girl must’ve been alone in vehicle one, I don’t see no one else here,” a skinny male called loudly, edging closer to the two SUV’s with his finger perched on the trigger of his semi-automatic rifle. Just behind him, a shorter man with a beard clutched his weapon.

    “It’s all secure here, no worries with these three,” the heavy-set man pronounced casually, indicating the three bound captives. “Red, Dawson, you two get to searchin’ those vehicles, once you flush the others out.”

    Arianna watched the two gunmen standing with the leader walk towards the SUV’s with rising interest. She wondered what Godral and the others were planning.

    They were far too big to hide effectively in the SUV. The three must have slipped out the other side quietly. Whatever it was that they were up to, she doubted it boded well for the highway robbers.

    The gunmen called out several times for the An-Ki behind the second vehicle to come out, but there was no response there either. Arianna could hear the tension growing in the robbers’ voices as their demands continued to go unanswered. After a few more minutes had gone by, the heavy-set man cursed angrily, and began making his way towards his nervous companions.

    “Keep wide, and come ‘round there, ‘round the first SUV,” he instructed the skinny man and his bearded companion. He looked to Red and Dawson. “You two got the second, incase they try to come ‘round that way. Flank ‘em. No way out for ‘em now. Don’t hesitate to shoot, if you think they got anythin’ on them!”

    The two gunmen stepped cautiously along a wide, arcing path, moving to the right with their rifles trained towards the second vehicle. Their trigger fingers were poised to fire in an instant, and all of their movements were deliberate and careful.

    The other pair of men passed slowly in front of the first SUV. Mayhem erupted a second later. Just as one of the robbers reached the other side of the lead vehicle, he was engulfed in a huge mass of dark fur and muscle propelled on two legs. His companion barely got a cry out of his throat before he was barreled to the ground under another hulking, fur-covered form.

    The killings were brutal and fast. Neither man got so much as a single shot off.

    Red and Dawson had no time to respond to their comrades’ plight. Two more large, four-legged forms, one covered in white fur, and the other with a silvery exterior, burst out at full speed from behind the second vehicle. Both of the men were slammed to the ground a moment later, where they flailed and cried pitifully out before going silent.

    The silver An-Ki sprang forward, while the white-furred one hurtled over Dawson’s body and charged towards the heavy-set leader. The two An-Ki separated farther, positioning themselves to come at the man from two distinct angles.

    The terrified man cried out, panicking in his confusion and spraying a few haphazard shots. His head turned to the right and left quickly, eyeing the beasts converging fast from two directions. He was caught in a pincer that was closing rapidly.

    The body of the nearest An-Ki, the white-furred one, jerked for a moment as one of the bullets found purchase in An-Ki flesh. Arianna’s world spun and her heart jumped as Sarangar loosed a guttural cry rife with pain.

    Yet as tears of sorrow welled in her eyes, she saw that the shot did not stop him. Sarangar kept charging forward, reaching the man a few strides before Vailia.

    Leaping onto the heavy figure and taking him to the ground, Sarangar’s jaws spread wide and his fangs flashed. In an instant, the leader of the robbers was dying with his throat torn out.

    The two An-Ki did not linger for even a moment. Both Vailia and Sarangar bounded towards the side of the road, as a few more bursts of gunfire sounded. Arianna saw where the shots struck the road surface, all of them well off the mark of the fast-moving targets.

    One of the concealed shooters broke out from their cover, and tried to run towards the area where Arianna stood. Vailia ran him down in seconds, springing onto his back and bearing him down heavily. Her jaws clamped down on the back of his neck and ripped savagely.

    With a soaring leap Sarangar dived into the brush and a raw scream broke out a second later. It ceased abruptly within the depths of the foliage.

    “Call ‘em off!” shrieked the woman holding Arianna, Maureen, and Quinn captive.. “Oh god, call ‘em off. Please call ‘em off.”

    “We didn’t start this,” Arianna responded icily, looking back to the now-terrified woman. The coldness of her tone came as a surprise, but it reflected the way she felt.

    The simple fact was that the robbers were among the worst kind of human predators. They took advantage of compassion and a willingness to help others in dire need, two things that were in dwindling supply during times of severe hardship.

    The An-Ki’s fearsome response was not something that Arianna would have done, even if she possessed the ability, but the robbers had brought their doom upon themselves.

    “We’ll shoot ya, if ya don’t!” the man with the dark-haired woman yelled, though the bravado of his words was rendered hollow by the shaking of his voice.

    A throaty, resonant growl sounded behind all of them. Dedran was a stark image of primal fury, with a vicious-looking snarl revealing the lengthy, glistening canines within his shaggy muzzle.

    During the outburst of violence, Dedran had circled around and come up behind the robbers holding Arianna and her friends. Though he was the smallest of the five, he was still much larger than the two robbers and his presence greatly intimidated them.

    “Call ‘em off!” cried the woman, desperation brimming in her tone. “My god! What the hell are they? Oh god, please, call ‘em off. Oh god!”

    Deep growls sounded from all around, filling the air with menace as the other four drew near to the last two robbers and their bound captives. Arianna could see the dark crimson marring the snow-white fur of Sarangar in the place where he had been struck by the bullet.

    Baring his fangs, Sarangar slowly padded forward, and Arianna could feel the anger wafting from him as he eyed the two remaining robbers. There was no question he desired to tear right into them.

    She could only hope the wound he had suffered was not serious, but there was a significant amount of blood matting his fur. Even if the outcome of the confrontation was not in doubt anymore, Arianna did not want him taking another bullet. In a last gasp, the robbers could decide to shoot at point-blank range.

    There was no need for further bloodshed. She had to try to defuse the situation any way that she could.

    “I wouldn’t try anything if I were you,” Arianna said, seeing the man and woman fingering their triggers nervously. She kept her voice calm, but firm. “Two of you. Five of them. You just saw what happened to your friends, and you know you aren’t going to get them all. You can’t outrun them either. So let’s talk some sense now.”

    “What do you mean? What do you know about them? What are they?” the woman stammered in rapid succession, her body shaking like the man standing with her. Fearfully, she eyed the other An-Ki drawing closer, step by step.

    Her companion’s face looked ashen, the blood drained from his face. He stared forward, wide-eyed and in the clutches of a paralytic fear. A dark stain had formed around his crotch and was growing fast, the patter of urine accompanying the expanding puddle forming around his shoes.

    “I suggest you two get out of here, right now,” Arianna said evenly to the man and woman, glowering at them. “Just go, and thank Adonai you are alive. Or you can stay here and die for sure.”

    She did not even bother to ask them to free her. In their states of extreme fear, she did not want either of the two handling blades anywhere close to her wrists.

    “How can we go? They’ll just kill us!” the woman retorted after a moment, continuing to tremble from the terror rising in her.

    “One of those cars work?” Arianna said, nodding towards the supposedly wrecked vehicles.

    Now standing close enough to really scrutinize them, she saw that while the front grills were dented and smashed up, and the bodies of the cars exhibited all manner of damage and broken windows, the tires were in perfect shape.

    The woman nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks. Then her eyes widened abruptly, as she replied, “But … but the keys are with Orrin! Out there!” She pointed out towards the body of the heavy-set man.

    Arianna looked towards Godral, whose golden eyes were pools of ferocity as he gazed down upon the robbers. She spoke to him calmly. “Can you bring me the vehicle keys that are in the pockets of that man?”

    The tallest of the An-Ki looked back towards the dead body. After a moment, Godral turned his eyes back to her.

    He answered curtly, “Yes.”

    “Wha … what … ?” the woman muttered as Godral strode away, heading towards the maimed corpse of the leader. “It … it spoke.”

    “He spoke, not it! Shut your mouth and count yourself lucky. You are going to live, if you don’t try anything funny,” Arianna snapped at the woman, giving some vent to the considerable ire swirling within. “And you’d better get it straight, because I don’t have any patience left. Godral is a he, not an it, you moron!”

    “Getting off way too easy,” Maureen said to Arianna, her voice bristling with anger.

    “I don’t think they’ll be ready anytime soon to try this kind of thing again,” Arianna replied, keeping her heated gaze fixed on the woman.

    Godral returned a moment later with a set of keys affixed to a metal ring. He extended them towards Arianna, and she saw that he had gotten some blood on the cluster of keys from his wetted claws.

    “Toss them down in front of her, to the ground,” Arianna directed Godral, nodding towards the woman.

    Godral flung the keys towards the feet of the woman. They clattered on the road as they struck the ground. She bent over and picked them up, while keeping the gun aimed back at the An-Ki. The woman then maintained enough presence of mind to keep Arianna close, as she began moving towards one of the cars.

    Mimicking the woman, the man shuffled close behind his comrade. Still trembling, he mumbled incoherently under his breath.

    The man got into the car first, and the woman seated herself quickly on the driver’s side. She wasted no time once she was in place, starting up the engine immediately as Arianna backed up several paces.

    Tires squealing, the woman took off down the road, heading away from the bridge fast. Arianna stared after them, watching the car growing smaller in the distance.

    “It’s over, Arianna,” Maureen said gently, a few moments later.

    “It is over,” Arianna replied in agreement.

    With the An-Ki’s assistance, a knife was found on the bodies of one of the dead robbers. They used the blade to free Arianna and her friends. Rubbing her wrists where the tightened plastic had bit harshly into her skin, Arianna took a deep breath and collected her thoughts together.

    “I think it would be best to get back on the road and underway again,” Quinn said, massaging his own wrists, graced temporarily with red-hued tracks from the cable ties.

    “I’m with you,” Arianna said. She felt a stab in her conscience, as she thought of what her friends had just been put through. With a contrite tone she continued, “And you were right. I am so, so sorry. I should have listened to you, Quinn. I shouldn’t have fallen for that.”

    She looked around at the bodies of the robbers and the car left in the middle of the road. Arianna wondered how many people they had taken advantage of, before running into her group. The deception had been an elaborate one.

    “Don’t apologize, what you did is why I think the world of you, Arianna,” Quinn said, smiling at her. “Because you are the kind of person who will take a risk to try to help someone like that. I wasn’t any more clever just now. I didn’t see any sign of a ruse. I’m just harder of heart than you are. And that’s not a good thing, or something I’m proud of.”

    “Make that two of us,” Maureen said, laying her arm gently around Arianna’s shoulders and giving her a reassuring hug. She smiled, and continued, “That man and woman could just as easily have been two people injured and desperate for help. You are a light in a dark world, girl, and don’t ever stop being that way. It gives the rest of us something to hold onto, when we think everything’s gotten too ugly, and too cruel.”

    “Don’t forget, Arianna, hindsight always looks so clear, long after the fact,” Quinn added. “Like I said, I didn’t see any sign of a deception, and neither did Maureen. I hope even this doesn’t change you, Arianna.

    “It might even be us someday. Our hope to live might rest entirely upon the chance of someone just like you coming along. So don’t apologize, Arianna. Don’t apologize for who you are.”

    “I just need to figure out a wiser approach to it, I guess,” Arianna said, mustering a grin.

    “Different tactics on the approach, perhaps,” Quinn retorted, grinning, with a light laugh.

    “Well, we’re all okay this time. All of us are alive. Let’s count our blessings, and get going on this mission,” Maureen said amiably.

    “Sounds good to me,” Arianna said. “Once our friends are ready.”

    Godral and the other An-Ki were finishing the transitions back into their human forms. It would take a few minutes for the five of them to get their clothing back on. Arianna walked among them and approached Sarangar as his muzzle finished retracting, reforming into the handsome visage of a younger man.

    The wound was still visible on his upper arm. As a precaution, Arianna and Maureen attended to him.

    Fortunately, the projectile had not worked its way in too deep, and did not involve any extraordinary difficulties in extraction. Looking closely at the wound site, Arianna got the sense that Sarangar’s body was slowly working to expel the foreign object.

    Once the bandage was on, Maureen excused herself, and got up to go rejoin her boyfriend. From where she kneeled by Sarangar, Arianna saw that Quinn was busy collecting up pistols, rifles and ammunition from the dead men.

    “I wanted to kill,” Sarangar said with a grim expression, looking to Arianna when they were alone. “When they took my blood. When they used their weapon on me. I wanted to kill them.”

    “If I’d been shot, I’m sure I’d feel like I wanted to kill whoever shot me too,” Arianna replied, in a spirit of solidarity.

    “I had strong anger,” Sarangar said. “Much anger. I wanted to kill the two humans who lived.”

    Listing to her friend, Arianna suspected he was rattled at the thought of losing control. He was the son of Sargor, an An-Ki who had proven to be strong of will and temperament during the most difficult of times for their kind.

    “But you did not lose control, Sarangar,” Arianna replied. She looked into his eyes. “It is natural to feel something like anger. I know your father has felt rage before too. But you mastered it just now. You did not attack the last two. Remember that, and don’t doubt yourself.”

    Sarangar held her eyes for a moment, until the trace of a grin touched his lips. “Thank you, Arianna. You are right. I will remember that.”

    “And I need to thank you, Sarangar,” she responded, seeing the surprise blooming in his eyes at her words.

    “Why?” he asked, with a quizzical expression.

    “You did what you did to protect me, Maureen, and Quinn,” she said.

    “You are friend, and you are like one of clan,” Sarangar replied. “The clan fights for one, as one fights for clan.”

    “I’m honored to be your friend,” Arianna said.

    “Ready to go?” Maureen interrupted, approaching the two.

    “Ready as I’ll ever be,” Arianna answered, looking up to her friend.

    “Quinn’s about wrapped up, I think,” Maureen replied.

    “Then let’s get everyone together,” Arianna said to Sarangar, as she got back up to her feet.

    She accompanied Maureen, and the two walked over to where Quinn was packing some of the new acquisitions into the rear of the SUV he had been driving. As loaded up as the vehicle was, it did not look to be the easiest of tasks.

    “So are we about ready?” Arianna asked him.

    He looked towards the two women, and paused. “You know, the thought just occurred to me. We might as well gas up a bit before heading onward.”

    “Gas up a bit? What station?” Maureen asked, chuckling.

    “There’s still one of their vehicles left behind, and they were obviously functional,” Quinn said. “Probably something left in the tank.”

    “Not a half-bad idea,” Maureen replied approvingly. She looked to Arianna. “Can we delay just a little more?”

    “Makes good sense to me,” Arianna said, adding her consent.

    Quinn took up the next several minutes siphoning gasoline from the remaining vehicle left in the road. While the gas was retrieved, Arianna and Maureen rummaged through the car. They found a few useful items inside of it, including another handgun in the glove compartment. Quinn then split what he had taken between the fuel tanks of their vehicles.

    “All done!” he proclaimed in a sprite manner.

    “Alright, let’s head out,” Arianna said, having grown very eager to be on her way again. There was no way of knowing whether the two they had let go free might return with an armed mob.

    Everyone got back into the SUVs, and Arianna turned the engine on. After letting it warm up for a few seconds, she pulled forward slowly. Careful to avoid the main sprawl of glass on the road, she edged around the abandoned car and started across the bridge.

    “If stop, let us search first,” Godral told her as they accelerated to full speed, quickly reaching the end of the bridge. His voice was almost apologetic as he added, “I did not know what you wanted, when you stopped.”

    “Lesson learned,” Arianna replied evenly, recalling Quinn’s remark about using different tactics the next time. She stared ahead in heavy silence, watching the road rushing by as she drove onward.

    Though acknowledging the risk she had taken in stopping, a part of her did not want to apologize for seeking to help injured people. Yet she knew their journey would have come to an abrupt end had it not been for the An-Ki’s intervention.

    Benedict had nobody searching for him, other than Arianna and the small group accompanying her. In the future, she knew she could not jeopardize her uncle’s one slim chance of getting help.

    In all likelihood, he was depending on Arianna and her companions. They were the only people actively looking to find him. That stark reality had to be balanced with all other considerations.

    Taking a deep breath and loosing a heavy sigh, she pressed down on the accelerator pedal and increased the vehicle’s speed another five miles an hour. A little time had to be made up.

    

    Xavier

    

    “Let me ask you a question, Xavier, before you commence with the operation.”

    Xavier Gerard looked back to Samel Malkira and nodded, knowing it was not a request. He waited patiently for the enigmatic man to continue.

    “If there are a hundred men and women of a heart like ours, should not this place be spared?” Samel asked him.

    “If there were that many, I would try to get them out, at the least. But there aren’t a hundred to be found, I can guarantee that,” Xavier responded confidently.

    “What about fifty? What if fifty allied to our cause could be found in the town?” Samel questioned.

    Xavier did not know what the man was getting at. His face gave no hint of his purpose in regards to the strange questions, but there was no denying his great authority. The current operation, in fact, was at his direct behest, which made the unexpected queries all the stranger.

    “I would try to get fifty of our people out, if I could find such,” Xavier answered.

    “How about ten?”

    “No different,” Xavier replied immediately. “I’d work to extract them first.”

    “Is there not one to be found in this place?” Samel asked. “One with the reason to understand the need for the new age that is coming. One who is enlightened enough not to be stuck in obsolete, fast-dying ways. I tell you, one would be enough to spare that place. If you believe there is one to be found here, we can halt this operation right now.”

    Xavier did not answer Samel at first, and a hint of nervousness played about his features. The stalwart commander of the Threat Tactical Defense Force was not sure what Samel was ultimately seeking. He found in that moment that he feared delivering the wrong answer to the mysterious, powerful figure.

    “You can give me your answer with your choice of action,” Samel stated casually, settling into the high-backed, dark leather chair with an icy smile on his face. Huge monitor screens filled the front of the spacious room, and a couple rows of headset-wearing operators and technicians sat alert at their stations, awaiting the final command. “You know the answer to that question, Xavier. Have conviction in your directive.”

    Xavier nodded one more time to Samel, before looking away. He knew where his conviction rested.

    “Commence,” he stated firmly, staring at the large video images.

    The drones that had been circling the small town of Alesia, nestled to the northwest of Ponchartrain, were put into action. It took a few minutes for the operators to guide the unmanned aircraft near the outskirts of the town, which was fast becoming a hotbed of resistance within the remaining territory of the UCAS.

    Though kept as much as possible from the media, there were pockets of insurgency spread all throughout the north, and even along the west coast. Some involved well-organized and heavily armed militias, such as the one in Alesia.

    Many outbreaks of resistance were easy enough to tamp down. Yet some threatened to spread like wildfire through a restive populace. With an entire town under control, the militia in Alesia presented a serious threat.

    The nature of the resistance also had to be put under scrutiny. Streams of people had been making their way southward in recent months, desiring to leave the UCAS and join the breakaway provinces. It was not a one-way flow, however, as many wanting to continue living in the UCAS had trekked north in the months following the emergence of new boundary lines.

    The ones coming north always presented a serious concern to Xavier. Enemy operatives and the smuggling of weapons could stoke new fires of rebellion where there had been none before.

    At least the insurgency Xavier now confronted on UCAS territory was native, and not due to those who recently migrated to the north. Everyone coming across the borders was immediately being given Living ID. Once they had the implants, their movements could be tracked.

    The small brushfires of resistance across the north were, overwhelmingly, entirely homegrown in nature. Xavier knew many insurgents fancied seeing a replication of what had occurred in the south.

    That would not happen anytime soon, as the military units in the north were solidly aligned with the federal authorities. Any commanders with suspect loyalties had been weeded out.

    The smarter ones among the insurgents had taken to more remote areas, including the depths of hills and mountains. The more foolish had formed into larger concentrations. The town being confronted that day was one such instance, with a large militia force having rallied around a sheriff who defied the federal authority.

    Now the people of the town were about to reap what they had sown, in the form of weaponry that had not yet been employed in the operations to suppress resistance. The firm that had developed the deadly weapon system about to be unleashed was one tied to Samel.

    Xavier glanced over towards Samel, whose iron-hard eyes were locked to the images from the video transmission. There was no change in his rigid expression.

    Xavier watched quietly, and for a couple of minutes nothing happened. Then, floating down like so many cottony seeds adrift on a summer breeze, a number of cylindrical objects suspended by parachutes descended into sight.

    There was a surreal beauty inherent in the scene. The metallic containers glinted radiantly in the sunlight as if the downward-drifting array was a cluster of jewels being sprinkled across the town by some lofty benefactor.

    The objects were anything but a grace to the occupants of the town. One by one, the containers came to rest on the ground. In many areas, a number of individuals from the town began to approach them, perhaps thinking them to be some kind of parachuted supplies blown off course.

    A few moments later, all of the objects detonated in unison. Death swept through the town in pulses of high energy neutrons, claiming all visible life within Alesia. Surveillance images documented bodies lying out in the open, all over the town.

    Property and buildings were left almost completely intact. It caused no significant physical damage. It simply cleansed a territory of the living inhabitants within it.

    “Incredible,” Xavier stated, amazed at the power and efficacy.

    “It is a very evolved enhanced radiation weapons system,” Samel commented. “A way has been discovered to minimize heat and blast effects, while retaining the lethality of a large neutron bomb. The distribution of the pods and coverage radius of each one ensures that the entire town is wiped out thoroughly, with virtually no damage to structures.”

    “Your demonstration appears to have worked perfectly,” Xavier said. He gazed at the images of bodies lying in the streets. “We will send in troops to look for any survivors, but there’s not a single person moving in the town.”

    “As you saw, this system works very effectively, and that is also how you deal with expendables, Xavier,” Samel declared, his dark eyes cold and steely. “You have resistance breaking out? Smother it, with no hesitation. We are on the verge of final victory. There is no time to tolerate those who stand in the way. Remove all obstacles from our path.”

    “You will find no disagreement with me,” Xavier replied. “I have no reservations about eradicating any opposition, wherever it is found.”

    “When you drive into the heart of the rebel provinces, remember that, Xavier,” Samel told him. He paused, and stared into the TTDF commander’s eyes, as if to imprint his instruction right into Xavier’s brain. A moment later, Samel continued. “That time will come. In the meantime, do what needs to be done, to put out every last fire throughout the north.”

    Without another word, Samel rose from his seat. He turned and strode from the room, leaving Xavier behind in the control chamber.

    Xavier had the distinct impression that he was being regarded like a young student before a master, left to ponder the essence and wisdom of the lesson just imparted. He was not offended in the least by Samel’s mentor-like posture towards him.

    Xavier sensed there was much to learn from the eminent man. There was no doubt Samel enjoyed the highest favor with Aaliyah.

    Xavier gazed back at the monitor screens, taking in the video beamed back by the drones circling above the doomed town. He marveled at what he saw confirmed time and time again.

    There was no disputing the effectiveness of the advanced weapons system Samel had brought to him. Xavier had already begun to think of ways to use it in other places, including the cities of the south.

    As Samel had stated, the time would come soon to strike into the heart of the south. Xavier intended to be well-prepared to unleash a hellish storm on all who had dared to rebel against UCAS authority.

    

    Ian

    

    Ian watched the last of the former inmates shaking hands with Sheriff Chris Howard. Deputy Lucy Hammond stood to the back of Chris, a friendly expression on her face and a clipboard gripped in her hands.

    As each man passed by the pair of officers, Lucy checked their names off a list affixed to the clipboard. One by one, a number of captives were being set free.

    A federal detention facility loomed to the back of the men. Before each and every one of them, a chance for a fresh start beckoned. Free men once more, they had all been pardoned by the judges who had agreed to help facilitate the transition period involving the new provincial government.

    The detention facility would still be kept in use, though it was no longer federal in nature. It was now under the full control of Venorterra authorities.

    Violent offenders and the mentally ill were to be kept incarcerated for the time being, until a more thorough examination of their circumstances could be made. But most non-violent offenders were being set free of their extended confinements.

    Eyeing the men shaking Chris’ hand, Ian wondered at the thoughts passing through their minds. He could not imagine it would be easy for any of them in the days and weeks ahead. All of them had been suddenly liberated into a world that had changed dramatically from the one existing on the day they had been locked up.

    Even a span of five years contained profound changes and evolutions, both in popular culture and technology. The fact that the UCAS no longer wielded authority, and a new nation was rising in its place, only added to the big challenges the newly-pardoned men would have to overcome.

    Yet no matter what problems they would be dealing with soon, their faces all reflected the simple joy of being free again. A few had a giddy, almost child-like look about them. Ian suspected that for those individuals it all appeared to be a miracle.

    The decision to empty out the prisons had been one that personally gladdened Ian. He knew enough of the old situation with federal detention centers, from many discussions with Chris over a few cold beers.

    Prior to the rebellion, the UCAS had already become engorged and bloated with an overflowing level of incarcerations. It had reached the point that its jails and prisons held far more individuals than were locked up in Mandaria, a nation that had well more than four times the populace of the UCAS.

    Another change Ian was pleased to hear announced was that the acting sheriffs and others forming the new ranks of law enforcement in Venorterra had been unified in their determination that no prison would ever harbor a profit incentive for incarcerations. Private companies had operated many prisons of the UCAS, and had benefited tremendously from high rates of incarceration.

    Many of those being turned loose, while not without their flaws, could become very productive and motivated individuals if encouraged. The men were not objects to exploit for financial gain, and they represented no real threat to others. There were no compelling reasons to keep them locked up in cells behind bars.

    “This is the right thing to do, yes it is,” declared Rumble Dog, towering over Ian at his right side. The huge man looked almost emotional as he witnessed the ongoing liberation. “I know a couple of my guys are still in there, but I know there’s reason for them to be.”

    “They’re sorting everything out, but I’m very glad this is being done,” Ian replied, glancing up to Rumble Dog. “Nobody coming out of there now is a threat to me or my family. Or anyone for that matter.”

    “Don’t forget, our work’s about done too. Just one more facility to check, and then we go back,” Rumble Dog said. A mischievous grin spread through his thick-bearded face. “I’ll tell you what, I’m really looking forward to gettin’ scratched up real good by my hot little wildcat!”

    He winked and his smile grew wider. As crass as Rumble Dog could sometimes be, there was no doubt the man loved his woman every bit as much as Ian did Alena.

    “Just hope Raven’s feeling a little better by now,” Rumble Dog added in a lower voice, one that conveyed a deeper concern.

    She was not that far away. Raven had ridden along in the column with Rumble Dog and opted to wait in their vehicle while the prisoners were loosed. Evidently, she had imbibed a little too much drink the previous night, and was contending with a bothersome headache that the bright sunlight exacerbated.

    “You said she got the best of your guys last night,” Ian remarked.

    “Drank ‘em all under the table,” Rumble Dog stated proudly. “They’re still not awake I’d bet. One thing’s for sure. All of ‘em know by now they can’t keep up with her! That’s my woman!”

    “I’ll concede right now to her, no need to have a contest,” Ian replied, as the two men laughed together.

    “Wise decision, Ian,” Rumble Dog proclaimed, patting him on the shoulder. “You got a head on your shoulders.”

    “I would like to sit down with Alena, and just have a beer or two with her,” Ian said wistfully. “That’d be good enough for me.”

    “I know you want to get back to your woman, and you got yourself a really good one there,” Rumble Dog stated.

    “Yes … yes I do,” Ian affirmed, with a broad smile. He was glad that Rumble Dog and Alena had taken a liking to each other upon meeting.

    He had first worried a little about what Alena would think of the rough and tumble biker, but she had warmed to him quickly enough. Her comments to Ian later revealed that, like him, she saw through Rumble Dog’s tough exterior to the big heart dwelling just underneath.

    “Once you got a good one, you hold on to ‘em,” Rumble Dog stated, as if he were imparting a piece of sage wisdom to Ian. He looked back towards the freed men. “I bet some of these lads are gonna be lookin’ up their women fast as they can. Ain’t healthy to be kept from your woman for a long time. Not good for any man.”

    “After being cooped up in there for so long, I don’t doubt it,” Ian said, chuckling. “They’ll be making a beeline for wives and girlfriends.”

    “I’ve been locked up before, never for too long,” Rumble Dog commented. “Don’t think I could stand bein’ in there as long as some of these fellows have. It’d drive me crazy.”

    “You think they’ll get along okay, the ones that are getting released now?” Ian asked, glancing back up to the big man.

    “All depends on how each of these boys were treated in there,” Rumble Dog answered. “If they were talked to and treated like men, then we’re good. If they were harassed a lot by guards, or talked to like animals, then they’ll want to settle a score or two. That’s the way it goes.”

    “I wouldn’t feel any different,” Ian said.

    “Me neither. And if I was messed with, the ones that did it would get a visit for sure,” Rumble Dog said firmly, and a shadow of his more intimidating side passed across his face.

    His mood changed abruptly, as he looked forward. Like the sun breaking out from behind a thundercloud, a beaming smile broke through his dense beard.

    Rumble Dog yelled out, “Catfish Charlie! Ha! Thought that slick, whiskered bastard would be one of those stayin’ locked up! This is a good day!”

    He gave Ian a boisterous pat on the back, and then strode towards one of the last men to emerge from the front doors of the detention facility. The tough-looking man looked to be in his early fifties. He had a long, bushy gray beard that reached down to his mid-chest.

    Seeing Rumble Dog approaching, he smiled, laughed, and came to a stop. The two men gave each other a big hug, the kind of embrace that spoke of a solid camaraderie existing between them.

    Ian waited patiently while the sheriff finished speaking with the final men being released, including Catfish Charlie. Rumble Dog stayed with his gray-bearded friend all throughout. He talked further with the fellow, after the last of the freed prisoners had been checked off the list.

    His task completed, the sheriff turned and headed towards Ian. Lucy followed a couple paces behind Chris, cradling the clipboard under her right arm.

    “That about finishes it up here,” Chris announced. He looked relieved to be done, but his mood was bright. “I have to admit, I enjoy these kinds of moments. Never did think so many deserved to be put behind bars. Kind of nice to be the guy that gets to let them out.”

    “What’s happening here is a very good thing,” Ian agreed, nodding.

    “No rest for the weary though, we’ve got one more facility to go, before we head back,” Chris said. He looked over towards Lucy. “How many at the next one?”

    Lucy raised up her clipboard, peeled the top page back, and replied after perusing the page for a moment, “Looks like about two hundred. Smaller facility than this one.”

    “Won’t be too long then,” Chris said with a grin, looking back to Ian. “Take a look at their systems while I’m getting everyone checked out. We’ll probably be ready to go by the time you get done with your inspection. You won’t have to wait around like here.”

    “It’s alright, Chris, it’s what I signed up to help with,” Ian replied amiably.

    “You are a trooper, Ian,” Chris replied.

    Ian shrugged, and smiled. “Not nearly as bad as some of the older houses I’ve been in! These prisons are in pretty good shape.”

    “I just want to be sure we cover everything,” Chris said. Ian could see the weight of responsibility in his friend’s gaze.

    The temporary authorities in Venorterra had chosen Chris to attend to the release of prisoners. Sheriffs, as elected law enforcement entities, were being relied heavily upon during the transition period. Many, like Chris, had seen their duties expand well beyond their original territories.

    Ian wanted to do everything he could to help his best friend. Making sure the electrical systems in the facilities were working solidly was easy enough for him, and it served a valuable purpose for Chris.

    For the most part, the systems were in good working order. The prisons had not suffered any damage during the upheaval in Venorterra.

    “I’m glad you came along,” Chris said a moment later. “Real glad you are okay with all this.”

    “Like they say, that’s what friends are for,” Ian said, laughing. “I can say I won’t mind getting back home and seeing Alena, though.”

    “I’m looking forward to a little time off myself,” Chris said. “Things have just been way too busy, and I don’t want to burn out completely. A few cold beers, watching the sun go down, maybe doing some fishing ... just the simple stuff. That’s what I really want, and kinda need, right about now.”

    “You can say that again,” Lucy chimed in with an air of weariness to her tone.

    “Sounds really good to me too,” Ian said, before changing the subject. “So what’s the itinerary we’re looking at, specifically?”

    “First, we’re going on to the Davidson Federal Penitentiary,” Chris stated. “And we’ll do what we just did here, with one little difference, since this one’s a facility for women. Then, since we have some heavier security assets, we are going to meet up with a big caravan of folks that have been wanting to return back to our area. A lot of folks from Madison and some of the other surrounding towns.

    “They’ve been stranded in one of the makeshift camps that sprung up these past months. Been too dangerous for them to attempt to return on their own.”

    “Really were a lot of people displaced during the early chaos,” Ian observed.

    “Things are still chaotic, in many areas,” Chris said grimly. “And I don’t blame the people in the camps for staying put. Not safe to travel long distances.

