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                 Two boys race through the Mediterranean country side.  The younger is not as strong as his brother and begins to fall behind in the thick, humid air.  The elder calls back, but doesn’t break stride.  “Keep up!   It’s just ahead!”  
 
                 Elijah pauses to catch his breath.  “What’s just ahead?”   He pants heavily.  “You still haven’t told me where we’re going!   Slow down!   Enoch!”  
 
                 But his brother disappears into dense foliage, not hearing a word.  
 
                 A full day of work ahead of us, and he’d rather play tag.  Elijah resumes his chase, slowing to a jog.  His only reason for following his brother is to appease this wanderlust as quickly as possible.  Very little work will be done on their family’s farm without Enoch, but despite his lumbering power, he cares little for manual labor.  
 
                 Elijah, on the other hand, is more grounded.  He understands both his brother and the ever-present threat of famine.  Unfortunately, the only way to pull him back into his responsibilities is to let his newest fascination run its course.  He approaches the dense bushes. 
 
                 “It’s in here,” a voice calls from behind.  Elijah jumps, startled.  He turns, but sees only a lumbering form vanish in the trees.  He follows. 
 
                 The grove looks void of human life.  So now it’s hide and seek?
 
                 Growing impatient with his brother’s games, he checks the denser foliage.  In a thick patch of bushes, he sees a small opening near the ground.  Broken sticks on the ground betray the presence of something large within.  
 
                 “Great,” he says.  “This is just how I want to spend harvest time.” 
 
                 The boy crawls into the plants.  It is a tight fit.  Sticks jab into his side.  He reaches to pull himself forward and feels a sharp pain in his hand.  Ahead of him, thorns drip with blood.  He squeezes his hand tightly.  The bleeding slows, but doesn’t stop.  He creeps forward slowly using his good hand.  Trees darken his path.  
 
                 Up ahead, he sees light.  A clearing.  Almost there, he thinks.  He calls for his brother, but there’s no answer.  The ground below him feels dry and brittle.  Then just before reaching the clearing, the earth gives way.  
 
                 Elijah falls.  The light of the clearing soars high above him.  It grows faint.  Small.  He tumbles through the earth.  The dry soil hardens into clay, then rock.  When his body slams to a stop against the hard floor, he sees a thin stream of light above him.  He is in a cave.  Sore, but uninjured.  And he is not alone.  
 
                 Click.  Click.  Click. 
 
                  “There you are,” says the towering figure of Enoch.  He strikes a flint, trying to light a small torch.  Click.  Click.  Whoosh.  Flames spurt to life, illuminating the cave.  “Looks like a tunnel.” 
 
                 “How do we get out?”   Elijah stares at the point of light, far above his reach.  
 
                 “I guess we’ll have to find another way.” 
 
                 “You mean you’ve never been here before?”  
 
                 “Not all the way down here, no.”  
 
                 The younger boy is silent. 
 
                 “Looks like we’ll just have to press on.”  
 
                 “No.  We have work to do.  I’ve played along, hoping to get this over with quickly, but we’ve got to find a way out now.  I had to leave Miriam with the flocks so I could follow you.  We can’t waste time playing in caves in the middle of nowhere!”
 
                 But Enoch is already walking.  Elijah runs after him in short, frantic bursts, trying both to keep near the only known exit and to stay with his older, stronger brother.  
 
                 “This isn’t just a cave,” the elder observes. 
 
                 They look around.  Dark shadows flicker against the red light of the torch.  They see rocks.  Earth.  The walls are damp.  “It seems pretty cave-like to me.”  
 
                 “Would you be quiet?   I didn’t drag you out here for nothing.”  
 
                 Elijah is sure of that.  He doesn’t believe his brother would abandon his chores without a reason.  The question is, is it a good reason?  “So what is it?”  
 
                 “Miriam saw an angel near here.” 
 
                 “Miriam is five years old!”  He thinks back to his flock.  He left his younger sister in charge.  Just mentioning her name made him wince at the thought of what she may be doing; carrying on childish conversations with one sheep while the others wander away, letting them into the garden to give them something tastier than grass, or maybe . . . He turns away from thoughts of his sister.  “Don’t tell me you believe in that stuff!”
 
                 “Why shouldn’t I?”   Enoch doesn’t glance back.  He carries the torch forward, forcing his brother to follow in the warmth of the eerie red light. 
 
                 “Those stories mom and dad tell us about our ancestors, living in paradise, God, angels--they made us behave when we were younger.  They helped us get to sleep.  They’re just stories!”
 
                 “And what if they’re not?”  
 
                 He never understands why he argues with his brother.  It never does any good.  Enoch is resolved to believe what he chooses to believe.  “Have you ever met our grandfather, let alone his grandfather?  How do we know Adam was a real person?”  
 
                 “Have a little faith,” he responds with a smirk.  It is Enoch’s way of justifying his beliefs.  Faith.  Anything could be true with faith.  “What’s the worst that could happen if you believe?”
 
                 Elijah abandons the argument.  “What do you hope to find down here?”   He looks closely at the dancing red light.  The cave seems bigger here, but only slightly.  The walls are smoother, the floor less rocky. 
 
                 “Probably nothing.  But if we’re lucky, Eden.” 
 
                 Elijah stops, no longer concerned to stay near his brother or the safety of the torchlight.  “Why are you wasting my time?”  
 
                 “Maybe you’re right.  Maybe there’s nothing here.  But don’t you want to take the chance?”
 
                 “No!”  No, no, no!   His shouts echo through the cave.  Startled, he tones his voice down.  “I don’t.  It’s not worth it.  It’s harvest time.  The streams are drying up.  We need to store food and water.  We’ve got work to do!”
 
                 “But what if we find Eden?   It’s so much bigger than our own little life.  Maybe we can find a way back to paradise.  Think about it—if it’s true, we won’t have to kill ourselves working the soil or tending our flocks.” 
 
                 “And if we don’t, we’ll have to work twice as hard tomorrow because of what we failed to accomplish today.”  
 
                 Enoch turns back toward the tunnel.  “Spoken like a true non-believer.”  
 
                 “Non-believer?”   Outraged, Elijah chases him down the stone halls.  “What are you saying?   Aren’t the faithful supposed to be rewarded for their labors?   Aren’t we supposed to be humble and serve?”  No answer.  “Let’s find a way out of here.  We have work to do.  We can’t waste time down in the earth chasing angels and looking for . . .” 
 
                 “A book.” 
 
                 Elijah forgets his rage.  “A book?   I thought you were looking for . . .” 
 
                 “No,” Enoch interrupts.  He holds the torch in front of him and gestures ahead.  “I mean, look.  A book.”  Up ahead is an ornate archway carved in the rock.  Beyond that is a cavernous room, with nothing in it but a book, resting on a stone pedestal. 
 
                 They approach it slowly.  
 
                 “What’s a book doing way down here?”    
 
                 Enoch smiles oafishly.  “Good question.  Let’s find out.”  He reaches forward and picks up the book.  It is bound with a sheet of gold so fine that it bends like paper.  “Amazing.  Do we know anyone who can read?”  
 
                 Elijah leans closer in a rare moment of cooperation with his brother.  He examines the book.  “I don’t think so.  I’m not sure these are Hebrew letters, either.  Maybe it’s foreign.”  The book enchants him.  He forgets his responsibilities.  Somehow, this strange book seems more important than anything else.  
 
                 Enoch touches the cover of the book lovingly.  
 
                 Sefer Razael HaMalach. 
 
                 “What was that?” asks the younger boy, startled.  
 
                 “I don’t know.  I thought you said it.”  
 
                 “We should put it back.  I don’t think we’re alone.”  
 
                 But Enoch does not listen.  He opens the book. 
 
   And stares dumbfounded at the empty pages.  
 
   “I don’t get it.  There’s nothing here.  Why would someone hide an empty book way down in a cave like this?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe we can take it to a rabbi?”  
 
   Elijah glances around, looking for the source of the strange voice they heard.  “I don’t think that’s a good idea.  I think someone might be angry if we took it.” 
 
   As if possessed by a guiding spirit, the elder presses his palm flat on one of the pages.  Suddenly, the earth begins to shake.  A blinding light shoots from the page between his fingers.  He drops his torch.  The large boy trembles as his smaller brother backs away.  
 
   Then everything stops.  
 
   The light fades until only the weak flame of the torch illuminates the room.  The shaking stops, and Enoch collapses, the book falling neatly closed beside him.  
 
   He lies still for a very long time.  His brother looks on.  Stunned.  Silent.  
 
   When he starts to stir, Elijah breaks the silence.  “Enoch?   Enoch!   What happened?”  
 
   The large boy pulls himself to his feet very slowly, but with strong, deliberate movements.  “The power!   Paradise!   I was right!”   The words fall heavy from his mouth. 
 
   “Are you all right?”   He steps back nervously, hitting the torch.  The flame dies.  The light fades quickly.  Embers glow on the ground.  
 
   “Oh yes.  I’m fine.”  His words are driven.  Possessed.  Mad. 
 
   “We should leave.  Let the book stay here, underground.” 
 
   Enoch’s eyes seem red in the weak light.  He carefully picks up the book as if it were a small child.  “No.  We have to stay.  We have been chosen.  It was God, brother.  He spoke to me.  I’m sure it was him.  He wants us to join him in Eden.” He advances on his brother.  
 
   Elijah is frightened, suddenly aware of the difference in size.  Enoch, large and strong from plowing the fields, and he; a small, timid shepherd.  The younger boy backs away, but is stopped by the hard, stone wall. 
 
   “Come with me!   You’re my brother, you should be beside me.  Our lord needs servants!   Submit to him and we’ll be taken to paradise!”
 
   Elijah pushes hard backwards, as if the wall would give way to an escape route.  “You’re scaring me.  What are you talking about?”
 
   “Touch the pages.”  He thrusts the book at his trembling brother.  “You’ll understand.  Be witness to the power of the Lord!”
 
   “You’re crazy!”  He raises his hands defensively in front of his face.  “You’re not talking to God.  Stop this now!”
 
   “Join us!   He will take us to paradise!   We’ll be more than slaves to the land.  We will be given the power of God!”
 
   “You’re insane.”  His words fall dead in the air. 
 
   “No, my brother,” Enoch growls.  “I am enlightened.”  The massive figure raises himself to his full height.  “Will you not join me?”
 
   The silence is thick.  Elijah fears his own response.  
 
   “No,” he squeaks. 
 
   “Then this is farewell.”  The book opens.  He thrusts his hand against the page, as if trying to physically enter it.  The cavern fills with the same blinding light as before.  The earth shakes.  An unnatural wind fills the tunnels, growing to a deafening roar in Elijah’s ears.  The air is hot, burning against his face.  
 
   It becomes too much.  The boy closes his eyes.  He hears his brother shout, “Take me!   Give me your power and I will be your slave!”
 
   The world explodes.  Elijah feels himself lifted by the hot wind and slammed against the cavern wall behind him.  
 
   Then everything stops. 
 
   He opens his eyes, but sees nothing in the darkness.  In the preceding fury, the feeble torch had been tossed to the other side of the room, extinguishing the final ember that may have revealed his brother’s absence from the room or the fine gold book that lay at his feet. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Act One: The Heavens and the Earth
 
    
 
   Chapter One: Mountaintop, A.D. 2563
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The lone man stood on the mountaintop, sword drawn.  He wore black: the traditional kenpo gi shirt and hakama pants of a martial artist.  His gaze was fixated on his target.  At the moment, nothing else existed in the universe.  
 
                 It was easy to block out the world.  High on the peak of Baegundae Mountain, there was little to see.  The thick cloud surrounding the mountaintop diffused the sunlight, casting a red-orange glow over the land.  Except for the valley below him and the bright cloud of light above him, the man knew nothing of the world but himself, the tree in front of him, and the katana in his hands. 
 
                 The union of Heaven, Earth, and Man, made it very clear to him how ancient people could come to believe that mountains were sacred.  
 
                 However, if he had tried, he could have seen something that was not Heaven, Earth, or Man.  If he had stared into the cloud of light and squinted, he could have made out a vague patch of darkness.  
 
                 But he did not try.  
 
                 This dark shape was exactly what he wanted to escape today.  Instead, the man held his sword and gazed at the kahm tree growing out of the rock in front of him.  This tree was the enemy.  The small, orange fruit his target.  Not a particularly wily foe, but it would prove challenging enough.  
 
                 He stood still, eying up the tree.  He selected five pieces of fruit and mapped out his course: run to the tree, sword raised, leap and slash, push off the rock while stabbing.  Reaching the top of the tree would be difficult, but he may be able to push off the branches.  At the top, all he needed to do was drop.  
 
                 The objective being to cut the fruit from the branches without cutting the leaves.  Nothing beyond his ability.  
 
                 Except he couldn’t take his mind off the gunfire echoing from the valley.  
 
                 Far below him stood another man, also with a weapon.  However, this man was much younger.  He was dressed in a long, brown coat.  It appeared to be leather, but was worn through time and use.  Unfortunately, he did not face as docile an opponent as a tree.  
 
                 Instead, Daniel Uzuki leveled his pistol-gripped shotgun against a cunning monster.  The fiend reeked of death.  Its dull brown skin clung tight to its body, outlining every bone, vein and muscle in the demon’s frame.  But he wasn’t concerned with the ugliness or the smell.  His worries came instead from the twelve-inch long bone claws extending from the fingers of the monster’s right hand. 
 
                 He also wasn’t excited about the blood dripping from its fangs.  
 
                 “Humanoid” is a word that could be used to describe monsters such as this.  However, few people ever did.  
 
                 Despite the monster’s intimidating visage, he remained calm.  He drew his strength from the 12-gauge shotgun held tight in his hands.  He hesitated only to consider that there were other demons nearby.  
 
                 He stood, watching the monster.  
 
                 It stood, watching him.  
 
                 The others attacked.  
 
                 High up on the mountain peak, Zeke loosed his grip on the katana and waited. 
 
                 Crack.  The gunshot rang out through the air.  
 
                 Next came the terrible scream of the monster.  It was a sound that he recognized instantly.  Every human on Earth knew that sound.  Now he knew what the gunfighter had been shooting at. 
 
                 Not that there was much doubt before. 
 
                 Crack.  Crack.  Crack.  The sharp explosions of the gun echoed off the mountains, disturbing the other-worldliness of the scene.  
 
                 Crack.  Crack.  These shots rang higher than the others.  The fighter had changed guns. 
 
                 Crack. 
 
                 A monster screamed.  
 
                 Then nothing.  
 
                 The battle was over.  Thankful for the silence, Zeke turned back to his training.  Raising his sword to an en-guard, he found his chosen fruit.  
 
                 He ran.  
 
                 His sword cut through the first fruit, as he planned.  He jumped and hit another.  Leaping off the rock, he sprang higher, stabbing the heavy sword as gently as he could.  He nearly stumbled as his foot hit the thin branch, but he caught himself and pushed higher.  Reaching the top of the tree, he spun his sword downward.  
 
                 A piece of fruit fell.  
 
                 So did Zeke.  On his way down, he pulled the sword.  Another piece of fruit was severed from the boughs.  He landed on his feet, sword extended in follow-through position.  
 
                 “Impressive,” came the voice of a young man behind him.  “You must be Ezekiel Branderlief.”  
 
                 He didn’t turn.  “If you’ve come to kill me, it’s only fair to let you know your gun is jammed.” 
 
                 “Is it?” Daniel asked, trying to hide the nervousness in his voice. 
 
                 Zeke stood up straight, relaxing his sword arm.  “You made a lot of noise down there.  Sounds like you’re using inferior ammunition.  That last shot you fired didn’t recycle.” 
 
                 Taking advantage of his turned back, Daniel pulled out the .45 pistol he kept.  He was right—the copper casing of his last shot was fused in the chamber.  The ejector had broken off trying to pull it out.  The gun was useless now—it would need to be repaired when he returned to Nifelheim.  “If you mean to scare me,” he replied, masking his intimidation.  “It’s only fair to let you know you only nicked your third kahm.” 
 
                 “Did I?”  
 
                 Daniel turned to drop his broken gun in his bag.  Otherwise, he would have seen the kahm land hard on Zeke’s head.  
 
                 Turning back to the swordsman, the boy decided to get to his point.  “Anyway, I’ve come to . . .” 
 
                 “How many were there?” 
 
                 “Excuse me?”
 
                 “The gunshots.  You were fighting draugr, weren’t you?”
 
                 Daniel was caught off guard by this sudden interest.  His nervousness about meeting the legendary ex-soldier faded.  “Uh, yes.  I was.” 
 
                 “Well?   How many were there?”
 
                 “I don’t know.  I guess about six or seven.” 
 
                 “Fast or slow?” 
 
                 “I don’t know.  About normal, I’d say.  Why are you asking about this?”
 
                 “Just worried, that’s all.”  He seemed to relax, but Daniel couldn’t tell why.  Maybe he was convinced the boy wasn’t an assassin.  Or maybe he just wasn’t afraid.  “Some say the draugr are increasing in number.” 
 
                 “Probably just rumors.”  The young fighter was eager to sound wiser than he looked.  “Few people want to get near draugr, much less study them.”  
 
                 Draugr had appeared on earth several years ago.  With the strength of monsters and near-human intelligence, they had proven a match for human civilization.  Only the best of fighters had ever returned from a one-on-one match with a draugr.  
 
                 “Nevertheless,” Zeke said, “I’m not taking any chances.  I still have to make my way back to the city.  I imagine you do, too.  Unless, of course, you’ve come to kill me.”  He raised his blade slightly.  
 
                 “No.”  Daniel instinctively took a step back.  “I haven’t come to kill you.  Why do you say that?”
 
                 “Agents of the Karellan are everywhere.” 
 
                 Zeke had caught several government agents patrolling his neighborhood in the past month.  Such things were not uncommon under the Karellan’s leadership.  No one was protected unless the overlord declared it.  Spies were occasionally sighted throughout the cities, but lately he couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched.  
 
                 Of being stalked.  
 
                 Three days ago, he caught one of the Karellan’s spies watching him train.  Since then he decided to take his chances training outside the city.  
 
                 Draugr, he felt, were less dangerous than humans. 
 
                 “Well, no.  I’m just a messenger.  Not an assassin,” Daniel explained. 
 
                 “A message?   For me?”
 
                 “From the Supervisor.”  
 
                 He wasn’t interested.  The Supervisor was the Karellan’s sycophantic governor in charge of the slums of Nifelheim.  In Zeke’s eyes, he was no better than the overlord himself.  “Forget it,” he said. 
 
                 “I’m afraid I have to tell you anyway.  He wants to see you immediately.”  
 
                 “Look.  I’m no fan of the Karellan, but if it’s possible I like his lackeys even less.  So you can climb down this mountain and tell that pompous leech to go . . .” 
 
                 “Ariel,” he interjected calmly.  
 
                 Zeke stopped.  “What?”  
 
                 “The supervisor thought you might not want to come, so he told me to mention the name ‘Ariel. ’  Is she a girlfriend or something?”
 
                 “He wouldn’t.”  He unknowingly tightened his grip on his sword. 
 
                 “He seemed pretty serious.” 
 
                 Zeke stood silent, trying to keep calm.  It didn’t surprise him.  With so many spies following him, it was inevitable that one of them should learn about Ariel.  He stood speechless.  Angry.
 
                 “He’d like to see you today, if that’s possible,” Daniel continued. 
 
                 He had no choice.  “You any good with that thing, Clint?”   
 
                 Daniel glanced down.  His coat was open, revealing the shotgun hanging under his arm.  “I don’t mean to brag, but it got me up here, didn’t it?”
 
                 “I don’t mean to belittle your skills, gunboy, but seven draugr are nothing compared to the hoards I saw in the valley this morning.” 
 
                 “Hoards?” he said in disbelief.  “But draugr usually travel alone.” 
 
                 “Yeah, well, what do I know?”  Zeke retorted.  “Probably just rumors anyway, right?”  He walked over to a rock and pulled out a small bag.  Throwing it over his shoulder, he began walking. 
 
                 “Where are you going?” 
 
                 “Well, I thought I’d head back to town.” 
 
                 “But Nifelheim is this way.”  Daniel pointed back in the direction he came from. 
 
                 “Right, and so is a nice hike over the next five mountains until it drops you off in the wastelands surrounding the city.  If we go my way, it’s a two hour walk down the mountain and a ten minute walk to Nifelheim’s north gate.”  
 
                 He waited.  Daniel followed him, embarrassed.  
 
                 They set off down the path, but hadn’t gone ten steps before they heard the draugr hoard scream.  Zeke put out his hand, signaling a halt. 
 
                 “What is it?” the boy asked.
 
                 “Those draugr aren’t hurt.  They’re scared.”  The two men stood silent.  There was only one thing on earth capable of frightening monsters as powerful of draugr.  
 
                 Malak.  
 
                 Mysterious beings comprised of energy, they existed in the world, but somehow outside of it as well.  Draugr could be defeated—they were strong, but not invincible.  Malak, on the other hand, had never been so much as scratched since they had first appeared on Earth several hundred years ago.  Ordinary weapons passed straight through their bodies as if they were ghosts.  But unlike ghosts, they could make themselves felt when they wanted to be. 
 
                 And their touch never failed to destroy their victims. 
 
                 A flash of unearthly light shot from the valley.  “It’s a malak, all right,” Zeke said.  “Looks like we’re taking your route.” 
 
                 “Six hours of hiking through draugr infested mountains because of one malak?” 
 
                 He felt like he was talking to a child.  “These are the things that wiped out the entire North American continent.  Not even cockroaches live there now.” 
 
                 “Yeah, but wasn’t that a whole bunch of them?”
 
                 Zeke held up his katana.  “I can cut draugr.  If you want to tangle with the malak, be my guest, but I’m going to stick to the hoard of things that can die instead of the one thing that can’t.”  He turned and started walking.  He didn’t wait.  
 
                 The boy hesitated, then dashed after him.  “I’m Daniel.  Daniel Uzuki.”  
 
                 “Stay close, and try not to cause problems.  This could get tricky.”  
 
                 The two men set off together down the path that would lead to the next mountain.
 
    
 
                 As enclosed as they had felt on the cloudy mountain top, they were far from alone.  Standing in the valley that had been, until a moment ago, filled with draugr, the malak watched them go.  
 
                 It was unusual for a malak to choose a human shape, although this one had done so.  He had grown fond of it.  Human form was perfect for using tools—for adapting.  Also unlike other malak, he had a mission.  Right now, he needed to follow.  He slung two massive broadswords—each too large for a human to wield—across his back, and set off through the trees. 
 
    
 
                 The two draugr seemed to have caught a rabbit.  One of them held the ex-lagomorph in his small hand, prodding it with its claws, looking for blood.  How terribly vampiric, Zeke thought as he watched the monsters’ behavior through the small binoculars.  As far as anyone knew, draugr didn’t eat solid food.  
 
                 Only blood.  
 
                 The second draugr lumbered slowly to the first.  This one was larger. It didn’t move as fast.  Both his hands were clawed, but they were small—possibly broken.  When the monster reached up to grab the carcass, the first one hissed and beat him back. 
 
                 “They don’t look very fast,” said Daniel, squinting to see in the distance.  
 
                 Draugr came in several varieties, plenty of shapes and sizes.  They could have been compared to human races, were it not a taboo practice.
 
                 Most important of all the demons’ attributes, though, was speed.  Some of them were fast—strikingly fast.  It was not uncommon for the monsters to chase down cars.  There were several accounts of small groups of draugr taking down wild horses.  A hunter in Africa had once discovered an adult cheetah, drained of blood.  These were the most dangerous of all the draugr—the fast ones.  
 
                 The two beasts that appeared on the path before them, however, lumbered slowly, like zombies.  Neither of the men felt much fear, although Zeke was wary enough to suspect others nearby.  
 
                 Daniel leveled his shotgun on the rock.  “I can take them out from here.”  
 
                 The swordsman stayed calm.  “You pull that trigger and we’ll have bigger problems to worry about.  I suggest you put that away, gunboy.” 
 
                 “What do you mean?”   He relaxed the gun. 
 
                 “These guys aren’t winning any track meets, and they don’t appear to be very smart, but they don’t have to be.  If that gun goes off, every God-forsaken monster on this mountain will know we’re here, and I’m damn sure that at least half of them will understand where to find their next meal.” 
 
                 “So what do we do?”
 
                 “We do nothing.  But I plan on slicing their heads off before they get a chance to scream.  Then we’d better get out of here quickly because every monster downwind of us is going to smell their blood, and we can expect about fifty of these bastards, drooling and ready for dinner.” 
 
                 “And me?”  Daniel subconsciously pulled his shotgun hard to his chest. 
 
                 Zeke pushed it down with one finger.  “Ease up on them hammers, gunboy.  You just step softly, follow me, and try not to die.”  
 
                 He creeps out from their hiding place.  Daniel follows, mildly dejected.  They stick to the meager cover of the bushes. The draugr, fighting over the rabbit corpse, take no notice of them. 
 
                 In one fluid movement, Zeke leaps out of the bush, his sword swinging down to meet the first draugr’s neck.  It continues unhindered until it emerges from the monster’s body just below its arm.  He pays no attention to the cloven torso dropping from the body and shifts his foot to turn away from the second monster. 
 
                 The draugr believes its prey is vulnerable.  It runs slowly, ready to kill. 
 
                 Zeke’s fingers fly.  The sword spins in his hand.  He catches it reversed, the blade pointing back along his arm.  He pushes the blade backwards, under his shoulder.  
 
                 He feels a strong jerk, and he knows the monster has impaled itself on the blade.  
 
                 Daniel, awestruck by the display, notices the third draugr a moment too late.  “Behind you!” he calls.  
 
                 The new opponent is fast.  Its claws are long, sharp.  
 
                 Zeke spins around.  The sword follows.  Catching the blade with his free hand, he blocks the draugr’s slash.  He gives the monster a strong push.  The draugr steps back, but doesn’t fall.  Immediately, it stabs its claws forward.  Zeke holds the sword out.  The monster slices its hand on the blade.  A shriek of pain echoes across the mountainside.  
 
                 The monster punches, dropping the fighter to the ground.  
 
                 The draugr is on top of him.  Daniel raises his gun, but the shot isn’t clear.  He can’t hit the monster without hitting Zeke.  
 
                 The swordsman kicks.  The demon flies up slightly and lands on its feet.  Claws stab.  A sword swings.  A cracked, dried arm falls to the ground.  
 
                 The blade shoots up from the ground, finishing the monster.  
 
                 Daniel relaxed when Zeke stood up, but the ex-soldier showed no signs of relief.  He flicked the blood from off blade, but did not sheath it.  “We have to go.  I suspect that last shriek roughly translates to ‘dinner’s on. ’”
 
                 The ground started shaking.  The first signs of the impending stampede.  
 
                 “I’m inclined to agree,” Daniel said.  
 
                 “Into the trees!   Now!”  As it was part of his training, Zeke found the task simple.  He leapt up, kicked off the trunk of a sturdy tree, and caught the lower branch with his free hand, gently pulling himself to safety.  
 
                 Daniel was not so graceful.  Kicking off the trunk was beyond his skill. Instead he crouched down, then sprang straight up, missing the branch.  In a mild panic, he raced to the trunk and tried to bear-climb his way up.  Zeke reached down and grabbed his frantic hand, pulling him into the boughs. 
 
                 The draugr stampede broke through the trees.  Hundreds of draugr passed below them, paying no attention to them or the bloody corpses on the ground.  Their screams were terrible.  These draugr were not hungry.  They were frightened.  
 
                 And in a moment, they were gone.  
 
                 The men climbed down from the tree.  
 
                 “I’ve never seen so many of them together,” Daniel said. 
 
                 “They were scared of something.” 
 
                 “Scared?  Draugr?”
 
                 “I know,” said Zeke, seeming unusually cooperative.  “You want to get out of here?”
 
                 “When scary things get scared—that’s generally a bad thing, right?”
 
                 “I don’t want to stick around to see what’s scaring them.” 
 
                 “I’m with you on that one.” 
 
                 “Let’s go gunboy.” 
 
                 But Daniel didn’t move.  Instead he raised his gun.  Zeke raised his sword defensively, but the gun fired before he could act.  
 
                 A draugr fell dead by his feet.  The shot had hit it in mid-stride.  
 
                 “Let’s can the ‘gunboy’ talk, shall we?”  
 
                 “You finished?”  Zeke was unimpressed.  
 
                 “Yeah.”  
 
                 “Then let’s go.  
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two: Nifelheim
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The monolith towered over them, dark and metallic, surrounded by a cloud of smog.  
 
                 Despite being collectively referred to as Nifelheim, it was essentially two different worlds--the slums sprawled across the earth, smothered under the shadow of a massive metal plate suspended high above it,  and the upper city built on top of that plate, basking in the sun.  The two cities shared little in common.  
 
                 In the 23rd century the malak appeared suddenly, flooding through North America.  Millions of people fled to South America, Europe or East Asia.  The rest were killed.  There was no in between.  Within a matter of weeks, the entire continent became a wasteland.  
 
                 The monsters were concentrated in North America, but they were not confined there.  Every remaining nation on the planet began to look for a way of fighting back.  
 
   However, after initial defensive measures failed, people panicked.  No longer trying to fight, they sought to hide from their fears.  Survivors from an attack on a German village observed that the deadly beings seemed to rise out of the ground.  Nearly everyone took their word as fact.  Desperate for action, most nations ordered gigantic plates to be built one hundred meters above the earth.  
 
                 The idea was to climb out of reach.  To safety.  Many people mistook the plate cities as a godsend, although there were occasionally rumors of malak sightings, even in the highest of cities.  
 
                 The largest of these cities was Nifelheim.  Formerly the city of Seoul, Korea, Nifelheim was easy to build.  The Korean mountains provided natural support, and the city had plenty of buildings to scrap for materials.  Although it continued to be called Seoul until the Karellan came to power eight years ago, the ancient city died ages ago, when they built the plate.  
 
                 It was the same in Rome. And Beijing.  And London, Cairo, and Pretoria. Hundreds of cities across the globe had all died and been reborn in a perverted image of itself, one hundred meters into the sky.  
 
                 Post-modern towers of babel.  
 
                 Zeke arrived when it was still known as Seoul, ten years ago, after the war.  The idea was to get as far away from Rome as possible.  
 
                 To safety.  
 
                 Two years later, the Karellan showed up.  After uniting the world in the post-war chaos, he chose Seoul as his capital.  The change in name was his idea.  No one understood why. 
 
                 Zeke despised the Karellan and wanted to leave.  But it had been difficult getting Ariel there from Rome, and he was afraid she wouldn’t survive another journey in her condition.  Above all, he was charged with keeping her safe.  And secret.  
 
                 She was his only concern as he arrived at the city’s western gate.  
 
                 “We should hurry,” Daniel said.  “The supervisor will be waiting for you, but he’s usually gone home by now.” 
 
                 “Then he’ll wait longer.  I need to check on something.” 
 