    “First of all, the roads themselves are still not fully secure. You’ve got some pro-UCAS elements still inside our territory, as well as incursions by the UCAS itself. Not to mention the criminal elements that came into the open when order broke down. More than a few bands of highway robbers these days. Then there’s the gangs.”

    “That’s mainly in the big cities though, right?” Ian asked, referring to the latter element. “I know that’s where the gang activity is centered. But the UCAS sympathizers? The pro-UCAS elements?”

    Godwinton, and even larger towns like Madison were largely peaceful at the moment. They were communities filled with a wonderful energy from what Ian had experienced. He knew things were different in Jeffersonville and other larger urban centers, but hoped the trouble spots were confined. Seeing Chris’ expression gave root to doubts.

    “You’d be surprised,” Chris answered. “Our former masters want to disrupt us as much as they possibly can. As porous as the borders are between our provinces and theirs, and with sympathetic elements in the populace, they can stir up a whole lot of trouble for us. And believe me, they’re doing just that.”

    “The UCAS will be coming in force, at some point, I don’t doubt that,” Ian said.

    It was the one thing that everyone he knew saw as inevitable. The UCAS was not about to accept the withdrawal of consent by the people of the south and midwest. The former regime would come to impose their authority with force.

    “They will, you can count on that,” Chris replied evenly. “Which is why my job, and that of the new police force, is so much tougher. The military is deployed wherever large enemy forces are detected, which spreads things a little thin on the interior right now. It’s why we’re depending heavily on some citizen militias and the like to help out locally. We simply need everyone we can get to help.”

    “I think we should hit them hard, before they can build up,” Ian said, with a harder edge. “If I was in charge, I sure would.”

    “I’m not privy to the planning by the generals, but I agree with you a hundred percent and then some,” Chris said. “They’ve made it clear they have not relinquished claims on the breakaway provinces. We’ve still got a state of war, declared by them, and they’re going to try to get the provinces back.”

    “I can even see them going to the World Summit sometime soon for help,” Lucy interjected dourly. “Getting some sort of resolution passed, to bless and ordain their assault on the free provinces.”

    “Yes, and we’re not going to be called freedom fighters in any discussions there,” Chris said, looking between Ian and Lucy. “There won’t be any talk of the will of the people, or blathering about democracy when it comes to these provinces. We are going to be called insurgents at best, or, more likely, terrorists.”

    “I don’t care what they call us, I don’t need their approval for anything. I know what I am,” Ian declared with an angry edge. “Just someone who wants to live free.”

    “That’s the truth of it, for all of us,” Lucy added.

    “They can call us whatever they want to, we’ll still give them hell when they come,” Chris said, a steely glint in his eyes. He then looked up and around, and took a deep breath. “No sense getting too worked up now. They’re not attacking in force yet, and it looks like everyone’s about loaded up here.”

    “I’ll let them know to get ready to pull out,” Lucy stated.

    Taking brisk strides, she started for the lengthy column of vehicles lining the road approaching the detention facility. Raising a handset to her lips, Lucy began speaking into the communication device.

    The sounds of engines coming to life up and down the column filled the air a few moments later. Like a signal, the noise of the engines spurred others to quickly return to the vehicles.

    “Let’s get this show on the road,” Chris said. “No sense waiting around here longer than we have to.”

    Ian walked with his friend towards the vehicles, which included a few armored ones with shielded, fifty caliber machine guns mounted on top. Ian eyed the military-style vehicles, and took consolation from the sheer size of the column.

    The bandits conducting ambushes on the highways and other roads largely preyed upon single vehicles. Nothing would interfere with such an extensive force, and he knew he could start looking forward to seeing Alena again.

    Thinking of her brought a feeling of peace to his heart, and a little impatience to get the day over with. In helping to stabilize what was essentially a new nation, he knew he was doing the right thing for his family, but nothing in the world replaced being with them.

    Getting into the back seat of an SUV a short distance down from the column’s front, he settled into his seat and waited for Chris to get in the driver’s side. Lucy joined them a moment later, sitting in the vacant front passenger seat.

    Minutes later, they were rolling forward as the column eased back onto the highway and started towards Davidson Federal Penitentiary. Ian reminded himself that a great many of the prisoners about to be freed at the next stop had husbands and children, family that they had been kept from for quite some time. The thought mitigated his restlessness to get back home.

    He knew he could endure a little longer for the sake of such women, especially those who had been needlessly incarcerated. In that sense, very little separated some of them from Alena. Had she partied with her friends at a different place and time during the days of her youth, it could have well been her locked up.

    The thought was sobering, and it was another reason Ian was glad that a new day had come. He just hoped it would not take too long for the processing of the prisoners, and the rendezvous with the refugee camp. Having Alena in his arms and looking into the depths of her loving gaze could not come a moment too soon.

    

    Benedict

    

    Benedict stared towards the far horizon. The darkness was broken up here and there by scattered lights, where a broad, continuous glow would have lit up the entire sky not so long ago. Like random crackles of thunder, gunfire rang out across the night, the outbursts coming from various points in the distant city.

    If the city of Coranado were a living being, it was one assaulted with a deadly cancer. The struggle now taking place within the large metropolis was like a body’s reaction to a malignant invader. The flicker of life was still present, but the outcome did not look good.

    “Not very encouraging, is it?” Royce asked, from his side.

    The two of them were alone. The rest of the group that had crossed the border with Benedict and Royce had split up and gone their own ways a short while before.

    Benedict did not think much of the chances of the ones who had indicated they were going to head directly towards the city. He wondered what had gotten into their heads to decide on such a course.

    “It’s why we are keeping to the far outskirts,” Benedict replied. “We go no closer than this. Not a step.”

    The sounds of gunfire from afar had accompanied their travel for quite some time now. From what Benedict could glean from the different tones, a variety of guns were being used. Further, there were no explosions like one might expect if military forces from the free provinces were involved.

    The only conclusion he could draw was that the shooting involved criminal elements, civilians defending themselves, or a combination of both. He hoped that the former group was faring badly, though he doubted it. Predators tended to thrive in the wilderness when prey was abundant.

    “Let’s keep going,” Benedict stated dourly, starting forward again.

    “Alright, but I’m really getting tired,” Royce said. “Can’t we call it a night yet?”

    “We haven’t found a suitable hotel yet,” Benedict replied, with a laugh.

    Royce shared Benedict’s levity, chuckling in a lighthearted fashion. “Oh, I’m sure we will find a nice four or five star establishment, in full operation. Hopefully one with a complimentary breakfast too. I could use a big omelet.”

    “One can hope,” Benedict replied. The notion of a big omelet did sound appetizing. He looked up into the skies, and watched the drifting clouds outlined in moonlight for a few seconds. “Just be glad we don’t have rain yet.”

    “That’s the last thing we need right now,” Royce said.

    “And if it does ….”

    “Don’t take another step!” a voice with a thick southern accent shot out of the darkness from just ahead. “Get your hands into the air … now! We’ve got our guns on you!”

    Though Benedict could see nothing in the darkness, he chose to cooperate without hesitation or protest. Standing out in the open, and without a weapon in hand, there was not much he could hope to do if the speaker did have a gun.

    Glancing out of the corner of his eye, he saw that Royce was also following the directive. That was a relief.

    “More of you damned border crossers,” the voice resumed, in a heavily-irritated tone. The dark shape of a man holding a rifle then emerged into Benedict’s sight, framed within the light from the crescent moon above. “Keeping clear of the city, I bet, and you had to come right onto my property.”

    Benedict sensed the exasperation in the man’s voice. He surmised that it was not the first time the other figure had dealt with unwelcome travelers.

    Looking to the left and right, he saw that a couple of other individuals were approaching, with the distinctive outlines of rifles held within their hands. Whoever had stopped Benedict’s night trek, there was no doubt they were well-armed. He just had to hope that they were not of criminal intent.

    “Doesn’t seem the city is a very good place to go at the moment,” Benedict replied politely. As if to reinforce his words, another rattle of gunfire, from an automatic rifle, broke out far away. “We didn’t want any part of that. We just wanted to be on our way. Avoid trouble. Definitely not wanting to stay around.”

    “No, the city’s not a good place to be, and you’re not dumb to be avoidin’ it,” the man replied evenly. He took another few steps forward, and drew to a halt, as did his quiet companions. “But what to do with ya? That’s the real question. You’re still on my land.”

    “Just show us a path around your property, and we’ll be happy to keep going,” Benedict said. “We’re just trying to get back home. Not wanting to cause any trouble at all.”

    “It’s no man’s land for a good long way,” the other man replied. “You would probably run into much worse than us. A lot of folks are shootin’ first these days..”

    “I thank you for not shooting right away,” Benedict said, with no trace of jest in his words.

    “I could tell you two weren’t gang bangers,” the man stated, matter-of-factly. “Would of dropped you right away if you were. Those scum you can’t take any chances with.”

    “ Just two guys trying to get home,” Benedict replied. He then risked a question. “Who is in control of the city, overall?”

    “The UCAS was driven out completely from the region, and the military of the new provinces hasn’t been able to reach this area yet,” the man replied. “I think they’re coming, but they’re slow. Too slow for my liking.”

    “So nobody’s really in control of this region?” Benedict queried, a little dismayed at the notion.

    “Gangs have a pretty good lockdown on the city itself. That’s most of what you’re hearing,” the man said. “Their reign of terror, and maybe a few good folks standing up for themselves. But the good folks don’t stand much of a chance. There’s thousands of gang bangers running around the city, and they’re armed to the teeth. With no law and order, they’re runnin’ amok.”

    “Surely they aren’t cooperating with each other,” Benedict said. “The gangs, I mean. There must be different ones. Fighting with each other over turf or things like that.”

    “That’s the only thing goin’ for the regular folk,” the man responded. “Gangs are fightin’ amongst each other. Don’t want to think of how things would be if they worked together.”

    “I guess you can hope they kill each other off,” Benedict said.

    “Wish that was the case,” the man replied, ruefully.

    “Hey, it just hit me … I know your voice!” one of the man’s companions interjected suddenly, with a deep, masculine voice. There was an excited undercurrent to his words, as if he had just made a big discovery. “You sound just like the radio guy. The late night fellow. I know your voice, I do! It’s you, I know it.”

    A moment Benedict had anticipated occurring along his journey had finally manifested. A major decision loomed, and he had to make it fast. Taking a deep breath, he picked his course.

    “If you are thinking of Benedict Darwin, that’s me,” Benedict replied with a calm tone, trusting his choice and hoping with all his heart that the armed figures in the night had a favorable impression of his show. “Sea to Shining Sea. I had to give way to Zeev Steiner, when some unavoidable things came up.”

    “Yeah, you just disappeared from the air,” the second figure replied. A little skepticism crept into his next words. “But then, you could just sound like him. Let me ask you a few things about the show. If you’re really him, you should know this stuff really easy.”

    The man proceeded to ask Benedict several questions related to the show, and some of the interviews he had hosted. Thankfully, Benedict recalled everything with perfect clarity, and responded flawlessly to the light interrogation.

    “You’re him, no doubt,” the questioner stated finally. “You couldn’t fake that if you weren’t. No way. Don’t even think you could if you were a big fan.”

    “I assure you, I am Benedict Darwin,” Benedict said. “I don’t have a driver’s license with me anymore, unfortunately, or I could prove it further to you.”

    “Well, why didn’t you just say you were him?” the second man replied, as if Benedict pronouncing himself as a celebrity was the most logical choice for making an introduction during a random encounter in the middle of the night. “Can’t tell you how many nights you got me through a work shift. Really appreciated your show.”

    Benedict had never minded having a degree of celebrity, but now he was immensely grateful for it. He could feel the tension defusing swiftly from the air.

    “I listened to your show a lot too,” the first speaker said. “Liked it quite a bit. Really interesting stuff with the UFO’s and all.”

    The leader started walking forward again. As if that were some sort of cue, the others with him also began approaching.

    Walking out of the night was a tall, lean man with a scraggly beard, carrying a rifle fitted with a high-capacity magazine. To either side of him were women, also armed with rifles, one roughly his age, and another that Benedict estimated to be around twenty or so.

    The older woman was a little heavyset, with a more rounded face, while the younger was a few inches taller, with narrower features. Stern-faced, they both had long hair, the locks flowing free on the older, and pulled back into a ponytail on the younger. It was clear from the look about them that neither woman was given to any sort of nonsense.

    The second man who had proclaimed Benedict’s identity turned out to be a big burly fellow with a long goatee. His broad head sported a baseball cap, and he grinned as he trudged up to Benedict.

    “Name’s Walton,” he introduced himself in a casual manner. “Never thought I’d meet a real famous person like this.”

    “Can’t say I ever thought I’d be sneaking across a border in the middle of the night,” Benedict replied, with a chuckle.

    “I’m Les,” the leaner man announced. “And this is my wife Tonya, and our daughter Melanie.”

    “Nice to meet all of you,” Benedict said, looking to each of the others.

    “You can take your hands down, ya know,” Walton told him, with a friendly laugh. “You’re all good with us.”

    Benedict realized he still had his arms upraised, and slowly let his hands drop to his sides. He watched Walton for any indication he had misunderstood. As unpredictable as the world had become, he was not about to assume anything.

    “So, who’s your buddy?” Les asked, glancing over at Benedict’s traveling companion. Royce remained quiet, keeping his own arms in the air as he watched the proceedings.

    “This is Royce, who was part of the group that crossed the border area,” Benedict answered. “We decided to stick together, and watch each other’s backs.”

    Royce nodded. “Just wanted to make our way around the city. A few of the others in the group went right towards it.”

    All of the others frowned or shook their heads at the statement. The reaction brought Benedict a pang of sorrow.

    “City’s no man’s land,” Les said. “I’m not kiddin’ when I say gangs run it. Take what they want from the people unlucky enough to be trapped there right now.”

    “It’s why we’re bein’ careful here,” Walton said. “No tellin’ when they’re wantin’ to try and spread out.”

    “But if they do,” Tonya interjected in a cool tone, raising up the rifle in her hands. “We’ll be ready to greet ‘em nicely. Give ‘em a lead salute, if ya know what I mean.”

    “I’m glad we didn’t go that way. Sounds like it’s a total nightmare,” Benedict said. He then ventured a question. “So, is this where you all lived, even prior to all the chaos?”

    “Yep, didn’t have to go anywhere. We’ve been gettin’ ready for a long while,” Les announced, with a tone of pride. “Some said we were nuts. Well, lots of folk, actually, even friends and kin. One thing’s for sure. Nobody’s laughin’ at us now.”

    “We were ready as could be for all this,” Walton said.

    He looked over at Les, and the latter turned towards his wife. Not a word was spoken, but a consensus of some kind was reached as the three nodded intently to each other.

    “We’ll show ya,” Les said, looking back to Benedict. “You and your buddy, come on.”

    “You can put your hands down too and relax,” Walton told Royce. He chuckled as Benedict’s companion eased his arms to his side. Looking to the duffel bag Royce had dropped at the outset of their encounter, he added, “Pick up your bag too.”

    Guiding Benedict and Royce in the dark, Les and the others led them towards a cluster of low structures. From what Benedict could tell on his first view of the silhouetted buildings, they involved a modest-sized home with some extensions built onto it.

    “You had some folks just like us on your show once,” Walton remarked as they neared. “Some call ‘ins too. But we think our setup’s one of the best around.”

    “We’ll show you the main house in the morning, and the rest of this,” Les said. “For now, we’re goin’ to our little underground refuge.”

    They continued around to the back of the above-ground structures, and continued walking for a few hundred paces across open ground until Les came to a stop. Leaning over, he pulled up what looked to be a generic manhole cover, hinged to one side.

    “Alrighty, everyone down!” he exclaimed, a little boisterously.

    Down the rabbit hole everyone went, with Benedict and Royce descending in the middle of the group. A light was turned on somewhere beneath when Benedict was midway down the ladder. Reaching the bottom, Benedict saw Walton, the last in their line, closing the hatch above and locking it from the inside.

    Les, Tonya, and Melanie all had their eyes on the newcomers, though notably, they had set their rifles down. It was then that Benedict noticed they were still armed.

    All three had short, curving dark sheaths at their waists. Eyeing the sizeable blades for a second, it was clear to him that they were individuals who kept up a constant state of readiness.

    The group stood within a rectangular space, lined with shelves along the two longer sides. An open doorway at the far end led into another compartment of the underground bunker.

    “You all certainly did make some preparations,” Benedict commented appreciatively, looking around at an immense collection of well-ordered, cleanly-labeled jars, cans, and big plastic buckets topped with lids.

    “Some pantry, ain’t it?” Walton chuckled, though a clear undercurrent of pride girded the humor.

    “This alone has us taken care of for pretty much a couple years,” Les announced. He nodded towards the open door. “Come on. We’re not done yet. There’s plenty more in this little hidey-hole of ours.”

    While not bedrooms, alcoves had been fashioned with mattresses and curtains, offering a degree of privacy for sleeping. There was another larger space that had been set up like a living room, complete with couches and a flat screen television.

    As Benedict eyed the television, and noted the electric lights providing the illumination in the rooms, Les explained that his group had all the power they needed in the bunker. He indicated that most of it came from a series of solar panels and solar-powered batteries.

    There were a few doors that were left closed. Benedict had little doubt that one of them harbored an arsenal, based upon the weapons his new hosts had been carrying with them above ground.

    Les and his group had even set up a small station where several cameras on the surface transmitted images to a cluster of small monitors below. Even when down in the bunker, they could keep an eye on what was happening around their property outside. A couple of the cameras were mounted at a higher angle, providing a broad view of the structures they had passed on their way in.

    At the end of the informal tour, Benedict and Royce were invited to make themselves comfortable in the living room. Sitting down, he sighed as he eased back into the cushions. It felt so good to simply relax.

    “Take a load off,” Walton invited, amiably.

    “You two boys drink?” Les asked.

    Benedict and Royce nodded.

    “Good to hear! You can try out some of our homemade wine then,” Les announced with a grin.

    “Good, good stuff,” Walton said, nodding. “Really is.”

    Benedict had sampled home-brewed beers and the like before, and many were far less than exemplary. Doubts about their claims lingered as he was given a glass cup, full of a dark liquid.

    The scent was not bad at all, and putting it to his lips, he tasted it. Raising his eyebrows and nodding, he said to James and Walton, “You are right. This is very good stuff.”

    “I like it too,” Royce added, when he had taken his first sip.

    “When there ain’t much to do, you can hone your craft,” Tonya commented from where she was seated to Benedict’s left. “I’ve got this all pretty much figured out.”

    “She’s got it down for sure, don’t she?” Les said, evincing obvious pride in his wife.

    Benedict had nothing but full agreement to offer, as the wine was indeed of excellent quality. Swirling his glass, and sniffing, he took another long sip. After the long night-time hike, he savored every last bit of the unexpected experience.

    Walton and Melanie followed up shortly after with an ample portion of rice and fresh fish for each of their guests. From what they said, the fish was raised on the grounds above, in the area they had passed by.

    Though basic in nature, the food proved to be a delectable feast to Benedict, as famished as he was. Walton got him another plate when he cleaned off the first.

    When they were finally finished eating, everyone got refills of the sweet wine and continued to relax. The conversation soon turned towards events both current and of the recent past.

    “You all really did see the storm coming,” Benedict told his hosts in a complimentary manner. “I have to commend you. You got yourselves prepared very well. All of this is more impressive than any of the groups I ever had on my show.”

    “I just knew something big was coming,” Les replied, with a hint of vindication in his voice. “Like I said earlier, lots of folks thought our type was paranoid, or plain crazy. But we weren’t harmin’ nobody, so we always wondered why they seemed to be so put off in the first place.”

    “Unfortunately, lots of people act strangely, or disapprovingly, of the things they can’t relate to,” Benedict said. “It’s been my experience that there really are few who are live and let live types. If it’s not something that kind agrees with, supports, or understands, they belittle it or mock it. Believe me, all of my guests, no matter what they were involved in, dealt with that kind of thing to some degree.”

    “So whatever happened to live and let live? Why so rare?” Walton asked. “You know what I mean?”

    “Maybe we’ll give that idea another shot in these freed provinces,” Benedict remarked. “Hopefully we won’t lose hold of it so fast this time.”

    “Let’s hope so!” Tonya exclaimed. “The way things were didn’t work out so well.”

    “So what do you all plan to do?” Royce asked Les. “Do you think things will get back to some kind of normal state?”

    “Gonna ride this hellstorm out, first of all,” Les declared. “We got enough down here to go for a long while, as you’ve seen.”

    “We’ve been developin’ our own food sources too, for the longer term, but most of that’s above ground,” Walton added.

    “We’ll see what happens with the city, the gangs, and all that,” Les stated. “If that mess gets sorted out, then maybe it can get back to normal.”

    “Is there a way you’ll know what’s happening in the area?” Royce asked. “Like what happens in the city?”

    Les grinned, and pointed towards the far wall, where some electronic gear sat on a table. “We’ve got the TV, and we can pick up a little there. But as far as local news goes, that’s the best means over there. Just a good, old-fashioned ham radio setup.”

    “You’d be surprised how many folks are using that nowadays,” Walton added in. “All kinds of chatter going over the airwaves.”

    “We’ve reached a lot of people around this area,” Les said. “Got a pretty good idea of what’s goin’ on. Even some direct reports out of the city itself.”

    “It’s our very own news station, guess you could say,” Walton said. “Airwaves are ours for now.”

    “And no commercials either,” Tonya interjected, chuckling.

    “Maybe I should give an impromptu show, right from the underground here,” Benedict said, with a brief laugh. He then added, with a bolder tone that echoed his radio voice. “The civil war edition of Sea to Shining Sea. A broadcast from the bunker, with your guest host Benedict Darwin!”

    Everyone in the room laughed at his pronouncement.

    “We’re gonna need to play that weird theme music you got to make it more official,” Les said. He started humming out the distinctive tune.

    “Wow, that’d be somethin’, to host a show from right here,” Walton said. “But probably our system don’t reach quite as many folks as you’re used to.”

    “Believe me, it’d be great to do any kind of show at all again,” Benedict said, finding that he enjoyed hearing the theme music. It brought back a wave of good feelings and memories. “To tell you the truth, I’m about starved for something resembling normalcy.”

    “So what about you?” Tonya asked. “I guess the radio show’s on hold for awhile. What are you lookin’ to do, durin’ all of this mess that’s goin’ on?”

    “I’m just trying to get back to the territory held by province military or security forces, at the very least,” Benedict replied. “Where I’m needing to go eventually is farther north, up to Venorterra. That’s where my family members are right now.”

    “Oh yeah! That’s bourbon country, ain’t it?” Walton asked merrily. “Gotta be a good place.”

    Benedict smiled warmly. “Bourbon country it is, and hopefully that will be one thing kept over fully intact from the old days.”

    “Walton likes his bourbon and whiskey, that’s for sure,” Tonya said. She grinned, eyeing the big man. “We’ll probably have to figure out how to make that too, if things don’t get settled soon enough. He’s goin’ through his stash pretty quickly.”

    “Don’t tease me, that’s mean,” Walton retorted, with a rumbling laugh. “If you can make good whiskey, means I can drink from my stash faster!”

    “That’s all we need,” Tonya replied, rolling her eyes. “Maybe I won’t try to make any at all then.”

    “You are bein’ cruel now,” Walton said, though his warm smile belied his accusation.

    “You’re a captive audience, Walton,” Tonya riposted playfully. “Who else do I got to pick on?”

    “Alright, I can’t hold back no more. To my big question,” Les interrupted, breaking into the banter. “What’s a celebrity radio guy like you doin’, walking around in this no-man’s land?”

    Ever since they had sat down to talk, Benedict had suspected the question would be forthcoming. He had thought it through, and was ready with a response.

    He told Les and the others the bare minimum. He spoke of how he had crossed the government, been apprehended, had discovered intelligence of great value to the rebels, and then managed to escape his incarceration.

    Left entirely out of his condensed account were his encounters with the Nephilim and the Fallen Avatar. He made no mention of the An-Ki, or anything else the others might find impossible to believe.

    “We’ve heard lots of rumors, of camps and all,” Les remarked dourly, when Benedict had concluded. “UCAS is detaining loads of folks, they say. Thousands and thousands if you believe what you hear. All herded up and kept in big camps.”

    “Wow, that’s all just like some of the things you had on your show, but you lived ‘em,” Walton stated. “Can’t dispute what you’ve seen and been through.”

    “Sounds pretty wild,” Les said. “Can’t say I envy you. Been good to stay safe and comfortable right here.”

    “Hey, I gotta root for you all the way,” Walton said. “No love for the government here. They just wanted to leech off us all anyhow.” He chuckled after a moment, shaking his head. “I always thought you would piss them off good someday. You were waking way too many people up for their liking. I was surprised you lasted as long as you did.”

    “Can’t say I saw any of this coming, as clearly as you all did. But I keep my mind open to all possibilities nowadays, that’s for sure,” Benedict replied, thinking back on all the bizarre and unexpected things that had happened to him in recent months.

    “Well, I just gotta say thanks,” Walton said, voice becoming more serious. “Because without your show, I never would have thought about what might happen, and wonder if I was ready or not. In a lot of ways, it’s what led me to meet Les, and eventually work with him and his family on this bunker here, and everything else above.

    “When I think about it, in a lot of ways I’m alive today, probably, because of your show. So the least I can do is help you and your friend out a little, if we can do something.”

    Benedict smiled at Walton’s sincere words, feeling an increasing drowsiness with his belly full and his body sunk back into the couch cushions. “Your hospitality has been far more than we could have hoped for.”

    “It has. Thank you all so much,” Royce added.

    “That’s the least we could do, give ya a little food and shelter,” Walton said. A thoughtful expression came to his face. “So, tell us, how we can give you some help for your journey back home.”

    Benedict looked at Walton, and then towards Les and the two women. “If you don’t mind hearing me out, there are a couple of things we could use.”

    

    Father Brunner

    

    A palpable sense of fear and anxiety pervaded the air as Father Brunner settled down into one of the few open seats left near the rear of the crowded hall. What few people still talked did so in hushed, pensive voices. Faces were somber and nervous, with not a trace of good humor to be found.

    With his section of the city receiving no power at the moment, there was not much that Father Brunner could be doing back at St. Bosco. The outage was part of the rolling blackouts administered by the provincial authorities to ration energy use. At the very least, it was not the dead of winter, when such outages could be extremely dangerous for the sick and elderly.

    Father Rader had opted to stay back at the church and do some reading with the use of a battery-powered lamp, but Father Brunner had grown curious about the town hall meeting being held on campus at Mary Riley College. The assembly’s stated purpose was to explain several new government initiatives being set in place.

    As always with such affairs, the event advertised the opportunity for discussion and input from the citizens. The invitation for public participation did not fool Father Brunner in the slightest.

    He knew the opinions and desires of regular people were entirely irrelevant to the individuals hosting the gathering. It would be the same process as it had been for quite some time: the government officials would do whatever they planned to do, with or without the consent of the citizenry.

    It was all just a grand display of theater, to give the people the illusion that they had some say in the process. Sadly, most of the people sitting in the hall would probably go home later that evening thinking they actually did have some influence.

    Undoubtedly, more controls were coming, and whatever shreds of freedom still remained to the people were going to suffer another vigorous round of assaults. The whole thing was diabolical at its core, and Father Brunner found it increasingly harder to hide his disgust with all of it.

    Yet there was a little of use to be extracted from the night’s itinerary. Father Brunner wanted to see if he could read between the lines and get a better idea of the mechanisms the authorities would be using in the days to come. Figuring out what his community would be dealing with went along with the adage his father often told him when he was growing up; forewarned is fore-armed.

    Being well-prepared for the sake of others was a mandate as Father Brunner saw it, in light of his responsibilities. Every day of his life was spent tending to all kinds of people. The government initiatives would be affecting them all, adding to their struggles and bearing down upon their worries.

    To give wise counsel to others was to understand, as best as possible, what people were contending with in their day to day lives. Only in knowing the nature of those problems could he hope to render the kind of help that would truly address their concerns.

    Some motion near the front of the hall attracted Father Brunner’s attention. He sat up a little straighter as the whispers and low voices around him began to die down.

    Narrow of face, with glasses and a receding hairline, the lean man striding to the podium looked about as non-threatening as a person could get. A friendly smile was exhibited on his face as he looked out over the attentive crowd, which had become pensively silent. All eyes were focused in his direction as the audience waited for him to speak.

    “Good evening. My name is Warren Paulson, with Troy’s Agency of Sustainable Advancement,” the man introduced himself. “I want to thank all of you for coming to this town hall meeting being given to explain the Sustainable Health and Prosperity Initiative being activated in Troy and other urban centers of the UCAS.

    “It is a program that will implement the foundations of a sustainable future, good for all, both here and throughout this trouble-filled world. With the integration of the new currency here in the UCAS, one we will soon be sharing with our brothers and sisters in the Europa Alliance, it is an opportune time for discussions of significant change.”

    Warren’s voice reflected his appearance: calm, unremarkable, and devoid of intimidating qualities. Father Brunner mused that he was the perfect government official. Warren was the kind of person who could speak softly, and even amiably, about things that would soon be taking liberties and self-determination away from people, all the while convincing them that they had a genuine say in the course of things.

    He would be like so many others of his kind. His voice would never rise in volume, nor carry any significant emotion. Warren’s image was that of a secure individual, at ease with his surroundings, and imbued with reason and thoughtfulness.

    Anger was something Father Brunner increasingly struggled to keep at bay, but it was hard not to be provoked by wickedness posing in such an innocuous guise. Warren Paulson knew exactly what he was doing. He was a true believer, advancing a devious agenda, and he was doing it exceedingly well.

    “All of what I talk to you about tonight regarding the Sustainable Health and Prosperity Initiative will be integrated fully with Living ID,” Warren continued. “For the few of you who still have not received Living ID, and if you have not, you have not gotten the vaccine for the Thanatos Virus yet, then I urge you to do so, as soon as you possibly can.

    “I know there are many who are making all sorts of outlandish claims about Living ID. Unfounded statements and absurd conspiracy theories take deeper root in good people than they should. I find it unfortunate that they seek to play upon the fears of men and women during the very difficult times we are all facing together.

    “Living ID is in your best interest, and Living ID was implemented for your security, and the security of your families and children. Living ID protects your identity and your money, and helps you avail yourself of all the benefits and support available to you from the UCAS during these deeply troubled times.”

    Father Brunner kept the rueful laugh he felt building inside from showing on his face or escaping his mouth. He suspected Warren Paulson had a much different definition of benefits and support than he did.

    What the man really offered was outright subjugation, and a life of increasing subservience for everyone in the hall. Whether it leaned towards the form of a soft tyranny or hard tyranny, it was all still tyranny in essence.

    “I hope we have some business owners with us in this audience tonight,” Warren proceeded. “I know things have been disrupted extensively during all of the national turmoil, and the terrorist insurgency in the south and midwest. But I have some very good news for you as well, in the form of new, innovative programs of public-private partnerships.

    “Everything from reduced liabilities, to tax benefits, to robust subsidies are available to those who choose to partner with the UCAS in a number of industries and sectors. Much of this predates the upheaval, and was already being integrated nationally, as some of you might be aware. But we are accelerating these partnerships across a broad spectrum to help stimulate the economy and create jobs.”

    Father Brunner clenched his jaw tight. He knew what was coming, and Warren Paulson did not fail to deliver it.

    The priest’s heart went out to those living in the rural areas, who were about to be hit with a swarm of new regulations regarding property development, land usage, and several other things that would interfere with their self-determination and property rights. Many would suddenly find their situation untenable and relocate to the bigger urban centers, which, Father Brunner could see right away, was precisely what men like Warren Paulson wanted.

    It was the subtle nudge whereby the government controlled the choices available to the people. In turn, the people acted on the predetermined choices presented to them, falling right into the trap prepared by the Warren Paulsons of the world. No security forces would be needed to sweep out the rural areas when people packed themselves up.

    Father Brunner had gotten into many debates with individuals, pastors, and even other priests that supported such initiatives. He could not let it pass when he heard someone claim it was all in line with the Sacred Writings and the Will of Adonai.

    Father Brunner always challenged them to come up with the passages in the Sacred Writings where it called for Saviorans to seize governmental power to wield the force of human-made laws. Acts of charity and giving, and walking along the Savioran path, were based upon individuals exercising free will, not being coerced to do things by governmental authority. If anything, the words of the Liberator had made it abundantly clear that His Kingdom was an entirely separate entity from the worldly kingdoms and authorities.