                 He had been briefed.  He knew Zeke would be uncooperative.  “We need to go now.  We’ve already wasted too much time in the mountains.  He’ll be upset.”  
 
                 “Good.”  
 
                 “That’s right.  You don’t like him.”  The boy let out a frustrated sigh. 
 
                 “He’s taking his life into his hands, asking for an audience with me and threatening Ariel.”  Zeke was difficult to read, but he seemed serious.  
 
                 Daniel, however, didn’t mind.  His loyalty was not with the Supervisor.  His orders came from elsewhere.  
 
                 “You’ll just have to run along and tell Dumah that he’ll have to wait some more.”  He saw the boy open his mouth to protest and interrupted before he could speak.  “I will come to him.  He can be sure of that.”  
 
                 He started down toward the gate.  Daniel didn’t follow.  Zeke was grateful.  
 
    
 
                 The lower city was hell.  Centuries without sunlight or water had killed all the natural vegetation in the city.  The dim lighting that hung from the plate gave the impression of eternal night.  The sun did not shine here—only neon lights from the seedier districts. The original pavement from Seoul’s roads had long since been removed.  Maintaining concrete was expensive and unnecessary.  The earth was solid, hard.  So the government simply left the ground bare. 
 
                 The residents lived in small shacks.  Nothing had a good foundation.  The earth was too strong, and their tools were too weak.  In a few places, foundations of original buildings had not been worn away by time, but the materials had been scrapped to build the plate above them.  
 
                 It was simple.  Almost allegorical, had it not been real.  The Upper-City, for the Upper Class.  And in the lower city, people lived in shacks.  Meager houses.  In some places, holes in the ground. 
 
                 The only sturdy buildings belonged to the bureaucrats sent down by the Karellan to shepherd the lower-city. Supervisor Dumah and his administration.  
 
                 Zeke’s home was stronger than most.  Few residents were strong enough to venture beyond the city’s walls.  He alone had access to the mountains and all the resources of the forests that still grew there.  
 
                 His house was strong, but that is not to say it was any nicer than the rest of the homes in the lower city.  And strong wood could not conceal secrets forever.  
 
                 “Ariel!” he called as he threw open the door.  
 
                 A small, sickly girl sat up in bed.  She was in her late twenties, but she looked much older, having been severely wounded during the Roman conflict.  Although her wounds had healed, she had never fully recovered.  
 
                 She stood up to greet him.  “You’re back!  I had the most wonderful dream.” 
 
                 “Hey, be careful, there.  Don’t hurt yourself.” 
 
                 “Don’t be silly.  I’m fine.  I’ve been going for walks every day when you’re out.  Today I made it to the end of the street and back without getting tired.” 
 
                 Zeke cringed.  He was elated to hear she was trying to get stronger, but he was worried she wasn’t strong enough.  “Outside?   In the city?” 
 
                 “That’s as outside as anyone can get these days,” she said, half-condescending.  “I’m glad that you worry about me, but you’re paranoid.  There’s nothing out there that’s going to get me.” 
 
                 “Are you sure?   You didn’t see anyone suspicious?   No one came to the house?”
 
                 “No.  I’ve been alone since you’ve been gone.”  She sounded upset.  Sitting on the bed again, she tried to change the subject.  “Zeke, I think he’s coming back.” 
 
                 He didn’t hear her.  “Absolutely nothing?   No cars parked outside?   If you went down the street, did anything seem strange there?”
 
                 “Not at all.”  She finally began to sound concerned.  “What is it?   Is something wrong?”  
 
                 “No.  Just promise to be careful when you’re alone.  Okay?”  
 
                 “I may be weak, but I’m no invalid.”  To prove her point, she stood up.  “I’ll be fine.  Don’t worry.” 
 
                 Ariel remained standing, but Zeke collapsed onto a small stool. “Please,” he said.  “The Karellan has been spying on me constantly, and I just received a summons from the supervisor.” 
 
                 It was unusual for the government to take interest in anyone in the slums.  Her face betrayed her surprise. 
 
                 “There’s more,” he continued.  “He knows about you.” 
 
                 Ariel resented being kept secret, but she understood the importance.  Survivors of the Roman Conflict often disappeared under mysterious circumstances, killed to cover up details of the battle. 
 
                 And both Zeke and Ariel knew those details. 
 
                 The fact that the Supervisor had taken interest in both of them did not bode well.  Ariel silently resolved to step up her exercises.  Difficult times were ahead. 
 
                 “He’s threatening you if I don’t meet with him.  I just thought . . .” 
 
                 “You’re very sweet, but don’t worry.  I’ll be fine.”  She paused.  “Are you going to meet with him?”
 
                 “I have to.  I need to find out what he knows about us.  I promised Micah I’d look after you.” 
 
                 Ariel’s face lit up.  “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about!”
 
                 “What?   My promise?”
 
                 “No!   Micah.  I had another dream about him.  I think he’s coming back.” 
 
                 It was hard to get excited.  For ten years, Micah Frostbane had been a heavy name to drop between the two of them.  He had been their captain in Rome.  To Zeke, he was both friend and family, the only he had ever known.  To Ariel he was savior and lover.  He also survived Rome, but he had disappeared so fast it felt like he hadn’t. 
 
                 “That man in China…Ariel, the description he gave us was perfect.  He saw Micah die.”  Zeke paused, choking on his words.  “It’s been ten years.  If he were alive, he would have found us by now.”  He hoped, somehow, that she would prove him wrong.  Her dreams had become awfully frequent, and he himself seemed to recall a familiar face in his own dreams.  Could it mean something?  
 
                 No.  
 
                 He understood dreams.  They did not reach into the future, as people have believed for millennia.  They were merely reflections of your mind—your current state of being, your feelings about life, your hopes and desires.  
 
                 Dreams were very powerful tools for telling the present.  Ariel’s dreams only said she wanted Micah back.  It was a useless message.  They both already knew that.  
 
                 “This dream meant something,” she said.  “I could feel it.  We were in Italy, just before the Roman Conflict.  It was our last night together.  Only it wasn’t.  ‘It won’t be long now.  Everything will be fine,’ he told me.  He said the war can’t go on forever.  That no misery or happiness was ever permanent.” 
 
                 It sounded just like something Micah would say.  He was only a few years their elder, but as wise as someone who had walked the earth for ages.  
 
   Everyone knew him for a man who excelled in everything.  He was exceptional to the point that some questioned his humanity; surely he must be guided by some divine hand.  Micah was a brilliant scholar and a wise sage.  He was charismatic, friendly, and social, yet at the same time he was a fierce warrior with an incredible mind for tactics and strategy.  There was nothing he did that he failed at.  
 
   Zeke had spent most of his life living in his shadow. 
 
   A shadow that he much preferred to the monolithic plate above his head.  The plate that made him nervous not just for the government that sat atop it, but for the immense bulk of metal itself, locked in equilibrium between gravity and a series of support pillars.  
 
   He thought of the plate, the horrors he had seen in Rome, Micah Frostbane and his disappearance.  Something stirred within him.  Despair?   Hope?   Rage?  
 
   “I’m sorry,” he told the frail girl before him, “but it’s just a dream.  He’s gone.  I want him back too, but I have to accept it.” 
 
   At this comment, she came to life with a vigor that surprised Zeke.  “But what reason is there to live, if not for hope?”
 
   Surely it wasn’t for the dead city they lived in, and definitely not to become a meal for the monsters outside the gates.  He didn’t have an answer.  “Still trying to make the world a better place?” he said, half to himself.  He was sure that was the spirit that Micah had adored in her.  
 
   Ariel knew what he was thinking.  “I only have the desire.  Micah has the passion.  He has the skill.  You’ll see.  He’ll come back and change the world.” 
 
   Zeke looked affectionately at this strange woman, the girl who looked twice her age and acted half it.  “I hope you prove me wrong,” he said, less than hopeful.  “I have to go see Dumah.  Can I get you anything before I go?   Something to eat?”
 
   “No, you go ahead.”  She knew she would have to work harder to become self-reliant.  She hoped for the best from the future, but didn’t trust it for an instant.  Not with the Karellan sitting high above her. 
 
   “Don’t overexert yourself.  I’ll be back soon.” 
 
   Ariel watched him leave, then pulled a threadbare coat out of her closet.  
 
   I think I’ll try jogging tonight, she thought.  
 
    
 
   Ages ago, the lower city of Nifelheim—the only part that truly used to be Seoul—was alive and packed with people.  The city lived and breathed with its own rhythms.  It moved as if it were a single organism.  A human has a heart, a brain, arms and legs.  Seoul had the river, the mountains, the roads and railways.  
 
   The Administrative Sector Headquarters was in a district once called Yongsan, the Korean word meaning Dragon Mountain.  But there were few left who remembered the ancient name, and even fewer who used it.  Books, records, archived histories: those were only available to residents of the upper city.  
 
                 Zeke spotted the ASH from far away.  One hundred meters tall, the building extended all the way up to the plate, where it continued to serve as the administrative building for the upper city as well. A pillar of support for the fortunate wealthy, both figuratively and literally. 
 
                 Was the Karellan there?  He wondered.  Just beyond the plate, out of sight?
 
                 No.  The overlord was well-known for his secrecy.  His office was somewhere else in the city, its location known only to a select few.  
 
                 Unless that was just what he wanted everyone to believe.  
 
                 It didn’t matter.  Zeke’s only goal this evening was the Supervisor, the highest ranking governor in the world, second only to the Karellan himself.  He took pleasure that such a prestigious position would involve caring for a dump like Lower Nifelheim. 
 
                 But despite that, the Supervisor was a powerful man.  
 
                 At the front gate of the tower, two guards holding assault rifles blocked his path.  “State your business.  If you gain permission to enter, you’ll have to check your arms.”  The man nodded at the sword tucked into Zeke’s belt.  He never parted from it.  
 
                 “Dumah sent for me.  My name is Ezekiel Branderlief, and if he wants to see me, I will keep my sword.”  
 
                 “Unacceptable.  Check your weapon at once or we will place you under arrest.”  The guard remained calm.  
 
                 Zeke was tempted to walk away.  He was not interested in what the Supervisor had to say, and his guards were giving him no reason to hear him out.  But he did need to find out what they knew about Ariel.  
 
                 He gritted his teeth.  “I don’t take orders from plate-owls.” 
 
                 The guards sneered.  They were militia, born and raised with the other lower-class citizens in the slums.  Joining the militia was seen by many people as the only sure way of getting decent housing and daily meals.  It was seen by others as selling-out.  Roosting under the protection of the plate, like owls. 
 
                 Zeke didn’t care one way or the other, but he was getting angry, and he knew the term would disturb the calm arrogance of the guard. The men leveled their guns.  In a moment, he felt his sword in his hands, as if it leapt there on its own.  “You make one move and you’ll be dragging your limbs back home with your teeth,” he growled.  
 
                 “That’s enough,” boomed a clear voice.  A tall man dressed in a light blue uniform stepped out of the tower.  Supervisor Adam Dumah was in his mid-forties, with touches of gray in his hair.  He carried himself regally, but looked tired.  “You can trust him.  Let him pass.” 
 
                 “My lord, are you sure?” protested the guard.  
 
                 The Supervisor turned to Zeke.  “Ezekiel Branderlief.  Special Forces, served during the Roman Conflict.  Highly lauded, but refused promotion after the war.”  
 
                 He looked almost proud, as though he were speaking about his son.  Turning back to the guards, he continued, “I’ll not live to see the day a comrade-in-arms can not be trusted to keep his weapon in the presence of his superiors.” 
 
                 Zeke could have liked the man, were it not for his overwhelming hatred getting in the way.  
 
                 “Meaning no disrespect sir,” the guard protested, “but that’s precisely what our concern is—that you won’t live to see the day.”  
 
                 “And you are very good at your job,” he replied as though he were encouraging a small child.  “But I’ve heard enough from you tonight.  This man is now my guest, and if he so chooses to carry his weapon, I will grant him that privilege.”  He turned back toward the building.  “Come with me, please.” 
 
                 Zeke followed warily.  
 
                 They walked through the halls of the ASH, unhindered by doors that slid open as they approached.  They were powered with a technology uncommon in the lower city, but a technology that had existed for ages.  Only for the upper-class, of course.  
 
                 The Supervisor spoke as he led the way.  “Lieutenant Branderlief.  Ezekiel.  Zeke to your friends.  May I call you Zeke?”
 
                 “The war was a long time ago.  I left the title of lieutenant in Rome.  And I prefer you didn’t call me at all.”  He was determined to put the governor on defense. 
 
                 “They say you were there when the plate fell.”  He opened a small door that led to a reception room.  A young girl typed at a keyboard, ignoring their arrival. 
 
                 “And you obviously weren’t.  Survivors don’t talk about it so lightly.”  
 
                 The Supervisor stopped.  “I apologize,” he said as nobly as he could.  It came across as a strained effort.  “In my line of work, striking up conversation with strangers is a necessity.  I simply thought we might share a common bond as soldiers.” 
 
                 Zeke was incensed.  He spat out his words, quiet but intense.  “We’ll I’m sorry, Mr. Supervisor, but I’m not exactly the type to sit around and re-hash old war stories.  I don’t care much for honor or glory or promotions. I saw the plate fall.  And when it happened, any soldier or civilian would have gladly stuck a knife in my back.  There is no bond between soldiers.” 
 
                 Dumah said nothing, letting the man wear himself out.  Let his temper subside.  
 
                 Zeke knew this.  I’m being handled, he thought.  “Since you don’t seem to be getting to a point any time soon, it’s time for some of my questions.  You can start by telling me how you know so much about me.”  
 
                 “Very well.  We’ll make this concise.  Please, let’s finish in my office.”  
 
                 The two men stepped into what could have been a 19th century British drawing room.  It was lavish.  Zeke forced his rage to subside.  His face remained disdainful.  
 
                 The governor took a seat behind an oak desk.  “To answer your question, the Karellan isn’t the only man in this nation with spies.  I do a bit of . . . research . . . on my own.” 
 
                 This was new.  The Supervisor knew his secret.  Did the Karellan?   “Who have you told about Ariel?”  He began to pace slowly, as if circling the governor. 
 
                 “The woman?” he said.  “Oh, no one.  I assure you I’ve kept knowledge of your girlfriend to myself and a handful of trusted agents.” 
 
                 Trusted by the Supervisor.  Not by Zeke.  
 
                 “Good.  As for you, I suggest you draw back those agents, because if your thugs leave so much as a suspicious footprint near my sector, my blade will taste your heart before . . .” 
 
                 “Please, please,” Dumah interrupted.  His tone was disapproving.  “Such a flair for melodrama.  Mr. Branderlief, I will tolerate you for the sake of this mission, but do not test my power.”  He stood.  His voice became more soothing.  “I swear to you on my honor as a soldier.  If you cooperate with me, no harm will come to her.” 
 
                 Zeke stood a moment, sizing him up.  Lieutenant Colonel Adam Dumah had also served in the war against the High Theocracy.  He was absent from Rome for unknown reasons.  Not by his choice. Micah met him a few times and had always spoken highly of him, although he was not as renowned as Frostbane himself.  Dumah was a professional soldier in his day.  And now he had sworn on that profession.  
 
                 He hated to admit it, but he could trust this oath.  Zeke’s cooperation in return for Ariel’s safety.  “So you want me for a mission?” 
 
                 “That is, of course, the reason I asked to see you tonight.”  He seemed delighted that he had asked, as if this were a pleasant chat and he had just mentioned Dumah’s favorite topic. 
 
                 He is evil.  “Kind of worked that out on my own,” he said. 
 
                 The governor stood.  “These are tough times for everyone.”  
 
                 Zeke scowled.  He thought of the oak desk.  The embroidered rug beneath his feet.  The wood burning fireplace in the wall. 
 
                 “Even I have the Karellan breathing down my neck.  It wasn’t enough for him to appoint me to run the city.  Like most administrators, he wants his hand in everything.  To do my job around me.” 
 
                 Zeke wasn’t interested in his personal problems.  “Just get to the point.” 
 
                 “He’s withdrawing his medical support.  Our supplies have been cut,” Dumah continued.  Hospitals in the lower city were under-funded, under-staffed, and under-supplied.  Their patients could expect little chance of recovery as it was.  To cut supplies would mean to end lives. 
 
                 But it was an all too familiar story in the lower cities.  
 
                 “So you’ve called me to your office and threatened Ariel because you ran out of band-aids?”
 
                 The governor rose, slowly approaching.  “It would do you good to be patient.  I know you have no love for me, but I do have just cause for requesting your help.”  
 
                 “Then get to the point,” he snapped. 
 
                 A scowl flashed across Dumah’s face.  Although it vanished instantly, his fatherly cheer did not return.  It was all business from here. 
 
                 “There are reports of a complex, far to the south by the former city of Pusan.  It’s been abandoned since the draugr started attacking open settlements, but intelligence suggests we may be able to locate some supplies there.”  
 
                 “And you want me to go get them.”  It was not a question.  
 
                 “They tell me you’re the best.”  
 
                 “Who said that?”  
 
                 “Higher-ups,” the Supervisor said evasively.  He turned and paced back toward his chair.  “Nameless faces in the national bureaucracies.” 
 
                 More spies, thought Zeke.  Then a thought occurred to him.  “They pull their support, tell you where to find supplies, then want me to go get them?”
 
                 Dumah paused.  He looked grave.  There was a moment of understanding between the two men.  Only a moment.  “Be careful.  Obviously you can’t trust them.  But you will retrieve those supplies.”  
 
                 Zeke thought of Ariel, being used as leverage against him.  He thought of some place safe he might move her.  
 
                 In the lower city?   Forget it.  Everyone seemed to be a spy for the Karellan or the Supervisor.  He could boast his skill and throw around threats.  No one questioned that he was capable of following through.  But he was far from omniscient.  He could not be everywhere at once.  He was not god-like.  The choice was simple.  Refuse, and every man he passed in the street would become an assassin in disguise, or cooperate for Ariel’s safety.  Until he found a way out.  A lifetime of blackmail seemed a poor choice, no matter what the circumstances. 
 
                 “Fine,” he agreed. 
 
                 Dumah forced his cheerfulness to return.  “Good.  As I said, cooperate with me, and you’ll have nothing to worry about.” 
 
                 “Just tell me the details so I can get out of here.”  His words cut through the governor’s smile.  
 
                 “Very well.”  He stood and approached Zeke, like a General briefing a soldier.  “You’ll be working with three of my associates.  I believe you’ve already met Daniel.  The other two are some of my best soldiers.” 
 
                 “Daniel’s not militia?” 
 
                 “No.  He’s assigned this mission from another department.  But I assure you, everyone I am sending will work towards its success.”  He paused.  Silence.  Then he continued.  “Now as I was saying, the team will meet at the south gate of the city with the equipment.  They will brief you.  Oh-six-hundred hours.  Be prompt.” 
 
                 “Finished?” he asked, unimpressed with the military jargon.  
 
                 “You may take your leave, if you wish.” 
 
                 Zeke turned and walked swiftly for the door, but stopped when he reached it.  “Say I want to see Daniel tonight.  Can I see him on the way out?” 
 
                 “I’m sorry, but I believe he left already.  Mentioned something about having business at the Cathedral.” 
 
                 “Thank you.  I’ll find him there.”  
 
                 The Supervisor watched as Zeke’s form vanished behind the closing door.  He turned back toward his desk. 
 
                 “I thought you were going soft on us,” came a dark voice.  “That bit with the blackmail, though.  That was priceless.  Who is this ‘Ariel,’ by the way?”
 
                 The ninja sat in Dumah’s leather chair, his feet propped up on the oak desk.  
 
                 “Mr. Hugin.”  The governor’s voice was heavy.  “Both Ravens visiting me in one day?   This man must be important for the Karellan to send his personal spies.” 
 
                 Hugin was a familiar, yet unwelcome face in the governor’s office.  He was a Raven, one of the overlord’s personal attendants, responsible for gathering information and pulling the strings of the overlord’s dirtier projects.  They were powerful, thorough and efficient.  Not to be underestimated.  If a malak appeared in the middle of the Amazon, the Ravens could report it within an hour.  
 
                 It gave the overlord a god-like omniscience.
 
                 Dumah despised having the spies watching over him at every moment of the day.  But of the two of them, his disdain for Hugin was far stronger.  Sneaking in the shadows, knives in the back, smoke bombs and other secret ninja-matters were not something the ex-colonel approved of.  It was far from an honorable approach to one’s profession.  
 
                 “I’m assuming you saw the whole thing,” he said to the ninja.  
 
                 “Most of it,” Hugin replied.  His tone was calm, but powerful.  He knew he was a threatening presence.  “I came in about the time he was berating you for chatting about the vainglories of the Roman Conflict as if it were a memorable softball match.  I must say, he put on quite a show.”  
 
                 Standing on guard, with the ninja sitting at his own desk, Dumah became sympathetic of Zeke’s situation only a few minutes before.  “The Raven of Thought doesn’t just drop in to say good evening.  Why are you here?”
 
                 Hugin swung his feet to the ground and stood up.  His movements were fluid.  Like one would expect of a ninja.  His voice darkened.  “You advised our boy to be patient back there.  You may want to consider that yourself.”  He circled slowly, like a shark.  “I’m just checking on you.  You’ve troubled us greatly with your little request.  I wanted to make sure you weren’t disrupting our plans any further.” 
 
                 “Your boss has my support, as always.”  He stepped toward his desk.  His chair.  His power seat.  The ninja didn’t interfere.  Sitting, he continued.  “However, I stand by my decision that testing Branderlief in the city is insane, and I refuse to allow it.” 
 
                 The chair shook, and Dumah found a knife sticking through the leather, just centimeters from his ear.  Hugin’s arm remained outstretched.  “You’re lucky he still respects you,” the spy growled.  “Had you refused my orders, your spine would be hanging from the plate by now.” 
 
                 Dumah felt smug.  The ninja was agitated.  But he was still dangerous. “Gather your data somewhere else.  I do hope it’s not too much of an inconvenience.”   
 
                 “As a matter of fact, I was tied up with some business over Old Japan.  A band of pirates have been attacking our supply ships.  Since I’m taking the Muselheim south anyway, delivering our cargo should be no trouble.”  
 
                 The governor pushed him further.  “That’s too bad.  I’ll have to try harder next time.”  He stood.  “I may be nothing more than a lower-city supervisor, but it’s still my duty as a leader to protect these people, and I would gladly inconvenience you a thousand times if it would save just one of their lives.” 
 
                 The ninja growled.  “Watch yourself.  If you fall out of favor with the Karellan, I’ll see to it that you aren’t so much as the supervisor of a sewer.  If you want to think of your people, you’d better start protecting your position.  Just a friendly warning.  We’re watching you.”  
 
                 The smoke bomb ignited before Dumah even saw it.  A cloud expanded and filled the room.  He coughed.  He ran to the window, tore open the velvet drapes and slid open the glass.  The smoke slowly faded.  
 
   Unsure of Hugin’s position, he shouted in all directions.  “Damn ninjas!   Ever think I don’t care where you’re going!   These drapes are going to reek for weeks!”  
 
   Hugin was long gone, and didn’t hear the rant.  
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three: Church
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Zeke hated going to church.  
 
                 The stained glass windows let in no light.  The images remained darkened.  Dead.  Much like the world.  
 
                 A man in flowing blue robes stood in front, shouting in a voice Zeke thought was terribly melodramatic.  “In days past there were believers and infidels.  They warred over faith.  They fought and slew one another over their gods or beliefs.  And all of them heretics.  Heretics among inquisitors.” 
 
                 The Armageddonist Cathedral was packed, as usual.  Nearly all the residents of the lower city congregated weekly to practice the new religion.  They believed the Church offered them truth at long last.  A religion that was proven true.  
 
                 The Church gave them promises.  They worked to help better the world.  To raise every citizen up to first-class.  And the most wretched of tenets, Zeke believed, was the claim that the draugr were punishment for worldwide sin.  For the war.  For the now-deposed High Theocracy.  The church claimed that by atoning for these sins, God would remove the draugr from the world.  The Church gave people hope.  
 
                 False hope, in Zeke’s eyes.  
 
                 “But they were crushed for their blasphemy!” the priest continued.  “But their eyes were blinded to the glory!   And now Hell is full and the dead walk the earth!  Judgment Day is here to punish us for the sins of our past!   Only by humbling ourselves and asking for forgiveness can we be free of the plagues that walk among us.”
 
                 Zeke scoffed.  He didn’t understand how so many people could be blind to what had happened.  When the malak appeared, the world had the same reaction.  It was the end of the world.  People turned to religion for help, and the churches were far too happy to boost their attendance.  
 
                 The churches initiated the building of the plates.  They divided the world into two classes.  The righteous and the infidels.  At least, that was how it started.  It wasn’t long before it became a division between the rich and the poor. 
 
                 The churches united.  Catholic, Protestant, Buddhist, Hindu.  All of them.  It would have been a miraculous statement of unity and cooperation, were it not for the inquisitions and purges of the so-called infidels.  Hundreds of thousands of people killed in the name of God.  In the name of religion.  In the name of class, politics, or whim.  There was little doubt that the High Theocrat abused his power.  
 
                 No one remembered when the war began.  The lower class citizens knew for centuries that the High Theocracy must be eliminated.  It started as protests and renegade attacks.  The Church put down these rebellions quickly.  
 
                 Over the years, the fight grew more organized.  The Church grew more fierce.  Each side recruited soldiers.  Planned attacks.  Rallied troops.  Before they knew it, they were ten years into a full-blown war.  
 
                 No one knew when the war began, but everyone knew when it ended: Rome. 
 
                 And now they replaced the High Theocrat with the Karellan.  The righteous citizens with first class citizens.  And the Unified Theocracy for the Church of the Armageddon.  
 
                 Sheep, thought Zeke.  He hated going to church.  
 
                 “Only then can we be whole!” shouted the priest.  Solemn and respectful, the people were silent and listened.  “Only then can our souls once again belong to us and to God!”  
 
                 The organ sang.  A dirge echoed through the hall.  But Zeke had long since stopped listening.  He was scanning the crowd, looking for someone.  Looking for . . . 
 
                 “Mr.  Branderlief?”
 
                 He spun to face Daniel, standing behind him near the entrance.  The boy was waiting intently for him to speak.  “You can drop the formalities.  Since we’re going to be working together.”  He hesitated.  He usually wasn’t so relaxed around the Supervisor’s minions.  But this boy was different.  Somehow.  “Go ahead and call me Zeke.”  
 
                 Daniel seemed pleased.  “So you’ve visited the Supervisor?”
 
                 Zeke was only half-listening.  Slightly embarrassed for letting his guard down, he had begun scanning the room.  “So do you associate with this crowd of doomsayers and sweet-talkers?” 
 
                 Daniel didn’t seem to mind the change of subject.  “The church?   I’m not a practicing Armageddonist, if that’s what you mean.  Some times I have to send reports through the church hierarchy, but I tend to follow my own dogma.” 
 
                 “Good.  Maybe we can get along, then.”  
 
                 “Issues with the church?  I’m not saying I buy into all their end-of-the-world talk, but are they really so bad?   They give people hope.” 
 
                 Maybe not, he thought.  “So did the last church,” he pointed out. 
 
                 “Point taken.” 
 
                 But Zeke wasn’t finished.  “Maybe they view it as a harmless lie.  It’s for the people’s good.  Maybe they want to give them hope.  Change the world.  But they’re still lying.  It starts there.  Then it spreads.  The people in the Church lie.  They lie for wealth.  They lie for power, to control.  Then the congregation starts to lie.  Before too long the entire institution is wrapped up in saying whatever they want to hear for whatever purposes they have in mind, and they’re very far removed from giving people hope.  By then, we could be living under another tyrannical theocracy, with everyone so buried in lies that they don’t see the truth.”               
 
                 Daniel struggled for words.  “I guess I can’t argue.”  He paused to think.  “Sometimes it’s easy to forget how hard we fought to get rid of the Church.” 
 
                 Zeke looked at him closely.  The boy was no more than seventeen or eighteen.  He probably couldn’t even remember the war.  “Only because you didn’t fight yourself.”  
 
                 There was a long pause.  They both stood there, silently trying to resolve the awkwardness.  It was Daniel who spoke first.  “I’d still like to think I can make the world better.  I just prefer to do it with guns instead of faith.”  
 
                 “I used to be the same way.  Before Rome.” 
 
                 “So why do you want to see me?”  
 
                 “I’m sure you know.  You work for Dumah, and I know you know more than either of you are letting on.” 
 
                 “The mission.” 
 
                 “Very good,” Zeke condescended.  Snapping back to his usually all-business manner, he continued.  “He sent you to spy on me.” 
 
                 “He did nothing of the sort,” Daniel protested. 
 
                 “Of course he did.  Now, don’t go thinking I don’t trust you.  If he wanted to kill me he wouldn’t need to drag me all the way to Pusan.  I just want to establish with you and your team that I’m in charge.  I won’t be taking orders from anyone.” 
 
                 Their conversation had caught the attention of several members of the congregation.  Church-goers stared angrily at them.  “Let’s go outside,” Daniel suggested.  He pushed open the large door of the cathedral and they stepped out into the dim fluorescent lower city. 
 
                 Just ahead of them, a large crowd of people stood by a small stage.  A Korean man in the blue robes of an Armageddonist priest was shouting out names.  It was a promotion meeting.  The Church’s routine selection of lower-class citizens to be integrated into plate-society.  
 
                 “Is that all, or did you want something else?”  Daniel asked, not entirely convinced that Zeke had hunted him down simply to assert dominance. 
 
                 “Charlie.” 
 
                 “Charlie?”
 
                 At the back of the crowd, a huge man was hunched over.  A tiny figure stood beside him on the ground.  “You be good, Emily,” he told his daughter.  “You’ll be living in a better place, okay?   So I don’t want you to be sad.”  
 
                 The girl was in tears.  She was no more than five or six years old.  “I don’t want to live in the sun.  I want to stay here.” 
 
                 Charlie put his hands on her shoulders.  “I know you do sweetie, but Daddy can’t always protect you here.  There are bad men down here.  Men who want to hurt you, or steal from us.” 
 
                 “Why do they want to hurt me?” 
 
                 The giant pulled out a small rag and dried her face.  “I don’t know, sweetie.  But it’s very dark down here, and bad men like dark places.” 
 
                 “Why can’t you come with me?”   Her breathing was erratic.
 
                 “I’m sorry.  But they didn’t promote daddy.  They won’t let me go up to the plate.  But I’ll be thinking of you every day, and I’ll send you money every week so you can go to school.” 
 
                 “School?”  The new subject caught her interest.  She calmed down slightly. 
 
                 “Yeah.  School.  You’ll love it.  You go there and get smarter and you’ll make lots of new friends and  . . .” 
 
                 “You’re not my friend anymore?”  
 
                 The big man looked like he had just been shot in the gut.  “Sweetie, of course I am.  Look, this is just for a little while.  Daddy is going to try harder, and when I get promoted to first-class citizen, I’ll come see you right away, and we can live with each other forever.” 
 
                 “You better!”  she shouted, trying to sound angry. 
 