    Not once did He call for his followers to take over the realms of the world, and enforce anything He spoke of through wielding the power of human government. His was a path of volition, not one of coercion.

    It merited a Savioran nothing to have money taxed from them and then given to someone in a government program. No matter what kind of endeavor it was, or how noble it appeared to be, it was not an act of free will.

    As Father Brunner ultimately saw it, free will, and freedom itself, resonated with the dominion of Adonai. Control and coercion were the noxious air breathed within Diabolos’ Nether Kingdom.

    At the end of life, it was the individual who answered before the Great Throne, not a collective. Each and every person would be judged according to their own works and choices, not the works of others. As such, it was freely chosen actions that expressed the heart of a person and the state of their spirit with Adonai.

    Ultimately, there was no mistaking the nature of what underlay the authority Warren Paulson represented. That was nothing Father Brunner could ever compromise with. He knew the only path he could live with in terms of his conscience was to resist in every way he could, as he helped the beleaguered people of Troy.

    At the end of the presentation there were a number of questions allowed from the audience. Some were delivered with hostile tones, but Warren was unflappable and answered everything without the slightest trace of irritation.

    He made it appear that he empathized with his audience, and held their concerns to heart. In a world where most people expected devils to have horns and pitchforks, men like Warren Paulson could thrive unabated.

    Finally, when Father Brunner feared he could hold his tongue no longer, Warren Paulson concluded. “I know this might seem like a lot of change. I understand that concern. I want all of you to know it was our intention to bring these initiatives into place much more slowly, but the unique circumstances facing our nation have demanded swifter action.

    “We do understand the challenges you are facing in raising your families, and the difficulties facing the job market. All of what we are doing is being done to ensure that each and every one of you can achieve harmony and prosperity with a sustainable world.”

    Warren’s last words were accompanied with a congenial smile etched on his face. Father Brunner was probably one of the few in the room at the end who understood the amiable façade was only skin-deep. Peel that layer away, and a ravenous monster would be revealed just underneath.

    When the address was concluded, Father Brunner got up and made his way through the crowd towards the exits at the back of the hall. He listened to any comments that he could, though many of them were disheartening. It was clear the people talking had been won over by Warren.

    A sharp expletive broke out from a young man to the right. “Is everyone so damn stupid as to believe that liar?” he stated in a raised voice. A couple of his friends worked to calm the agitated fellow down. “These bastards got us here to begin with, and you all are actually buying this load of crap? What the hell is wrong with you all? Have you lost your minds? He’s only going to make your lives worse than it is now!”

    Pausing, and catching the young man’s eyes, Father Brunner nodded towards him, and said. “I don’t follow liars either. You’ve got it right.”

    “Thank you. I was worried I was the only one here with any sense,” the young man replied in a lower voice after a couple of breaths, looking a little winded from his tirade.

    His companions, still clutching onto their friend, shot the priest a few glares. They were clearly displeased with his unsolicited expression of solidarity.

    “You aren’t the only one, and there are many more out there, so don’t give up,” Father Brunner exhorted him, ignoring the hard looks from the others. “What that man represents is rotten to the core.”

    “I won’t give up,” the young man responded firmly, looking Father Brunner in the eye. “Not ever.”

    “C’mon man, let’s go,” one of his companions said, grabbing him by the upper arm and seeking to pull him away.

    Father Brunner nodded once more to the young man, and then rejoined the flow of the crowd to the doors at the rear of the hall. The brisk air invigorated his senses as he walked out into the night.

    Reaching the streets, he cast a glance around. Not far away was an armored police vehicle, attended by a few officers in military-style attire. With assault rifles, helmets, and body armor, they cast an intimidating presence over the men and women filing out into the city streets.

    Beyond the law enforcement troopers, and set off to the side, a distinctive van sat idle. Father Brunner had seen them often enough rolling slowly through the streets.

    It was a scanning vehicle, designed with backscatter x-ray technology and likely other advanced sensory devices. They were being used to scan residences for weapons and other contraband.

    He could only imagine what effects the scanning vehicles had on the health of the populace they monitored constantly. Father Brunner had probably absorbed more radiation than he cared to know over the last few months. He was probably being irradiated even now.

    Looking up, he saw a camera mounted on a streetlight, its eye unblinking as it stood witness to everything in its field of view. Even higher up, cruising slowly far overhead, was a surveillance drone. It was probably weaponized and ready to engage any perceived disruptions on the part of the crowd below.

    Yet despite the immediate presence of cameras, drones, scanning vehicles, and troopers armed to the teeth, Father Brunner felt anything but safe. In truth, he had never felt more under a cloud of threat in all his life, as he started back towards St. Bosco.

    A dark order was entrenched. Like a massive python coiled around its quivering prey, it was constricting bit by bit until its victim died.

    

    Benedict

    

    The morning greeted Benedict garbed in raiment of brilliant light when he, Royce, and Walton made their way up the ladder and exited the bunker. Squinting for a few moments, he adjusted to the sheer brightness of direct sunlight following the night spent in dimmer confines underground.

    He had slept well and felt greatly refreshed. His body needed to limber up more, having stiffened up after the lengthy hike across the border, but for the most part he felt better than he had in quite some time.

    Benedict joined Royce as Walton took them on a brief tour. Les, Tonya and Melanie were already engaged in various chores around the property, though none of them were in sight as the walkthrough got underway.

    One of the main elements of the above-ground operation was a substantial series of solar panels mounted on the roof of the main structure. Walton showed them where batteries could be charged for storing up the energy collected by the solar panels.

    He then took them to the far side of the main building to where the daylight revealed a couple of narrow monopole towers. Both of the towers were surmounted with small, three-tine wind turbines. There was little question the place had ample energy for its needs.

    Moving onward from the wind generators, Walton took them into one of the extensions from the main building. It turned out to be long greenhouse, fashioned out of a framework of metal, the latter supporting a series of translucent, polycarbonate panels.

    The interior space featured a series of water tanks with rectangular growing beds set above them. The steady sound of trickling water accompanied Walton’s narrative as he proudly explained the aquaponic system that they had designed and built. Benedict imagined it would be quite peaceful tending to the greenhouse, with the sunlight beaming in and the gentle sounds of running water serving as a background.

    “Like broccoli? Tomatoes?” Walton asked his two guests. “How about cucumbers, beans, lettuce, or carrots? Well, we got it all, and more, year round.”

    “Impressive,” Benedict commented, looking at the rows of vibrant greenery filling the upper growing beds.

    “Definitely,” Royce concurred.

    “And below, in the tanks we’ve got lots of tilapia,” Walton continued. He pointed to a few tanks at the far end of the space. “And there, we’ve got catfish and bluegill in each of those tanks. Catfish take the bottom, bluegill stay above. They work good together.”

    “All self-contained,” Benedict said appreciatively, remembering how good the fish had tasted the previous evening.

    He looked at the pipes running between the water tanks and the grow beds. The whole system prompted him to think of Conrad Rudel. He speculated that the man would be very interested in the efficient setup within the greenhouse.

    “All the fish and vegetables you can handle,” Walton said.

    “Just ingenious,” Benedict complimented Walton. “Everything is so straightforward. There’s a complete loop here.”

    “Yessir,” Walton replied with a grin. “We run everything off 100 watt pumps. Power them off solar. Keeps the aeration going, moves the fish water above where it gets filtered in the grow beds, and then it returns back down to the fish tanks. Great system. Not much trouble at all.”

    “You all really did your homework,” Royce commented.

    “Really ain’t that hard,” Walton said. “Once you get it up and running.”

    “What do you feed the fish?” Royce asked.

    “Duckweed, fly larva that we cultivate here, scraps,” Walton replied. “We’re covered there too.”

    “So what do you think of all this?” Les’s voice sounded from behind.

    Turning, Benedict saw Les entering the greenhouse. “You are well set for the future, it seems. It is really incredible.”

    Les grinned. “If all the fracas drags out that long, we’re ready, but hopefully it won’t. Still like being self-sufficient though. This whole experience has hammered that lesson home, believe me.”

    “I bet it has,” Benedict replied. “I think I’ve learned a few things in the short time I’ve visited here.”

    “We like to help,” Walton said.

    “So you done with the tour Walton?” Les asked his friend.

    “Just got done,” Walton said.

    “I’m ready for the parting gifts, be back in a second,” Les announced, abruptly taking leave of the others. He turned about and exited the greenhouse.

    “Looks like it’s getting about time to leave,” Benedict observed, looking after Les.

    Walton led them out of the greenhouse, where the sunlight warmed Benedict’s face out of a clear sky. He was glad to see that there were no signs of rain anytime soon.

    “Good day to be heading out,” Benedict observed.

    “Weather is nice, and I hope it holds up for you,” Walton said. He then chuckled. “If the weather gets bad and you need shelter, you know where you can go.”

    “I appreciate that,” Benedict replied with a smile.

    About that time, Melanie and Tonya walked into sight from around the building. They joined Benedict, Walton, and Royce.

    “Wanted to be sure to say goodbye to you,” Tonya announced.

    “Me too,” Melanie added.

    “Thanks for coming to see us off,” Benedict said.

    “Wouldn’t miss it,” Tonya said. “We haven’t known ya long, but we consider you friends now.”

    “Feeling is mutual. You all have been just incredible,” Benedict said.

    “You really have,” Royce said. “We couldn’t have hoped for more than what you gave us.”

    Tonya shrugged, and smiled. “Just glad we could be of some help.”

    “I want to wish the both of you the best of luck,” Walton said, his expression growing more serious. “And Benedict, I wanted say a couple of last things to you before you go.”

    “Sure, Walton, I’m listening,” Benedict replied, sensing the shift in the man’s demeanor.

    “You’re a really good man, and I hope one day I can talk with you again,” Walton said.

    His rising dawn pendant gleamed in the sunlight as he looked to Tonya and Melanie, and then back towards Benedict. There was a trace of nervousness in his face as prepared to continue.

    “I thought about it all again last night, and I’m sure of how I feel,” Walton proceeded. “I never would have found my way here, if it wasn’t for your show. Thank you, Benedict … thank you for everything. You made a big different in my life, and I genuinely feel you saved it. I wouldn’t be here with Les, Tonya, and Melanie if it weren’t for your show. And they’re my family now. I can’t tell you how much that means to me.”

    Benedict thought he caught a glistening in the man’s eyes as they shook hands. He had never thought of his radio show in the kind of light that Walton was revealing to him. The thought that his life’s work had possibly saved lives and brought good people together was both humbling and incredible to ponder.

    “If my show was of value to you, in some way, you are most welcome, Walton,” Benedict replied. “That makes me so glad I did it ... more than anything.”

    “It was of a priceless value,” Walton said, in a low voice, looking Benedict directly in the eyes. “It really made a difference.”

    “I got their presents,” announced Les in a loud voice, cutting into the sentimental atmosphere with a jarring effect. He walked around the corner of the building and heading back towards them.

    Walton’s face erupted into a big grin. “Yep, we have some goin’ away presents for ya Benedict!”

    “Parting gifts, yes we do!” Les exclaimed. “I wasn’t joking!”

    In each hand, Les held a very recognizable type of rifle. The telltale wooden stocks, pistol-grips, curving magazines, and other features on the two rifles told Benedict immediately they were MKZs.

    “Modified ‘em a bit. You won’t mind. They’re full auto,” Les said proudly, handing one of the rifles to Benedict, and the other to Royce. He laughed and exclaimed, “UCAS law doesn’t count anymore, so you can’t say they’re illegal!”

    “We wanted to do somethin’ extra special for you guys,” Walton said. “You said last night you could use some weapons. Believe me, these will do the job for you. They’ll take care of business.”

    “I don’t want to take away from your protection here at all,” Benedict responded, surprised at the significant and unexpected gift.

    When he had made the request for a weapon following the meal the previous night, he had imagined them having a spare pistol, or maybe an older bolt-action hunting rifle or shotgun. He had never expected to be given something of such quality and utility. Both powerful and dependable, MKZs were one of the best firearms ever made.

    Les and Walton laughed heartily as they looked upon Benedict’s amazed expression. Tonya and Melanie joined in their amusement a moment later.

    “I think he likes it,” Walton observed.

    “I think he does too,” Les concurred.

    “You saw how much food we had,” Tonya said to Benedict. “Well, we’re pretty stocked up in other areas too. Trust us on that. Don’t worry yourself at all about taking these two bad boys with you.”

    “Yeah, we’ve got maybe a few more of those set aside,” Walton said, with a knowing wink. “One or two, at the least.”

    “Yeah, one or two,” Tonya echoed, with a light chuckle.

    “Brought you boys some extra mags, with their bellies all full,” Les said. From a pouch at his side, he handed over two magazines to Benedict, and another pair to Royce. “Like the one already affixed, they’re all thirty rounders. Should get you guys out of a fix or two, if things come to that. But ammunition goes quicker than you think, so use your best judgement.”

    “Thank you,” Benedict said to Les. “Hopefully things won’t come to needing to use these, but you just can’t be sure anymore.”

    “And if you do need them, you’d better have them,” Walton stated. “That’s always been the truth about guns.”

    “No kidding,” Benedict agreed, looking at his new weapon.

    Benedict was surprised at the weight the magazines had as he held them in his hands. He took a moment to put them in his pack. It turned out that Royce was fairly experienced with guns. But Walton and Les still took a few minutes to show Benedict how to change out a magazine, and load the first round in the chamber. They also explained how to change the mode of the gun from fully automatic to semi-automatic.

    They fired a couple of rounds off as well, letting Benedict test out the weapon in the semi-automatic mode so that he did not waste too much ammunition. He found that the rifle did not have as much recoil as he expected. He knew he could keep it under fairly good control, which bolstered his confidence with it.

    “Kinda fun, ain’t it?” Walton asked as Benedict squeezed off another round, the air cracking loudly.

    “I can’t deny it,” Benedict chuckled, taking in a strong whiff of gunpowder.

    “You’re not too bad,” Les said to Royce with an air of approval, as his bullet struck a small metal target set up a couple hundred yards out.

    “This shoots real good. Thank you all for these,” Royce replied with clear sincerity. “I’m really grateful.”

    “No problem, man,” Walton responded. “Our pleasure.”

    “Sure you boys don’t want to stay? We got room, plenty of food, and we’d sure love the company,” Les said. “Don’t get many visitors these days, if you know what I mean.”

    The temptation to take Les up on his offer pulled strongly at Benedict’s will. Having a real dinner, and then breakfast, to start the day had been wonderful beyond measure. A night’s rest, even a partial one, on a mattress with a clean, soft pillow had been immensely rejuvenating to his sorely-taxed body.

    There was no doubt that another day or two spent like that would bring much more restoration to his depleted body. But he knew he had to reach the rebels, and warn them that deep in the UCAS strongholds there were monstrosities breeding at a rapid pace. Every single moment was of the essence.

    “I’m so sorry, I really do have to get back,” Benedict said. “If it wasn’t so important to reach the province’s military forces, I would take you up on the offer. You don’t know how much I’d like to say yes.”

    Les and the others looked disappointed with the answer. “Well, you gotta do what you gotta do,” Les finally said, plainly melancholic.

    “If you’re ever this way again, please look us up,” Tonya said. “The both of ya are always welcome to stay with us.”

    “Definitely,” Walton stated. “Anytime you’re around.”

    “Hopefully everything will settle down and get back to something close to normal, and I can come back someday,” Benedict answered.

    The words were not just a matter of being polite. He found that he wanted to see his bunker-dwelling benefactors again someday, perhaps in a time where they could enjoy each other’s company without the specter of danger looming so near.

    Having more of Tonya’s homemade wine was also something that Benedict had no objection to experiencing again. If she started making whiskey for Walton, then it would be all the better.

    With all his heart, he hoped they made through safely to a better time. At the very least, there was no doubt that few people had prepared better than Les’s group had for the dire times they were all enduring. If anyone could make it through the maelstrom, the two men and two women standing before Benedict were prime candidates.

    “I’ll be lookin’ forward to it,” Walton said. “You come back as soon as you can.”

    “Okay, let’s go over things one more time,” Les said, his voice reverting back to a serious tone as he changed the subject.

    Les went back over the territory he had covered with Benedict and Royce earlier that morning down in the bunker. He described exactly where they were, and what lay in the path they sought to take.

    A few suburbs, well beyond the reach of the gang menaces plaguing the city, were all that stood between Benedict and territory that was firmly under the control of the free province security forces. The biggest concern, in Les’s eyes, were jumpy, frazzled locals in a highly defensive mode.

    Scared people tended to be a little more trigger-happy. Even though they were a fair distance from the gang-controlled areas, the locals were probably not overly accommodating to armed strangers.

    That was a chance Benedict would have to take, but there were some options for lessening the risk a little. Producing a small map, Les and Walton talked about how Benedict could largely navigate the perimeter of those suburbs, though that course would add a little more time and distance to their journey.

    Committing details to memory, Benedict listened closely to the landmarks Les and Walton described. Royce kept busy scribbling notes down on a small pad he carried in his pack.

    When everything had been covered thoroughly, Les folded the map up and tucked it away. “That about does it. I really wish y’all the best of luck. We’ll all be praying for you.”

    In the past, Benedict would have taken his last words as a polite expression, one that had no real consequence. Suddenly, he found that those words meant something much more to him.

    A momentary thought of Calliel flashed in his mind. This time, he did not receive the words in such a light fashion.

    Benedict and Royce then said their final round of goodbyes to their hosts, thanking them again for their generosity. Setting out towards the east, there was a little more spring in Benedict’s step, and not just because he had gotten a little food and rest.

    The safe zone described by Les and Walton was not too much farther away. Before the sun completed its journey overhead, if they kept to a steady pace without too many stops for rest, he and Royce would reach their intended destination.

    Once the warning was delivered to the free province military forces, he could make his way back to Venorterra. Seeing Arianna, Gerald, and the others again was the only desire he harbored within his weary heart.

    The Undying Light

    

  
    

    Section III

    

    Seth

    

    Seth slumped back in the seat, idly staring out at the woods passing by as the convoy traveled down the highway. Annika, Raymond, and Jonathan were seated in the van with him. He knew that others like Rowan were in the lengthy column of vehicles taking hundreds from the refugee camp back to their homes.

    It would be a few hours yet before they got back to Madison. There was plenty of time to reflect upon all the things parading through his mind.

    There was little to worry about for the return journey. The lawless marauders said to be preying on single vehicles would not interfere with a heavily armed convoy like theirs. The highway was safely within Venorterra, and while it was one of the provinces bordering those still controlled by the UCAS, the front lines were still far away.

    Going home was the first step. Getting his parents back, and their cat Niles, would be the next. At the very least, a concerted step towards a semblance of the life he knew before was being taken.

    Everyone in the van were in good spirits, all of them excited to be leaving the camp and returning back to homes they were familiar with. Seth wondered how things would be in the days, weeks, and months to come, as the patterns of day to day life resumed.

    Before all of the upheaval, he had been wondering whether or not he should go to college. Now, he could not say for certain whether college institutions would even be operating in the near future. That was just one of many disconcerting thoughts he had about the new realities.

    He wondered about Guillermo and his old job. There was no telling how long it might be before places like the sub sandwich shop were operating in a manner resembling the old days. It was still a mystery as to what would be used for money.

    From what Seth had gleaned during his time in the camp, all sorts of things were being utilized for trade, from objects of silver and gold, to straight bartering of goods and services. The old UCAS currency was still being used.

    Seth had to admit he was very curious to see what the new money would look like. All of his life, the only coins and bills he had known were UCAS currency, save for the few foreign coins he had come across in his change from time to time.

    He also wondered what living in a new country would be like. All the talk around the camp indicated that the breakaway provinces were working out a structure for the future.

    Seth did not know many of the details, but the rumors claimed it would not be much longer before a more formal organization of the provinces was established. He figured that would be a good thing, as he doubted the UCAS government was very pleased with being driven out so unceremoniously. He had a bad feeling that war would be coming to the breakaway provinces in the near future.

    Even with the idea of a new country, the most basic things normally enjoyed by a teenaged male were still in question. From video games to movies and new music, pop culture itself had been turned upside down during the massive eruption of conflict.

    The things Seth had taken for granted before, like a new movie coming to a theater, or a new song being released by a band he liked, might not happen again for quite awhile, if at all.

    Glancing out the right side of the van, he saw that the column was about to pass by a large hillside. He eyed the layered facing of rock that had been cut through, to allow for the course of the highway, wondering how many years it had taken for each of the horizontal levels to transform from sediment to stone.

    Suddenly, the van shook violently, as a deafening explosion rocked the vehicle. Tires squealed and Seth lurched forward as the driver slammed down on the brakes. Swerving, the van barely avoided the SUV screeching to a stop just in front of them.

    Seth’s eyes spread wide, his heartbeat soaring and adrenaline surging through his bloodstream. His hands remained tightly clenched on the back of the seat in front of him, where he had caught his forward momentum at the last instant.

    “Get out, get out now! Make for the woods now and go far in!” the driver yelled urgently to his passengers. “Everyone! Hurry!”

    Seth and his friends scrambled to exit, as Raymond slid the side door open on the van. In his panic, Seth nearly tumbled to the ground when his shoes hit the gravel.

    Seth’s heart accelerated further, seeing Christa a short distance away, hurrying towards the woods to the other side of the road. In that instant, he forgot about his own plight entirely.

    “Come on guys!” shouted Raymond, starting to run towards the opposite side of the road. “Drones! Get the hell out of the open!”

    As he spoke, vehicles farther down the column exploded, sending a host of fragments soaring up within a huge, fiery burst. Another missile struck a second later, hitting near the rear of the column and rendering several more vehicles into shards. Seth could feel the powerful reverberations beneath the soles of his shoes.

    The highway in both directions was now blocked with the burning wreckage of many vehicles. The rest of the column had nowhere that it could go. Seth did not want to think of the grisly fate that the people riding in the contorted, roasting husks suffered.

    Seth felt helpless and exposed out in the open, as columns of black smoke began rising into the sky to his left and right. An acrid stench was filling the air. He nearly tripped over himself in his desperation to make the line of trees.

    He could see Jonathan and Annika sprinting farther ahead of him, a few paces behind Raymond, who was the first of his group to make the boundary line of the woods.

    Seth kept his mind fixed on running. He felt a deep sense of relief when the shadows beneath the tree canopy finally enveloped him.

    The ground sloped upward, and underbrush ripped at his jeans, but he kept his legs pumping. When they finally slowed to a halt, his lungs were burning in his heaving chest. Leaning over and resting his hands on his knees, he took in large gulps of the cool, woodland air.

    He looked around at Raymond, Annika, and Jonathan, all of whom looked winded and frightened. Looking back, through breaks in the trees, he could see columns of smoke ascending to the skies, like a surreal forest growing taller by the moment.

    “What the hell just happened?” Seth asked the others.

    “UCAS, no doubt,” Raymond said. “Using drones.”

    “Why attack us?” Jonathan queried, with an incredulous look on his face. “Just a bunch of civilians, and some police. No military present. None at all.”

    “Maybe the few armored vehicles in the convoy fooled them?” Raymond shrugged. “Beats me.”

    “So what are we going to do now?” Annika asked. “The survivors are probably scattered all over the woods here.”

    “I wouldn’t suggest going too far,” Jonathan said. “Probably see if we can find the ones who organized the caravan.”

    Seth nodded. “They might figure out a way to get through the wreckage, at one of the ends. The vehicles in the middle are all intact, as far as I could see.”

    “Let’s hope the drones don’t return and hit those too,” Raymond said dourly.

    “Maybe we can find a way through, when the fires settle down,” Annika suggested.

    “Do we really want to take a vehicle down a highway that we know has just been hit by enemy drones?” Raymond asked. “Makes an easy target.”

    “There is that,” Jonathan replied ruefully.

    “You’re right,” Annika said, looking to Raymond. “They’ll probably hit anything that tries to move out of the column.”

    “So we’re pretty much screwed, is what we’re all saying?” Seth asked, glancing at his friends.

    “Yeah, I’d have to say so,” Raymond said.

    “Well, let’s at least get moving soon, and see if we can find a town or community, or something,” Annika said, looking to each of the others. “We can shadow the highway, use it as a guide, and maybe find something at an off ramp.”

    “I can’t think of anything better, so let’s do it,” Raymond stated.

    Seth found his thoughts drifting towards Christa, wondering where she was in the woods, and if she was safe. He saw that the others were looking at him, and hesitated for a moment.

    “What is it Seth?” Jonathan asked. “Tell us. I know that look. Something is on your mind.”

    “What about the others, like Christa?” Seth asked, after a pause. “I agree we should move, and try to find a place to get some help. But shouldn’t we try to find some of the others first?”

    He had initially thought of Christa, but there were so many more who had undoubtedly survived the attack. Some were probably still lingering around the area of the column itself, while others were probably coming to conclusions similar to Seth’s group.

    “We can try,” Raymond said. “But we just have the clothes on our backs, and no food or water, or anything else.”

    “Do you think we can risk doing a search of some of the vehicles, at least?” Annika queried. She looked towards Raymond. “Would that be too much of a risk, as far as drones go?”

    After a few moments, Raymond responded. “I don’t think they’ll go after a few scavengers. Driving away is one thing, but a couple people picking through the vehicles shouldn’t be of much interest to them. I’m sure they expect some of that.”

    “Then maybe we can look out for others, while a couple of us see what we can find in the cars and trucks,” Seth suggested. “Does that sound good?”

    One by one, the others nodded, and full agreement was reached.

    

    Hadar

    

    While it was necessary that the population be culled significantly to protect the health of the world, Dr. Hadar Tricheur never envisioned that he would become the victim of his own devices. It was his mind that had conceived of an effective way to ease the burdens on a planet groaning under the onerous weight of an excessive human population.

    Though he believed in no gods, he had thought good fortune would be with him as he addressed the world’s dire population affliction. Evolution had produced a bold genius in Hadar Tricheur, a champion willing and able to fight for the planet. His current plight was the cruelest twist of fate he could envision.

    The virus had apparently mutated, and even more incredibly it had infected him, despite all the layers of redundancy put in place to protect his team in the research facility. The abrupt turn in events both terrified and confounded him.

    There was no mistaking the onset of symptoms. Hadar knew he did not have much time left. As he pushed himself to come up with something to save himself, his mind told him his chances were slim to none.

    Answers evaded him, and his anxiety increased as his team succumbed swiftly to the virus. For whatever reason, life still clung to him, leaving him with a thinning shred of hope that he could find the elusive solution in time.

    Hadar did not even bother to notice that the clock read a couple of minutes to midnight as he labored through yet another long, tedious night. Day and night were blurred together now, and every moment spent away from research was precious minutes wasted.

    The door to the laboratory opened. Hadar looked up in surprise, as the facility was supposed to be locked down. As he was the only man left alive in the building, he had not been expecting any visitors.

    His eyebrows raised as he saw Samel Malkira striding into the brightly-lit room. The man had an impassive countenance, as always, but on this particular night there seemed to be a markedly different air about him.

    “You don’t want to come near me,” Hadar said at once.

    “You are a sick man,” Samel replied, calmly.

    Hadar nodded. “Yes, something has gone terribly wrong. But I didn’t mean for you or anyone to come here in person. The facility is supposed to be sealed and locked down completely right now, to contain the virus.”

    “I came to make sure everything is closed down here,” Samel said. “It is time to tie all the loose ends up and finish this project.”

    Hadar found himself deeply unnerved by the iron hard gaze embedded within the other man’s eyes. Samel Malkira was very matter-of-fact in nature, but the look on his face at the moment was something far more. There was a hint of expectancy, or anticipation.

    “Closed down?” Hadar replied, confused at the statement. “What do you mean?”

    “The full team involved in developing the Abundant Harvest Virus has died, except for you, yes?” Samel asked him.

    Hadar nodded, frowning. “Yes, the mutation took all of my team. I did not expect this new development. None of us did.”

    “So you think the variation of the virus you are now experiencing is just a random mutation?” Samel asked.

    “Yes, that is precisely what it is,” Hadar replied, with a little more surety in his voice. He had examined the problem thoroughly and there was no disputing what had happened. “We thought we had engineered safeguards, but this anomaly surfaced anyway. It is a mutation and nothing more.”

    “You have such a limited imagination, Hadar. In many ways, that is part of your undoing,” Samel said.

    “What do you mean?” Hadar replied, becoming increasingly bothered by the strange tone in the other man’s voice.

    “There is so much more to existence, the world, everything around you,” Samel replied. “Your faith in science betrays you now. Did you ever think you could master something that operates beyond the rules of your science? Do you think that any of your instruments are capable of measuring or evaluating things non-physical in nature?”

    Hadar had no response, and could make little sense out of what Samel was saying. He attributed his spiraling confusion to the sickness wracking his body.

    “I think it is time for you to experience something that defies scientific explanation,” Samel stated, and the faintest hint of a smile came to his lips.

    Defying all logic, and every sliver of rational explanation, Hadar felt the symptoms of his infection advancing swiftly. Delirious, and seized in a new wave of agony, he fell heavily to the tiled floor.

    An icy, suffocating feeling came over him as his eyesight dimmed. Finally, total darkness enveloped him. And then, a blinding, pure light.

    Awareness flooded him, and he knew at once that he was not dreaming. He still existed, even though he was separated from his physical body.

    The realization shocked him to the core. His very existence in a disembodied state contradicted everything he held fast to during his life.

    What happened next brought Hadar a level of terror and desperation that he had never felt before. One who he had mocked and derided year after year now met him in person, face to face.

    There was nowhere he could run to, and nothing he could hide. Every thought and action in his life was exposed, and he understood the vile nature of what he had engineered with the Thanatos Virus. He could not turn his eyes away as the faces of all those who had died from the virus were presented to him in perfect clarity.

    Yet even in the clutches of overwhelming terror, he clung to hatred and resentment of the One who made him face the unobstructed reality of what he had done. A choice was made in the darkest depths of his soul, and he refused any thought of contrition, or seeking of forgiveness.

    Hadar was then shown visions of places filled with astounding beauty, the likes of which he could never have imagined. Colors and radiance like nothing he had known were only a part of the wonders he gazed upon. No person living in the world had ever seen or heard of anything like the sights he was witnessing and had just rejected.

    When the experience concluded, he found himself falling downward, plunging into a vast, yawning darkness. Hadar now had full cognizance of the evil that he had been engaged in. He also understood the nature of the realms that he could not enter, as well as the ones that were now laying claim to him.

    Screaming, he felt a burning sensation come over whatever kind of body he now possessed. He could do nothing to mitigate the rising pain as he fell farther and farther into the darkness, part of a cascade of souls tumbling towards the center of an enormous, swirling vortex.

    When he finally reached the outer rings of the vortex, Hadar’s vision blurred, and was then obscured for a time. When his sight returned, he found himself floating in a reddish miasma. A cold, clammy feeling crept over him as he struggled in a state of severe disorientation.

    He could not sense whether he was rising, falling, or drifting, and he lost all track of time. To a man used to being in command of his faculties, the inability to hold onto even the simplest of thoughts was among the worst afflictions of all.

    After what could have been minutes or ages, he found himself facedown in muck and grime. A stronger sense of physicality returned to him, bringing with it the unwelcome feeling of tiny things crawling all over his bare skin.

    He pawed and scratched feverishly, unable to bring himself any relief. To his further distress, he realized he was naked. He felt entirely physical again, as he sloshed and flopped about in an awkward effort to get to his feet.

    Hadar was then seized by a violent series of coughs. Blood came from his mouth and spattered all over the front of his body. The reddish effluvium he had initially found himself floating within still surrounded him, though he was shin-deep in some kind of swampy morass.

    Faint screeches and throaty cries carried through the air from all directions. Frozen with indecision, Hadar turned his head, peering into the dense mists.

    “Haaaaadddaarrrrr!”

    The breathy, sepulchral voice crept into Hadar’s ears. Mind racing, he looked all around, but could still see nothing.

    Vague forms then began taking shape within the reddish mists, becoming more substantial after a few moments. Hadar realized with dread that the figures were all approaching him. They shambled with awkward gaits, sloshes accompanying their every stride.

    Some of the figures had mottled skin, others were covered in pus and tumors, while still others were emaciated, with skin drawn taught over bones. The disease-ridden figures had the look of death all about them, and the scent of rot and decay enveloped Hadar when the first of them drew close.

    Gagging and nauseous, Hadar shifted one way, and then another, trying to find a path through the incoming throng. Anywhere he looked, his way was eventually blocked.

    He turned around quickly, seeing a brighter light manifesting a short distance away, parting the mists. A towering, multi-winged figure took shape within the growing luminance.

    Staring at the imposing figure, Hadar was fascinated. He saw that its body was composed of an uncountable number of small flames. Three pairs of fiery wings swept out from its back, and the being’s blazing eyes fixed upon Hadar.

    Strangely, the outline of its form was wreathed in a black, mist-like aura that exhibited a peculiar quality. The thin, flowing dark layer appeared to absorb light, rather than merely cloaking the entity.

    Hadar had no idea of who or what the strange figure was, but its appearance stilled the approach of the diseased horde. For that factor alone, he was greatly relieved.

    “How does it feel, Hadar, to know that you still exist, in a place far removed from the world you knew?” the entity asked him, its voice a harmony of many layers.

    Cowed into silence at the being’s awe-inspiring presence, Hadar stared without uttering a single word in reply. The appearance of the entity was both beautiful and frightening, and he struggled to come up with any sort of response. A man known for his sharp intellect, he was at a total loss for words.

    “I … I do not know where I am,” Hadar finally replied to the figure.

    “Where? It is more a question of your state of being,” the entity said.

    “I know nothing, of any of this,” Hadar confessed. Every premise he embraced had been shattered with the simple cognizance that he still existed, while devoid of a physical body.

    “This will be all you will know,” the entity replied. There was no change in its tone, but the words carried a menacing air.

    “What … will happen to me?” Hadar said, fearing the answer as the words fled his lips.

    “You belong to the Ten-Fold Kingdom,” the entity replied. “As your service to the Convergence was to the Risen Throne, so shall your service be here.”

    The mention of the Convergence gave rise to a splinter of hope within him. “But … but did not my work benefit the Convergence?” Hadar replied, his voice shaking.

    “Your work was of great benefit to the Ten-Fold Kingdom, yet you never gave yourself openly to the Shining One,” the entity replied. “How can you expect to be rewarded now? You mocked even the idea of the Master you were serving, as much as you mocked our Enemy.

    “You went through life thinking there was nothing beyond the existence you knew. Now that you know otherwise, it is far too late. This is my dominion, one among many in the service of the Risen Throne. You will find no mercy in this place, or any other.”

    “No … No … “ Hadar replied, shaking his head, the words sounding weary and resigned. There was only one path he could see out of his terrible predicament. He looked up and pleaded, the words born of desperation tumbling out quickly from his mouth, “Please, allow me to serve. Let me serve you.”

    “Shall I make an instrument of you, to serve the Will of the Shining One?” the entity asked.

    “Please … please,” Hadar begged the powerful being. “Make me an instrument. I will serve willingly.”

    “It may be you will become what you most desired during your mortal life, when my power is wielded upon the world of matter,” the entity replied. “When Abbadon opens the way, my weapons shall be set loose in the world.”

    Most of Hadar’s energies had been spent in pursuing his work. He searched his mind to find the specific desire spoken of by the entity, and could only recall one thing.

    It was a fanciful desire, something he had previously deemed to be impossible. Yet now he was experiencing a state that he never thought could exist. Perhaps all things were possible now.

    Hadar looked back at the entity in amazement. “I … I could become that?”

    “The souls who find their way to me can become my weapons,” the entity stated.

    The still air was broken as Hadar felt a moist breeze against his face. The grating cries he had heard before returned, swelling in volume.

    A terrifying visage appeared suddenly out of the mist, belonging to some manner of shade or phantom whose form was more than half-translucent. A skeletal, decaying torso trailing off into insubstantial wisps floated in the air before Hadar as the bizarre apparition slowed to a halt.

    
    The specter’s features distorted, even as Hadar looked upon it with a feeling of fascination and horror. Chin elongating, forehead stretching wider, every aspect of its corrupted appearance was malleable.

    The apparition loosed a piercing cry and reached towards Hadar. Bony fingers elongating as its hands drew nearer, the thing opened its mouth and expelled a noxious vapor directly into Hadar’s face.

    The entity’s fingers wrapped around his arms like coiling snakes. Hadar tried to pull back and free himself at the clammy, ice cold touch upon his skin. Though translucent, the phantom felt substantial enough, its grip feeling as strong as steel as it held Hadar fast.

    Where the apparition’s hands wrapped around his arm, Hadar’s skin began to corrupt and decay. He could feel the flesh and muscle underneath rotting to the bone, an unprecedented sensation that sent his mind spinning and terror spiking.

    The fumes of the specter’s breath seared the insides of Hadar’s throat and chest. The poisonous, gaseous substance had him convulsing violently, and a terrible agony consumed him from the inside.

    “So it would be for any living being in the world of matter that my weapons strike,” the entity stated.

    Blood poured from Hadar’s mouth as he continued gagging and retching. The withering decay that the apparition’s touch sprouted on his arms had already spread to the ends of his fingers, and also worked its way up close to his shoulders.

    Hadar fell heavily to his knees, sending up a muddy splash, though he could not shake the phantom’s hold. The shred of hope he had harbored when the winged being had mentioned the Convergence was extinguished. Overwhelmed, his spirit succumbed to hopelessness and despair.

    He did nothing more to free himself from his ghostly tormentor, finding he no longer had the will to resist. Corruption was spreading throughout his body, and his insides burned without respite.

    “Many who died because of you have found their way here,” the entity said, when the weariness of surrender had filled Hadar. “I shall leave you now to those who died from your work, so that they can introduce you to your new existence.”

    The spectral creature finally loosed its hold upon Hadar, and drifted back into the red mist. The fiery sensation in his chest and throat began ebbing, but the other affliction remained in place. His withered arms were now little more than dry parchment stretched across bones, the appendages consumed by whatever power the apparition set free through its desiccating touch.

    Exhausted, Hadar looked up and saw that the winged entity was disappearing. He had never felt more empty inside than he did while watching the fiery form of the being grow insubstantial, and then fade out entirely. Somehow he knew the entity was the only authority holding back the horde of revenants in the mists.

    Hadar looked into the grisly faces around him as the brighter light receded and vanished, leaving him alone to face whatever horrid fate loomed. The feeling of terrible emptiness pervaded him, but there was no time to try to come to grips with what he had witnessed.

    The diseased, gruesome figures were upon him. Somehow they had moved closer while he spoke with the winged entity and suffered the cruel torments of its horrific servant.

    Jagged, elongated fingernails found purchase in Hadar’s skin and started digging deeper. The pain was tremendous, and he loosed a guttural, primal scream.

    It was a forlorn sound, utterly devoid of hope, and echoing the searing pain he was now suffering both inside and out. He knew the agony would be a constant in this new, terrible place that he could not escape.

    

    Seth

    

    Seth and his companions were not the only ones to return to the remains of the convoy. Several others had either lingered in the area or made their way back in the aftermath of the attack. Some were talking together in small groups, while others were rummaging through the vehicles, pulling packs and bags out.

    “Let’s get this started! I want to take some time to look for a few specific things, since we’re likely to be spending the night outside, and we’ll be going on foot,” Raymond announced, starting towards an SUV with Annika and Jonathan close behind him.

    Seth paused and looked up at the clear skies with a little trepidation. He wondered if something deadly was still lurking in the upper heights.

    The sun was going down, but night brought no promises of safety. Blocking his fears out of his mind as best he could, Seth started after Raymond and the others.

    Fortunately the SUV and the other vehicles they searched afterwards were unlocked. They proved to contain quite a bounty, their cargo areas stuffed with all kinds of practical items.

    Seth found a plastic-wrapped case of bottled water in the trunk of a car. He lifted it out and set the case on the ground. He started to look for a backpack or duffel bag.

    “Seth!”

    He looked up and saw Rowan Forrester approaching him from farther up the column of vehicles. Seeing another familiar face who had survived the attack on the convoy brought a smile and feeling of relief to Seth.

    “Hey man, good to see you’re okay,” Seth greeted Rowan as he neared, giving him a handshake. He pulled him in for a quick half-hug.

    “You too,” Rowan said. “We were just a few cars behind ones that got totally destroyed. My dad and some others are talking right now about getting some vehicles moving after a little while.”

    He looked over his shoulder, and Seth followed his glance. A little farther away, Seth saw where some men were looking over a large SUV, while a couple of others were busy changing a tire on it.

    “You guys are going to risk the drones?” Seth asked. The mention of the death-bringing devices caused him to cast a brief, wary look towards the skies. “What if they come back? They incinerated the vehicles they hit.”

    “My dad and the others don’t think they’ll come back,” Rowan answered. His eyes shifted towards the bottled water on the ground. “What are you all doing?”

    “We’re just gathering up some food and water,” Seth replied. “Going to follow the road, but we’re gonna stick to the trees, and travel by foot.”

    “It’s still a long way back home,” Rowan said.

    “We’re hoping to find a place to get some help, and maybe we’ll try the road later,” Seth replied. “Just don’t wanna chance the highway so soon after the attack.”

    “I just want to get home, as soon as I can,” Rowan said, a current of anxiety rising in his voice. “We lost my dog, Sunfire, just before the evacuations were getting underway. I hope he’s okay.”

    “I understand,” Seth replied, thinking of his cat. His only reassurance was that the lovable feline had been sent away in the care of his parents. “I know we’re all eager to get back.”

    “Well, let me help you all for now. I’m just waiting around for my parents,” Rowan offered. “Not doing anything else.”

    “Check with Raymond, he’s kind of our quartermaster,” Seth responded, chuckling.

    Rowan nodded and grinned with the eagerness of a younger individual grateful to have a chance to ingratiate himself with an older set of peers. “You got it!” he exclaimed.

    He turned and walked towards Raymond, who had worked his way closer to the van that Seth and his friends had ridden in. Seth turned his attention back to his immediate task. Finding a gym bag stuffed with clothing, Seth emptied it out. Ripping off the plastic sealing the case of water, he began transferring the individual bottles over. Once the bag was full, he carried the water over to where Raymond was collecting the things they planned to take onward.

    Looking up, a smile jumped to his face as he saw a lone figure emerging from the trees.

    “Christa!” he shouted out, before he even had a chance to get nervous. It was the boldest he had ever been when it came to her.

    Seeing Seth, she broke into a jog and hurried over. Without thinking, he spread his arms out to give her a hug. Christa walked right up to Seth and embraced him, holding him tightly for several moments.

    She fit perfectly within his arms. He felt a little light-headed and giddy as he felt her embrace snugly around him.

    “I’m so glad to see you guys,” Christa said with a look of relief, when they disengaged. She glanced towards Raymond and the others. “Did you all find anything useful here?”

    “We just got here a little bit ago,” Seth replied. “How are your parents?”

    “They’re in the woods right now,” Christa replied. “My mom sprained her ankle, hurrying to get away. My dad’s staying with her at the moment. I came back to see if I could find some food, or water, maybe some jackets. Should be plenty in the packs and bags we took from the main camp.”

    “Let’s get to work then,” Seth said with enthusiasm. “I’ll help you gather some things up for your folks.”

    “Thank you, Seth,” Christa said, a warm, lively smile blossoming on her face.

    Looking upon her beautiful face, Seth felt a little of the all-too-familiar nervousness returning. He would not have been surprised if his skin had reddened a little, as he thought about the full focus he was receiving from her.

    “Let’s check the car we were riding in,” Christa said, leading him a little farther down the column.

    “Sounds good,” he replied, grateful for the distraction, which blunted his surging feeling of awkwardness.

    After a short time had passed, Seth, Christa, and the others had gathered together a sizeable cluster of duffel bags, packs, and other portable storage containers carrying food, bottled water, and other supplies. There was more than enough for Christa and her parents, in addition to what Seth’s group would take for their journey.

    It was then decided that Seth’s group would help Christa take a portion of the items back to her parents first, before beginning their own trek. Christa looked both grateful and relieved at the group’s decision. By then, the sun had descended out of view, sinking behind the hills. Seth could not fault her for not wanting to walk back through the woods alone in the darkness.

    It would not be much longer before the area was steeped in the fullness of night, and Seth hoped they got moving soon. “We do have some flashlights, I hope?” Seth asked.

    “If we need them, yes we do,” Raymond answered. “At least three, plus some extra batteries.”

    “Well, let’s get all this stuff picked up, and let’s get moving,” Annika said, looking to be of the same mind as Seth. “We’re going to be walking in the woods at night, so make sure all the flashlights are accessible.”

    “Not a worry,” Raymond replied. He eyed the pile of supplies. “But it looks like we’ve got a lot of stuff to lug with us.”

    “Too much?” Jonathan asked, raising an eyebrow.

    “It may be that we’ll feel we didn’t take enough,” Raymond replied, grimly. “We don’t know how long it might be ‘til we find help.”

    “We’ll have to take as much as we can,” Annika said firmly. “I’d rather be tired and have supplies than be a little less weary and lacking food or water.”

    “I’ll help carry the stuff to where Christa’s parents are,” Rowan interjected. “That’ll give you all a little break. Just give me a minute to tell my parents. Shouldn’t be any problem. We’re not going for too long, are we?”

    “We could use an extra hand,” Raymond replied. He then added, with an air of impatience. “Just hurry it up.”

    Rowan jogged off to find his father, as the rest of the group waited. Seth looked around, and took assessment of his surroundings.

    After such a harrowing day, the onset of evening felt so thoroughly peaceful. A gentle breeze ruffled his hair, conveying a cool, soft touch.

    Seth loosed a wistful sigh, staring off down the highway. After being sequestered in the makeshift refugee camp for so long, they had been just a few hours from returning home and settling back into a familiar, comforting environment. The thought left him with a bitter feeling.

    It was hard to believe their ill fortune, especially when it was said that the UCAS had found it difficult to violate the airspace of the breakaway provinces like Venorterra. Yet UCAS drones had pierced the airspace of the breakaway province, and of all the possible targets in the world they had selected the column of refugees on their way back home.

    He felt a little unease when he saw Rowan returning with an older man at his side. He noticed that the man was carrying a set of crutches horizontally, gripping the two supports about midway down their length.

    “Hey everyone, this is my dad,” Rowan introduced the man when they reached Seth and the others, prompting a flurry of acknowledgements and greetings from the others.

    “Your parents are still in the woods, as I understand it?” Rowan’s father asked Christa, after the formalities were concluded. “And your mother’s got an ankle sprain?”

    She nodded. “They headed for the trees, to get out of the open, after the attack. My mom stumbled on something and hurt herself. We don’t think anything’s broken. Just looks like a sprain.”

    “Here, take these, then,” Rowan’s father said, handing over the set of crutches. “It won’t be easy going on rough ground, but it might help her a little.”

    “Thank you, Mr. Forrester,” Christa replied, looking surprised and appreciative as she accepted the set of crutches from Rowan’s father.

    “How far are they in?” Mr. Forrester asked. “Do you think they could make it back here before too long?”

    “They’re not too far. We could be back pretty soon,” Christa said, casting the older man a curious expression. “Especially with the help of the crutches. I really don’t think it would take too long at all.”

    “If nothing bad happens here, we’re wanting to set out around midnight,” Mr. Forrester replied. “All of you, and Christa’s parents, can go along with us, I you want to. We’ll make sure there’s room for all of you.”

    “Thank you for the offer,” Christa said politely.

    Seth shared glances with Raymond, Annika, and Jonathan. He could sense they were opting for discretion about their plans to go on foot.

    “So you think your parents would like to go with us?” Mr. Forrester asked Christa.

    “I think they would, and I think it would be great to go with you all, Mr. Forrester,” Christa said.

    “Tough times, we need to stick together,” Mr. Forrester said with a smile, though it did not cover the anxiety Seth saw within the man’s face and eyes. The world was turned just as much upside down for parents as it had been for teenagers.

    “So can I go with them Dad, to get Christa’s parents?” Rowan asked his father.

    Mr. Forrester nodded. “Just get back here as soon as you can.”

    “We will not take long,” Christa said reassuringly to Mr. Forrester.

    Glancing to each of the teenagers one more time, he ruffled Rowan’s hair and turned back for the column. There was nothing left to do but start out for Christa’s parents, even though Seth knew it meant going separate ways before the sun rose again.

    

    Dagian

    

    “I am quite glad to see you again, Dagian,” Gordon Weatherford greeted in polite fashion, from where he was seated across from her. The two were inside her primary office on the grounds of the compound, with the door closed, engaging in a few moments of private conversation. “It would seem that many traditions are coming together in common cause during these final stages of the Convergence. Quite fascinating, if you ask me, and very beneficial to our cause.”

    “Every advantage must be gained, and each of us have our strengths,” Dagian replied amiably to the High Priest, with the trace of a smile on her lips.

    The last time she had seen Gordon, Dagian had been in the bosom of Kemet itself. The journey to the heart of ancient, sacred traditions had been a deeply profound experience.

    Powerful rituals had transcended worlds, and Dagian had been taken before Set, beheld Apep, and been personally graced by Anat. Her own power had increased as a result of the audience, only to be augmented further when she inherited what was taken from Jibade when he had been severed from the mortal coil.

    “I trust that things are going well here,” Gordon stated. “I have seen a lot of activity in this place since arriving.”

    “All is going very well here. The troubles that beset the UCAS do not touch these grounds, I assure you,” Dagian replied, folding her hands together and resting them on the desk surface before her. “We have several potent layers of security.”

    Holding Gordon’s eyes, she let the implications sink into him. She could see in his eyes that he understood her meaning.

    “That is wonderful to hear,” Gordon said, nodding. “Troubles beset all parts of the world, as the final stage nears. The only grace in Kemet is that unity binds the region around it more than ever.”

    “It was no easy task to topple so many regimes, and bring in a new order, a brotherhood of governance so united in its ideology,” Dagian observed.

    “I am glad that the greatest periods of upheaval are over,” Gordon said. A smile spread upon his face. “All that remains is to see the Davidians laid low, and made to be the footstool of Kemet. That great prize still beckons.”

    “As will happen soon enough,” Dagian replied with an air of confidence.

    “I look forward to that day, more than you might know,” Gordon said, and she could feel the burning desire in his tone.

    “How many of your order have you brought with you?” Dagian asked, bringing the focus of their conversation to the matter at hand.

    “I have twenty of my most advanced practitioners here with me,” Gordon replied. “It is my hope that you will give them some instruction in your arts.”

    “I shall,” Dagian replied. “And it is my hope that one or more of them has the talent to become what Jibade was to you. It would be my wish to see all twenty of them as proficient as he was.”

    “You need not speak his name before me,” Gordon stated, his expression darkening. “His failure is to my shame, as it was I who mentored him.”

    “Do not trouble yourself over what is past, Gordon,” Dagian said, understanding of the kind of pressures the man faced in the position he was in. From a man or woman who had been given great authority and power in the Convergence, much was expected. It was among the most grievous of sins to fall short of what was demanded by the great Lords of the Abyss. “You are here at a momentous time, and we shall experience triumph together.”

    “Indeed, we shall,” Gordon replied, his countenance brightening at her words.

    “And you have other guests with you here, in the building?” Dagian said, looking forward to meeting the guides of her next mystical journey. She knew they were settled on the grounds of the compound, but no formal introductions had been made yet.

    “Indeed, I do,” Gordon said. “There is a contingent of them who have been gathered to await you in the lobby at the entrance. They have come to escort you to the ritual chamber. All is prepared for your journey tonight.”

    “Then I would be greatly interested in meeting them, as soon as you are ready,” Dagian said, managing to keep the eagerness from showing too much on her face. She was about to cross the boundaries between worlds once again, and the mere thought of the experience brought a thrill racing through her veins.

    “Then let us not wait here a moment longer,” Gordon said with an amiable lilt, rising out of his chair, and prompting Dagian to get to her feet from the high-backed chair she sat in. “I shall take you right to them. But then I must take leave and proceed ahead, and get myself ready for the journey we will be taking tonight.”

    With Gordon walking in front, they strode out of Dagian’s office and continued through the ground level of the building allocated for her business operations. After passing a number of offices, conference rooms, storage spaces, and other chambers, they finally reached the edge of the large waiting room situated at the front of the edifice.

    The hallway opened to one side of an atrium with a high ceiling. It contained a sizeable, crescent-shaped reception desk. An array of plush seating and low tables were provided for those awaiting appointments with Dagian or other Babylon Technologies representatives.

    A number of well-dressed individuals were seated quietly within the sitting area. All of them rose to their feet attentively as Dagian came into view.

    Gordon paused, and politely excused himself to go finish making his preparations for the evening. She bid him well and thanked him for his assistance.

    Without another word, he continued onward, walking around the sitting area and proceeding towards the building’s front entrance. Dagian then set her focus on the group gathered to meet her.

    Entering their midst, she counted a dozen individuals. All were men with the features and skin tones common to the far east. Though their expressions were mostly placid, Dagian could see the respect they held for her in the looks cast from their dark eyes.

    One man stood out prominently from the others, though what drew her attention to him had nothing to do with his physical appearance. Rather, it was something unseen, an aura that Dagian sensed from the moment she set her eyes on him.

    While there was a considerable strength about his presence, she knew at once that the man held the favor of the Ten-Fold Kingdom. There was no mistaking her perception, for the unseen trait resonated clearly with her interior senses. It was one of the principle ways that higher practitioners of the Craft recognized the legitimacy in others, or verified their authority.

    As powerful as he was, his physical characteristics were not particularly remarkable. He was shorter in stature, with a long goatee, clad in simple black attire with the exception of a distinctive pendant hanging down to the midpoint of his chest.

    Rendered in gold, it was fashioned in the shape of a Kyotowan lamp with an eye at its center. The symbol was easy enough to understand, referring to the illumination bestowed upon dutiful followers by the ever-watchful Shining One. The particular image had been adopted by the monastic Order of Chikara centuries before.

    Recognizing who he was, she welcomed him, and exchanged greetings in the manner of the Kyotowans. Bending at the waist, she extended him a low bow. Dagian noted at once that his bow to her was lower, and his demeanor conspicuously deferential in the way that he received her.

    She knew that the display was no façade. The high regard being shown towards her underscored a very genuine, deep respect held within the heart of the group’s leader. Knowing that such came neither easily nor often with a man like Daiki Oshiro, she was well-pleased, and took it as a great honor.

    “It is good to finally make your acquaintance in person, Underwood-sama,” Daiki stated in a formal tone with a thick accent, after the initial greetings were conducted. “I have long held a great admiration for you.”

    “I thank you for coming here, Oshiro-sama, and for being willing to share your arts with me,” Dagian replied. “And all I have been told about you, by many whom I respect, has had me greatly looking forward to meeting you in person.”

    “We must all cooperate, and combine our efforts, as the Convergence reaches its conclusion,” Daiki said. “It is good that we are meeting.”

    “Is everything prepared for this evening’s journey?” Dagian asked.

    Daiki nodded. “Yes, Yamaguchi Osamu is prepared for you, and I can take you to him now.”

    “Then let us begin this night,” Dagian replied, smiling towards the other man and feeling a ripple of anticipation inside.

    He nodded. “Walk with me.”

    Leading the group of men from the waiting room, Dagian and Daiki exited through the front doors and headed outside the building. Keeping to a lighted pathway, Daiki and Dagian walked side by side, with the rest of the men from the Order of Chikara following a few paces behind.

    A clear moon loomed high above as Dagian strode through the well-manicured grounds, proceeding towards a pyramidal building set at the far edge of the compound. During the day, its upper levels were used as places of meditation and fellowship for those who practiced the Craft. It was the lower levels that Dagian was interested in, the deepest in particular, which harbored ritual chambers where no rite was off limits, not even those of a sacrificial nature.

    Blood, death, and the wielding of dark, mystical powers occurred regularly within the shadows of the lower chambers. Dagian had practiced a few ancient rites herself there in recent days, preparing herself in assiduous fashion for the hour that was now at hand.

    Her energies and focus were at a zenith, and she took every step towards the pyramid with robust confidence. After the great windfall of knowledge and empowerment realized in the aftermath of the journey into Set’s realm, Dagian was determined that the coming night would produce a similar bounty, one that she could put to immediate use in her duties for the Convergence.

    Once inside the large building, she turned to the right and took a staircase leading downward. Turning back on itself again and again, the passage descended through six levels until it opened onto consecrated ground. Dagian could feel the sharp change in the air as she took the first step away from the stairs.

    Out of the corners of her eyes, Dagian perceived movements within the shadows, and felt gazes from things that could not be seen with physical eyes. The temperature plunged to a frigid point, where her breath emerged like ghostly wisps.

    She savored the dark energies flowing around her. She recognized the tremendous power gathered in the place, and she knew it was well-suited for the task at hand.

    Located directly below the center of the pyramid was a large chamber used as a sanctum for those who were of the highest levels in their practice of the Craft. Dagian walked towards a set of black double doors, knowing the beginning of her journey into another realm lay on the other side.

    Just outside the entrance to the sanctum was a figure Dagian recognized at once: Osamu Yamaguchi. Accorded the highest respect among the most elite circles engaged in practicing the Craft, the man extended a modest bow towards her as she approached. She rendered him a lower bow in return.

    Beyond the polite acknowledgement, the dour expression on his face did not change in the slightest. The look in his dark eyes was harder than granite.

    He was only a little taller than Daiki, and had narrower facial features. For the most part, his loose-fitting garb was black, except for intertwining golden designs woven about each of the nine buttons running down his front.

    Two robust-looking Kyotowan men flanked him, and Dagian had no doubts the larger pair served as his personal guardians. Both radiated extreme confidence, and moved with the balanced step of seasoned fighters as they took up positions to each side of the sanctuary’s entrance. Both of the men carried holstered side arms, and katanas sheathed in black, unadorned saya of lacquered wood, though neither kind of weapon would be required for the task at hand.

    “Good evening, Yamaguchi-sama,” Dagian greeted Osamu. “I thank you for expediting my request.”

    “Opening doorways to the underworld is no easy task, Underwood-sama,” Osamu responded, in an emotionless tone. “But all preparations have been made these past two days. Weatherford-sama has made use of the Setian arts in bridging the worlds. We are ready for you to take your journey.”

    “Tonight represents an admirable cooperation between several arts, all in service to the Shining One,” Dagian said, appreciating the role that Gordon had accepted on behalf of the Setians. The collective power and energies of both groups were being put to her service, which was no small thing when it came to one who was not an initiated Walker of the Setian Path, or a monk in the Order of Chikara.

    “May the light of the Risen Throne guide us always,” Osamu stated, with an air of deep reverence.

    “The Shining One has never lead me astray, and the path I have taken brought me to you,” Dagian observed.

    Taking in the flinty look to Osamu’s eyes, Dagian sensed he was a man who embraced iron determination and cold calculation. She quickly found him to be a person that she could place her confidence in, the kind of individual not given to recklessness or casual aims.

    “Do you understand the nature of the audience you seek this night?” Osamu asked Dagian, his gaze boring into her own.

    She nodded, sensing the gravity of the warning underlying his words. Looking straight into his eyes, without blinking once, she replied, “I would not have called for you, if I was not certain of my choice. I accept all responsibility for whatever might happen to me.”

    “If you do not find favor with her, you may find that you cannot return to this world,” Osamu warned, and she knew he did not speak idly. “As with Susanoo, Amanzako does not restrain her rage. She desires ever to loose it upon this world. A terrible storm dwells always within her spirit, awaiting the slightest provocation to burst forth.

    “When you step into her dominion, in the Ten-Fold Kingdom, you will be entirely under her power. Your purpose in this world will not matter to her if you invoke her wrath. I can do nothing to help you, if that happens. Do you understand this?”

    Welling up from the depths of his gaze, a surging intensity accompanied his final question. It was apparent that everything hinged upon her next response. Dagian knew he was more than willing to bring everything to a halt, even at the brink of completing the bridging of worlds.

    “I understand this, and expect nothing different,” Dagian replied with certitude, fully cognizant of the fearsome reputation held by the ethereal figure she sought to meet. “I know the risks, but it is a step that I must take.”

    Osamu stared at her quietly. After several moments, the severe look to his eyes ebbed, and he nodded his head in a slow, deliberate fashion. Dagian suspected that the man had reached a satisfied conclusion, in regards to whatever it was that he had been looking for in her.

    “Then let this sacred journey begin, and may it bring you everything that you seek,” Osamu said. “Come with me, let us leave this world together and enter her realm.”

    Without saying another word, he turned and made his way towards the double-doors. The two guards moved at once to pull them open, holding the doors for Osamu and Dagian so they could enter the sanctum beyond.

    Inside was a chamber whose height reached upwards for several stories, culminating in a ceiling as black as starless midnight. Gordon stood at the center of the capacious room, before an altar of black granite that Dagian knew well enough.

    Dark iron braziers provided what little light existed within the chamber, though the flames appeared hemmed in by the shadowy atmosphere pervading the great chamber. Dagian’s skin tingled as she continued deeper into the sanctum. All her senses felt enhanced, even the deeper ones that told her of unseen witnesses present, a delegation of underworld powers without human origin.

    Gordon had changed his attire since Dagian had last seen him in her office. He was now dressed in ornate Setian ceremonial robes of white and gold, with accents of blue and black.

    The sect’s powerful High Priest was crowned with a magnificent headdress. It evoked vivid memories of the strange, bestial Priests of Set that Dagian had encountered during her last journey into the Nether Realm.

    Two other Setians attended him, both of the figures undoubtedly high of rank. One a tall, brown-haired man, and the other a darker-skinned woman with piercing jade eyes, they both looked to be of about middle age.

    Like the High Priest, they were clad in ceremonial robes, though of a less elaborate design than the one they served. Both of their heads were uncovered, and they looked on the proceedings with attentive expressions.

    Dagian suspected the two were capable of quite a lot themselves when it came to the practicing of the Craft. To even be allowed into the sanctum for a ritual of such a rare and delicate nature as the one about to take place required the greatest of trust on the part of Gordon. She knew such confidence was not bestowed lightly by the High Priest.

    Yet as powerful as the pair might be, on this night the two Setians would not be exhibiting their own skills. Rather, they would take the roles of dutiful assistants, attending to the needs of a great master.

    The doors shut behind Dagian and Osamu, followed by the telltale sounds of bolts thudding into place. Unwanted interruptions during a ritual could prove disastrous, so the chamber had been designed so that it could only be opened again from the inside.

    Dagian and Osamu approached the High Priest together. Gordon looked upon them with an air of solemnity, and as they drew to a halt the pair gave the High Priest modest bows.

    He nodded back to them, his face already fixing into an intensive expression. Seeing the furrows of concentration forming upon Gordon’s brow, Dagian knew there would be no delays in the continuance of the ritual.

    After a short pause, Gordon went into a rhythmic chant. Dagian immediately recalled the one she had heard when she had visited Kemet. This one had some variances in the wording, and she knew the High Priest was summoning a different portal than the one they had used before.

    The air crackled with energy as an impenetrable darkness surrounded them, flowing with wraiths called from the fathomless abyss. Encompassed by absolute blackness of a type no light could penetrate, Dagian knew they were transcending an otherworldly threshold. Brimming with impatience, she waited with burning anticipation to see what would be revealed when the murk dissipated.

    After a few moments that seemed to last for ages, the darkness cleared and faded, revealing a horrific sight. Riddled with boiling pools, from which thick vapors wafted upward, a sprawling, rocky landscape was crossed high overhead by skies of rolling fire.

    Though inhospitable, the stark terrain was far removed from being a scene of emptiness. Everywhere that Dagian looked, activity thrived within the foreboding environs. Formidable-looking creatures flew through the air above, their movements swift and agile. Bulky monstrosities with reddish skin stood upon the hard ground, the majority of them positioned near the edges of many of the steaming pools.

    Occupying the pools were human forms, thrashing and tossing about in throes of tremendous agony. A host of screeches, screams, and cries bombarded Dagian’s ears from all directions.

    The continuous noise did not bother her in the slightest, nor did the sight of the macabre visions surrounding her. If anything, she was intensely curious about the things taking place around her. Yet she did not have long to scrutinize the unfamiliar denizens of the netherworld, or the purpose of the fiery pools.

    At once, Dagian and her small group of companions were confronted with a strange entity. The creature had the body of a great serpent and the face of a beautiful young woman. Supported on the thick, scaly coils of its lower body, the head of the entity was carried high above them, such that the being gazed down upon the newcomers through its reptilian eyes.

    Other than the serpentine eyes, the appearance of the entity’s face was human enough. Luxuriant, long black tresses framed an oval face with feminine features balanced in perfect symmetry. Graceful, arching eyebrows, full, soft-looking lips, and smooth, creamy skin ornamented the entity’s comely visage.