                 “I will.  But until I can come protect you again, I have a present for you.” 
 
                 Emily smiled behind her tears.  Charlie reached into his pocket.  When he pulled his hand out, a strand of green ribbon hung from his finger.  He held it up to her eyes, so she could see the small brass bell tied to it. 
 
                 He flicked the bell.  It rang only once, a thick, low sound, then stopped.  Tink.  “Whenever you’re scared, put this on.”  He tied it around her wrist.  “See the bell?”
 
                 “Yes,” she said, sounding sad. 
 
                 Charlie flicked the bell again.  Tink.  “Now, do bells make good sounds or bad sounds?”
 
                 “Good sounds,” she answered. 
 
                 “That’s right.  Now see, bad things like ghosts and monsters don’t like good sounds like this.  So whenever you’re scared, just ring the bell and it will scare them all away.”  
 
                 Emily shook her wrist.  The bell rang freely.  Tinkle, tinkle, ting, tink, ting. 
 
   She smiled weakly.  “Will it scare away draugr?”
 
                 “Of course it will,” said Charlie.  He smiled.  He was very convincing.  “But you don’t have to worry about them.  Draugr can’t get up on the plate.  It’s too high for them.”  
 
                 “Will it scare away malak?”
 
                 He nodded, selling his confidence to his daughter. “It'll even scare the malak.  But there’s no malak up on the plate either.”  The five-year old girl believed him.  Zeke and Daniel, however, could see the doubt in his face. 
 
                 “There’s not?” asked the girl, looking for comfort. 
 
                 “Nope.  That’s why they built the plates.  The malak always come out of the ground, so people built cities high up in the sky where it’s safe.”  He looked up at the plate.  Even the little girl might know he was worried, but he was so tall that when he looked up, she lost sight of his face. 
 
                 “So it’s safe?”  
 
                 “Would I let my little girl go up all by herself if it wasn’t?”   He smiled broadly and looked down at her again. 
 
                 “I’ll miss you, Daddy.”  She jumped at her father.  He scooped her up with one arm and held her.  Standing up, he saw the two men watching them.  
 
                 “Zeke!   I’m glad you’re here!   Little Emily just got promoted to first class citizen!   She’s going to live up on the plate!”
 
                 “Are you crazy?”   He replied as if he were pleading with a madman.  “You’re actually trusting your daughter to these . . . these plate-owls?   Might I remind you that they’re the reason we’re stuck down here in the first place?”
 
                 “You may want to reconsider your statement,” resounded a nearby voice.  “The blame does not rest entirely upon the Church.”  It was the Korean priest, a young man with well-defined features and thick black hair.  As he approached them, Zeke could see that his robes were different from the priest inside.  They were tighter.  Flowed less.  Below the waist, they were slit down the sides.  Good for moving quickly. 
 
                 This man was a Slayer. 
 
                 “Jae-Hoon Lee,” he introduced himself, extending his hand.  Zeke made no move to accept it. 
 
                 Charlie set his daughter on the ground.  He knew his friend and the priest may not see eye-to-eye, and didn’t want her to see them fight.  “Emily, you run home now.  I have to talk to the grown-ups right now, but I’ll be home very soon and we can spend the whole night together.” 
 
                 “Okay daddy.”  Her tears had stopped, but her face was still red.  She ran off quickly towards a row of houses.  Ting, tinkle, tink, tink, ting. 
 
                 When she was out of earshot, Zeke turned to the priest.  “You’ve already claimed the child.  Your business with us is finished.” 
 
                 “Zeke!”  Charlie shouted.  They both ignored him.  
 
                 “The Armageddonists receive their fair share of criticism,” the priest retorted.  “I see nothing wrong with removing citizens from the slums.  They’ll live a better life on the plate.” 
 
                 “How can you be sure?  You sit down here in hell and trust every word your Hierophant tells you from the plate?”  
 
                 “He is a good man.  What reason would he have to lie to us?”   Though Zeke became agitated, the priest remained calm.  “He is a man of God, and despite your opinions, he is working for what he believes is a better world.” 
 
                 “A better world?   Where people are randomly selected to be taken from their families?   How does he justify the fact that no one who is promoted is ever heard from again?”
 
                 Charlie stepped in.  “They got rules up there.  First-class citizens are too important to deal with us second-class folk.” 
 
                 “This isn’t some snobby aristocrat we’re talking about.  It’s your daughter!”
 
                 “It is unfortunate,” Jae-Hoon continued.  “But your friend is right.  The Hierophant is doing what he can, but he cannot circumvent the Karellan’s edicts.  No non-government personnel may communicate between upper and lower cities.” 
 
                 “And you’re just going to accept that, Charlie?   Sounds suspicious to me.” 
 
                 “Okay, so maybe I don’t entirely trust them,” the big man said, as calmly as Jae-Hoon.  “But look around you.  This place is hell.  We got that damn pizza on top of us, killing off everything around us, and we can’t even go out into the country since the draugr showed up.  Do you realize my little girl has only ever seen the sun from the city walls?   Born in the city after it was shut off from the world.  I have to give her any chance I can for a better life.  If that means I have to trust the Church, I will.  Father Lee here is a good man.  I can believe him.”  
 
                 Zeke forced himself to calm down.  Charlie was bringing his daughter into the matter.  A nasty trick, since he knew Zeke cared for her as if she were his own family.  Still, he disapproved of the promotion and refused to drop the subject. 
 
                 “Charlie, this man is a Slayer.  His idea of improving the world is to run around staking draugr like they were vampire.”  
 
                 “If we’re discussing outdated weapons,” the priest said, “I might remind you that we are not in feudal Japan.”  He gestured to the katana.  “The Church has long since recognized draugr as distinct from folk monsters.  But my training and my faith have given me strength.  I’ve returned from many draugr hunts.” 
 
                 A department of the lower-city Armageddonists, the Slayers took it upon themselves to protect the world from draugr.  They routinely went into the hills surrounding the city, looking for monsters to kill.  Every day, they brought back two or three bodies.  
 
                 But Zeke knew it wasn’t enough.  Human beings had hunted plenty of animals to extinction, but none of those animals had ever been hunting humans in return.  “You’ll never succeed.  There are too many of them,” he told the priest.  
 
                 Jae-Hoon looked at him as calmly as ever.  “Perhaps we could use some help.  You have spirit.  You might make a fine Slayer.”  He turned away.  “Our goals don’t conflict.  Your fight with me is purely dogmatic.”  
 
                 Zeke stood silent as the priest walked away. 
 
                 Charlie, on any other day, would have been the first to jump in and support him in his anti-government arguments.  He would have lifted the priest up with one hand and hung him on the cathedral door until he cracked. 
 
                 But today, it was about Emily, so he changed the subject.  “So who’s the runt?” He crossed his arms and nodded at Daniel.  
 
                 “He’s okay.”  
 
   Daniel didn’t understand, but seemed grateful that he was being accepted as an ally.  “We’re doing a mission together,” he said.  “For the Supervisor.”  As soon as he said it, he knew it was the wrong thing to say. 
 
   “Supervisor?” growled the giant.  “You turning on me, Zeke?”  
 
   Zeke flashed an angry look at Daniel, then turned to appease Charlie.  “No.  Of course not.  It’s . . . well, it’s for a good cause.  Medical supplies and what not.”  
 
   The big man laughed heartily.  “A good cause!  Excellent.  There may be some of the old Zeke left in you yet!”  He pounded his friend hard on the back, then grabbed his shoulder affectionately.  
 
   The smaller man coughed from the impact of the pat.  “If you’re going to be like that, let’s say it was blackmail.”  
 
   The giant looked confused.  They had been good friends for nearly a decade.  Zeke liked him for his strength and loyalty, but couldn’t speak much of his intelligence. 
 
   “Oh.  Sorry.”  He turned to Daniel.  “So what’s your name, runt?”  He put on his tough-guy act.  He crossed his arms, rose to his full height, frowned, and tilted his head slightly back.  
 
   Charlie was normally very friendly with strangers. 
 
   “Uzuki.  Daniel Uzuki.” 
 
   “One of Dumah’s men, eh?”
 
   “That’s right.  I recently transferred in.”  Daniel felt a rush of shame.  He held a prestigious job.  He wasn’t hired because he let himself be intimidated.  But it was a hazard of being young.  No respect, despite his skills or knowledge.  
 
   Charlie turned to Zeke.  “You want me to come along.”  It was not a question. 
 
   “There are two more of them.  I don’t want to be stuck with a bunch of G-men for three days.” 
 
   “What!”  Daniel protested.  “He’s coming too?”
 
   Charlie turned on his tough-guy act again.  “We been watching each other’s back for some time now.  You got a problem?”
 
   “Tell your friends tomorrow that Charlie and I are running this mission.  Dumah can spy on us all he wants, but we aren’t taking orders,” Zeke added. 
 
   “Well, of course, but . . . well . . .”  The boy struggled.  He felt he should protest.  Someone may be unhappy about another team member.  On the other hand . . .  “He does look strong.”  
 
   “I could crush your skull with my bare hands, runt,” growled Charlie.  Daniel stepped back sub-consciously. 
 
   “That’s not going to help,” Zeke said, keeping his massive friend in check.  “He’s a good fighter.  I’ve seen him, earlier today.  He’ll be an asset.”  He turned to Daniel.  “Just as long as you understand the arrangement.” 
 
   “It won’t be a problem.”  It was more of a decision than a statement. 
 
   “Fine, whatever,” said Charlie, dropping his act.  “But I’m going home now.  I gotta spend the night with my little girl before they take her upstairs.” 
 
   “You two have a good time!  I’ll meet you at the south gate tomorrow at six!”
 
   Charlie set off, taking his first steps backwards so he could still talk.  “Make it seven and you’ve got a deal!”
 
   “You’re on!”  
 
   Daniel groaned. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four: Night
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 “Wake up!”  called a voice.  “We’re leaving!  Get up!”
 
                 The fourteen-year-old boy rolled back and forth until he had enough strength to sit up groggily.  “Micah, what time is it?” 
 
                 The older boy didn’t answer.  He looked worried.  “Get up, Zeke.  We have to leave.” 
 
                 He noticed a small pack on his friend’s back.  “What’s going on?”  
 
                 He  didn’t answer.  Instead he turned, motioning for Zeke to follow. 
 
                 Micah led him through the darkened bedroom of the orphanage.  At one end of the room, he pushed open a window and climbed through it.  “Don’t wake anyone,” was all he said.  They disappeared into the night. 
 
                 The forest at night could be a powerfully frightening place to children.  Ages ago, the boys may have been raised on stories of ghosts, witches, and wolves.  Venturing into the woods would have been a rite of passage.  A test.  
 
                 A boy goes into the woods.  A man comes back.  
 
                 But the two boys had never known such a time.  Ghosts and witches had nothing on soldiers and malak.  They knew what went bump in the night. 
 
                 Zeke knew enough to be scared, but Micah, as always, was fearless.  Almost ready for a fight.  He led them towards a glowing window.  It was where Sister Mary Anne lived.  She ran the orphanage.  
 
                 In the soft glow, Zeke stared at the older boy.  His friend.  His brother. 
 
                 Micah was only seventeen, but his hair was thick and white.  Not light blonde.  Not gray.  White.  It often made him think of pictures of men from ancient colonial times, the men who wore the curly powdered wigs.  Their hair was also thick and white.  But theirs was long and curly.  Micah’s was short and straight.  
 
                 Zeke never understood his hair.  He knew what made hair turn white.  Fear.  Trauma.  Something terrible that happened to him.  But Micah never spoke about his past, before he came to the orphanage.  Even Sister Mary Anne didn’t know what happened to him.  
 
                 Micah was popular.  Everyone at the orphanage liked him.  He was smart, and even Sister Mary Anne would ask him for help sometimes.  He was young, but with his hair and his sense of responsibility, he seemed much, much older. 
 
                 But sometimes he would go off on his own.  He would go into the forest for days on end.  And sometimes he would be surrounded by the other children, but not seem to take note of them, as if they were in separate worlds.  
 
                 Then there were the fights.  He never argued like the other children.  He never acted out violently, like one would expect a seventeen-year-old to do, but everyone knew when Micah was upset.  There was a fire in his eyes that could burn a hole through anyone.  When he was angry, the other children knew it.  They kept their distance.  One glance at his eyes and anyone would back down.  He seemed like he might attack at any moment. 
 
                 Yet for some reason, he was always fond of Zeke.  
 
                 He didn’t understand why, but he was grateful.  Micah cared for him.  Looked after him.  Like he was doing now.  He only wished it could wait until morning.  
 
                 He remembered his old friend and loved him.  More than ever, he wished Ariel’s premonition was true. 
 
                 And in another world, the adult Zeke became oddly aware that he was dreaming.  He was watching his past.  Something was being shown to him.  He could feel it. 
 
                 The boys stuck to the shadows as they approached the nun’s window. Crouching below the glass, Micah raised a finger to his lips.  “Shhhh!” he whispered.  
 
                 They waited a long time.  There was no sound.  
 
                 “Damn it!”  Micah said.  He leaped up and glanced in the window.  “She’s gone.”  
 
                 “Gone?   Where would she go at this time?”  
 
                 “Shh!”  he urged.  Zeke instinctively ducked back down.  
 
                 “It’s not where she went.  It’s where they took her,” he explained in hushed tones.  He glanced nervously around the woods, looking for signs.  Shadows.  Anything. 
 
                 Zeke didn’t feel safe in the glow of the window.  Even with Micah. 
 
                 “Where who took her?  Tell me what’s happening?”
 
                 “Sister Mary Anne was an official member of the Unified Theocratic Church, but she supported the rebellion.  She’s been arrested by inquisitors.” 
 
                  “Inquisitors?  Here?”  Zeke didn’t believe it.  The war was usually so far-off.  “What are we going to do?  All the others?  What about them?”  
 
                 “I don’t know,” he confessed.  “If they’re lucky, nothing.  They’ll be left to either fend for themselves or die.  If not, they might take the older ones to fight for the Theocracy and kill the younger ones. .”  
 
                 “They?  What about us?”
 
                 “I’m leaving tonight.  I can’t stay and wait for what might happen.”  
 
                 Zeke’s stomach felt heavy at the thought of being abandoned.  “What?  You’re just going to leave?  What about the others?  What about me?”  
 
                 “I’m not leaving you.  I want you to come with me.”  
 
                 He felt honored to be invited along on Micah’s adventure.  But it was a big decision.  “We can’t just leave the others.” 
 
                 “I know.”  He glanced back at the children’s quarters.  “But we can’t stay here tonight.  The inquisitors might come back, and I can’t help much if I’m drafted into the Theocratic army.” 
 
                 “So we come back for them?  When it’s safe?”  
 
                 “Right.” 
 
                 Suddenly, there was a sound from the other side of the small house.  The bushes began to rustle.  The boys heard voices.  Men’s voices.  
 
                 “ . . . torch ‘em.  Kids ain’t no good to us anyhow.”  
 
                 “Right, boss.  What do I do if they try to run?”  called a second. 
 
                 The boys were both thinking the same thing.  Inquisitors.  They shot a nervous glance at each other.  
 
                 “Hold the doors so that don’t happen, ‘kay?  But if it do, shoot ‘em.  They won’t survive long anyhow.” 
 
                 “Right boss.”  
 
                 The red light of a torch flickered around the side of the house.  A tall thug appeared.  The torch light hit the spot where the two boys crouched in the shadows. 
 
                 “Huh?” said the Inquisitor. 
 
                 “What’s that?”  called the first voice. 
 
                 “Someone’s back there?” called another.  
 
   “Yeah, two kids.”  
 