    Dagian could not miss the look of sheer anger simmering within the creature’s eyes and strongly echoed in its taut jaw and frowning expression. She wondered if she was looking upon an Avatar, something that had once been human, or a thing with origins rooted in the realms of Diabolos.

    Whatever the case, Dagian knew she stood before a creature with great power and authority. She knew she had to tread very carefully, and accord the entity the fullest respect and consideration.

    “Who comes into the dominion of Amanzako? You are all of the world above,” the entity stated with a sharp tone of accusation, appearing to be taken aback at their presence. “It is not your time to dwell in these realms.”

    The voice of the creature was feminine, though it held an eerie, discordant quality. It was as if the entity’s voice was comprised of slightly offset layers, bestowing its words with an echo-like depth.

    “Kiyohimi, I am the dutiful servant of great Amanzako, and this one serves great Set,” Osamu replied deferentially, indicating Gordon Weatherford. He then turned and gestured towards Dagian. “She is one who has mastered the Craft, and who walks by the Light of the Shining One. She has been given an important task in the world above that directly serves the Risen Throne. She has come here to seek audience with great Amanzako. She desires knowledge and guidance to aid her, in carrying out this appointed task. We are merely here to assist her on her journey.”

    The creature’s eyes snapped towards Dagian. “You fool, do you not know what you risk?” Kiyohimi asked her. “Your soul is forfeit, if great Amanzako chooses. You give yourself over to the authority of great Amanzako by coming here.”

    “I know what I risk,” Dagian replied evenly, looking upward, and peering straight into the slit-like pupils of Kiyohimi.

    “Then proceed, with full understanding, but be about your business and depart this place,” the creature responded tersely.

    As she had noted before, Dagian sensed a terrible rage swirling within the creature. She wished that she knew the entity’s origins, sensing the spirit was once human, but she was not about to do anything to incur its wrath.

    With the sound of scales scraping upon stone, Kiyohimi slithered off to the side, clearing a broad pathway of obsidian rock that cleaved through the host of bubbling pools. Osamu looked towards Gordon and Dagian, and nodded, indicating for them to proceed onward.

    The molten pools were tended by contingents of huge, brutish-looking creatures that had an air of assiduous purpose about them. Extensive sets of fangs were visible within their wide maws. Their skin was of a deep red hue, and rough texture. Short horns protruded from higher up on their heads, poking through thick, disheveled masses of dark hair that tumbled over their shoulders and down to the middle of their wide backs.

    All of the brawny creatures wore a type of knee-length garment, which appeared to be fashioned out of extended, straw-like pieces. Whatever the material was, it did not burn or wither, despite being in such close proximity to the scorching liquid contained within the pools.

    Many of the creatures were gripping short, broad blades in their hands. Dagian wondered at the purpose of the blades, as her eyes were drawn up towards one of the flying entities.

    The creatures navigating the air above the pools were fascinating to look upon. They had the heads of cats, and Dagian fixed her eyes on one in particular whose visage was akin to that of a tiger.

    The entities were humanoid in form, with two arms and two legs. They wore robes formed out of something like a concentrated, black smoke. Tendrils of the dark substance trailed their bodies a little as they flew, making it look as if the feline entities were burning themselves.

    Though flying, the creatures were not winged. Instead, they were each carried around by a concentrated, fiery mass that acted like a supporting platform.

    While not unlike little clouds, the flaming conveyances had more of a shape resembling the body of a chariot, though no wheels were visible, or even necessary. As such, the cat-headed entities were able to fly in an upright position, with their lower bodies obscured by the raised flames of the buoying clouds of fire.

    Several of the creatures were not alone on the fiery masses carrying them through the air. Cowering, and held tightly in the clawed grips of the demonic beings, were human spirits. Naked and looking terrified beyond measure, the humans appeared small compared to their fearsome netherworld wards.

    Swooping down from the heights, the flying entities turned over the human souls they held to the red-skinned giants attending the pools. The latter promptly heaved the shrieking, screaming souls directly into the boiling liquid. The immediate frenzy exhibited by the human souls upon immersion in the liquid testified to the searing heat.

    Dagian gazed upon the suffering spirits coldly, feeling no sorrow for their horrid plight. Their dire predicament indicated that they were spiritual refuse, souls who had not dedicated themselves to the Risen Throne. Hurled into the Abyss from the Enemy’s Presence, the souls’ choices and indulgences in life had been severe enough that they had not been given a place within Purgatarion.

    Once cast into the Abyss, and claimed by the great Vortex of the Shining One, they were consigned to terrible fates. Crafted in the image of Adonai, a human spirit left unchanged within the Ten-Fold Kingdom invited the kind of brutality and agony being meted out all around.

    She understood the reason for the dedication of the tormentors. In a small way, the denizens of the Ten-Fold Kingdom could find a measure of revenge in torturing the living images of Adonai.

    Dagian had no doubt it was something demonic powers never tired of. The rage they bore towards the Enemy was unquenchable. She could only hope that her service merited a full transformation into something new, a form reflecting the abyssal worlds, when she crossed the Veil one day.

    Yet as she watched the grisly scenes transpire, she began to understand that they held much more purpose than the mere torturing of souls. Focusing in upon the ground-level activity, Dagian began to perceive the rest of an infernal process involving the human souls.

    One of the ogre-like entities by a pool just ahead reached down and hauled one of the human souls out of the rocky cauldron. The bulky creature showed no reaction to the touch of the fiery liquid upon its skin, acting as if the substance was little more than tepid water.

    The soul’s appearance after its internment in the pool was unrecognizable, its form entirely covered with ghastly blisters from head to foot. It made no effort to move, simply quivering in place where the horned giant had flung it down onto the rocky surface.

    As Dagian and her companions drew nearer to the pool, she heard the ogre-thing address the soul in a grating, low-pitched voice. “Blisters removed? Knife sharpened?”

    It then made a low, rumbling sound that Dagian took to be a semblance of laughter. Leaning over, the creature took the large blade held in its clawed right hand and began shearing off the blisters from the soul’s form, with no regard for its trembling victim.

    It was as if the soul was being skinned alive, as the knife sliced off large sections of blistered ‘skin.’ Dagian knew the soul was not physical in the way that she was, but in the non-physical realms things could still take on material properties. To the soul experiencing the shearing off of its bodily surface, the pain was entirely real.

    Underneath the blisters, the outer surface of the soul’s form was revealed to be glassy and dark-toned. Dagian, as best as she could understand what she saw, fathomed that the soul’s agonizing tenure within the pool had produced some kind of volcanic-like transformation.

    The ogre-being was rather quick and efficient in its preparation of the soul’s new form. Towards the end of the skinning, it made one pronounced slice deeper down the face of the soul, removing the shapes of the soul’s nose, lips, and other things that contributed to an individual identity. What remained was a garish, skeletal-like visage, composed of the glassy, dark substance.

    The facial features were not all that were removed in the skinning process. There was now no way of telling the soul’s previous identity, or even if it had been male or female before. What remained in the aftermath was a new creation, without identity and incapable of expression. When its grisly task was completed, the ogre-being lumbered away and left the altered soul behind, lying on the ground and showing no inclination to move.

    Passing by the pool, Dagian turned her head to see what happened to the soul after the process was finished, doubting that the human spirits were simply left abandoned following their transformation. Her answer came a few moments later, as one of the cat-headed creatures from above alighted close to the side of the soul.

    The entity clutched the body roughly with its claws, pulling it onto the fiery cloud-platform. A moment later, the creature lifted off the ground and hastened away with its quarry.

    Dagian slowed her pace, watching the entity rise higher into the skies as it headed off to some other destination. She thought about the human soul and pondered what was intended for it, wherever it was being taken.

    “The Namahage,” Osamu said at her side in a low voice, just above a whisper. Drawing her attention from the skies, he was nodding towards the brawny wards of the pools. He then glanced up towards the skies, and nodded again. “The Kasha.”

    Dagian said nothing in response, but nodded her head in acknowledgement of Osamu’s words. There would be time enough for questions later, and she did not want to create any unintended disturbances that an attempt at conversation might bring into such an unusual atmosphere.

    Her group continued onward at a steady pace, passing through the midst of a tremendous multitude of pools. She watched the ongoing process with the human souls in all of its facets, as new souls were brought down from the heights and consigned to the pools, and other souls were dragged out and prepared with the blades of the Namahage to be taken away by the airborne Kasha.

    Unable to watch any one incident for very long, Dagian found it hard to tell how long it took for the souls to undergo the transformation, from their initial immersion within the pools to the moment that they were pulled out by the Namahage. She surmised that the process was not swift, and that the souls endured a lengthy agony within the molten liquid.

    When it appeared there would be no end to the pools, the obsidian pathway finally reached a strange oasis in the fiery maelstrom. On the approach, it looked like nothing more than an expansive circle of flatter ground, devoid of any pools or pits. Three other pathways also ended at the open circle, the four paths set equidistant to each other.

    “Go alone from here, Underwood-sama,” Osamu instructed firmly. He had drawn to a halt with the others of their group, stopping a few paces away from the end of the pathway. “I can go no further. I have not earned the right to speak with Amanzako. You are not a dedicated servant of hers, so you may approach. As Kiyohimi said, do so with the knowledge that you risk being held here if she desires it.

    “I must tell you again that there is nothing I can do to intercede for you if that happens. I must be certain that you understand this, as it is I who will answer for helping to bring you here. I ask you one last time. Do you understand the risks that you take?”

    “I understand,” Dagian said, determined only to gain what she had come there for.

    “Proceed. We shall await you without,” Osamu pronounced with great solemnity. With a gesture of his right hand, he indicated for her to continue forward.

    Having no idea what to expect, Dagian strode to the end of the pathway and walked into the open circle. The moment her foot left the obsidian surface and touched the ground of the circle was like stepping from one realm into another. The pool-filled, arid landscape vanished immediately from sight and she found herself standing before a great, grass-covered hill. The skies were no longer masses of fire, but instead resembled something much more like the physical world she came from.

    Large masses of light gray clouds traversed the sky at a slow, steady pace. The sulfuric scents and heat of the environment she had stepped out of were replaced with a crisp coolness, the touch and taste of the air before the falling of rain.

    The top of the hill held a lone figure and a magnificent-looking cherry blossom tree. The elegant tree was still adorned with a host of brilliant blooms, a few of which were breaking free and drifting down gently as she watched.

    Dagian knew at once that the one she sought was the individual standing near the base of the tree. She could not see the face of the figure, as its back was turned squarely to Dagian.

    She glanced back, and saw there was no sign of the others. An undulating terrain of large hills and mountains stretched into the distance, as far as the eye could see.

    Taking a deep breath, and girding her resolve, Dagian turned her head and started forward. Walking up the hill, feeling the soft ground underfoot, she reflected on the surroundings to keep her nerves from gaining purchase inside her.

    The environment was in such stark contrast to what they had first passed through. While cool and a little moist, the air was entirely calm, and only the lightest of breezes stirred the quiet. No sun hovered above, and had there been one it would have been obscured by the overcast skies. Yet there was plenty of light, enough to see clearly to the far horizon.

    The clouds were decidedly gentle in their flow across the heights. Overall, a tranquil, beautiful scene encompassed Dagian, one that was entirely unexpected, given the fearsome reputation of Amanzako and the extreme harshness of the first environment she had encountered.

    Clad in elegant red robes that brushed the grassy summit, the figure at the top had long locks of jet black. The being turned slowly when Dagian finally reached the crown of the hill, revealing the fullness of its appearance.

    Dagian concentrated on keeping her face still as her eyes took in an unsettling, bestial countenance. Long of nose and fang, with extended, pointed ears, the figure carried a decidedly hostile expression, akin to a menacing snarl. The echoes of a human woman played about the features of the fell entity, but the traits of a feral beast were far more predominant.

    Dagian could feel a tremendous rage boiling behind the gaze of the Fallen Avatar, something far beyond what she had detected in the snake-woman Kiyohimi upon her group’s entrance. She knew that she was treading on very thin, fragile ground, and had to proceed with the utmost caution.

    Amanzako was an Avatar whose spirit burned fiercely with the desire for exacting vengeance on the Enemy. It was true that all of the Fallen Avatars, having been driven into the bottomless Abyss prior to the founding of the Ten-Fold Kingdom, thirsted for a degree of vengeance, but they handled the urge in widely disparate ways.

    Amanzako was almost entirely consumed, to a degree that some would describe as madness. Looking upon the Avatar’s face, Dagian could feel the searing waves of Amanzako’s lust for revenge.

    She knew it would not take much at all to trigger the Avatar’s furor. It was critical that she was exceedingly careful with her every response.

    “You have been blessed in abundance by Anat,” Amanzako stated. “Now you have come to seek deeper knowledge from me, so that you may serve the Shining One, and the One who is the blood and flesh of the Risen Throne. This is your purpose, is it not?”

    “It is, great Amanzako,” Dagian replied in a low, deferential voice, bowing low at the waist reverently to the powerful entity.

    The fact that Amanzako knew her purpose did not come as a surprise. It was likely the Fallen Avatar became aware of Dagian’s intent from the first moments she had set her mind toward the quest. One who engaged in the Craft and opened their eyes to the things of the Abyss was well-aware that the things of the Abyss could also look back into them.

    As Dagian answered, she continued feeling the waves of energy flowing from the other being. The emanations carried the purest essence of fury, and it was all Dagian could do to look back up into the countenance of the prominent figure before her.

    “Many seek, but only those who are strong deserve what I can give,” Amanzako stated. Her eyes narrowed, two concentrated pools of flame in a blood-red hue. Her voice began to rise in tenor, alarming Dagian immediately. “And I find all humans weak. Sniveling, fearful, corrupted … and humans are the image of the Enemy!”

    Amanzako’s lips peeled back, but the expression was more the bearing of fangs than it was a smile. It was one of the coldest, maniacal expressions Dagian had ever witnessed. The confidence she had carried into Amanzako’s realm was crumbling swiftly, as uncertainty slithered into her mind.

    “Can you overcome being the image of the Enemy?” Amanzako asked Dagian, in a tone dripping with malice.

    The skies darkened within moments, the clouds picking up speed until they were racing overhead at a pace dizzying to look upon. The cherry blossom tree discarded the rest of its petals in the winds whipping aggressively about the summit. The petals were whisked off the summit by the powerful gusts, until a barren, naked tree remained.

    “We are coming to the world you know, and our fury will have no bounds,” Amanzako thundered, her expression brimming with hostility. Her eyes were wide and her expression rabid, and for the first time Dagian questioned the wisdom of seeking an audience with the Fallen Avatar. “Vengeance shall be ours for the long-suffering we have endured.”

    Dagian found herself at a total loss, not knowing what to do or say. She fell down to her knees, hoping to show obeisance in the presence of the increasingly agitated spirit. Her hopes were fleeting.

    As Dagian knelt, the Avatar transformed, becoming a towering, multi-winged figure of flames wreathed in darkness. Her heart was filled with terror at the extraordinary sight.

    “Great Amanzako, I wish to shed the image of the Enemy. I wish to be a new creation of the Shining One in the Remaking,” Dagian said before the giant being, her words pouring out quickly in her rising state of fear. “I serve the Shining One in the world above with all my heart and soul. I came to you so I may be of more use to the Risen Throne. I work towards the vengeance you desire and renounce the curse of humanity forced upon me by the Enemy. I had no choice in that matter. Only the Shining One can free me to become a new creation.”

    The surging winds battered Dagian where she remained on her knees. Layers of thunder rippled across the skies above. For many unbearable moments, no answer was forthcoming from the fiery entity. Everything she had worked for and the fate of her soul teetered in a precarious balance.

    “The memunim of one who practices the Craft reflect the strength of their summoner,” Amanzako finally said. “Let us see how strong you truly are. If your memunim fail the test, you will not leave this realm. The flaming pits shall be your home!”

    Stark, vivid images of the boiling pits, screaming souls, and the Namahage blades welled up in Dagian’s mind. There would be no way to avoid the horrific, agonizing fate if she were to fail whatever test the Fallen Avatar was about to give.

    “Rise, and be measured!” Amanzako boomed.

    With a sweep of a blazing hand, the Avatar summoned up a concentrated channel of wind that picked Dagian off the ground and rushed her away from the summit. She was lifted steadily higher, and carried far across the skies. Leagues and leagues streaked past below her in a blur, until she was finally brought down into what looked to be a large caldera.

    The rapid descent unnerved Dagian, though whatever force governed the wind slowed the approach considerably as the rocky surface of the caldera’s basin drew nearer. Even so, she landed heavily on her back, gasping as the air was knocked out from her lungs.

    For a moment she lay still, hesitant to move for fear of what she would discover about her body. Carefully, she moved each of her limbs, and then propped herself up into a sitting position.

    To her great relief, Dagian found that she had not suffered any serious injuries. Slowly, and a little disoriented, she got her feet underneath her and stood up. Warily, she began looking around, turning about in place as she scanned the surroundings.

    Towering rock walls culminating in jagged ends encompassed her in the roughly circular space. Her eyes widened as she beheld several non-human forms perched on the rocks high above, positioned all around her.

    The appearance of each of the creatures resembled a large black crane, though their bodies were leathery, rather than feathered, and their eyes were like flames. Long-necked and long-legged, they were hideous mockeries of living things from Dagian’s world, and all of them were eyeing her hungrily.

    Standing upright, and peering down at her, was another strange being. The robed figure had the bearing and posture of a human, though its bird-like head dismissed any notions that it was a man or woman. In its right hand was a tall staff, and on its head rested a black cap.

    “This is a most unexpected delight. It appears that Great Amanzako has given you over to me, to do with as I please,” the bird-headed thing announced in a high-pitched voice. “I will destroy you, over and over again. No human can escape me. Try to resist, if you wish.”

    Its final words were spoken in a mocking, arrogant tone. Dagian could tell that the entity was both surprised and pleased at her appearance, and eager to carry out its stated intent.

    She had no time to ponder the strange being any further. With grating screeches, the demonic flock took off from their perches and began swooping down into the caldera, plunging directly towards her. There were only seconds left to act before the creatures reached her position.

    Steeling her mind, and reacting with instinct, Dagian called out to her memunim. In a speck of time, several of the wraith-like forms surrounded her.

    Dagian could feel their initial perceptions as they regarded the incoming attackers. They had no respect or fear for the things diving from the heights.

    The infernal entities screeched loudly with their membranous wings spread out wide. All instantly harbored a hate-filled furor for the approaching creatures who would dare to strike at the woman who had mastered them and commanded their loyalty.

    Flexing her willpower, she gave her memunim leave to fight without inhibition. Like a black lotus giving bloom, the memunim rushed upward from all around Dagian to meet the onrushing creatures.

    Dagian’s own rage had been stoked by the attack. She conveyed her desire to the memunim that they tear apart the things that dared to beset her.

    Like so many dark cloaks enveloping the flying entities, the memunim intercepted and engulfed the incoming creatures. A chaotic, ferocious melee broke out far above.

    Using their sharp beaks and sets of long talons, the flying creatures shrieked and fought back vigorously. Above them, their bird-headed master loosed an enraged screech that echoed off the walls of the caldera.

    At once, Dagian felt something amiss, and brought her eyes back down to the ground level. Her breath caught in her throat, and she nearly tumbled backward.

    Scuttling towards her was a creature that in some ways looked like an enormous centipede. It had a host of legs, and a segmented form, but the comparison ended there. Its head was a macabre, ghastly assortment of eyes and pincers, encircling a maw lined with concentric rows of razor-sharp, inward-curving teeth.

    For a brief instant, she stared into the depths of a hellish fate filled with unimaginable agonies. There was nowhere to hide, and certainly no place for her to run.

    Her memunim were too far away to come to her aid. Every one of them was already embroiled in the vicious fray with the winged nightmares that served the bird-headed figure with the staff.

    Yet just as fast as the paralysis of fear had come over her, Dagian’s willpower surged to the fore and regained the initiative. Reaching out, and drawing upon the essences of Amanzako’s realm, Dagian called upon the skies to rain fire down upon the multi-legged nightmare hastening towards her.

    To call upon the elements of a realm governed by a Fallen Avatar that she did not serve was a bold and far-reaching act. Yet the Craft had always enabled her to channel her focus, in the imposition of her will, to achieve a given task.

    A deeper wisdom bestowed the clear understanding that what she was doing was not ultimately a matter of her own will either. Everything she did in response to the challenges was an act of mere survival so that she could carry out the Will of the Shining One.

    Her own will was entirely subordinate to the Risen Throne, conferring a purity of intent to all her actions in response to the mortal threats being hurled at her. As Amanzako’s realm was subordinate to the Shining One, the exercise of Dagian’s will in full harmony with the Will of the Shining One commanded tremendous authority and power.

    Dagian could feel power surging and coalescing around her body. Her skin tingled all over with the building force. When it seemed the very air around her would tear apart, she cried out, and thrust her arms skyward.

    The skies above crackled and pulsed with tremendous bursts of horizontal lightning that lit up the caldera in great flashes. A mass of brilliant streaks converged into one searing bolt that shot down into the heart of the basin and exploded the horrid thing rushing towards her.

    One moment she could hear the grating scrapes of its teeming claws scuttling along the rock surfacing. In the next, luminous bits of the thing were flying all over the caldera. Wherever they landed, the light-leaking remains of the creature diffused swiftly, until there was nothing left of the thing to be seen.

    The peril eliminated, Dagian quickly looked back upward, to see what had become of the airborne melee. The combat was already dwindling down, and where the attackers had significantly outnumbered her memunim at the outset, the situation was now reversed.

    There was no doubting the outcome of the fighting, and Dagian felt a torrent of elation about the impending victory. She stood still and savored every last moment watching the winged assailants being destroyed to the last.

    She watched two of her memunim, each grasping a wing of one of the flying creatures, dash the thing unceremoniously against the side of the caldera. The creature screeched horribly as it was shredded apart, its wings torn free and pieces of its body falling like tongues of light. The smallest descended for a short distance before vanishing entirely. The larger remains plummeted to the ground below, where they took longer to fade away.

    Another memunim whipped around one of the creatures like a small, black cyclone, twisting the beaked head right off its body. The separated head and body fell all the way to the ground, landing just a few paces from where Dagian was standing. She watched the segments as they began to dissipate and lose the appearance of solidity, taking on greater translucence as they ebbed away to nothing.

    The struggle continued until all of the attackers had been savagely ripped apart. Her defenders carried her will and fury out to the fullest extent in their engagement of the hellish flock. The attackers had all been brought to ruin, proving to be no match for the powerful wraiths she commanded.

    As if parading in victory, the dark shapes drifted along the edge of the caldera in the aftermath. From what Dagian could tell from a quick assessment, only one or two of the wraiths had been lost in the fighting.

    The caldera fell into deep silence once again. Dagian peered upwards, glaring towards the staff-bearing, bird-headed entity, who was still observing the proceedings.

    “You destroyed those who had been given to me!” it shrieked with rage, the disbelief underlying its words unmistakable. “Human filth! Who do you think you are? You were given to me!”

    “I was not given to you. I was put to the test, and it was you who attacked,” Dagian replied coldly.

    She took note that her memunim were not all that far from the entity. As her anger swelled, they slowed to a halt.

    They hovered in place, like dutiful sentinels, awaiting their next command. With a clear, concise thought, she gave it to them a moment later.

    Moving swiftly, far too fast for the robed entity to react, they engulfed the bird-headed figure and snatched it away from the caldera’s rim. It screeched and protested vehemently, but the memunim gave the entity no heed.

    Dagian’s wraiths bore the captive thing down to the base of the caldera. Once they reached the bottom, they moved the entity over to where she was standing, depositing the figure roughly onto the ground before her.

    It tried to resist as the staff was ripped out of its hands, and the cap was yanked from its head, but its struggles were futile. Dagian then had her memunim tear way the being’s robes to humiliate it further, revealing a skinny, bony, mottled body underneath the dark outer garments.

    “Who is at the feet of whom?” she asked the naked being icily. “If this is a realm that honors vengeance, then you who would dare attack me have brought vengeance down upon yourself.”

    The thing erupted in a torrent of threats and curses, though it was held fast to the ground by her memunim. It was helpless, and could not move to escape or act upon its words. At another mental command from Dagian, her wraiths lifted the creature up and turned it over, so that its front side was pressed against the caldera’s surface.

    Dagian casually picked up its staff, and set her foot at the base of the creature’s neck. With another thought of command, one of her memunim lifted its head off the ground, and oriented it such that the beak’s end touched upon the surface.

    The large wraith applied enough pressure to stop the thing from twisting its head to the side, also preventing it from opening its beak to respond to Dagian’s words. Effectively, the thing’s head was pinned in place. The indignant rage in the creature fled, replaced with a raw terror that Dagian found delectable.

    “I claim my vengeance upon you,” Dagian declared, feeling an electrifying sense of excitement and power.

    Holding the staff high in both hands, she brought the end of it rushing down squarely onto the back of the thing’s head. The sheer force of the blow shattered its beak apart, the bits scattering even as the rest of its head was driven downward and pulped into an unrecognizable mess against the rock surface.

    Immediately, its body began to show signs of fading. She had dispatched the creature instantly, consigning the essence of its soul to the Void.

    The vision of her enemy in ruins was intoxicating, and Dagian smiled with the euphoria of triumph. Her memunim had reflected her own conviction and strength, delivering a resounding defeat to the bird-headed emissary and its monstrous flock. She had directly called abyssal power into her control when she had summoned the massive lightning bolt to destroy the huge, multi-legged creature. There was little doubt she had passed the test given to her by Amanzako.

    As she continued watching the remains of her opponent dissipate, she was abruptly lifted from the ground as a gust picked her up and carried her out of the caldera. On the power of the infernal wind she sped across the sky, the ground far beneath racing by once again.

    She felt herself slowing and descending as the hilltop with the prominent cherry blossom tree came into view once more. Dagian was set down upon the ground at the summit, this time much more gently than she had been deposited within the rocky caldera.

    The skies were rolling by slowly again, and the tree was full of blooms once more. The towering, flaming figure assumed by Amanzako prior to the test was gone, replaced once again by the robed being with the animalistic countenance.

    “Vengeance is the sweetest of nectars, is it not?” Amanzako asked Dagian in a calm tone, though the Avatar’s expression still hinted at the maniacal.

    “It is, Great Amanzako,” Dagian replied, hoping the Fallen Avatar’s churning rage could now be constrained.

    “You have been measured, and you will be allowed to depart my dominion,” Amanzako announced.

    Dagian gave Amanzako a deep, extended bow in acknowledgement, feeling tremendously relieved at the pronouncement. She said nothing, and waited patiently for the Fallen Avatar to continue.

    “Provide for those in service to me, and I shall extend you deeper knowledge,” Amanzako said. “Bring them to serve you in your given task from the Risen Throne.”

    Dagian nodded, and replied in a low voice, “I shall provide for all of those who serve you, Great Amanzako. And I shall bring them into my task on behalf of the Risen Throne.”

    The winds then began to pick up considerably, and the skies took on a darkened hue. More petals began raining down from the tree.

    To all appearances, it felt as if a storm was about to manifest. Tendrils of unease snaked through Dagian as the changes occurred. She feared Amanzako’s ire had somehow been ignited again.

    “You may now receive my grace,” Amanzako boomed suddenly.

    A column of lightning much brighter and wider than the one Dagian had called into the caldera barreled down from the sky and engulfed her. Incomprehensible pain filled her,a blinding agony that consumed her every thought.

    When the lightning released its burning hold, Dagian felt the presence of something new embedded deep inside her. She understood that she had received both power and knowledge from the savage-looking Fallen Avatar before her. Amanzako had given great favor to Dagian, just as Anat had done within the heart of Set’s realm.

    “Go now!” the Fallen Avatar commanded her. “You have been given what you sought. Look to the day you can shed the image of the Enemy, and become an image of the Shining One!”

    Dagian gave Amanzako another low bow. Turning at once, and not wanting to risk any provocation that a moment’s delay might bring, she walked with a brisk step down the slope.

    The winds whipping about the hill lashed out furiously, and a menacing thunder rolled through the skies above. A storm of tremendous magnitude was forming up rapidly, and Dagian knew it was all a reflection of the Fallen Avatar who had just dismissed her.

    Before she had gotten far from the base of the hill, Dagian’s vision shimmered and she found herself back among the fiery, boiling pits tended by the hulking Namahage. Strangely, she felt a sense of relief as she gazed upon one hurling the naked form of a man into the burning pool. The harsh sight reflected an order to things that was sustained, even if it was so utterly brutal.

    The ones who Dagian had come with were waiting for her. Gordon’s face had a look of relief, and, for a brief moment, the touch of a smile came to the face of Osamu.

    “Amanzako has found favor with you,” Osamu said. “You would not be standing here otherwise.”

    Dagian nodded, sensing a trace of envy within the other man, but said nothing. Her mind still swarmed with thoughts and impressions of what had just happened to her.

    There was a wealth of new discoveries to unlock from inside her. She knew she was returning to her world much stronger than when she had left it.

    “It is time we departed,” Osamu said evenly. Turning, he started back in the direction they had come from.

    Dagian nodded, and walked with the others along the pathway. Though a few cast glances their way, the Kasha and Namahage paid the human visitors little heed, keeping their focus on the unfortunate souls they tended.

    Dagian eyed another of the human souls who had just been skinned by one of the Namahage, right as one of the Kasha arrived to collect the spirit in its shiny, altered form. She knew there was a purpose to the transformation. In the midst of a realm governed by a Fallen Avatar so consumed with thoughts of vengeance, Dagian had little doubt the souls would be used along that path of retribution.

    Kiyohimi stood to the side of the path, gazing quietly upon the group of humans following the lengthy return trek. She said nothing to them, a stony expression fixed upon her face as they passed.

    Once Dagian’s group was beyond the snake-woman, Kiyohimi slithered back onto the path behind them. She kept her reptilian eyes fixed on the departing group the entire time. Dagian got the feeling that the entity was astonished that she had returned from her audience with Amanzako.

    Gordon called the group to a halt. Once everyone was gathered together in a tight cluster, he engaged in a short chant that summoned a host of small wraiths.

    The dark forms encompassed the group and blotted out all sight of Amanzako’s realm. When the wraiths parted and faded from sight again, Dagian found herself back inside the ritual chamber beneath the pyramidal structure.

    A grin touched Dagian’s lips as she eyed the familiar surroundings, and she felt an elation that bordered on giddiness. She had braved the risks, been measured, and gained what she had come for. She was now in an even stronger position to carry out her given charge.

    “You appear to be quite pleased with your experience of Great Amanzako. May I ask what you are thinking?” Osamu asked.

    “I am very pleased, Yamaguchi-sama,” Dagian responded, smiling as she perceived the curiosity brimming within the other man. “I have good tidings for you as well. Amanzako wishes for you and those of your order to be a part of my work. It is time I introduce you to the Erkorenen whose progenitors once walked in your lands. They will be yours to command, but it is important that you must be ready to travel on a moment’s notice.”

    “It would be an honor to serve one who found direct favor with great Amanzako,” Osamu replied, extending her a respectful bow, one that was lower than the one he had rendered to her prior to the journey.

    Dagian’s mind was already conceiving of many places and possibilities where Osamu and those of his order would be highly useful. Once they had been paired with Erkorenen associated once with their own Kyotowan homelands, they would have the power they needed to confront almost any threat.

    A bit of insight gleaned from the gifts of Amanzako told Dagian to keep the continuity intact regarding the origins of both the Fallen Avatar’s human servants and the Erkorenen that they would work with. Though she did not fully understand why that was advantageous, Dagian was not about to question the deeper wisdom provided her. The gifts of Avatars were not to be questioned, but they were to be used wherever needed.

    “Let us all turn in for the night and get some rest,” Dagian said to Osamu and the others. “There is much to do when the new day arrives.”

    

    Gregory

    

    “Let’s get this little guy into the air,” Dante said, setting the multi-rotor contraption onto the ground and backing up a few paces.

    Not much wider than a food tray, the object carried night vision optics and was one of the best drones they had available. It had been fashioned for them by Layne Freeman, who had latched onto Gregory’s group and become good friends with Chuck.

    The latter development was not surprising at all. The two certainly shared a love for electronics, but Layne was more of the engineering type. Gregory was simply glad that Chuck had someone to better relate to within their group.

    At the present moment, Gregory could not be more grateful for the ingenious man. Layne had delivered them a little added help, at a time when they were at an extreme disadvantage.

    “We are going to need to get some more eyes up there soon,” Consuela stated pensively, looking to the skies from where she stood to the right of Dante.