   “You know what to do.” 
 
                 But he never did it.  The boys had already disappeared into the woods. 
 
    
 
                 As Zeke sat upright in bed, startled by the strange feeling he got from his dream, another man in the city couldn’t sleep at all.  
 
                 High up in his tower, the Supervisor paced through his darkened living quarters.  He wandered to the window and drew back the curtains to look out. Instantly, the room filled with harsh fluorescent light.  He lived high in the tower, near the bottom of the plate.  It was always brighter there, since the lights were always on.  
 
                 It was brighter, but it still wasn’t the sun. 
 
                 “Adam, come to bed,” moaned the voice of his wife.  “You know I can’t sleep with that wretched light.” 
 
                 “Sorry dear,” he said meekly.  He dropped the curtain.  The room became black again.  “I’ll take it in another room.”  
 
                 He turned to go, but she stopped him.  Sitting up, she groaned, “It’s that matter with the ex-soldier, isn’t it?”  She sounded like she was complaining.  Like she felt obligated to speak to him.  
 
                 Dumah didn’t care.  His wife, Lilith, was the daughter of a renowned politician, an upper-city governor during the days of the Theocracy.  One of the few theocrats who was permitted to keep his post after the war.  
 
                 Most were executed for their part in the inquisitions.  
 
                 Lilith knew more about the political world than Dumah.  The Supervisor felt grateful she had been close to her father.  
 
                 “I’ll never understand this job,” he told her.  He accepted the position of Supervisor because the war was over.  That’s what old soldiers did—they became politicians.  It was an ancient tradition, leading back to the warrior kings of the earliest civilizations.  But he couldn’t figure out why.  How the two jobs were related was a concept beyond his imagination. 
 
                 “You did the right thing,” she consoled, already knowing what was on his mind.  “It’s what the Karellan wanted.” 
 
                 “Still, I can’t help but think I’ve just sent four men to their deaths.” 
 
                 In the light leaking under the curtain, he could vaguely detect a snarl form on her face.  She obviously didn’t feel like being supportive tonight. 
 
                 “It could be worse.  Didn’t you say the Karellan wanted to run the test in the city?  You talked him out of that.  Shouldn’t that count for something?”
 
                 “I think you’re missing the point.”  He tried to be tactful, trying not to upset his wife.  “From every soldier right down to the last infant, every person in the lower city is my ward.  It’s my job to protect them, not to send them to their deaths just for the sake of following orders.”  
 
                 He thought again of the warrior-kings and ancient times.  Back then, there were those who fought, and those who worked.  The fighters defended the workers and the workers fed the fighters.  Government was much simpler than 26th century society.  Lilith, however, felt right at home around contemporary politics.  She didn’t care for the tradition of the noble-warrior kings, instead favoring ideas that were less-than-noble. 
 
                 The kind that, unfortunately, yielded better results. 
 
                 “Adam, it’s very commendable that you care so much, but don’t neglect your orders.  You’re the Supervisor, not the Karellan himself.  Respect the chain of command.  You overstepped your authority enough already by demanding he change his plans.” 
 
                 “Do you know how many innocent people would have died under his plans?”  Immediately, he wished he hadn’t been so blunt. 
 
                 Lilith smiled mockingly in the darkness, under-lit by the leaking fluorescent light.  “You think you, of all people, are fit to worry about innocent deaths?  You know what he’s doing up there.  Most of these people hate him for simply being a scary overlord.  You have every right to hate him, yet you say nothing.” 
 
                 “Don’t you think that doesn’t bother me every waking minute?” he replied to his wife.  His position required him to maintain silence about the Karellan’s experiments.  If he exposed what he knew, he’d be fired, banished or killed for treason.  Either way, he’d be taken out of power.  Then he’d be in no position to help anyone. 
 
                 But as it was now, he was nothing more than an ineffective figurehead. 
 
                 Lilith didn’t care about his problems.  He was reminded of her loyalty to the overlord on a daily basis.  It was he who pardoned her father when he was awaiting execution.  It was he who permitted him to continue his work as a governor.  The Karellan was the only one who gave him a fair chance.  
 
                 He also introduced Lilith to Dumah.  “Every good leader must appear a family man,” he had said.  “This girl comes from a good family.  She’ll do you well.”  
 
                 Dumah had been grateful.  She had proven indispensable.  But he had realized now she had initially been placed by the Karellan to keep an eye on him.  
 
                 All because of his pesky devotion to being a man of honor.  
 
                 “I know during the war you had a tendency to follow your own path,” she said.  “As I understand it, this is what made you a great soldier.  But the war is over.  You’re playing a different game now.”  She was right.  He hated it, but she was right.  
 
                 “You’ve got to play it right,” she continued.  “Be obedient.  Follow the rules, even if you don’t like them.  You have to do this on their terms.  That’s the only way you can change things.”  
 
                 “Hugin said the same thing today.  ‘Consider my position.  Follow the rules,’ and what not.”  
 
                 “He’s right,” she said.  Dumah scowled at the thought.  “Purge these thoughts from your mind.  Be grateful you saved the city, but be patient.  You can’t do it all now.  Your day will come.  Just do what you’re told and don’t screw things up.” 
 
                 Theirs was far from a perfect marriage.  “I guess you’re right.” It sounded more through-the-teeth than he intended.  
 
                 “Good,” she said coldly.  “Now will you come to bed?”
 
                 The thought was as inviting as a den of snakes.  “No.  Somehow I don’t feel like sleeping.  I’ll go into my study though, so I don’t disturb you.”  
 
                 She must have been satisfied with that because she let him walk to the door in silence.  But when he grabbed the handle, she added, “Oh, Adam?”
 
                 “Yes, dear?”  
 
                 “War is for heroes.  Politics is for snakes.  Try to change that and you’re bound to fail.”  
 
                 “Trust me, Lilith,” he said half to himself.  “I already know.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five: Missions
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 It was seven in the morning.  Late spring.  The wall of the city was the only place in Lower Nifelheim that ever saw the sun.  It had been up for nearly two hours, and all three men knew that.  
 
                 That’s when they had woken up.  
 
                 Zeke and Charlie arrived precisely when they said they would.  Daniel was the only one who was slightly disturbed by the change in plans, but he kept his thoughts to himself.  No one could have guessed.  
 
                 One of them, an Asian man who was a full head shorter than Daniel, approached Charlie with his hand extended.  “So you must be the famous soldier we’re escorting.  Jae-Ho Kim.” 
 
                 Zeke walked past them coldly.  “Famous may not be the right word.”  
 
                 The small man pulled his hand back and nodded awkwardly at Charlie.  The giant stood there and crossed his arms.  
 
                 “This what we’re driving?” asked Zeke.  He nodded at the car.  It looked like a boat with tank treads.  
 
                 A black man who was nearly as big as Charlie stepped forward proudly.  “Sure is.  Standard government transport jeep, outfitted with treads for extra-metropolitan terrain.”  Zeke stood silent, eyeing up the bizarre box he’d be spending the next three days in.  
 
                 “So wait,” piped in Jae-Ho.  “You’re Zeke?”  
 
                 “That’s right.  Something wrong?”  
 
                 “No, no.  Nothing wrong.  I just thought . . .  well, when they said soldier it would be someone . . .” 
 
                 “Bigger?” 
 
                 “So you must be our fifth man, the reason we’re delayed,” he said to Charlie.  His tone was friendly.  He was making conversation.  “You would be?”  He paused, waiting for an introduction.  
 
                 Nothing came.  
 
                 “The strong, silent type,” he said, in answer to his own question.  “I can respect that.” 
 
                 “Had to see my daughter off.  She’s just been promoted to first-class citizen.  Can you respect that, runt?  Or we got a problem?” Arms still crossed, he puffed out his chest.  It looked like he grew an extra half-meter taller.  Jae-Ho stepped back.  The black man chuckled to himself.  
 
                 “Of course not,” defended the small Korean.  “I mean, of course.  Er . . .  yes on the respect.  No on the problem.  I’d never have a problem with anyone as . . . mountainous as yourself.”  
 
                 Charlie stared the little man down as though he could bury Jae-Ho with his eyes alone.  
 
                 Then the giant burst into a guffaw and slapped him hard on the back.  “Ah, I’m just messin’ with you, runt.  You’re okay.”  
 
                 Daniel leaned in to Zeke and asked, “Does he call everyone ‘runt’?”
 
                 “When you’re as big as Charlie,” he explained quietly, “things tend to look smaller than they would to anyone else.”  
 
                 “Yo!  Zeke!” called the black man.  Zeke spun just in time to catch the assault rifle that had been hurled at his face.  
 
                 “This is Bill Smalls.  He’s the equipment manager for our little vacation,” Daniel explained. 
 
                 “Modified SKS rifle with hollow-point ammo and attached grenade launcher.  Flick the switch on the scope for night vision.  Got some crates of high explosives in the jeep.”  
 
                 Zeke tossed the rifle back at Smalls.  “No thanks.  I’m packing my own.”  
 
                 Smalls noticed the sword on his belt  “A sword?  You sure that’s a good idea?”  
 
                 “Don’t see why not.” 
 
                 Smalls chuckled awkwardly.  “Don’t know of any sword that can pack the punch a rifle has.  ‘Specially these rifles.”  
 
                 “I used to think the same thing.”  Zeke didn’t smile.  
 
                 By now, Charlie had found a rifle for himself and was examining it carefully.  “Speaking of punch, what the hell they expect us to find out there?”  
 
                 “Pardon?” asked Jae-Ho. 
 
                 “Hollow-point ammo?  Grenade launcher?  Explosives?  They expecting something bigger than draugr?”  
 
                 “Who knows what these guys are thinking,” said Smalls.  “They just tell me what we’re using and where we’re going.  My job is to drive it there.”  
 
                 “Last time I checked, penicillin don’t put up much of a fight.  Don’t you think all these toys are just a little suspicious for a retrieval mission?”  He handed the gun back to Smalls, who packed it carefully in a crate.  
 
                 “Sure we do,” said Jae-Ho as he helped load the box into the jeep.  “But the city defense militia doesn’t pay us to ask questions.  In fact, they highly discourage the practice.” 
 
                 “I heard of this guy who questioned his orders.  His C.O. threw him in a ring with a live draugr.  Made him fight his way out with his bare hands.” 
 
                 “You really believe all that talk?” said Daniel, tossing his guns into the jeep.  “Come on.  We’re packed.  There’s no reason to stick around here.”  
 
    
 
                 The camera flashed. 
 
                 Micah dug out his wallet and paid the photographer.  
 
                 “So you mind explaining what we’re doing?”  Zeke asked.  “You’ve been awfully sentimental lately.  You sure that’s good for a soldier?”  
 
                 “Of course it is,” he said, pulling Ariel close.  
 
                 “We’re fighting for a better future, but we can’t forget the good things we have now.  Right?”  She sounded as though she were repeating a lesson.  
 
                 Micah smiled at her.  “I couldn’t have said it better myself.” 
 
                 She braced herself for what she knew would come next.  “I’m sure you’ll try, though.”  They sat on the hillside.  They knew their captain was fond of teaching.
 
                 “I want you two to be careful,” he told them.  “War is dangerous, but bombs and bullets aren’t the only thing that can kill a man.” 
 
                 “Right,” Zeke affirmed.  “We can’t rule out knives, axes, shrapnel, poison gas, stray pigeons or army food.”  
 
                 Micah was not feeling so aloof.  “Could you please be serious for just a moment?  This isn’t easy for me to say, but I . . . well, I worry about you.  I can’t always protect you on the battlefield.”  
 
                  “We understand.  It’s natural to get close to people during wartime, especially when we grew up together.”  
 
                 “I don’t think that was his point,” said Ariel disapprovingly.  She turned to Micah and changed her tone.  “Please, go on.”  
 
                 He stood.  The others remained seated.  It seemed routine to listen as if they were students instead of friends.  Zeke’s attention began to wander.  
 
                 “The Norse god Baldr had a dream in which he died,” Micah began.  A slight breeze ruffled his white hair.  
 
                 “Another fairy tale,” groaned Zeke.  Ariel hit him gently, like a responsible sister. 
 
                 “His mother, Frigg, was worried about this dream.  She went through the land and made every creature, every plant, and every rock swear an oath that they would not harm her son.  She would have nothing in the world take him from her.  The other gods, though, thought this was the greatest thing they had ever seen.  They amused themselves by hurling things at him, just to watch it bounce off harmlessly.” 
 
                 “I think I might take up that hobby myself, actually,” chimed Zeke.  
 
                 “Be quiet,” Ariel interjected, with another gentle slap.  
 
                 Micah continued, as if there had been no interruption. “The trickster god, Loki, discovered that Frigg had not received an oath from the mistletoe plant.  She thought it was weak.  Harmless.  So Loki made a spear out of it and gave it to Hod.  See, Hod was blind, so he couldn’t join the fun of hurling things at Baldr.  But Loki helped him with the spear, and when Baldr came by, Hod hit him with the mistletoe, striking him dead.”  
 
                 Zeke stood up.  “Very nice.  That’s a wonderful story, but what’s the point?”  
 
                 Micah lowered his head, slightly upset.  “I’m telling you to be careful.  Don’t write off anything as being harmless.  Even the least powerful things can be capable of destroying a man.”  
 
                  Ariel beamed at him.  “You’re always full of wonderful stories.”  
 
                 “I’d like to think so.  Everyone needs a hobby, I guess.”  
 
                 “But why fairy tales?” asked Zeke, who had watched this hobby develop over the years. 
 
                 “I like to think that studying what people wrote hundreds of years ago will help me understand them,” Micah explained, once again resuming the persona of the teacher.  “Take this war for example.  It’s being fought by those who believe religion is necessary to govern people, and those who don’t want beliefs, which should be discovered inherently, to be forced upon them.  Can either of you honestly say you’ve never questioned which side you’re on?”
 
                 Ariel thought.  “So many people have died for their religion.  It would be a shame if they wasted their lives for something they didn’t believe in.”  
 
                 “It’s a shame they wasted their lives at all.  But most of them were all too willing to do so, and it’s all because they didn’t understand the past.”  
 
                 Zeke and Ariel settled in for a long lecture. 
 
                 “Take the Christian notion of Jesus, for example,” Micah continued.  “The idea that the only thing needed to achieve salvation is believing in him.  Having faith.  Christians believe their God wants unconditional love, but never stop to think of how human that desire actually is.  We all want someone to believe in us.”  He shot a pointed glance at Zeke.  Then he looked at Ariel.  “Or to love us.  People say God made man in his own image.  I suspect it was the other way around.”  
 
                 Ariel looked confused.  She hadn’t known them very long, and it was difficult to tell how religious any given member of the rebellion might be.  “So you fight because you don’t believe in God?” 
 
                 “Not quite.  Just like you, I fight because we should not submit to a theocracy.  God has a place, but not in politics.  Every time someone helps starving children because of a belief in God, something good happens.  Every time someone dresses the naked or gives solace and comfort to the ill because of religion, it asserts God’s existence.  Whether he created us or we created him, it doesn’t matter.  Just as long as the belief makes the world a kind, peaceful place.” 
 
                 Zeke watched an ant crawl over his hand.  He turned his hand over, causing the ant to frantically run for the upper-side.  He knew these philosophies well.  These lessons were just to impress Ariel.  His only purpose was  a sounding board to keep the conversation going.  “And you’re fighting because the High Theocrat is betraying your belief of God,” he said with no enthusiasm.  He regretted asking about Micah’s hobby. 
 
                 “In a sense, yes,” exclaimed Micah, oblivious to the lukewarm interest.  “Though I wish it didn’t have to come to that.  No good ever came of . . .” 
 
                 Ariel woke up.  
 
                 Unlike Zeke, she hadn’t felt that her dream was a vision, shown to her by some unseen force.  It was a powerful dream, yes.  An emotional dream.  A hopeful dream.  But just a normal dream.  
 
                 She wished she could go back to it.  To fall asleep and pick up where she left off.  But she couldn’t, so instead, she woke up.  
 
                 She made a mental note to find the photograph they took that day, and went to look for Zeke.  On his bed was a note:
 
    
 
   Ariel-
 
                 Gone training.  Be back in a few days.  Be careful when I’m gone.  I made pancakes with some honey I found on the mountain.  You’ll find them in the kitchen. 
 
                                                                         -Zeke
 
   p. s.  I left your derringers by your bed.  They’re not much, but keep them with you in case of trouble. 
 
    
 
                 She winced.  Ingredients in the lower city were hard to come by.  Flour, eggs and honey did not tend to make the best meal, especially with Zeke at the stove.  
 
                 She looked at the note again.  Gone training.  She thought back to Micah’s words from her dream.  Even the least powerful things can be capable of destroying a man. 
 
                 “Be careful,” she said to herself. 
 
    
 
                 The militia transport sparked to life.  Jae-Ho radioed a small guard post for clearance to open the gate.  
 
                 The city’s outer defenses opened, one by one.  
 
                 First was the thick plexiglass door.  Part of a ten-meter high wall surrounding the entire city, this was more for the defenses of careless citizens who might wander too close to the perimeter.  
 
                 Next came their most intense defense—three layers of electrified fence, each one with the power of 10,000 Volts.  These fences also surrounded the entire city, stretching on for miles.  The engineers who built the fences had a difficult time keeping them up—with so much power running through them they had a tendency to melt under the heat generated by the electrical resistance.  
 
                 But no one wanted to risk lowering the voltage.  Not with the draugr running around outside.  
 
                 The fence, like everything else in the city, was nuclear powered.  Tiny nuclear reactors ran through the upper city, with electrical lines and steam tunnels built into the plate, connecting them all.  At the center of it all was the main reactor, the largest generator in the city and the main control board for all the others.  
 
                 It was another reason Zeke didn’t like living under the plate.  The power of the atom ran through the entire city.  If anything damaged this network . . .  
 
                 The guards radioed back.  “Second defense south gate service entrance deactivated.  You have a three minute window.”  The mechanical gate in the fence slid open.  The car sped through.  Zeke shuddered at the thought of passing through such an intense electrical field.  He knew it was harmless, but it still disturbed him.  
 
                 Next came the first defense perimeter, a forest of razor wire, ten meters thick.  
 
                 Draugr were difficult to keep out.  
 
                 Gates began to pop open one by one, allowing the car to pass.  Leaving the city seemed to take ages, but finally Smalls called out, “We’re clear of that hell-hole!  Let’s hit the open road.”  
 
                 The open road, of course, was the reason for the tank treads on the jeep.  Until the draugr appeared, plenty of people lived normally in towns and villages, far from the sight of any plate city.  Malak attacks were rare, so people were generally happy.  When the draugr appeared, that all changed.  The plate cities became the only places capable of defending the population, so outside establishments were abandoned seemingly overnight.  
 
                 Nothing had been maintained in the past eight years.  By now, the roads were nothing but a long expanse of broken rocks. 
 
                 Zeke, not as enthusiastic as Smalls, quietly turned back to watch the fortress of Nifelheim slowly grow smaller.  It took a long time.  Something as frightening as a plate city doesn’t vanish in a few moments.  
 
                 Charlie, on the other hand, was being a bit more social.  He noticed Jae-Ho clicking buttons on the transport’s navigation display and leaned forward to talk about it.  “Ain’t that jazzy?  You get TV on this thing?”  
 
                 The small man laughed quietly.  “Well, not officially.  The militia likes to keep its members in the dark ages as much as possible.  We get some privileges, but we’re still essentially second-class citizens.” 
 
                 “Jae-Ho’s all-business here,” chimed in Smalls.  “He’s actually pretty good with rigging these suckers.  I had a date once and I managed to squeeze one of these babies from the auto-pool.  Jae-Ho tapped into the upper city’s satellite network and set us up with some prime entertainment for the evening.”  
 
                 Charlie snickered. 
 
                 “Only saw about a half hour of it, though,” Smalls added.  
 
   Charlie broke into a full laugh.  “Good for you!  I gotta hand it to you, sticking in to the government like that.”  
 
   “It wasn’t the government I was interested in sticking.”  
 
   The giant guffawed loudly and slapped Smalls on the back.  
 
   Zeke stayed quiet.  “Calm down.  We’re here on a job, not a social event.”  
 
   “Come on,” he pleaded.  “These guys are all right.”  
 
   “They’re still G-men in my book.” 
 
   “Here we go,” said Smalls, rolling his eyes.  
 
   Zeke looked confused.  Daniel leaned towards him and said, “I briefed them on you.”  
 
   Jae-Ho started.  “Just because we work for Dumah doesn’t mean we have any love for the Karellan.  You’re not the only one who hates the guy.”  
 
   Smalls was next.  “Hell, I joined the militia hoping it would help get me promoted to first-class citizen—you know all the work the Supervisor does with the Church.  But instead they got me doing grunt work for the last six years.” 
 
   Jae-Ho’s turn again.  “I can’t stand him for personal reasons.  My family has lived in Seoul for thousands of years.  Then the Karellan moves in, makes it his capital, and suddenly we’re all second-class citizens.  Living in the slums.  Then he goes and changes the name to that stupid jazz we call it now.”  
 
   “So why you workin’ for him then?” asked Charlie.  
 
   “We’re not,” stated Smalls. 
 
   “We’re working for the Supervisor.”  
 
   Zeke leaned back, bored with the conversation.  “The lesser of two evils is still, by definition, evil.” 
 
   Smalls’ cheery demeanor seemed to droop for a moment.  “He’s not as bad a guy as you might think, you know?”  
 
   “Not my concern.  I’m here on a job.  When it’s over, it’s over.  I’ve got nothing more to do with the government after that.” He closed his eyes for a moment, but it wasn’t long before an earth-shaking noise woke him up.  Everyone looked out at the source of the noise.  The air above them was distorted with heat.  
 
   A massive ship, the size of a small city, soared high above them. 
 
   “The in God’s name is that thing?” asked Charlie. 
 
   “The Muselheim,” said Daniel. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “A carrier-class airship.  Largest of its kind.  The Karellan’s personal flagship.  It’s outfitted with enough firepower to demolish an entire plate city.  Fifty manual guns and six photon cannons, collectively known as ‘The Dragon’s Breath. ’”
 
   A few of them shot curious glances at Daniel, surprised at the sudden lesson on airships.  He seemed to know what they were thinking because he said, “Kind of a hobby of mine,” and this seemed to satisfy them. They turned back to the ship, which was already disappearing beyond their sight. 
 
   “It’s huge,” said Charlie.  
 
   Smalls seemed irritated.  “The Karellan has enough power to raise an entire city into the air, and we gotta live in the dirt?”  
 
   Zeke wasn’t listening to any of them.  He was fascinated with the ship, now a mere speck in the sky.  “The Karellan’s on that thing?”  He said it to himself, but everyone heard it.  
 
   “Probably not,” said Daniel.  “He doesn’t leave Nifelheim that often.  If he does, it’s usually by himself.  He’s kind of reclusive.” 
 
   Not that it mattered.  The ship was already gone.  It didn’t seem interested in the tiny jeep at all.  
 
    
 
   Far ahead, the Muselheim picked up speed.  
 
   Men worked at the bridge.  “Mr.  Hugin,” said one, “we’ve spotted the pirates, due south.  Just off the coast. 
 
   “Excellent,” said the ninja.  He stood, gazing out the window at the ocean before him.  He couldn’t see much.  The ship was so big that the navigation instruments provided the only clear view.  
 
   “We’ve caught a strong tail wind.  It shouldn’t be long now.” 
 
   I’m disappointed, Joel, thought Hugin.  You’re making this far too easy.  
 
   “Fire as soon as we’re in range,” he commanded. 
 
    
 
   Wind blows across the deck of the ship.  The man, Joel, waits with his crew.  
 
   They watch the Muselheim approach.  It appears out of nothingness and grows quickly to a formidable size.  
 
   “Come on men!” the pirate lord shouts.  “Let’s give them a good show!”
 
   They are sitting on the open ocean, what was once the Sea of Japan.  Three small ships.  It’s risky, but Joel relies on his agents.  Men who intentionally leaked false information to the government.  
 
   He personally attends to the decoy.  
 
   Sailors run around the decks, doing busy work.  They strain the cannons to point to the sky.  They fire.  Most shots fall short of the Muselheim, landing in the water.  A few bounce harmlessly off the airship’s hull.  
 
   “Come on, Hugin!” shouts Joel.  “Take the damn bait!”  
 
   A large photon cannon emerges from the bow of the airship.  Its pistons begin to pump.  The charging capacitors glow.  The engines scream.  Electricity cracks.  
 
   “Now!”  screams Joel.  Sailors leap into the water.  The cannon’s pistons go taught.  The sound dies for a moment.  
 
   The gun fires.  
 
   A massive beam of light hits the boats.  The wooden ships incinerate instantly under the heat.  Wood explodes. 
 
   Water near the boats boils.  Some sailors scream.  Currents form.  The other sailors are caught in the spinning water.  Clouds of ash and splinters of wood rain down on the scattered crew.  
 
    
 
   The radio on the bridge crackled to life.  It was the ship’s gunner.  
 
   “Direct hit, Mr. Hugin.  The fleet is sunk.”  
 
   Hugin let the radio die.  There was no need to respond.  “That was no fleet,” he said to himself.  “Really, Joel.  You disappoint me.” 
 
   The navigator turned to his commander.  “Shall I set course for Nifelheim, sir?”
 
   Hugin scowled.  “No.  We have to play mailman for Dumah first.  We’re making a brief stop in Pusan.”  
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six: Pusan
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 “What is this place?”  Smalls sounded worried.  Surprised.  
 
                 The jeep pulled up to their destination—an abandoned complex near the city of Pusan.  The former city of Pusan.  It had hardly been anything for eight years.   The whole place was in shambles.  Only a handful of buildings were still standing, most of them with broken doors or windows.  Rubble littered the street. 
 
                 In the setting sun, the place looked like Hell. 
 
                 “Ain’t no hospital, that’s for damn sure,” said Charlie. 
 
                 “Looks more like a prison.”  Daniel pointed at the buildings.  “See, that tower over there?  It’s sturdy, tall.  No windows.  Like a guard post.  Over there, that building that has taken a lot of damage looks like a dormitory.”  
 
                 The others agreed.  They were all silently unnerved about being sent to a prison.  After a long silence, Jae-Ho spoke.  “Well, we gotta get out and start looking.  We’re not going to find anything sitting in the car.”  He reached for the door handle.  
 
                 Zeke’s hand shot forward to stop him.  “Wait,” he said.  They paused, waiting for an explanation.  He didn’t speak.  
 
                 “What is it?” asked Daniel.  “You see something?”  
 
                 “Just ahead.  In the rubble.”  He pointed.  
 
                 A small monster shambled out of the rubble.  He pushed a sheet of metal off his hiding place.  Rocks slid noisily off the sheet.  
 
                 “Holy shit!” shouted Charlie.  “Draugr.”  The monster walked around, sniffing the air.  It scratched at the rubble with a single claw.  
 
                 “Looks fast, too.  Probably intelligent.” 
 
                 “Shit, there’s another one!” shouted Jae-Ho.  “Coming up on our right.”  
 
                 They looked.  A larger monster ambled slowly toward the first.  It was slow.  Zombie-like.  Both its hands had massive claws, but they were heavy.  Clumsy. 
 
                 They heard the first draugr scream, and they all looked back.  A third draugr had wandered over.  The two of them were fighting over the body of a squirrel.  
 
                 Charlie remained confident.  “Three of ‘em.  Big deal.  We can take ‘em.”  
 
                 “Daniel, think you can get a shot of them?” asked Jae-Ho. 
 
                 The gunner stood up and unzipped the canvas roof of the jeep.  “They’re out of range.  I might be able to hit them with my pistol.” 
 
                 “Just use the damn rifle, hot shot,” Smalls protested.  
 
   Charlie ripped the lid off one of the crates and handed the gun to Daniel.  “Better take out that speedy little bastard first,” he advised.  
 
   “I’ll give it a shot.”  He raised the gun.  
 
   Zeke smelled the stench of death.  He panicked.  Something was wrong—the smell was too strong.  “Stop!” he shouted, pulling Daniel hard back into the car.  “We’ve got a few more than three.”  
 
   They sat still as hundreds of draugr poured from every crevasse in the ruins.  Hoards of them, all coming out for the hunt.  They smelled blood.  Fresh blood.  
 
   Human blood.  
 
   “God damn.”  
 
   “I’ve never seen so many in one place before,” Jae-Ho remarked. 
 
   “Well,” said Zeke smugly, “I’ve heard rumors.”  
 
   Daniel missed his comment.  “Uh, guys, I hate to interrupt your awe inspired stupor, but how about we find a new hang-out.  Preferably one without canvas walls.”  
 
   The draugr were advancing on the transport. 
 
   “You’re right.  This won’t hold them back.  We might as well be hiding behind a newspaper,” said Zeke.  He turned toward the crates.  
 
   “We can fight the dumb ones easily enough,” suggested Charlie. 
 
   “And the fast ones?” 
 
   Jae-Ho stepped in.  “We gotta do something.  We’re going to end up fighting some of them, at any rate.”  
 
   “So any plans?” asked Daniel.  
 
   An explosion sings just outside the car.  Bloody shreds of draugr slap against the window.  The rest of the monsters scramble away.  The four men see Zeke jump into the clearing. 
 
   “Make for the buildings!” he shouts.  “I’ll try to distract as many of these bastards as I can.”  Sword drawn, he dashes away.  A mob of draugr follows him. 
 
   “One problem solved,” says Daniel. 
 
   Claws tear through the canvas.  Smalls punches through the hole, knocking back the draugr.  “What’s say we get out of here?”  
 
   Charlie tosses him a rifle.  “One step ahead of you.  You and I blast out a path in front of us.  Jae-Ho, Daniel, watch our backs.  We stay together and make for that building.”  He points to a nearby office.  “It don’t look in too bad a shape.”  
 
   The car begins to rock back and forth.  They hear gurgling from the bloodthirsty monsters outside.  
 
   “What about the bombs?” asks Daniel.  
 
   A corpse-like head pushes through the canvas and hisses terribly.  Charlie’s gun fires.  A brown mess explodes in the car.  Ears ring from the deafening blast.  “No time!  Let’s go!”   He jumps out of the jeep, shooting into the crowd of draugr.  
 
   Smalls follows suit.  “These guys are pansies!” he shouts over the rifles.  “Won’t even need the grenades!”  
 
   “I’ll ask for scarier monsters next time.  That okay?” Charlie answers.  They both fire madly into the hoard.  The building is up ahead.  Zeke thinned out enough monsters that they can reach it easily.  Jae-Ho and Daniel leap out of the jeep, landing in the small clearing cut by the other men.  
 
   Felling monsters, like demon lumberjacks.  
 
   The two big men begin advancing toward safety.  The others stay back and pick off draugr at a more relaxed pace.  Just enough to keep them at bay.  
 
   But it’s not enough.  
 
   More and more draugr crawl out of the rubble.  Charlie nears the building, Smalls close behind him.  Daniel is a short distance away. 
 
   But Jae-Ho falls behind.  
 