    Gregory could see the edges of anxiety in her face and hear the unease in her tone of voice. He could not fault her for the trepidation, as she had very good reason to be deeply concerned.

    A few lethal operatives from the UCAS were loose within Venorterra. Gregory now accompanied a large contingent of irregulars doing everything they could to hone in on the interlopers.

    A wide net had been cast, but he knew very well that the hunter could quickly become the hunted, especially when dealing with the kind of enemy they were facing. There was no question that every ounce of Gregory’s experience and ability would be needed when dealing with the kind of apex predators that special operatives were.

    Currently, the militia force was zeroing in on a hilly region where there had been some recent killings conducted with efficiency and precision. The attacks on a few small militia outposts had all the hallmarks of being executed by highly-trained warriors.

    There had been no survivors, and not so much as a warning had been sounded. Only the practice of the militia outposts to check in regularly with each other had alerted the others that something had gone very wrong in the wooded hills.

    Gregory suspected the enemy operatives were Navy Orcas, the most elite warriors in all of the military branches.. Most deemed them to be the best of the best among the military’s various special operations groups.

    It mattered little that Gregory had a couple of hundred militia fighters in the immediate area, including a great many who possessed military experience. In an instant, the situation could transform into something resembling a herd of antelope walking into the midst of lions.

    The presence of such a valuable military asset as Orcas would be a deeply troubling development. Gregory knew the UCAS did not deploy the premium elements of their special forces idly. Orcas would be in Venorterra only for a specific mission. The thought vexed him. He simply could not fathom what the target would be.

    “What is it, man?” Dante asked, a frown deepening on his face.

    Gregory looked out into the night, knowing that killing shadows roved the darkness. He did not wish to spread fear in the men and women around him, but neither could he refrain from instilling suitable caution in them.

    “We’re going up against a different breed,” Gregory replied, grim-faced, as he looked to Dante, Consuela, and Jacob. “If it is what my gut tells me it is, we are going to need to be at our best. Don’t let your guard down for even a second.”

    A short distance off to the left, occupying a solid position on higher ground, were Sean, Corey, and Marcus. The three had night vision gear, including some optics with long range capability.

    The trio was at the outskirts of the multi-layered defensive position Gregory had ordered for the militia unit, arrayed so that the unit as a whole had all-around fire capability. Gregory had already given the three firm instructions to stay concealed while Dante launched the drone. He could only hope that they heeded him.

    “Well, no sense in waiting. Let’s take a look around from higher up,” Dante announced, using hand-held controls to set the drone’s rotors in motion. Swiftly building up speed, the whirring blades made little noise as the small device lifted off the ground and began climbing upward.

    A small monitor on the ground displayed what the cameras mounted on the drone could pick up. For the time being, the night vision mode had been selected, putting the familiar green and black imagery onto the monitor screen.

    Once the drone had lifted well above the treetops, Dante sent it forward of the position where Marcus and Gregory’s two developing young snipers were located. The image transmitted back to the monitor was not crystal clear, but it was good enough to show anything moving through the trees below.

    For the next several minutes, Gregory kept his eyes locked to the screen, while Dante sent the drone sweeping over the area forward of their position. The lack of anything seen moving in the woods, even after a few passes, was not a guarantee that the enemy was absent.

    Orcas were adept at concealment, and could thwart the lens of a drone easily enough. Gregory was just hoping that if the unknown interlopers were near, he could catch a sign of them on the move. It was the best chance the militia contingent would have of detecting the elite warriors.

    The night had a disconcerting silence to it, a weighty, oppressive air that Gregory knew all too well from his tours of duty overseas. Everything in him sensed that a storm was about to break. Whether or not the lightning would fall on him remained to be seen, but every instinct urged him to the highest state of alertness.

    A parade of treetops continued to flow across the monitor, showing nothing beneath their boughs. Gregory stared at the screen in pensive silence, the surrounding air pressing in heavier with each moment.

    “I can take it out a little farther,” Dante said in a low voice. “We’ve covered the ground ahead thoroughly by now, with multiple passes.”

    “Give it one more pass,” Gregory replied, his gaze unwavering.

    He barely got the words out of his mouth when chaos abruptly broke out upon the monitor, jolting Gregory into the moment as the camera tumbled and spun in a haphazard manner. A dizzying amalgam of sky and ground filled the monitor screen, making it impossible to tell the cause of the drone’s sudden plight.

    “What the hell?” Dante exclaimed aloud, working frantically at the controls.

    A still image of the forest floor, set at an awkward angle, snapped into view a moment later. The drone had fallen and hit the ground hard, lodging into place.

    “Something ran into it,” Dante remarked, glancing back to Gregory. “It was above the trees. I … “

    Dante stopped talking as the monitor was suddenly filled with a clear view of large claws, belonging to the leg of something that was decidedly inhuman. Gregory stared at the image in a mind-spinning state of both amazement and disbelief.

    The claws and leg disappeared abruptly from sight. A moment later, the drone was lifted from the ground, and then slammed downward with great force. The screen flickered and went entirely black a couple of seconds later.

    Gregory brought up his field radio and spoke quickly. “Marcus, your position is compromised up there. Unknown threat from the air. Pull back now.”

    He then proceeded to issue commands to the other militia fighters occupying positions forming the layers of the defensive ring. Urging them to stay alert and prepare to engage, Gregory informed the various positions that hostiles were near.

    Looking towards those with him, Gregory saw that Dante and Jacob already had their rifles at the ready, and Consuela was in the act of bringing down the night-vision lenses attached to her helm. Gregory lowered his own goggles into place, and turned his eyes skyward, still wondering what he had just seen on the monitor.

    Pounding footsteps announced the arrival of Marcus, Corey, and Sean, but Gregory did not react to their return. His eyes were fixed towards the large, winged shape that had just glided into view.

    To his astonishment, the strange thing flapped its broad wings. Gregory knew that unless the flying object was some unprecedented new drone prototype, he was looking at a living creature.

    He shouldered his select-fire rifle. With the weapon set to a three-round burst mode, Gregory moved the barrel slowly to the left as he tracked the creature. Squeezing the trigger, he sent three shots towards his winged target.

    It jerked about as the bullets tore into its body, and a piercing shriek filled the air a moment later. In a display of dexterity and speed that astonished Gregory, the thing sharply changed directions, banking away to the left and flying out of his sight.

    “What the hell is that?” Dante asked, staring after the creature.

    “I don’t know, but it destroyed the drone, and it’s not our friend,” Gregory replied evenly. “Don’t hesitate to shoot it.”

    “There’s more than one of them up there,” Consuela said firmly, as another winged shape came into view in the night sky.

    It flew in from the right. The second creature appeared to be longer of body and broader of wingspan than the one he had just wounded.

    “Give it a nice lead welcoming!” Gregory ordered.

    Shots rang out through the trees, as they opened fire on the creature in the skies. Another inhuman cry erupted. The flying entity flapped its wings rapidly and descended in an awkward, downward-spiraling fashion.

    “Looks like we brought one of the bastards down for sure,” Gregory observed.

    “We wounded it good, no doubt about that,” Consuela declared, with an undercurrent of delight.

    “Should we go see what that thing is?” Dante asked.

    Gregory shook his head. “No, we need to keep to our positions, where we’ve got interlocking fields of fire. Who knows what those things are, or how many of them are out there? But we do need to move to some better cover.”

    Turning his head to glance at the others with him, Gregory’s heart thundered as he took in an unexpected, dismaying sight. There was no time to call out a warning. It felt as if time stood still.

    Sean never saw the winged nightmare hurtling out of the darkness towards him. It had come in from behind the group, and closed in upon its target in silence, without raising a single shout of alarm.

    The creature’s shadow engulfed Sean a second before he was driven hard to the ground. Curving, sharp claws hooked into his back and began tearing savagely into his flesh. Jaws lined with needle-like teeth clamped down and ripped a gory chunk away from the span between Sean’s neck and shoulder. A meek, blubbering cry escaped the unfortunate man’s lips, and blood streamed thickly from his mouth.

    The creature was easily much longer of body than Gregory, and standing upright would have loomed over a foot taller. It had a bat-like visage, all the way down to its shorter snout and large, triangular ears. Its membranous wings were folded in closer to its body, and the thing braced itself on the part of its wings where a prominent, singular claw sprouted.

    A layer of fine gray fur covered its body, but its longer legs, and echoes in the shape of the creature’s upper torso, recalled the form of a human. Also different from any bat that Gregory had ever seen, the creature had a pair of thin arms, both ending in sets of elongated claws. The latter were free to rend its victim at will, since the creature’s body weight was propped up, using its wings for support. Everything happened in a flash of time.

    “Sean!” Gregory exclaimed in fury and abhorrence, leveling his weapon and squeezing the trigger.

    A three-round burst cut through the night and tore into Sean’s monstrous assailant. The beast shrieked and recoiled, rearing back into a standing position for a brief instant.

    Moving with an unusual gait and hunching posture, the creature hurried away. Gregory sent several more trios of bullets racing in its direction. Many more high-pitched cries erupted, and the creature thrashed about as bullets repeatedly slammed into its body. Despite taking many hits, the thing kept moving and disappeared among the trees.

    Gregory stared after the creature in sheer incredulity. He knew he had drawn blood and wounded it many times over, but to his bewilderment the thing had somehow been able to get away.

    At that moment, an outbreak of gunfire sounded off to the right. The radio reported a moment later that one of the other defensive positions, under a veteran that Gregory trusted named Ken Tanaka, was taking fire.

    Gregory had few doubts that the winged beasts were connected in some way with the enemy operatives now firing on the militia position. After a quick check that confirmed that Sean was dead, Gregory led the others with him to a fallback position.

    Using depressions in the ground, rocks, and trees, Dante and the others with Gregory took up new positions. Most oriented their weapons on the forward area, but Gregory had Consuela and Marcus keep an eye both above and behind them, using their night vision to look out for more of the winged entities.

    Gunfire rattled into the night, and another radio check revealed that the militia position under fire had taken some casualties. The last thing Gregory needed was for the enemy’s special operatives to slip into the defensive ring through a breech, especially when their winged beasts could come down right on top of them.

    “Leaving you in charge here, Consuela. Let the others know about the airborne threat, and hold this position,” Gregory stated. “I’m going to check in on Ken’s group.”

    “You got it,” Consuela replied confidently from behind him. “We won’t let those winged sons of bitches get anyone else.”

    Turning, Gregory nodded with a solemn expression as the two shared an extended look. Though nothing would be given vent at the moment, he knew from the look in her eyes that she shared the hot pain he felt at losing Sean.

    Discipline would carry them both forward in the face of their dangerous circumstances, but it would not provide any consolation. Sorrow would lurk patiently, and wait for the kind of lonely, vulnerable moments that soldiers of all ages knew far too well.

    Moving out from his cover, Gregory kept his profile low as he headed towards the sound of the gunfire. Not wanting to get shot in the dark by the other militia positions, he radioed the other group leaders in the vicinity as he progressed, exchanging passwords.

    The militia had not yet adopted a precise structure involving rifle teams, squads, platoons, and the like. With well over half of the militia members having no military background, that kind of organization would take a little more time to implement.

    With all of the threats from the UCAS, the plain truth was that the breakaway provinces had to make use of every person available and willing to help defend them. But there had been enough time to get some basic order and discipline established among the various subgroups. The structure paid another dividend as Gregory was able to make it to Ken’s position without any mishaps occurring.

    He made a quick mental note to commend the various group commanders later. There was no question that the militia was becoming a more efficient paramilitary force with each passing day.

    “What have we got here, Ken?” Gregory asked in a low voice, crawling up on his belly to reach the group leader.

    “They haven’t tried to flank us, or move in on us yet, but we already have two down,” Ken replied from where he was crouched, peering ahead with night vision goggles on.

    A short man with a stocky build, Ken had a solid military background with several years of infantry experience. Circumstances had thrust him into being one of the group commanders in the militia. He had swiftly displayed an aptitude for leading others, much to Gregory’s relief in a situation where there was a precarious shortage of capable leadership.

    Ken was also a very tough individual, something that Gregory had experienced first hand, having worked out with him several times on some of the quieter days. During sparring and hand-to-hand combat routines, Ken displayed a high proficiency in Judo, the martial art whose origins resonated with his own ethnic heritage.

    With his shorter arms and lower center of gravity, he was well-suited to executing all of the various throws and holds with great effectiveness. Yet as formidable of a fighter as Ken was, his skills would be a last resort under the current dilemma, when enemies could lash out of the dark with bullets at any given moment.

    Joining Ken at his side, Gregory peered through his own night vision goggles and began looking for any hint of the attackers. Everything looked still, and a tense silence fell over the area.

    Gregory felt a deep unease. He cast a glance skyward, relieved to see nothing but the moon, stars, and slow-drifting clouds.

    “I think we may be up against Orcas,” Gregory said. He paused for a moment, before adding. “And something else.”

    “Orcas are more than enough of a problem,” Ken replied under his breath. “What else is there?”

    “Some biological experiment, I think,” Gregory explained. “But we got attacked by winged creatures.”

    “Winged creatures?” Ken asked.

    Gregory heard the incredulity in the other man’s voice. He did not fault Ken, as the claim sounded like something right out of a movie.

    “I saw one of them from pretty close, it killed one of my men. They’re winged, organic, and very ugly,” Gregory said. “Just make sure everyone keeps an eye on what might be above them, as well as around them.”

    “On top of possible Orcas,” Ken muttered, with an air of great frustration.

    After disseminating some further instructions and warnings to the other militia group leaders, the two men settled down into an extended watch. A couple of times, bursts of gunfire erupted from other members of the militia. Each time proved to be the result of nervous reactions to perceived movements among the trees. In such a tense environment, even those with training could become susceptible to the flicker of a shadow.

    With nothing visual detected, and no incoming fire, there was nothing to help Gregory determine the enemy’s current position. Checking with the other militia positions, he found the same situation everywhere. There were no signs of the winged entities either.

    As the night wore on, Gregory got the unpleasant feeling that the winged entities and operatives firing on the militia positions had accomplished their aims. He suspected they were not seeking an all-out engagement. Rather, they were keeping the large force of fighters squarely in place, effectively pinned down.

    Whatever the enemy’s true mission objective was, it involved something located away from the positions that the men and women with Gregory had taken. He could not fathom what it might be, as there was nothing of great strategic value in the vicinity. Yet inside his heart, he knew an important enemy operation was still underway, even as he continued looking out for signs of winged monsters.

    

    Seth

    

    With the additions of Rowan and Christa, Seth’s group headed back into the woods. Wishing to get to Christa’s parents as soon as possible, they chose to go largely unencumbered.

    Not wanting to leave their supplies out in the road, if anything unexpected happened to the convoy site while they were gone, Seth and his friends deposited most of what they had gathered in a brush-concealed stash located just inside the tree line. As Raymond explained it to the others, it was not just a matter of drones they had to be concerned with. There was also the strong possibility of people living in the immediate area being drawn to the halted column of vehicles.

    It could not be ruled out that any newcomers would turn to looting. With so many vehicles fully intact and loaded up with supplies, the column presented a tantalizing opportunity to anyone struggling in such a time of disruption and hardship.

    There did not seem to be any formal security in place to stop scavengers either. During all the time Seth and the others had been gathering supplies, there had not been one sign of the sheriff, deputies, or any of the police officers who had been in charge of the column. Most had probably died in the drone strikes on the front and rear of the column, but Seth would have thought that a few officers or deputies would have escaped the carnage.

    Twilight had ebbed, and the shadows beneath the forest canopy had grown and intertwined with the young night. But at the present all were in better spirits, especially Seth as he walked through the trees alongside Christa.

    As dire as their circumstances were, he could not believe his good fortune in finding himself in a position to be of help to her. Taking nothing for granted, he intended to enjoy the moments with her for as long as they lasted.

    He knew she would be riding with her parents and others down the highway soon enough. Seth doubted that he and his friends would be taking Rowan’s father up on his offer to go along with them. Casting a sideways glance and taking in her profile, Seth knew he would do anything that he could for her.

    Catching him looking in her direction, Christa smiled back. Her eyes seemed to sparkle.

    Knowing he was blushing, and feeling a little sheepish at being caught, he grinned and took his eyes away. The echoes of her radiant smile filled his mind and spurred his heart to beat faster. His next steps felt lighter, as a sensation of weightlessness came over his knees.

    The immersion into pleasant thoughts proved to be fleeting, scattered harshly from his mind a second later as the distant sounds of gunfire rang out in the night. Seth and Christa hunched down in reflex, and the group came to an abrupt stop.

    Everyone remained still in the aftermath, listening carefully. More gunfire sounded a few moments later, this time coming from several weapons firing together.

    “That’s a good distance from here,” Raymond said, keeping his voice low. “Definitely automatic rifles though. I can tell that much.”

    Any disturbance was enough to spike his anxiety, but as Raymond indicated, the shots did not sound like they were close. He cringed again as more gunfire rang out. The short bursts were just a prelude to the largest and longest eruption yet, which occurred within a few moments.

    “Sounds like there’s a lot of shooters involved,” Jonathan said from where he and Annika had knelt down by a wide tree trunk.

    “Seems like whatever it is, it is escalating too,” Annika observed.

    “I say we get done doing what we need to do, before anything gravitates this way,” Raymond said. “Like I said, those are automatic weapons. I don’t think they’re hunting deer. Let’s get moving.”

    Standing back up, Raymond did not have to gauge consensus. Everyone straightened up at his words, and the group started forward at his lead again.

    The shots in the distance told of a firefight going on somewhere in the darkness. Seth wondered who the combatants were, but he worried that it was related in some way to the attack on the convoy.

    The woods immediately surrounding his group remained quiet. As they proceeded, Seth took in controlled breaths of air, working to steady his rattled nerves.

    The sooner they were on their way to Madison, the better, even if they had to walk the entire distance. He listened to the sounds of their footsteps crunching on pine needles and twigs, and slowly began to relax.

    He had not gotten settled back down for long when, to the right, some movements out of the corner of his eye caught his attention. He turned his gaze towards the motion, and saw something small and dark, perhaps bat-sized, flitting among the trees less than twenty paces away.

    A metallic glint raised his curiosity further as the winged form crossed through a beam of moonlight. The thing appeared to hover in place for a few moments before moving off into the deeper shadows.

    Pondering a way to describe the strange thing, he thought about telling the others about what he saw, but did not have much time to ponder the odd phenomenon. An unwelcome interruption manifested out of the shadows less than a minute later. Seth flinched. It seemed as if the darkness itself was moving.

    “Everyone stay right where you are! Hands in the air!” a loud, harsh-sounding voice barked, breaking the stillness.

    “Your path ends right here, you traitorous bastards!” growled a helmeted figure, standing squarely in the path of the group, with the barrel of a submachine gun leveled towards them. “You are all going on a little trip north with us, and I strongly suggest you cooperate.”

    Seth’s heart sank precipitously. His blood ran cold as he saw several other armed individuals in dark attire emerging from places of concealment. All had weapons at the ready, and were wearing helmets and night vision goggles. Looking around, Seth saw that his group was completely surrounded. There was no use trying to run.

    A clammy chill came over him as he looked down and saw a red dot in the center of his chest, moving ever so slightly. For a moment, it caused him to forget to breathe. He knew very well what the laser dot represented. Similar red marks were trained on every member of his group.

    “Hands in the air, now! All of you!” commanded the first trooper who had spoken. “No heroes here, or you will regret it!”

    One by one, Seth and his friends had their hands bound behind their backs with plastic ties. He grimaced as the trooper securing him pulled the plastic loop tight on his wrists.

    “Noooo!” Christa shouted fearfully, struggling furiously with her bindings.

    Seth knew she was thinking of her parents, who were undoubtedly close, but he feared what the troopers would do to her. His concern for her overwhelming his own fears, he tried taking a step towards her. He was yanked back hard before he had completed one stride.

    “You want to get hurt boy?” the trooper behind him queried in a tone thick with warning.

    With swift precision, one of the other troopers gagged Christa, stifling her cries. Her eyes gleamed with fear..

    “Anyone else got anything to say?” one of the troopers asked in a snide tone. “No? Didn’t think so. If you get the itch we’ll stuff your mouths like her.”

    “You kids caused us a lot of trouble, but now you’ll be answering for it,” the trooper directly ahead of them, apparently the leader of the squad, told the group of captives. His voice rose as he addressed his own men. “Alright, let’s move out! We’ve got zero twenty hours to get to the extraction point.”

    Seth felt a firm grip on his shoulder, just before he was unceremoniously shoved forward. He almost tumbled over, but somehow kept his footing beneath him. In the dark he could not see much as the troopers led them away.

    His hopes sank ever lower as they walked through the dark forest. Seth knew inside his heart that the troopers were from the UCAS. Similar to the matter involving the gunshots they heard in the distance, he suspected there was no coincidences between the presence of the troopers and the recent drone strike on the convoy.

    A feeling of icy dread began growing within him. Thinking upon the words of the squad’s leader, Seth began to suspect that the drone strike had a dedicated purpose behind it, one that involved him, Jonathan, Annika, and Raymond.

    If that was indeed true, then many had died that day because Seth and his friends happened to be in the convoy. Not ready to deal with the implications, he shoved the thought from his mind before a wave of guilt could consume him. The thought that anyone died because of him was a torment that he was in no condition to face.

    As for Christa and Rowan, the two simply had the misfortune of being with them when they were captured. A good young guy and the girl of his dreams were now squarely in harm’s way due to their association with Seth and his friends. The bitter thoughts sprouted heavy feelings of blame that Seth could not hold back, sending his mind and heart reeling.

    

    Uria

    

    “Today, we make our presence known. We make our strength known. We will show them that we can seize control if we so choose,” Carlton stated in a relaxed, confident fashion. He gazed out of the upper story window, which afforded him a high vantage looking out over a large swathe of the city.

    “You not wish us to fight?” Uria asked. The An-Ki leader was surprised and disappointed that his clan was being kept back from the looming attack.

    Carlton shook his head, and glanced towards him. “No, this shall be a quick and bold demonstration. An exercise of power that will make a definitive, irrefutable statement on our part.”

    Uria did not understand Carlton’s intent. There was no question that he and the other members of his clan were the strongest warriors available for the enigmatic figure to use.

    It had been the An-Ki who had brought one gang after another under firm obedience to Carlton. Uria and his ilk had coated the streets of the city with the blood of those who defied Carlton’s outreach to unify the gangs towards a common purpose.

    Behind Uria, Zeyya was silently fuming, though she said nothing. Uria could feel her deep anger and resentment at being denied the chance to take part in what looked to be a colossal effort.

    All morning, Carlton had pointed out to them the number of gang leaders who were heading into the elongated building that he called a warehouse. He had also pointed out the various places where a van, an individual, or a car marked positions where their enemies were keeping watch over the proceedings.

    “We are offering them tempting prey,” Carlton had commented, a short time earlier. “This is nothing more than setting the bait. The police are gathering, and they will soon be attacking in great force.

    “We have given them a tantalizing prize, one they cannot resist. They will act in strength to seize that prize, which is precisely what I want them to do. Soon, you both will see everything happen as I have said … and then we will spring the great trap on them. Let them swarm right into the jaws of it. They go to their own destruction.”

    Though Carlton’s tone had remained even and his face impassive throughout his steadfast observation from the window, Uria could sense that he relished what was about to happen. It made him all the more disappointed.

    “It looks like they are committing to their course,” Carlton announced, the trace of a smile showing on his lips. “Exactly as intended.”

    Uria’s eyes widened at the sudden flurry of activity that broke out just after Carlton spoke. Vehicles rushed in from every direction, blocking all the streets leading to the warehouse.

    From some of the vehicles and other places of concealment, a large number of helmeted figures armed with guns converged on the warehouse building from every direction. In the air above, a pair of helicopters drifted in and hovered over the rapidly developing scene.

    “They think they have the heads of the strongest gangs in Troy trapped now,” Carlton said, watching the unfolding activity. The hint of a smile playing on his lips grew more substantial. “They are about to get a very, very big surprise. Troy’s rapid reaction force has never faced a situation like the one about to unleash upon them.”

    The police force ringed the warehouse and had secured all of the approaches to it, but those under Carlton’s guidance had formed an even bigger ring. With the law enforcement elements engaged in their operation and committed to their course, the jaws of a much larger trap closed.

    Pouring into the streets, popping out of windows and taking up positions everywhere that Uria looked, were hundreds upon hundreds of well-armed gang fighters. Even as the first shots rang out, a thunderous explosion shook the ground and buildings in downtown Troy as the warehouse and everything in it was incinerated.

    “You kill the leaders? Of gangs?” Uria asked, viewing the incredible display of power. He watched the massive fireball mushrooming upward in a state of both fear and fascination.

    “Tunnels, my big friend, tunnels,” Carlton said. “Yes, a few men were sacrificed, but the leaders of the gangs are all safely underground.”

    A few of the police vehicles exploded, and a cacophonous storm of gunfire broke out. The police units deployed for the assault on the warehouse suddenly found themselves in a terrible predicament. Surrounded and assailed by a much larger force of gang-affiliated fighters, the police officers lost all initiative and were put on the defensive.

    Gunmen from a host of high positions all around the warehouse site, from upper story windows to rooftops, fired down upon the troopers. The eruption of fire from lofty heights made it extremely difficult for the troopers to find cover.

    Even the troopers who had taken up positions on the tops of a few buildings were rendered exposed and vulnerable. Everywhere Uria looked, police officers dropped to the ground dead or wounded, as bullets from the mass of gang fighters struck them down.

    Booms that shook the windows drew Uria’s eyes upward. He looked just in time to see the spray of debris from two destroyed helicopters. He watched the chunks of the aircraft raining down into the streets below.

    “What weapon?” Uria asked Carlton, wanting to know what could possibly unleash such power, enough to turn helicopters into wreckage in an instant.

    “Rocket-propelled grenades, which are taking care of some of the armored vehicles below too,” Carlton explained. “Troy might have succeeded in disarming the average man and woman in the street these past years, but the gangs have been building strength in arms for a long time. When you already deal beyond the boundaries of what is legal, there is no limit to what you can acquire.”

    The fighting in the streets did not last long. With nowhere to take cover and no escape routes, the police troopers caught within the trap were overwhelmed and cut down in swift fashion. Uniformed bodies littered the streets in abundance all around the warehouse.

    The gang-affiliated attackers soon began melting back into the city. Black smoke filled the skies from the fires of burning vehicles and the destroyed warehouse. The deafening layers of gunfire ebbed away until an eerie calm filled the area.

    “I would say that they did not expect several thousand gunmen to emerge right behind them,” Carlton said. He turned towards Uria. “This would not have been possible without the full cooperation of the gangs. And that would not have happened without the help of your clan.”

    Uria did not answer, as his thoughts were churning. He could only wonder at the ambitions of the figure he and his kind had assisted. Carlton was an enigma, and the huge demonstration of power instilled an even greater respect toward him.

    He glanced back towards Zeyya. The resentment and fury were gone from her eyes. The look she cast Uria was one of excitement and elation.

    Looking back towards Carlton, he asked, “When do we hunt next?”

    Carlton smiled. “There is much more to come. What was done today is just a part of an even larger purpose. It must be given time to accomplish its aims, but do not worry. You will hunt again soon.”

    Uria nodded, eager to feel the cool night air rushing past his muzzle and the thrill of chasing human prey. Not only were the An-Ki hunters, but they were naturally superior to the humans they had kept a distance from for so long.

    He could only marvel that it had taken a transition into another time and place to understand what should have been obvious all along. What remained was to find a path to become a master of the humans. The notion of forming a new, unprecedented type of clan was taking root inside his mind.

    Uria had already seen the possibilities of that path in the eyes of doomed men. Those that Uria, Zeyya, and the others had hunted down in the streets of Troy would have submitted to anything asked of them, if they had been allowed to live. Terror bred obedience, and there was no doubt the humans in the gangs could be made subservient to the An-Ki.

    Further, humans could be maneuvered and manipulated, as Carlton had demonstrated so effectively just moments before. Using his wit, Carlton had formed one group of humans to destroy another, one that he had deftly lured into a lethal trap.

    Uria looked back to Zeyya again, and shared a smile with her. There would be much to talk about later, but he knew Zeyya shared his disposition on the matter of humans. He wondered what she would think of his nascent vision, regarding a new kind of clan that included both An-Ki and humans.

    The only concern remaining was Carlton, who was something far more than a man. Uria wondered what he would think of any initiative taken by the An-Ki to create a kind of clan where the An-Ki were the chieftains and humans were the followers.

    His instincts told him Carlton would have no objections to the way that Uria and Zeyya felt. But he also knew that the cryptic figure would not compromise or put at risk his own plans, whatever they ultimately were.

    Uria would just have to find a way to bring the two things into harmony: taking authority over a body of humans, while doing nothing to disrupt Carlton’s aims. First, though, he had to discover more about the nature of Carlton’s plans, which were steeped in mystery.

    Carlton had already hinted at something even larger, indicating the existence of a bigger plan that the day’s spectacular events were merely a part of. The thought of what Carlton was ultimately working towards was highly intriguing, if not a little unsettling.

    The uncertainty ahead was another compelling reason for Uria to grow the strength of his clan and expand their influence in the human world. There might well come a day when Uria and the An-Ki would have to fend for themselves, and he wanted to be as prepared as possible.

    “Your expression tells me you are thinking about something of a serious nature,” Carlton said, staring towards him.

    Uria nodded, but said nothing in response.

    Carlton smiled, columns of smoke wafting skyward beyond the windows at his back. “It is good to see ambition rise, and new ideas take form. When you are ready, I invite you to talk to me about it.”

    “I will,” Uria replied, trying to keep his face from showing the surprise and reticence he felt, perceiving that Carlton had just looked into his very thoughts.

    

    Xavier

    

    “Chaos is breaking out all across that city!” Xavier snapped at the TTDF commanders who had been hastily summoned. “We have rioting going on in many sections of Troy, and there is little response to quell it. Not a surprise, when a few hundred law enforcement officers die in one day, and over a thousand more are incapacitated by their wounds! That’s an effective loss of nearly fifteen hundred in just one day!”

    “We have several strong assets nearby. What would you have us do?” one of Xavier’s officers questioned him.

    “Have us do?” Xavier asked, in a tone of incredulity. “What did we expect out of a long-existing situation where gang members outnumbered police officers fifty to one? And that was long before the rebellion in the south and midwest. They see us as weak, and they are asserting themselves.”

    “They were never united like this,” another officer commented. “This is unprecedented.”

    “I don’t care how things were in the past, the gangs in Troy are certainly united now!” Xavier growled. “That’s over a hundred-thousand strong enemy force embedded in just one city!”

    “There are similar numbers of gang members in Yorvik and Santo Reina,” another officer interjected. “But we don’t know if they’ve come together like they have in Troy.”

    “Which is why we will have to deploy all available assets, and that is not nearly enough if the gangs decide to erupt within the other cities,” Xavier said. He did not even want to begin to think of the chaos if the gangs began working together in the two largest metropolitan areas of the UCAS. “No, we need outside help, and we are going to need it fast. Get me General Brennan, now! He’ll be on his secured line in the White Pyramid.”

    Xavier put his hands on his hips. Waiting with a tense look on his face, he watched the large rectangular screen on the wall impatiently. After another minute passed, an older man with short-cropped gray hair, in a uniform bearing a host of medals, came into view.

    “I am sure you have been briefed on what has happened in Troy, General Brennan,” Xavier stated, eschewing formalities in the urgency of the situation.

    “Yes, and it was not a welcome development,” the general replied, somber in face and tone. “This represents a turn of events that we did not expect to be dealing with.”

    “Do we have assets that can be spared to help pacify the cities, if this fire spreads?” Xavier asked. “Gang violence we were prepared for. Gangs working together as a unified army is something entirely different.”

    “We are doing all we can to maintain adequate strength along the new borders,” General Brennan replied. “The rebel provinces could attack at any time. They are not reacting well to the sea blockades we have put into place on the east and west coasts.”

    “It is fortunate we retained a considerable advantage in naval assets,” Xavier commented. “Or I imagine what we’re facing now would be even worse.”

    The general nodded. “We can put more pressure on the rebel provinces, and keep them distracted, while you tend to the situation in Troy.”

    Xavier shook his head. “General, we will be overrun if what happened in Troy breaks out in other major cities. We simply do not have the manpower to deal with more situations like we are facing in Troy. I need more security assets. Is there a mechanism for bringing in any assets from an international level?”

    “There is,” General Brennan answered, after a moment of thought. “I have been made aware that the new head of the Peace Commission, Kaira Antipalos, has been instigating some new initiatives that may be of particular use in this case.”

    The mention of Kaira brought a calming effect to Xavier. Aaliyah knew Kaira personally, and the TTDF had already gone to great lengths to provide the young woman with a high level of security at the wooded compound close to Yorvik.

    Though he had no specifics, Xavier knew Kaira had a very significant role to play in the Convergence. That alone told him she would be favorable to anything needed by the TTDF or Aaliyah. He anticipated no trouble getting cooperation from the Peace Commission.

    “This is an inquiry I can make personally,” Xavier replied. “The TTDF already provides security for the facilities where Kaira is now residing.”

    “I wish I could do more for you, Commander Gerard,” the general replied. “This gang uprising is a very troubling development. We are spread very thin while we continue regrouping the military, and we continue to lose some valuable assets that cannot be quickly replaced. Just yesterday we had two more pilots defect with their I-22 jet aircraft to the rebels. Every loss like that is costly.”

    “I understand,” Xavier said, feeling a spark of anger at the news of yet more defections. The rate had slowed to a trickle from the initial avalanche, but it was still occurring far too much for his liking. “The TTDF is stretched to the limit with the mandates to operate the detainment camps. Many of them are already nearing full capacity.”

    “Will you begin to use the underground facilities for detainment?” the general asked.

    “Do not forget, we’ve lost control of many of those as well,” Xavier replied. “A number of subterranean facilities have been rooted out by the forces in the breakaway provinces. We’ve had to move fast, and so have they. The transport tunnels between bases that are rebel held and ours have been collapsed on both ends.”

    “It would seem we will need the help of these new initiatives,” the general replied grimly.

    “We are depending on them,” Xavier stated, matter-of-factly. “It will be the only way we can fully secure the UCAS, and begin to turn our attention to reclaiming the rebel provinces.”

    “I would like to be able to strike a heavy blow on the renegade provinces,” General Brennan said, a glint of determination flaring in his eyes.

    “You and me both, General,” Xavier replied.

    “If we are able to gain cooperation from the World Summit, there is one place we can quickly send them a message,” General Brennan stated. “It has been on my mind recently.”

    “Where?” Xavier asked.

    General Brennan described the location and assets involved. Listening closely to the general’s proposal, Xavier liked what he heard.

    He resolved to get the requisite aid from the Peace Commission as soon as he could. After suffering so many blows, it was well past time to deliver a hard strike to the upstart insurgents.

    

    Arianna

    

    While traffic was still fairly sparse for the most part, Arianna saw many signs that things were creeping back towards a more familiar state during the second day of driving. Their course took them west, and as they drove she was encouraged by the things that she saw.

    Trucks could be seen heading both ways along the highway, as well as a smattering of passenger vehicles. To her eyes, it was like blood flow resuming through the veins of a body sorely afflicted. Just as life-sustaining oxygen was distributed in a healthy bloodstream, the trucks were undoubtedly reviving trade and markets so integral to a free society. The presence of the commercial vehicles, from box trucks to eighteen wheelers, were highly welcome sights and a testament to recovery underway.

    The increasing level of traffic was a relief to see for other reasons as well. It significantly reduced the odds of another incident happening like the one she and her companions had endured at the bridge.

    A few convoys of a military nature were also encountered during the day’s travels. Flatbeds holding Lafayette tanks and other armored vehicles, along with large numbers of fuel and supply trucks, rumbled along the roadway.

    There was nothing for her to fear from the lengthy convoys. The freshly painted silver blades on all the vehicles, trucks and armor alike, identified them readily enough. Arianna imagined that the UCAS government had never calculated so many powerful defections from the military.

    Yet in another way of looking at it, the forces of the free provinces had not defected. Rather, it was they who were honoring their oaths in the truest sense. They were defending the original spirit of the UCAS against a rogue usurper attempting to destroy it.

    The skies were not vacant either. She took note of a mix of aircraft plying the upper heights. A few private planes and lone helicopters marked the presence of some civilian air traffic. Military aircraft came in the form of a batch of attack helicopters, a pair of large transport helicopters, each with two main rotors, and a few fighter jets streaking through the upper skies.

    There were a few places along the highway where armed men and woman were gathered just off the road. Usually the sites consisted of just a few vehicles and canopy shelters. Like the convoys, they represented no danger. If anything, their presence insured a safer highway.

    Large banners with ‘Galena Province Free Milita’ advertised their nature. Arianna surmised the citizens in the region were taking measures to address the sort of highway banditry that she and her companions had experienced earlier.

    After covering a considerable distance, Arianna and Quinn pulled the vehicles off at a highway exit late in the day. As most exits tended to be, an assortment of food establishments, hotels, and gas stations were clustered around the ramps connecting back onto the highway.

    Leading Quinn’s vehicle, Arianna was drawn towards a place that had been a large truck stop under better times. A huge parking lot sat adjacent to a building containing a diner and food mart, according to the large sign in front.

    Two shelters, one in front of the main building, and another placed to one side, provided rows of paired fuel pumps with some protection from the elements. To her amazement, a few of the pumps were currently being used.

    The parking lot, which she guessed had been filled with trucks in the past, now held what looked to be a huge open market. Canopies and tables were arrayed in orderly rows. A large crowd of people was present, perusing the offerings and strolling down the aisles.

    After finding a place to park the SUV towards the outskirts of the lot, she got out of the vehicle. A few of the people glanced their way, and Arianna knew many more looks were coming. The An-Ki with her were both imposing and beautiful in their human forms, and it was hard to avoid drawing attention while among so many people.

    “Stopping for a soda and a bathroom break?” Quinn asked with a trace of humor, as he walked up to join Arianna. He arched his back, and stretched with a wince on his face as Maureen came up behind him. “Ooooooh … the back definitely stiffened up during the ride.”

    “This looks like the place to stop,” Maureen commented, looking around. “Quite the popular hotspot for this area, it seems.”

    “I’m just glad it looks to all be in good order,” Arianna said, taking in the sights.

    “Well, I’m going to see how well they keep the bathrooms clean these days,” Maureen commented, with a chuckle. “Let’s hope!”

    “I’m heading inside too, I’ll walk with you,” Quinn told his girlfriend. He looked back to Arianna. “Are you going in?”

    “I will in a bit, I really want to take a look around here,” Arianna said, eyeing the market. “I’m kind of curious to see what’s being sold, and what’s being used around here to buy things.”

    “Good point,” Maureen said. “Well, my bladder is insisting, so you go investigate and we’ll catch up with you in a few minutes.”

    Smiling, she took Quinn’s arm in hers, and the couple headed for the front door of the main building. Arianna shook her head and smiled, and then turned her focus towards the market.

    Vailia and Godral walked with Arianna, as the other An-Ki followed after Maureen and Quinn. As they reached the first of the spaces in the open-air market, Arianna slowed down and began examining the contents of the tables.

    Listening and watching everything that she could, Arianna also started observing the transactions taking place. It soon became apparent that the means of exchange were varied, and in some ways fascinating to watch.

    Until the schism in the country, money had always been the norm for transactions. Now, it appeared to be the exception.

    While Arianna saw some currency being exchanged here and there, most of the ongoing transactions were being done in bartered items. Concurrently, there was much more haggling taking place. Sellers discussed the merits of what they had to offer, while buyers countered with what they wanted to trade for the items they wanted.

    Tools, fishing wire, ammunition for guns, and other items she would have taken for granted not that long ago were now premium acquisitions. Sacks and sealed containers of rice, beans, and pasta were prominently displayed. It was clear the bulk foodstuffs were deemed far more valuable than jewelry, fine clothing, or used video games.

    Arianna watched with great interest as a gas-powered generator became the center of an impromptu auction. Several eager-looking people pitched the strength of their makeshift bids, and increased them, to a seller who looked all too willing to let the trade value escalate.

    As discreetly as possible, Arianna pulled out her mobile device and began to take some photos and video footage of the market. Someday, she felt it would be wonderful to have some documentation of the transition period as the new nation took shape.

    After years of living in a world where most things had fixed prices, she found it very interesting to watch the dynamics of bartering on such a wide scale. Most encouraging about it all was the general air of civility among the buyers and sellers.

    More than anything else, the orderly atmosphere gave the most promise that the new nation would have a fighting chance to succeed. If people could work together during the hard struggle of the transition period, and not turn on each other out of a sense of fear or hardship, then the future looked promising.

    A great nation had once been crafted and built out of a wilderness. This time, there was a much better starting place to work from. If people all across the southern and midwestern provinces could interact in the way that Arianna saw before her, the chances of success were more than excellent.

    “It really is somethin’, isn’t it? Trade’s making a comeback, and no damn taxes either,” an older man nearby exclaimed, watching her taking the pictures.

    Arianna looked over to the man, who had a kindly twinkle in his eye and smile. “It is very interesting. But I gotta admit, I’m still not used to a world where everything isn’t set in dollars, though.”

    “It’s all about value for value now, whatever two people agree on together,” the old man remarked. He shrugged his shoulders. “That’s trade, isn’t it?”

    “As pure as it gets,” Arianna agreed.

    “Some things about it are a little more inconvenient,” the old man continued. “Having set prices is simple. I’ll give you that. But I get the sense there are more possibilities, for more people. So are you traveling through?”

    Arianna nodded. “Heading farther west. We’re going towards Coranado City”

    The old man’s face grew somber. “You don’t want to go too deep into that area. I’ve heard some bad things. Lots of problems with gangs and such in the area,” he warned her. He eyed Vailia and Godral for a few seconds. “Even with big friends like you’ve got here.”

    “I heard that gang problems are in a lot of the cities, but I’m looking for some family,” she said. “I really don’t have a choice. I’ve got to try.”

    “I understand that. Family comes first with me too. Well, good luck to you, young lady, and to your friends,” the old man replied, casting glances towards Arianna’s two tall companions. He looked back out over the market stalls. “I best be off to find my wife. She might not be spending dollars much anymore, but I gotta watch what she barters now! Some things change in form, but not nature!”

    Arianna laughed along with the old man, but as he was about to turn and walk away, a thought struck her. “Before you go, let me ask you a quick question. Are there hotels, or something like that open around here?” she asked him.

    “Good news, there sure are, a couple right here in fact,” he announced. “Just like this market though, it depends on what you want to trade for a night’s stay there. Bartering. It’s the norm for the time being. But if you’ve got some things to trade, you’ll have a bed with clean sheets to sleep on tonight.”

    “Thank you. I could use a night’s sleep like that,” Arianna replied appreciatively. “It was very nice meeting you. Have a wonderful day.”

    “And you too, young lady, it was good talking with you,” the old man said with a lively air, before walking slowly away, favoring his right leg a little.

    Arianna looked back to Godral and Vailia. She grinned and announced, “We will sleep comfortably tonight.”

    “A hotel?” Godral asked her, with a puzzled expression. “What is a hotel?”

    “A place where we can get a room to sleep in for the night,” Arianna answered, even as she caught the strange expression on a bystander who had heard the exchange explaining what a hotel was.

    Continuing onward through the market, she browsed the stalls for several minutes more, until Maureen and Quinn returned. The two wanted to take a little look around themselves, and Arianna availed herself of the bathroom while they browsed the goods on display.

    Once inside the main building, she had to grin as she watched the women exiting the restroom casting upward glances at Vailia. With her significant height and athletic build, the An-Ki female certainly commanded attention.

    Thankfully, the bathrooms had been kept up pretty well by whoever was running the facility. Once finished, Arianna returned to the market area.

    She gathered everyone up and explained what the old man had told her regarding the possibility of formal lodging. Agreement came swiftly. Returning back to their vehicles, they drove the short distance to the cluster of hotel buildings nearby.

    As the elderly man had told her, several of the hotels were operating. It did not take long to find a place that had some vacancy, and was willing to take what they had to offer.

    Arianna was able to work out an arrangement for two rooms in exchange for a couple half-ounce rounds of silver, and about fifty dollars in the old UCAS currency. While paying for the room, she learned that the Galena Province was already exchanging the old currency for new currency issued at the Province level.

    While unloading some of their more valuable supplies to keep watch over them, she smiled at Dedran as he carried a small suitcase and duffel bag into one of the ground level rooms.

    The scar running along his jaw-line and torn ear were not flaws in her eyes. If anything, they seemed an intrinsic part of his rough-edged, yet friendly, character. She was glad to see the positive air about him.

    “A bed. To sleep in!” he exclaimed, catching her looking at him. “Thank you, Arianna. I like these … hotels. Ah, the bed. It is wonderful. So great. I sleep good this night. I like beds.”

    Arianna could not stifle the laugh that welled up in her. To the An-Ki, a common box-spring bed was an amazing development, one worthy of special recognition and commendation.

    “You are welcome, Dedran,” she replied. She knew that if their positions were reversed, she would have felt the same way.

    “Arianna?”

    She turned her head to see Kantel and Godral approaching her. “Yes?” she responded to the two tall male figures.

    “Where will we feed tonight?” Kantel asked her.

    “It is better to say, ‘where will we eat tonight,’” Godral interjected, correcting his friend. “Not ‘where will we feed.’”

    Arianna grinned at Godral’s focus on word nuances. It was another sign of progress in his path of assimilation into the modern world.

    “This whole place looks to be thriving,” she said to Kantel. “I think we’ll have some good choices. Probably right over there.”

    Godral and Kantel turned over to look where she was pointing. Within walking distance was what looked to be a restaurant with some noticeable activity.

    Whether or not it was still the pancake house that its main sign advertised remained to be seen. But its parking lot was largely full, and there were some handmade signs out front advertising several food and drink offers. From all indications, the place was open for business and being patronized.

    Arianna nearly did a double take as she read the words ‘beer available’ on one of the placards. At that moment, Quinn was walking by, lugging a couple cases on his way to the adjacent room.

    “Hey Quinn, look over there,” Arianna said, flashing him a big smile. “Do you read what I’m reading?”

    Quinn stopped, and looked for a few seconds. A puzzled look came across his face as he stared towards the sign. It was like he was unsure if he had read it correctly.

    “Beer? In a pancake house?” he asked, after a few moments.

    “There are definitely some changes going on,” Arianna said, laughing.

    “Maybe for the better, too,” Quinn replied, chuckling and shaking his head.

    “I say we head over to check it all out,” Arianna said. “I’m starving anyway.”

    “I could use a beer about now. Give me five minutes,” Quinn said.

    “What are you all so amused about?” Maureen asked, walking up with a couple more cases.

    “Up for beer and pancakes?” Quinn asked her.

    “What?” Maureen replied, with a look of confusion that evoked a burst of laughter from Arianna and Quinn.

    Arianna’s feelings of amusement intensified as she took in the even more bewildered expressions on Kantel and Godral. The combination of beer and pancakes did not sound so appetizing, but Arianna found she was famished for levity. It was so good to just laugh at some simple things again.

    Even if for a few seconds, it also felt wonderful to be three close friends once again. She hoped that the trip would go smoothly enough, and that they would find what they were searching for, but for now it was enough to share a few laughs and get some dinner.

    There was plenty of time to ponder the days ahead. For the next few hours, Arianna intended on enjoying the company of her friends, both old and new.

    

    Friedrich

    

    Frolicking amid a winter wonderland, two very different figures enjoyed a carefree chase. Seele bounded after Asa’an, kicking up great, powdery tufts of opalescent snow with his four broad paws.

    The little Peri flitted just ahead of the big, two-headed creature. With darting shifts to the left or right, she deftly avoided the Orthun’s playful efforts to bat her out of the air.

    Adopted by Friedrich after the great battle against the forces unleashed by the Fallen Avatar Beleth, Seele showed not a trace of the raging, tortured creature it had once been. In some ways, Friedrich found himself surprised that the creature had not yet been allowed entrance to the White City.

    “Asa’an!” Friedrich called loudly, right as Seele put on a burst of speed and closed the distance with her.

    Asa’an tumbled head over heels through the air a moment later, courtesy of the Orthun’s wide right paw. The Peri looked anything but graceful in the aftermath of Seele’s well-timed swipe.

    Friedrich chortled, seeing the scowl on Asa’an’s face as she regained her equilibrium mid-air. The barks emitting from both of the Orthun’s heads carried an air of triumph and excitement. Seele circled around beneath her, tongues lolling and eager to continue playing.

    “You distracted me!” she retorted, with a sharp edge of accusation in her voice.

    “I most certainly did,” Friedrich responded, laughing and displaying a mischievous grin. “And it worked!”

    “I am so happy I can be of such amusement to you!” Asa’an responded, darting aside to avoid being batted again by the huge creature leaping towards her. She glanced downward, and spoke firmly to the brawny creature. “And that’s enough out of you for today! Time to stop!”

    Seele sat back on his haunches in the soft, powdery snow, and stared quietly towards the Peri. Asa’an drifted down and alighted gently between the creature’s two broad necks.

    Reaching out with both hands, she rubbed and scratched the Orthun’s pair of heads simultaneously. Seele emitted a sound deeper in pitch than a whine, but one unmistakably reflecting pleasure at the Peri’s massaging touch.

    Her stern expression crumbled into a beaming smile. She kneaded the creature’s fur a little more vigorously, and pronounced, “You are such a good boy, Seele. It is hard to stay irritated with you.”

    “He is a good boy, without a doubt,” Friedrich stated in full agreement, strolling towards the other two.

    Reaching forward, he scratched Seele’s broad chest. The creature’s fur had grown considerably softer during the Orthun’s stay in Purgatarion. It had also changed from a coarse texture into one holding a luxuriant sheen.

    Friedrich patted the Orthun firmly, and announced, “You are looking the image of strength and health, my dear friend.”

    He received a wide tongue to the face in response, as the creature’s left head leaned forward. The gesture was followed with a lick down the other side of his face from the Orthun’s other tongue.

    “See how lucky I am? I get double the affection with this guy around me,” Friedrich remarked with a chuckle, as he glanced up towards Asa’an.

    “He does have a big heart,” Asa’an commented approvingly.

    “That’s my boy,” Friedrich said in a low voice, savoring a deep feeling of serenity.

    Friedrich smiled and gave the Orthun one more pat on the chest, and then walked a few paces beyond the burly creature. He gazed around at the rolling landscape, blanketed with snow of a luminous, light blue cast.

    He had always loved the beauty and majesty of winter back in his mortal life. Like he had just seen it, he clearly remembered the unsullied, pristine look of a snow-draped field at the break of dawn.

    Many times across the span of years allotted to him, Friedrich had paused to watch the timeless drift of snowflakes descending out of a starry night sky. To his eyes, the delicate white crystals always looked as if they were forming out of the air itself, perhaps the seeds of stars yet to be born.

    What surrounded him at present was something much more vivid and magical than anything he had ever witnessed in the material world. The little bluish flakes drifted downward, limned in a subtle glow emitting from within. Each one was an exquisite gem by itself, and in vast numbers they formed a glorious cascade spellbinding to observe.

    Though falling in an unceasing continuum, the snowflakes never accumulated to a degree that impeded movement through the area. That fascinating property of the crystalline elements always intrigued Friedrich during his periodic visits to the area.

    Finding a region of Purgatarion that reflected a wintry atmosphere had been a most wonderful discovery during his earliest phase in the Middle Lands. Friedrich soon found himself making regular forays to the scenic region. The environment evoked the best thoughts of the world he had left behind, and hinted of a far grander one ahead.

    Located a considerable distance from the western border, the snowy refuge was not touched by the shadow of abyssal threats. The enchanting place had come to offer Friedrich repose, and a sense of restoration, whenever he felt overly burdened in the depths of his spirit.

    “So where do you want to go next?” Asa’an asked him brightly, as the radiant crystals continued to float down all around them.

    Friedrich opened his palm, letting one of the snowflakes settle gently as it came to rest upon his hand. Looking so much like a delicate jewel, it did not melt at his touch. Tilting his hand, he let the snowflake slide free. He watched as it drifted slowly downward to join its luminous companions.

    “Right now, staying here is just fine with me,” he replied, smiling towards her. “In fact, it is more than fine.”

    At the moment, he felt like he was experiencing an echo of the ethereal realms beyond the White City. Relishing the peaceful, resplendent environs, in the company of two beloved friends, brought his spirit a pervading sense of harmony, one that he sorely needed.

    Friedrich had seen far enough within the black depths of the Abyss. The horrors of the Ten-Fold Kingdom, the eerie stasis in the Void, and the shadowy realm of Erishkegal had given him more than enough to ponder and wrestle with since his return from the great quest.

    It was a merciful blessing that Enki had finally been able to gain some answers regarding Erishkegal. The torment of uncertainty the powerful Avatar had suffered for so long had been lifted, even if finding answers had opened up many new questions.

    Friedrich knew the phenomenon of the bedraggled human spirits washing up onto the shores of Erishkegal’s realm vexed the Avatar the most. Friedrich found it a very mysterious and intriguing discovery himself. Who the souls ultimately were, where they had come from, and how they had reached Manzazu were questions that had no answers yet, as far as he knew.

    Lights dancing on the far horizon drew Friedrich’s eyes. Gracefully, the effulgent points flowed towards him with alacrity, just as a greater light rose into view, like the sun at the break of dawn.

    Seele padded over to Friedrich, and Asa’an’s gaze joined with theirs as they watched the approach of the celestial lights. Coming from the east, Friedrich knew their nature well before they drew close.

    Bright, musical laughter filled the air, as the little spirits swooped and glided all about. There were about twenty of the small, shining forms in all, and Friedrich delighted in their merry presence.

    Coming up close behind them, a towering figure of power and glory, was Metaraon himself. The High Avatar dwarfed Friedrich and his two companions. Even so, Friedrich knew the form that Metaraon displayed was only a fraction of the size the High Avatar could assume.

    Friedrich considered it a special grace to witness the pure souls of children. The young spirits did not belong in the Middle Lands, as their everlasting homes were the realms beyond the White City.

    Metaraon carried out some purpose of the Great Throne in bringing them into the Middle Lands. The souls of those who had passed within the womb, and infants and children who had crossed over well before the time their parents dreamed and hoped for them to have, the child-spirits were cared for in a personal way by the resplendent Avatar.

    Any horrors they might have suffered in life had been wiped away the moment they were embraced within the enduring Light of Adonai. No cruelties, sicknesses, or other afflictions could ever harm them again.

    The ones who longed to see their mothers and fathers were given the peace of knowing a reunion would come. Friedrich knew many of those children would become intercessors for their parents before the Great Throne, until the day families were brought back together and given an eternal home.

    Those child-spirits who had never met their parents in a mortal life were given knowledge and understanding. For some, this involved an assurance that one day the broken hearts of their mothers and fathers would be mended in a glorious meeting. With others, especially those who had been unwanted, or done away with in the corrupted world of pain and sorrows, a deeper wisdom was granted, one that soothed all aches and sadness.

    Friedrich laughed heartily as a few of the child spirits drifted up to Seele, hugging and petting the Orthun with bountiful enthusiasm. At close proximity, their forms were harder to gaze upon, for such was the tremendous radiance coming from within them. Friedrich endured the brightness gladly, and was filled with happiness as he looked upon the faces of jubilant boys and girls.

    One little girl squealed with glee as Asa’an took to the air and swirled around her. Friedrich saw the exuberant joy reflected in Asa’an’s face as she played with the children. Seeing the Peri more at ease with Metaraon near gladdened him further, reflecting a sense of belonging that he had long hoped Asa’an would come to.

    Friedrich wondered at the origins of the specific group of young spirits before him. He had an interior recognition that they all shared some sort of bond regarding the physical portion of their life.

    For the briefest instant, he felt a sharp pang of grief, thinking of the mothers and fathers of the children. The fact was that they did not have the perspective that he did, one imbued with certitude that the spirits of the boys and girls shined onward, and would never dim to oblivion.

    He knew he would soon be pouring forth his soul in Invocation on behalf of those mourning parents, who yet lived in the world of sorrow and pain. But no feelings of sadness could be sustained while surrounded with such abounding light and love in the forms of the children around him. In each and every one of them was the image of Adonai.

    Friedrich laughed aloud, watching Seele and Asa’an, the former bounding off across the snow-blanketed landscape, carrying a couple of children upon his broad back. The latter, with wings outstretched, stood on the open palm of a little girl, whose face was beaming with delight as she gazed upon the graceful Peri.

    A couple of the child spirits drifted around him, and Friedrich’s eyes widened as one of the boys who had been playing with Seele suddenly gave him a warm embrace. He hugged the child back, even as his eyes were filled with tears of happiness, and perhaps a little sorrow that he could not go onward with them to the undying realms they now called home.

    While there was no question Metaraon brought groups of children into the Middle Lands for their own maturation and edification, Friedrich could sense something more to the forays. For those who witnessed the groups of child spirits with Metaraon, a beacon through the darkness was made brighter. The road to the White City was revealed a little more clearly, and the idea of reaching its great, golden gates became a little more possible, in the minds of the longing spirits dwelling within Purgatarion.

    After watching the children playing for a little while longer, he felt the looming presence of the guardian creatures before he saw them. Turning about, he looked directly into the visage of a Qilin, whose broad head was surmounted by a majestic set of antlers.

    Its body, covered in fish-like scales, held a beautiful sheen, shimmering in the blue light of the surroundings. Another of its impressive ilk was nearby, one with a pair of horns. To Friedrich’s great surprise, the one before him had its attention fixed squarely upon him and his two companions.

    He knew the robust, ox-bodied Qilin were wards of the innocent. All but the most powerful of the nightmares in the Abyss were wise to keep a great berth from the potent guardians. In the eyes of a Qilin, any native dweller of the Middle Lands would appear sullied and corrupted, for such was the purity of the celestial creatures, and their sensitivity to any trace of evil.

    The Qilin would not harm any soul dwelling in the Middle Lands, nor would the guardian creatures tolerate any threat when present. Yet their appearances outside the eternal realms were strictly aligned with the duty to watch over and protect the innocent, pure souls like the child spirits.

    Therefore, it was with the greatest astonishment and amazement that Friedrich watched the Qilin before him lower its massive head, and with the gentlest touch nuzzle him. He had no inkling of how to respond to the affectionate gesture.

    Though no words were transferred, he could feel the approval in the creature towards him. Friedrich understood that it was acknowledging him in a unique way, as he was under no illusions about the state of his still-imperfect soul.

    Waves of invigorating energy washed over him with every touch. The sheer size and power of the creature almost lifted Friedrich from his feet a couple of times, but the Qilin was careful not to knock him over.

    The feeling pervading his spirit was electrifying. He wondered if he was getting another hint of the realms beyond the White City.

    Finally, the Qilin drew its head back, and its eyes were no longer upon Friedrich. Though towering over him, the creature was looking upward. Another entity had joined them.

    “Precious Soul, the tale of your mercy, and your courage, on behalf of my brother Enki is told in the heavenly realms,” thundered the chorus-like voice from just behind him.

    Friedrich turned around and beheld Metaraon looming far above him, framed by six fiery wings. He could not help feeling small and insignificant, gazing towards the gigantic High Avatar in a state of sheer awe.

    “Adonai has great purpose for you,” the High Avatar boomed. “Radiate Adonai’s Light for those around you, and remain strong in will. A time of trial comes soon for you and others, and a journey of worlds will be taken.

    “A terrible darkness will cover the world you left behind, and you will be called to face great evil in a dire hour. Yet do not despair, and take courage, Precious Soul, for one day the light of your life will shine bright before the Great Throne.

    “Do not let your heart waver, Precious Soul. Trust in all things to Adonai, and you will prevail when all others around you see a victory impossible.”

    Friedrich was astounded at the words of the High Avatar. It was overwhelming enough that Metaraon had spoken to him. He wondered how an imperfect spirit such as himself, one who could not begin to approach the resplendent gates of the White City, could ever shine brightly before the Great Throne of Adonai.

    The implications within the High Avatar’s words frightened him. He was still recovering from the harrowing experiences in the Abyss, and was far from ready to confront any great evils, or undertake new trials. The idea of facing something where victory seemed impossible to others was not one he was eager to embrace.

    Metaraon said nothing more, and turned about, as both of the Qilin strode up to flank the High Avatar. Friedrich felt so tiny in their presence, and it was not a matter of visual appearances. While the giant guardian creatures and even larger Avatar dwarfed him, it was the sheer divinity reflecting from the three beings that made him feel so utterly small.

    Like a burst of stars, a throng of luminous forms sped in from the eastern horizon. It was a merciful distraction for Friedrich, drawing his attention away from the foreboding tidings just given him by Metaraon.

    The brilliant shapes became more defined as they drew nearer, revealing a group of Avatars. The heavenly spirits slowed down into a graceful glide as they arrived in the proximity of the child spirits.

    The incoming beings had forms more akin to the depictions of Avatars that Friedrich had encountered during his mortal life. Beautiful female faces smiled with love upon the children as they neared the little ones. Each of the approaching Avatars held the appearance of human women, graced with stunning comeliness.

    The Avatars reached out with arms having more of an appearance of flesh than the host of tiny flames comprising the powerful form of Metaraon. Only their single pair of wings held any element of fire, otherwise they could have stepped right out of any one of a number of paintings Friedrich had viewed during his former life.

    The children ceased their playing, laughing merrily as each one was scooped up by one of the feminine Avatars. Friedrich trembled with emotion, watching the gentle, compassionate nature with which the Avatars handled the children.

    They cradled the children close, in a motherly fashion. The children wrapped their little arms around the necks and shoulders of the Avatars.

    On wings shining with flaming light, the Avatars lifted back into the sky, and flew towards the east, speeding to realms where Friedrich could not yet follow.

    Metaraon and the Qilin headed in their wake, the High Avatar taking to flight, and the two guardian creatures moving swiftly along the ground. It was not long before Metaraon and the pair of guardian creatures disappeared from sight. Friedrich was left behind with his two companions, once more in the solitude of the snow-blanketed landscape.

    Seele padded back towards him, as Asa’an drifted in slowly through the air. Both of them exhibited subdued manners, and neither made a sound as they reached him.

    “No words can describe what I feel,” Friedrich finally said, in a low voice.

    Asa’an nodded, from where she hovered. “It is like we were given a little view of the realms beyond.”

    “I kind of thought the same thing,” Friedrich replied, smiling at her, though the words of Metaraon were already beginning to rise back in his consciousness.

    He shoved them farther back in his thoughts, wanting to focus on the better aspects of the experience. There would be time enough to ponder and worry about what Metaraon had told him later.

    “Sometimes, you need a little encouragement. Don’t you think?” he asked his friend.

    The little Peri nodded again, with a sprightly grin.

    “And you,” Friedrich said with a lighthearted chuckle, looking into the dark brown eyes of Seele. “You are quite the popular one with children, aren’t you? They really like you, don’t they?”

    Seele’s reply came in the form of a boisterous, double bark, loosed with such vigor that his front paws lifted up from the snow. The Orthun’s spirited response elicited hearty laughs from both Friedrich and Asa’an.

    The three fell into silence again, sharing each other’s company and gazing out together across the magical landscape. Encompassed by such a majestic, tranquil scene, and in the company of two dear friends, Friedrich did not want to do anything that would disrupt his experience of the snow-graced haven.

    Yet in the quiet, his thoughts soon returned to the words of Metaraon. There was little question regarding the meaning of them, and Friedrich knew he could not set them aside.

    A part of him desired to speak with Enki, as soon as possible. Perhaps the Avatar that he counted as a personal friend would have some insights on the matter.

    While Metaraon’s words also held encouragement, they indicated Friedrich’s tasks and burdens were far from over. Something of an important and highly dangerous nature was looming just ahead.

    

    Arianna

    

    “I can order a beer … at a Roger’s Pancake House!” Arianna said, laughing and still amazed, even though she understood that the authority enforcing compliance on liquor selling permits and the like was no more.

    “It’s a free country … once again,” the woman who was the server for their table remarked, her smile brightening as she voiced the last two words. She then added. “And maybe even more so than before.”

    “That’s the way I like to look at it,” Quinn said.

    “Okay, I think I’ve got all this down,” their server said, scribbling down notes on a small pad. “I’ll be back with your drinks, and will get your orders in right away.”

    Arianna eased back into the padded bench, looking beyond their booth and taking in the crowd currently within the establishment. A little sobering was the sudden realization that it was the first time she had been in a restaurant since the rebellion had occurred.

    Yet it felt so good to do be doing something familiar to her former world. From what she had learned from their server, her feelings were not much different from those of the local community. Seeking to maintain some continuity, they had made a concerted effort following the outbreak of rebellion to keep the hotels and gas stations at the highway exit in operation, along with opening a new outdoor market.

    “Speaking for myself, it kept me from going crazy, and I couldn’t be more grateful,” the server had commented, regarding her community’s chosen path of transition. “I was less than a year away from my marketing degree at the university when everything blew up. I’d been waiting tables while going to school, and wanted to get out of this job. But having it after the meltdown of the UCAS has been a life saver to me.”

    Arianna understood exactly what the server meant. Keeping some continuity going from the former times had undoubtedly infused a sense of stability and purpose that girded the community during such a chaotic and uncertain time.

    As the server described further, that choice had not been an easy one. The restaurant had been forced to improvise more than a little to keep up a semblance of the way things had been before.

    The normal process of getting basic supplies and food had been badly disrupted. But everyone had cooperated to keep the daily routines in place as much as possible.

    The server’s account indicated that it also helped that there was something more concrete to look to on the horizon. Word had come that the parent company, whose headquarters were based in one of the breakaway provinces, was getting swiftly reorganized for the new realities. It was expected that new suppliers would be established soon, though a lot rested on what new overall currency system was adopted.

    From what Arianna could glean from a few questions, the news that had passed down to the server concerning that matter focused upon a currency based on silver and gold. Arianna was not surprised at all. She suspected financial experts in the breakaway provinces were working fast with the provincial authorities to create something that would offer a robust foundation to reassure new trading partners. Even better, there was not one word about a central bank like the UCAS’ National Reserve.

    Though Arianna did not speak the thoughts aloud, she wondered what the UCAS would do to meddle with any new currency put forth by the independent provinces. The stock market was still operating out of Yorvik, and many companies based in the free provinces were being dropped from active trading. In her view, the new provinces would be well advised to create their own stock market in the near future.

    The server was not the only source of news in the restaurant. A television mounted from the ceiling near Arianna’s booth drew her eyes more than once. It was broadcasting a news and commentary program that she soon gleaned was on one of the new stations cropping up in the breakaway provinces.

    She paid special attention to a segment concerning the UCAS naval blockade that warded the eastern coast. The UCAS already had the west coast sealed off with its province of Calafia. The closure forced any goods destined for breakaway provinces to first be shipped to countries south of the former UCAS, before proceeding by land through the border with Tierra de Oro.

    Naval forces controlled by the free provinces had been strong enough to shield the southern coastline. But any trade coming from Europa had to take an extended route to reach the protected southern ports. Any negative change in that situation would present a significant threat to the survival of the free provinces.

    There was no question that the provinces were in a very precarious position. A lot depended on the focus and cooperation of the people. Arianna hoped that there were enough people with the strength of will to see things through to a victorious end.

    But not everything was serious in tone for Arianna. She spent most of the evening enjoying the company of her friends, as well as some of the more talkative locals. The food, while probably not prepared exactly as the franchise once mandated, was excellent. It was also generous enough in portion to sate her considerable appetite.

    To all outside appearances, it looked like Kantel and Godral were engaging in a pancake eating competition, given the multiple rounds of buttermilk pancakes the two huge individuals ordered. Vailia was not too far behind the two males, and expressed an affinity for that type of food. The server openly marveled at the quantity of food the three were able to consume.

    Surprisingly, Dedran turned out to be the most talkative of the An-Ki, while Sarangar was the quietest. Like Arianna, there were periods where he became intensely observant of either the television or things happening within the restaurant.

    Sarangar’s brilliant blue eyes were lively with enthusiasm, and there was a youthful sense of excitement about him. Arianna could tell that the young An-Ki was experiencing a grand adventure on the road journey with her. He was absorbing anything and everything that he could along the way.

    When the hour grew late, Arianna became conscious of a moment when she left was all to herself. She took the chance to look about, gazing at the faces all around her, friends and patrons alike.

    By then, she had come to realize that the restaurant was a place where many in the community came together at the end of the day. It was something much more than a simple eatery. The restaurant served as the place where the people were coming to defuse and regroup following a day’s trials and worries.

    The majority of expressions she saw throughout the room were animated and spirited. People were conversing with those at sitting at other tables, and there was a real sense of community rippling throughout the dining room.

    There was no question in Arianna’s mind that these were the sort people ready to tackle the challenge of building a new nation from the ground up.

    There were senses of hopefulness and anticipation in the air. The recognition felt invigorating and encouraging. Arianna found that she was looking forward to seeing what kind of potential her new country had.

    In the near term loomed great struggles and danger, but the future suddenly did not seem quite so bleak. Individuals forged the components of any possible future, and Arianna was confident in what the people in the dining room would build in their lives.

    She cherished the positive feelings, smiling as she turned her attention to those of her own local community. Quietly, she watched Godral, Kantel, Quinn, Maureen, Dedran, and Vailia, and Sarangar talking and laughing together, and she loved every single minute of it.

    

    Seth

    

    Another group of detainees was already being guarded in the clearing that Seth and the others were led into. One of them looked to be the county sheriff, while a female standing at his side appeared to be a deputy by her uniform.

    There were three others with the sheriff and deputy. Two of them were rather intimidating in their physical appearance. One of the latter was a huge, angry-looking man with a long beard. He stood with a woman whose eyes shot daggers as she glared at the troopers.

    To Seth’s best guess, they were the biker types, with their sturdy attire of jeans, black boots, and leather jackets. Both of the figures boasted an assortment of rings and earrings, the small metal pieces glinting in the moonlight.

    The last member of the other group of detainees was a bearded man who looked to be in his late thirties, or perhaps early forties. A look of dismay came over the man’s face, along with a look of recognition, as he raised his eyes in the direction of Seth’s incoming group. His eyes were fixed squarely upon Christa.

    Seth looked over to her, and saw the look of surprise reflected on her own face. His heart sank further as he watched several tears begin streaming down her face.

    He and the others of his group were then led across the ground to where the second bunch of captives stood. Surrounding the detainees, their captors kept up a silent vigil, casting occasional glances skyward.

    Seth shared some glances with his friends, but was not about to risk the ire of the guards by speaking. He could see the nervousness and fear in their eyes, though there were strong hints of anger in the gazes of Raymond and Annika.

    He wished he could offer some comfort to Christa. He noticed that she kept staring towards the man she recognized in the other group. Feeling helpless and awkward, he turned his eyes from his friends and looked off towards the trees.

    The ordeal felt interminable, but lasted only about fifteen minutes until three helicopters landed out of the darkness. Seth could barely hear the rotors of the incoming aircraft, even when the helicopters were right in front of them, the moonlight revealing their strange, angled surfacing.

    “Alright, looks like it’s time to go for a little ride,” one of the soldiers remarked to Seth’s group. “But cheer up, you get to ride in three of our latest and greatest.”

    Seth and the others were pushed and shoved forward. Before he had gotten halfway to the waiting helicopters, they were interrupted.

    “Sergeant Nelson! Found a trio of onlookers!” shouted a voice from farther behind. “We came up behind them, caught them watching you all.”

    “Everyone halt!” the sergeant snapped at Seth and his companions.

    Complying with the directive, Seth looked towards the voice that had called to them. He saw several more soldiers who had just emerged from the tree line. Their weapons were trained upon three tall figures just before them.

    “Want us to get rid of them?” one of the troopers asked the sergeant.

    “We don’t have time to sort this out. There’s room. Take them with us,” the sergeant ordered the other troopers.

    “Yes sir,” the one who had asked the question replied.

    As the three figures were led forward into the full light of the moon, Seth recognized two of them right away. There was no mistaking the tall woman and man he had seen in the woods so recently. They were accompanied by another man of great height and build, who looked every bit as imposing as his companions.

    The woman’s eyes fell upon Seth as she walked across the clearing. He could see the recognition within her face as her gaze lingered. To his surprise, she extended him the slightest of nods, and he had no doubts she was acknowledging his presence.

    Seth and his friends were herded into the largest of the three helicopters, along with the trio of strangers. He sat down next to Christa on one side of the aircraft’s hold.

    After everyone was inside, the side was closed. A few moments later, he felt the lurch and upward lift of the helicopter as it took off from the ground.

    A part of him hoped the Watchers would intervene once more, as they had the night his house was surrounded with hostile troopers. But as the helicopter set out through the night, the prospects for rescue slid rapidly.

    Sitting with his back to the side of the helicopter, he looked across at the trio of strangers who had been added to their number. Both of the men were glaring hotly towards their captors, while the woman calmly stared back towards Seth.

    He was drawn to her eyes, which had an unusual quality to them. Seth wanted to speak to her, but was hesitant to be the first to break the uneasy silence pervading the hold.

    He turned his eyes away and looked towards his peers. Rowan appeared to be terrified, and Seth saw increased fear reflected in the faces and eyes of the others. Even Raymond had no hint of the bravado that was so much a part of him. At his right, Christa was looking downward, with a forlorn expression. Anger sparked within Seth at seeing his friends in such a dour state.

    A sharp pang of despair drove deep into him as the flight continued. After living as refugees for so long, they had finally been given a chance to return home, only to find themselves hurled into the midst of a nightmare. Just a couple hours more and he would have been back in his own bedroom. The frustration that he felt at that realization nagged at him with deep bitterness.

    His parents and cat Niles, for all he knew, might have already made their way back. Seth longed with all his heart to see their faces once again.

    The extended separation from his family had imparted the harsh realization that he had often taken them for granted. They had provided so much for him, and Seth wished things could go back to the point where they were grounding him for some minor household infraction. So many times he had yelled in the heat of anger that he wanted nothing to do with them. But now he found that he ached to see his mother and father, and missed them terribly.

    He even longed for the sub sandwich shop and the low wage job he had so often decried and moaned about. Seth hoped that his old manager, Guillermo, and co-workers like Marcie Jenkins were not in any danger.

    He had not seen either of them in the refugee camp. Seth could only hope that they were in their homes or had found their way to a safer haven.

    The small town life he had led and frequently lamented appeared much different to his new, sobered perspective. Far from the curse he had whined about, that life had been a great blessing, one whose nature he could not see until he had gone through the trials and hardship of recent months.

    Now that he could finally appreciate his family and so many other things, Seth wondered if he would ever be able to live a life like he did before. Held captive in a helicopter, speeding through the night skies towards an unknown future, nothing about his world seemed to be on solid ground.

    It was then that he turned to see both Jonathan and Annika looking his way. Both gave him partial smiles, as if recognizing his anxiety and seeking to reassure him.

    Seeing their faces he was reminded that not everything had been taken from him. He still had the precious gift of friends.

    Though unaccustomed to the practice, he gave thanks in the silent refuge of his heart to Adonai. He also petitioned the Deity to protect and see his friends through the challenges to come. He added further requests for his parents, Niles, and even Guillermo and Marcie.

    His heart felt more at ease when he was finished. The fear and anxiety was still present, but he had reminded himself that there was so much more out there.

    Seth turned his mind far away from his immediate surroundings. He recalled the rainbow-hued skies of the ethereal world he had witnessed. Like rays of pure sunlight breaking through storm clouds, the wonderful memories gave him some comfort as the helicopter continued onward through the deepening night.

    

    Arianna

    

    About mid-morning on the third day of the journey, Arianna’s group finally encountered a formal checkpoint. A large metal gate had been put in place, one that could be raised and lowered through a counterweight system arranged to one side of the road.

    At the moment the heavy gate was down. It spanned the large space between two walls of sandbags that helped provide some protection for a number of soldiers.

    Though the troops carried weapons and had an air of alertness about them, they did not look particularly anxious or hostile as Arianna pulled the SUV to a stop. Nevertheless, she felt a little nervous at the sight arrayed before her.

    One of the soldiers walked up calmly on the driver’s side of the vehicle, and Arianna lowered her window. She eyed the small silver sword pendant at his collar, the sight of which instilled some confidence in her.

    “Good morning, ma’am,” the soldier inquired politely, in a thicker southern accent.

    “Good morning,” Arianna replied amiably. “Is this the border area?”

    “Border is a little farther ahead, ma’am, but this is the edge of where the land has been deemed fairly secure,” the soldier replied.

    “Isn’t Coranado City still ahead?” Arianna asked him, glancing forward. “I heard it wasn’t part of the UCAS anymore. Doesn’t that mean it is a part of a free province?”

    “It isn’t part of the UCAS, but we’ve got a lot of things left to deal with there,” the soldier replied, his face taking on a grim look. “Heavily armed gangs for one thing. Getting rid of ‘em is not much different than fighting insurgents. Hard to root out. Large numbers of ‘em too.”

    “Would it be possible to talk to the commanding officer here?” Arianna ventured, thinking fast. “I was hoping to get to Coranado City, or at least close to the border, and I need to figure out what to do.”

    “I don’t see why that’d be a problem, if you don’t mind being patient,” the soldier replied. “You can pull your vehicles off to the side. You’ll have to go through a security check, and you can’t take weapons with you. Nothing personal, just a precaution. The old regime is trying lots of different tricks these days. We’ve lost some good men recently.”

    “I understand completely,” Arianna said in a low voice, seeing the deeper look in the soldier’s eyes. Behind the strong outer façade, the young man was aching inside.

    Putting the SUV back in gear, she pulled over slowly to the right and parked off the road. Following her cue, Quinn brought up the other SUV, and in moments the occupants of the two vehicles were gathered together for weapons searches.

    The soldiers involved in the search cast Godral and the other An-Ki several curious glances, but they made no significant issue of the tall beings’ colorful eyes. The search wrapped up smoothly enough, and the group was taken to an area where they could wait until the commanding officer was ready to see Arianna.

    After about an hour passed, a soldier came to get her. He extended an offer for one more from Arianna’s group to accompany her to the audience.

    Maureen volunteered immediately, and the two women were led away by the guard. He took them to one of the tents set at the heart of the cluster arrayed a short distance from the highway checkpoint.

    Seated behind a table within the tent, the commanding officer turned out to be a man of about middle age, with a round face and dark eyes. He greeted them politely when they were brought before him, introducing himself as Captain Johnstone.

    “Our trappings ain’t too fancy, but it’ll do for now,” the officer remarked. Like the soldier who had accompanied them, he also had a deep southern accent. He gestured for Arianna and Maureen to take a seat across from him at the table. “Make yourselves comfortable, and talk to me about your situation.”

    “Thank you for seeing us, Captain Johnstone. I’m sure you have much more important things to be doing than dealing with us,” Arianna said amiably.

    “Nothing is unimportant when it comes to the people who are going to build us all a great new country,” he replied. “We’re all in this together, every one of us in the south. Now tell me, how can I be of help to you?”

    “My uncle was taken in a night raid by the UCAS, up in Venorterra,” Arianna said to Captain Johnstone. “They targeted him. He was the only one they apprehended and took away.”

    She found the look in the captain’s eyes reassuring. He had the kind of air about him that he was not the sort to put up with nonsense, but there was a warmer look to his dark brown eyes that signaled he was not cold-hearted.

    The creases of worry lines on his forehead gave her some indication he was probably the kind of man given to deep concern over his tasks and men. She knew that she could easily be wrong in her perception, but her deepest instincts told her that he was an honorable soldier.

    “I wonder if it was special ops, or the damned TTDF,” he said, with an unmistakable air of distaste in the way he emphasized the latter possibility.

    “I don’t know for sure, but they took him out by helicopter,” Arianna said. “There was nothing we could do to stop it.”

    “Important enough to take in a raid. That deep into free province territory too. They must see your uncle as a considerable asset,” Captain Johnstone said, with a somber edge. “What’s he got that they want so badly?”

    “My uncle’s name is Benedict Darwin. He had a popular late night radio show, called Sea to Shining Sea,” Arianna told the officer.

    “I know that one … It was the one with UFOs, the ghosts, and all that kind of stuff,” the captain replied, nodding in recognition. A grin formed on his lips, conveying a personal fondness for the show on his part. “Listened to it on many a night, and believe me, it helped me get through a few long convoy drives too. Was able to get it when I was deployed overseas too.”

    “Yes, that’s the one. And I wish he was back doing that show right now.”

    “Wish we could still get that show now. Nights get kind of slow and boring around here,” Captain Johnstone commented. His tone shifted a little lower. “And he wasn’t wrong about some of those conspiracies. Turned out to be absolutely right, in a big way, about a lot of it. More people should have taken the show seriously, myself included.”

    “No, he sure wasn’t wrong about a lot of things,” Arianna agreed, though she doubted the officer knew just how many things on her uncle’s show had since proven to be genuine.

    “So, back to your uncle,” the captain said, shifting the conversation. “No doubt it was some kind of special ops. They wouldn’t go after just one guy, and extract him alive, unless it was for a very good reason. Do you have any idea why they would have been after him? I don’t think it’d be just the show and what he put on the air in the past.”

    Arianna decided to hold back the information about the gateway device at the heart of her uncle’s troubles, at least for the moment. As willing to listen as Captain Johnstone appeared to be, tales of transcending time and bringing back non-human creatures from a distant past were not likely to get the man’s cooperation. She had to be judicious in what she told him, but that did not mean she had to skirt all the truth.

    “He’s always been on the government’s nerves, giving coverage to whistleblowers, conspiracy theorists, and that kind of thing,” Arianna replied. What she said was not a lie at all.

    “I bet he did annoy them a whole lot, come to think of it,” Captain Johnstone said. “He was so right about those detainment camps. Those were being built the whole time. And the electronic chipping of everyone. That’s happened too. No, there’s no question they didn’t like him talking openly about those kinds of things.”

    “What do you think they would be likely to do with someone like him?” she asked.

    “Probably just let him rot in a cell. I doubt they’ll kill him outright,” Captain Johnstone said. “If they wanted him dead, they would not have gone to the trouble they did to take him alive. They would’ve just had him killed with a sniper or a drone strike. The way I see it, they may feel he still has some information that can be of use later.”

    “What in the world would he possibly know?” Arianna asked, needing to play along with the officer, though she knew the matter of the gateway device had marked her uncle forever in the eyes of their enemies.

    The captain shrugged. “Might be something regarding one or more of the guests he had on his show. Who knows what they’re after, in terms of intelligence? Could be just about anything.”

    “So how do I get in contact with someone in the UCAS, just to find out where he is being held?” Arianna asked. “Is there any way to do that?”

    “Arianna, it’s not like using a passport and going into a country to visit,” the captain replied.

    “I just need to try and find out where he’s being kept, at the least,” she replied.

    “That’s probably all you’d be able to find out, if you were incredibly lucky,” the captain said. “Wherever they have him, they aren’t going to allow visitors. And they probably won’t even admit where they’ve got him.”

    “Where do you think they would take someone like him?” she asked, a little more insistently. She then added, “If you were to guess.”

    The captain sat back in his chair, with a pensive expression crossing his face. He looked to Arianna and Maureen, and crossed his arms.

    “He would have been taken deeper into the UCAS, away from the border area,” the captain said. “Maybe even Station Central, a huge underground complex that is the first major base beyond the border area here.”

    “I would bet it would be nearly impossible for someone like me to talk to someone there,” Arianna said, dourly.

    “Don’t forget, the UCAS is still under full martial law,” the captain replied. “Never got lifted. Which pretty much means they can do anything they damn well please. Do you see what I’m getting at?”

    Nodding to the captain, Arianna looked downward. She did not really know what she could have expected to hear, other than what the captain just told her.

    “I am very sorry we can’t do much of anything to help you,” the captain replied. “We have our hands full trying to settle things down in Coranado City. And we’re dealing with regular probes and incursions by the UCAS too.”

    “What about the military forces operating closer to the city and border, do you think anyone among them might know something about the UCAS detention facilities?” Arianna asked.

    “I have no idea, but I strongly doubt anyone will know anything more than I do,” the captain replied.

    “Then what about international aid agencies? Are they operating here?” Arianna asked.

    The captain nodded. “They’re getting some medicine and food into the city. For the most part the gangs are not giving them too much trouble because they’re bringing food and medicine to their members as well.”

    “The international agencies are probably operating in the UCAS too,” Arianna stated. “Maybe they are dealing with prisoners.”

    The captain’s brow furrowed, and he grew quiet for a moment. Slowly, he began to nod. “It may be that they know something of detainment facilities. But your uncle was a high value target. It’s not certain he would be kept in any standard facility. Those would be the type the international agencies would be given access to.”

    “Then can I go through, to get nearer to the border area? Will you allow that?” Arianna asked him. “I have to try. Talk to some more people in the military, and maybe see what the international agencies might know.”

    “You don’t want to go into the areas beyond this checkpoint,” the captain said emphatically. “It is a lawless region right now. Gangs are way out of hand. I find myself facing a small army here. There are thousands and thousands of armed killers in that city who are affiliated with one gang or another.”

    “Is the whole area under their control?” Arianna queried, worried by the news.

    The captain shook his head. “There are lots of communities that have taken a stand, mainly in the suburbs. And our forces are gradually making progress. But to root them out involves a methodical process. It’s not going to happen overnight. There are a lot of the bad guys, and they’ve got a whole lot of guns. Not to mention a few things beyond that.”

    “I just have to try,” Arianna said, taking a deep breath, and releasing it slowly. “I have to see if I can find anything at all out about prison camps, or anything that might indicate where my uncle is being held.”

    “I don’t mean to sound harsh, Arianna, but you really are grasping for straws in doing this,” Captain Johnstone said. “And you’re courting a lot of risk.”

    “But my uncle has nobody other than me, and those who have come with me,” Arianna replied, more firmly. “Without us, he will become forgotten.”

    “I understand Arianna, but why don’t you wait until things settle out more?” the captain asked.

    “I wouldn’t be going alone, if you let me go on into the border area,” Arianna replied. “I do have some help with me.”

    “You’ve got some very big friends with you, from what I’ve heard. Any of them ex-military?” the captain asked.

    Arianna shook her head and kept her expression from changing at the amusing thought of the An-Ki being in the military. “Not that I know of.”

    “Moving through that zone, anything can happen,” Captain Johnstone said, with a somber edge. “There is no order to speak of. And we can’t come to the rescue if you get yourself in trouble. You understand that clearly, right?’

    Arianna nodded. “Yes, I know the risks.”

    At her side, Maureen added. “We all do, and we accept them.”

    “And if you go over to the territory controlled by the UCAS, you are likely to be taken prisoner and chipped,” Captain Johnstone told her. “From what I can tell, they aren’t being nearly as kind with those wishing to relocate to the UCAS from our provinces. If you thought the UCAS government was paranoid then, you may not want to discover how things are now … if you get my meaning.

    “We try to welcome all those fleeing the provinces controlled by the UCAS, even though I know a few UCAS agents slip in that way. The UCAS looks to everyone going there with suspicion. I don’t fault them in one sense … nobody in their right mind should want to go there.”

    “Like I said, I know the risks, Captain Johnstone,” Arianna said. “Just let me through, to try to do what I can.”

    “Freedom means the freedom to make ill-advised choices sometimes,” Captain Johnstone said, with a heavy air of resignation. “And you will be putting only yourselves at risk. Since you are not putting anyone else in jeopardy, or any of the men and women under my command in jeopardy, I can’t see a reason to deny your request. You can go past this checkpoint if you choose to do so. You’ve been forewarned.”

    Arianna looked into the captain’s eyes. “Thank you, captain.”

    “I wish I could convince you otherwise,” the captain replied somberly.

    “I know we seem crazy,” Arianna said. “But I just could not sit around in Venorterra anymore.”

    “I am close to my family, and I can understand what’s driving you,” the captain said. “Feel free to rest here for tonight. The accommodations are not luxurious, but we can find you a place in the camp and give you some food.”

    Arianna smiled. “Thank you captain, that would be wonderful.”

    “At least I can do that for you,” the captain said, rising to his feet, indicating that their meeting was concluded. He looked past them, to where the soldier who brought them was standing quietly. “Private Hernandez, after you take them back to their friends, tell Sergeant Fenton to have quarters prepared for them, for tonight. They’ll be leaving in the morning with permission to proceed past the checkpoint.”

    “Yes sir,” the private replied, with a formal air.

    “Good luck, Arianna, I really hope you find where your uncle is,” Captain Johnstone said, as she and Maureen stood up from their chairs and prepared to leave. “And I hope you can find a way to help him.”

    Arianna replied in a low voice, feeling the onerous weight of her mission. “I hope I can too.”

    

    Benedict

    

    For the better part of the morning and early afternoon, Benedict and Royce kept on the move. Careful to stick to the route proscribed for them by Les and Walton, they avoided a couple of larger neighborhoods in the suburbs outside of Coranado City.

    Occasionally, gunfire sounded off in the distance, but Benedict was taken aback at how quiet everything was around him. The roads were empty, and there were no signs of people.

    A few birds twittered, and sporadic breezes jostled the leaves on the trees, but that was the extent of any nearby sounds. A deep hush was draped over the buildings and streets that the two men passed through.

    Judging by the time and approximate distance covered, he estimated they were just over halfway to their ultimate destination. Never before had he desired to see formal military personnel as much as he did at the present moment.

    The soles of his shoes scuffing against pavement sounded far too loud. His eyes kept roving back and forth, looking for any hint of movement. Once, his heart leaped as he brought his gun around in haste, only to see a couple of stray dogs loping out from the side of a building.

    A couple of times Royce tried to strike up a conversation. As much as Benedict wanted something to pass the time and offset the pensive feeling in his stomach, he admonished his companion to keep silent.

    Moving out of the open, Benedict and Royce took a short break in a small parking lot between two buildings. After drinking some bottled water and indulging themselves through a few minutes spent in cool shade, they readied themselves to continue the trek.

    Walking with as quiet a step as he could muster, Benedict made his way to the front edge of the building. Carefully, he leaned forward to take a look up and down the street. Though he heard nothing, he was not about to take unnecessary chances.

    Peering around the building, he found himself staring down the barrel of a military-style rifle with an extended magazine. The heavily-tattooed, stocky man holding it with his finger poised on the trigger spoke to him with a thick accent.

    “Put the guns down, gringos,” he announced, in a cocky manner.

    Slowly, Benedict set his rifle down on the asphalt surface below, hoping Royce was doing the same thing behind him. Once the gun was lying on the ground, he raised back up carefully.

    Several other men gathered around, all looking to be of the same ethnicity. They were very well-armed, with handguns, rifles, and even a few machetes carried within their group. Their faces and arms exhibited a wide variety of tattoos.

    Benedict knew enough from their appearance to realize they were gang members. It felt as if he was standing on the thinnest of ice, as he took note of the hardened expressions on the men around him.

    Their eyes were steely and cold, and he had no illusions about the severity of his predicament. The men before him would have no qualms at all about taking his life at the slightest provocation.

    “You have nothing to say, gringo?” the man before him chided. “You come through our new turf carrying guns, and you have nothing to say? Where were you going, gringo?”

    “We were going around the perimeter of the city, looking to head north,” Benedict answered in a deferential tone.

    “So what did it feel like sneaking across a border?” the man responded, exhibiting a trace of amusement. He then spoke in Iberian to the others with him, and all of the gang members laughed. Looking back towards Benedict, he continued, “I think we’ll take you back with us. See what you know. We’re not into letting people just pass through.”

    A couple of the men moved forward and grabbed onto Benedict and Royce. In brusque fashion, the two captives were loaded into the back of a pickup truck. Three gang members climbed up into the truck bed with them, while the brawny one who had spoken to Benedict, and another man, got into the front cab.

    The throaty growl of an eight-cylinder engine filled Benedict’s ears, and a moment later the truck started off down the road. It went less than a mile before it turned off to the right and entered a middle-class neighborhood.

    From the larger yard plots and greater variance in the styles of the houses, Benedict suspected the neighborhood was a little older. Aside from the higher grass of the lawns, most of the houses and plots still looked fairly well-tended.

    Moving through the neighborhood, Benedict noted that the atmosphere had the suffocating feeling of an occupation. Clusters of men bearing weapons loitered about here and there. All bore the heavily-tattooed look of Benedict’s captors, and his eyes fell upon more than one machete among the weapons in their possession.

    Many glanced in Benedict’s direction as the new captives were driven down the street. There was no welcome to be found in the scowls and glares cast his way. A few called out greetings or made hand gestures to their comrades riding in the truck bed.

    There were precious few signs of anyone that Benedict would guess to be residents who had called the place home prior to the gang infestation. A few faces peering from behind curtains in windows were about all he saw of those being subjected to the horde of criminal intruders.

    The truck finally drew to a stop where a number of other vehicles were parked. The gang members in the back of the pickup jumped down, and turned around to face Benedict and Royce. Several more gang members gathered around to see the newcomers.

    “Get down from there now, gringo, let’s go!” the driver of the pickup truck ordered, coming around the side of the vehicle.

    Benedict cooperated and got down carefully, followed a moment later by Royce. They were led away from the truck and down the sidewalk towards a group of individuals standing in front of one of the houses.

    A man of about forty years of age, surrounded by several armed men, turned to regard the group escorting Benedict and Royce as they approached. His dark eyes settled upon the two captives.

    “Piranha, looks like you picked up some new friends out there. What have you brought me today?” he queried in a casual, accented voice.

    “Found these two gringos trying to walk through our territory,” Piranha replied in the manner of a soldier reporting to a superior officer. “Both had guns. Wanted to find out what you want to do with them.”

    The other man was a little shorter in stature than Piranha, and a little pudgy in the face and belly, but his eyes were hard as iron. He stared at Benedict and Royce for a few seconds without a break in his expression.

    “I am known as Lil Dragon,” he said to Benedict and Royce. “I will decide what to do with you, when I finish with my business here. I was just about to render judgment. Observe the price paid for lying to me. This one had a stash of medicine he tried to hide from us.”

    Lil Dragon looked away from the captives. Briefly, he spoke in Iberian to a group of men surrounding an old man of about seventy, with a badly-bruised face and eyes that glistened with fear.

    It was clear from the old man’s attire and appearance that he was not affiliated with the gang, and most likely came from the neighborhood. Though Benedict could not understand Lil Dragon’s words, the effect of them was immediate.

    A look of horror sprang to the man’s face. He yelled and struggled as several gang members wrestled him down to the ground, holding him in place with one arm extended. To Benedict, it was like a pack of hyenas swarming an old, weary lion.

    Watching one man raise a machete above the man’s exposed upper arm, Benedict shut his eyes tight, knowing at once what was coming. A pitiful cry rife with agony escaped the man a second later, drowned in the boisterous, triumphant laughter of his tormentors.

    Lil Dragon smiled, and looked back to Benedict. The expression chilled him to the core. “Don’t be like these chavalas. He’s lucky we didn’t decide to bless him.”

    Benedict did not ask for any explanations. He did not want to know what brutal men like those around him considered to be blessings.

    “They will learn fast, here,” Lil Dragon declared. “They will all come to cooperate with us. Then all will be well. Those that don’t do as we ask, then they will learn Diabolos is with us.”

    Benedict said nothing in response, but he felt the chill in his blood grow even colder at the mirthless smile on Lil Dragon’s face. The way he had spoken the last words struck him in an odd manner, and there was a knowing look within Lil Dragon’s eyes.

    “With you, I sense some purpose,” Lil Dragon said to Benedict. He then looked towards Piranah, and glanced back towards Royce. “With this other one, not so much.”

    A look was exchanged between Lil Dragon and Piranah. In a fluid motion, Piranah drew out a pistol holstered at his waist, put it to the head of Royce, and pulled the trigger.

    The shot cracked the air as the bullet tore through Royce’s skull. He fell to the ground and landed at an awkward angle, his eyes oriented skyward and absent of life’s spark.

    Benedict wanted to lash out as tears borne of frustration, sorrow, and anger welled together in his eyes. It took all the willpower that he had inside him to refrain from an outburst.

    “I will let the First Word know you are with us, and we will go from there,” Lil Dragon told his remaining captive. He then looked over to the group of men who had been involved with chopping the old man’s hand off. “Rage, Steel, Loco, take this man to our finest guest accommodations.”

    Three of the men stepped forward immediately. One of them grabbed the upper part of Benedict’s right arm.

    Right before they parted, Lil Dragon’s gaze bored into Benedict’s own. The other man’s eyes were those of a murderer, devoid of compassion and filled with threat.

    “Don’t try to be a hero,” Lil Dragon stated in a low. “Don’t try to escape. Don’t do anything stupid. Cooperate, and we’ll have no problem with you. You won’t end up like your friend. Got it?”

    Benedict forced a nod, still trembling from the power of the thunderous emotions gripping him. Jerked forward, he was pulled away as the three men appointed by Lil Dragon led him from the area.
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