   More and more draugr pop out at him.  A large, quick one darts out in front of him.  It grabs his throat.  Its hands are clawless, but strong.  It has long, human hair, but a grotesque, monstrous face.  One eye, the other swollen closed.  No nose to speak of, and teeth that seem to leap out of its mouth.  Jae-Ho looks into the dead face.  He panics and fires his gun below him.  It knocks out the beast’s lower torso.  
 
   Unhindered by the injury, the monster grabs his boot, tripping him as he tries to dash to safety.  He lands hard.  A heavy weight pushes into him.  
 
   Another draugr.  Large.  Slow. 
 
   It claws at him.  The first bites into his legs.  Jae-Ho screams.  
 
   A bullet explodes and the weight is lifted from his back.  Another shot crashes into the monster near his feet.  
 
   He doesn’t feel anything this time.  
 
   Daniel stands over him.  “Can you walk?”  He keeps his attention on the encroaching monsters.  
 
   He glances down at his bleeding legs.  No pain.  “I’m no doctor,” he says trying to be calm.  Instead he sounds terrified.  “But I’d have to say, oh . . . not at all.”  
 
   “Then let’s get a second opinion.”  Daniel shoots a quick burst to scare away nearby draugr, then quickly bends down to give Jae-Ho some support.  
 
   They begin to limp towards the building.  Charlie and Smalls defend the doorway to buy some time.  “Damn!  There’s no end to these smelly jerks!” calls one.  
 
   “Hurry up!” calls the other.  
 
   Progress is slow.  Demons attack from all angles.  Daniel struggles.  
 
   Click.  
 
   The bullets stop coming out.  He flicks a small switch on the rifle.  
 
   Charlie and Smalls see nothing more than the ball of fire exploding in the road. 
 
    
 
   A short distance away, Zeke struggles.  The pursuing hoard increases.  He’s running out of places to run, and getting tired fast.  He has to stop soon.  Any further and he’ll be running up the mountain slope.  In the other direction, lies the ocean. 
 
   The sun hangs low.  He squints.  Can draugr swim?  He wonders.  But there is no time to learn, and too much to risk.  He isn’t strong in the water.  
 
   He spins, whipping his sword around.  The sudden change causes one of the draugr to impale itself on his blade.  He pulls the sword out of the corpse and attacks.  
 
   Stepping swiftly, he evades their blows, but they’re fast.  The sword moves with him, and after a few minutes there is a mess of demon parts littering the ground.  
 
   He tires quickly, but doesn’t stop.  
 
   There is a deafening roar.  The draugr tone down their attack.  A small, strong-looking beast steps forward.  The others form a ring, as if to let their champion match his strength one-on-one.  
 
   Odd behaviour, but Zeke has no time to question it.  
 
   The monster snarls.  It flexes thick, dead-looking muscles.  Blood drips from pointed teeth.  Zeke holds up his sword defensively.  The demon leaps.  Metal hits bone, deflecting a set of sharp claws.  
 
   The draugr strikes again.  He blocks.  But the monster learns.  It catches the blade between its claws and twists.  The sword drops from his hands.  Without stopping to consider his foe’s intelligence, he steps forward and pounds the monster’s face with his fist.  The draugr falls back.  Zeke finds his sword.  
 
   Another draugr, eager to take his comrade’s place, rushes forward.  The blade plunges deep into its gut.  The strong draugr rises.  Zeke pulls his sword hard. 
 
   It doesn’t move.  
 
   He holds the blade and kicks the draugr off it.  The blade slides free, but he stumbles backward.  He collides with the strong draugr, knocking it over.  
 
   Zeke regains his balance first.  
 
   Standing quickly, he stabs down.  His sword runs through the draugr, then into the earth.  The monster gurgles and coughs up blood.  
 
   Other monsters hiss and scream.  
 
   He glances quickly down at the corpse below him, but doesn’t take his eyes off the hoard for very long.  “How many of your rancid friends did you invite to this party?” he asks between breaths.  
 
   Suddenly, a blinding light flashes in his eyes.  He pinches them shut for a moment, then opens them cautiously.  
 
   Before him stood a large malak, glowing pale white and armed for battle.  
 
   He was tall.  Humanoid, which was unusual for a malak.  And he had weapons.  The hilts of two broadswords stuck up behind his shoulders.  They were big.  The points stuck out far below the being’s waist.  
 
   The monster stood silent for a few moments.  Zeke still held his sword defensively, though he knew he could do nothing against such a monster.  The katana would pass through the malak like air.  The draugr also seemed unsure of this new entity, almost scared of it.  They circled warily, but did not attack.  
 
   The malak turned to the hissing monsters around him.  
 
   The tall being stretched out a ghostly white arm.  The wind, just a mere breeze, picked up to gale force in a matter of seconds.  The sound roared.  A whirlwind surrounded the malak.  The wind picked up the draugr as if they were paper, although Zeke held fast to the ground with no effort.  Suddenly the monsters began to scream.  It was terrible.  Zeke had personally done in many of the creatures over the years, but he had never heard a screech so ghastly.  They were being tortured.  
 
   As they spun madly in the wind, their bodies seemed to expand.  They looked bloated.  The horrible screams became distorted, almost comical.  
 
   Then they exploded into a cloud of fine, brown mist.  
 
   The vortex narrowed.  The wind spun faster and faster.  Zeke squinted to see what was happening.  He felt the wind die down, as the vortex spun closer and closer to the malak’s outstretched hand.  Then the wind, draugr and all, stopped dead and vanished, as if it had all been swallowed by this creature’s palm.  
 
   It turned back to Zeke.  
 
   “A human with a sword?  Is he strong?”  No one had ever heard a malak speak before, but he was in too much of a panic to consider it.  He took a quick step back, still holding up his sword.  
 
   The malak pointed his hand forward.  Once again, the wind rose from nothing.  Zeke’s hair danced on his head, but he was otherwise unchanged.  “Get away from me!” he cried.  He swung the sword, which passed easily through the malak’s ghostly body.  
 
   “He can not be absorbed?  Is he the one I was sent to find?”  
 
   He didn’t care what the malak was talking about.  “You have no business with me, demon!” he shrieked.  His voice cracked.  
 
   The malak tore the two enormous broadswords from his back.  “You will fight me.” 
 
   Zeke swallowed.
 
   The demon raised the sword in his left hand and brought it down vertically where Zeke was standing.  The movement was swift, but he managed to step aside in time.  The sword hit the earth harmlessly.  The right-handed sword was already swinging though, and came in parallel to the ground towards his waist.  
 
   Zeke had no choice.  He fell back hard, hitting the ground.  The giant sword whizzed above him.  The malak seemed upset.  
 
   “This is the man he chose?  What a fool!  Trusting the power of a mouse!”  
 
   Before he knew it, both swords were coming down towards his head.  He did the one thing he could think of; he swung his sword upwards to block.  Metal clanged on metal.  The blows were deflected, but the malak hit strong.  Zeke dropped his sword.  
 
   At least I can touch his weapons, he thought, immediately wondering whether that was really a comfort. 
 
   He soon decided it wasn’t, as the demon thrust one sword into the earth, slashing his side open.  Zeke grabbed himself in pain. 
 
   Trying to hold the blood, his life, in his body. 
 
   The ghostly monster ignored its sword and picked him up by the neck.  Zeke panicked.  The touch of a malak usually meant death.  
 
   But this malak seemed different.  He was in control of his power.  
 
   “You are no god,” sneered the being into his face.  “Know that if I wanted to, I could snap my fingers and shatter your spine.”  The malak jabbed his remaining sword into the ground by the first.  Then with his free hand, he drew a finger across the bloody gash.  It burned in pain.  Zeke smelled cauterizing flesh.  His clothes became singed around the wound.  
 
   The monster threw him to the ground.  He clutched at his side.  It was completely healed.  “You are a disappointment.  You believe strength is entirely in your hands.  I will give you a new objective.  Become stronger or perish.”  The malak pulled his swords out of the ground.  In a blinding flash of light, he was gone.  
 
   Zeke sat on the ground alone and rubbed his neck.  
 
    
 
   The world was green through the rifles’ scopes.  From a second storey window, Charlie and Smalls panned the green rubble.  Green monsters fought green fights and bled green blood.  It was like watching twisted television.  
 
   The Un-Nature channel.  
 
   “There’s one!  To your left!” said Smalls in a whispered shout.  
 
   Charlie swung his rifle, a green blur whizzing past his eye.  “Which one?  There are hundreds of ‘em!”  
 
   “On top of that pile of rocks.”  
 
   He groaned.  “You’re not getting this.  Let’s try narrowing it down.  Give me something to go on there ain’t a whole bunch of.” 
 
   Then he saw it.  A slow, zombie of a draugr ambled up a pile of rocks, groping with clawless hands.  At the top, another beast was waiting.  The second one was small.  It looked eviscerated.  Skeletal.  But still strong.  It planted its hands behind him on the ground. It pulled its feet into the air like an un-dead monkey.  
 
   The claws on its feet tore the head off the zombie draugr.  
 
   “That mean mother with the pedicure?” asked Charlie.  
 
   “That’s the one.”  
 
   “What are you giving on him?”
 
   “Let’s say three to one odds you can’t bring him down with one shot.” 
 
   “You’re on.”  
 
   He put his eye to the scope.  The monster was devouring its prey.  A macabre, green meal.  But it was relatively still.  Money in the bank, he thought.  
 
   Boom!
 
   The shot exploded in the closed quarters. It echoed off the other buildings.  Charlie checked the draugr.  It wasn’t moving.  “Pay up!” 
 
   “Look again, Chuck,” said Smalls, who was still watching through his own rifle.  
 
   He put his eye back to the scope.  A shriveled green foot twitched.  Moonlight shone brightly off the claws.  “He’s down, ain’t he?”  
 
   “Just keep watching.  We’ll see.”  
 
   The monster slowly picked itself up.  Dark green fluid dripped from its shoulder where an arm used to be.  The monster took a few week steps.  
 
   “Well I’ll be damned.  I just nicked the bastard.”  
 
   Smalls’ hand was already out.  “Don’t be stingy.  You owe me for that last one, too.”  
 
   “Hang on.  Hang on.  Let me finish him off first.”  The gun echoed again.  The draugr’s head exploded.  
 
   “Satisfied?” 
 
   Charlie pulled out a small wad of cash and slapped it in his hand.  “Here you go,” he grumbled.  
 
   Suddenly a door in the corner of the room began to rattle.  Something was kicking it from the other side.  Nervous, the two men swung their rifles around.  
 
   The room took up the entire floor.  Like the street, it was a mess of rubble.  All of it an eerie green in the rifles’ scopes.  The offending door was in the corner. 
 
   Thump.  Something kicked it again.  
 
   “Where does that door lead?”  Smalls asked.  
 
   Thump. 
 
   “I don’t know.  The roof, maybe?”  It was just a guess. 
 
   “Did we check the roof?”
 
   “Didn’t think we needed to.  Can draugr climb?”  Thump. 
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe some can.” 
 
   “Oughtta be hard with them claws.” 
 
   Thump, thump, thump.  “Well, obviously something can climb, and it sounds like he wants in pretty damn bad.”  
 
   Charlie checked his gun.  “How many rounds you got left?”  
 
   Smalls hit the release on the side of the magazine.  It slid gently out.  “One,” he said.  “You?”  Thump.  Thump. 
 
   “Three.  Maybe four.”  
 
   “Great,” said Smalls, clicking the magazine back into place.  “Well, let’s go answer the door.”  They advanced slowly, trying not to trip over the junk on the floor. 
 
   Thump, thump. 
 
   They spied a deadbolt.  Still latched and holding fast after nearly eight years.  
 
   “One of us gotta do it.”  They each held up one fist.  
 
   They counted together.  “One, two, three.” 
 
   Charlie chose rock.  Smalls chose paper.  
 
   “Not my day,” the big man grumbled as he stepped forward to twist the deadbolt.  
 
   Before he reached it, the door burst open.  He screamed and raised his gun.  The figure came face to face with the weapon and screamed, too.  Both men heard it scream and screamed again.  
 
   “Get that thing out of my face!” yelled Zeke, pushing the barrel of the gun away.  
 
   “You’re alive!” shouted Smalls, who calmed down first.  
 
   “Of course I am.”  
 
   “How did you get in?” 
 
   Zeke looked angry.  “Well, when you didn’t answer, I just kept on kicking.”  
 
   “No, I mean . . . well, we’re sorry, but . . . does this stairwell lead downstairs?” he asked.  
 
   “Used to.  Looks like the bottom level caved in, though.  I got in from the roof.  Street is swarming with draugr, but there’s none out back.  Good thing, too, because you missed the ladder hanging from the roof.”  
 
   Charlie and Smalls looked at each other sheepishly in the dark.  
 
   “So where are we anyway?”  
 
   “We’re still betting on a prison,” said Charlie.  “Saw some stuff in the street looks like it used to be a fence.  Razor wire and all.” 
 
   “That tower we saw earlier,” added Smalls.  “Looks like there were others that were knocked down or something.”  
 
   “Great,” said Zeke, not much caring for the details of the prison.  “You find any medical supplies?”
 
   Charlie reached for a table with some bags on it.  He pulled out a small box and threw it to Zeke.  “Jackpot.  One box of self-adhesive bandages.  Assorted sizes.”  
 
   “Great.  Then we’re set,” he answered flatly.  
 
   “The mission was a bust.  They must have sent us out here for some other reason.” 
 
   “Yeah.  I figured that out on my own.”  He thought back to what the malak had said.  Zeke was the one it was sent to find, the one he chose.  The one who chose?  “Let’s skip to what’s important.  How are we going to get out of here?”  
 
   “The car should still work.  The only problem is getting to it.”  
 
   “We tried clearing out the draugr after we holed up in here, but they just kept coming.”  Charlie paused.  Zeke wasn’t happy.  He continued meekly.  “So then we started weeding out the fast ones . . .” 
 
   “Let me guess.  When that didn’t work, you started making bets.  Right?”  
 
   The two big men glanced at each other sheepishly.  “Uh . . . no?”  
 
   “Great.  Just great.  How many bullets do you have left?”  
 
   “Best case scenario or worst?”
 
   “Let’s go with worst.” 
 
   “Four,” said Smalls. 
 
   “And the best?”  
 
   “Five,” said Charlie. 
 
   “Jae-Ho and Daniel.  Where are they?”  He pressed forward, trying to assess the situation.  
 
   “They fell behind.” 
 
   “Daniel made it to the tower, but they got Jae-Ho.” 
 
   Charlie pointed at a nearby table.  “We have radios,” he said helpfully.  
 
                 “Why didn’t you say that earlier?”  He dashed over to the table and started flipping switches and turning knobs.  Pulling the small microphone to his mouth, he said, “Daniel, this is Zeke.  Do you read me?  Over.”  
 
                 He released the button.  No answer.  
 
                 “Daniel.  They said the draugr got Jae-Ho.  Are you hurt?  Over.” 
 
                 Nothing.  
 
                 “Daniel, are you there?  Come in.  Over.”  His voice was more urgent.  
 
                 Still, no answer.  
 
                 Charlie stepped forward slowly.  “I don’t think you understand.  We have radios.  He don’t.”  
 
                 Zeke banged his head down on the table and rested it there.  “Then since the two of you gambled away your own defenses, I guess I’ve got to go check on our little friend myself.”  He stood.  “How do you get outside?”  
 
    
 
                 Smalls and Zeke peered cautiously out of a broken window.  They didn’t want to attract any unnatural attention.  The ground floor was not secure—the men had protected themselves by barricading the stairwells and hoping the draugr couldn’t climb.  The creatures seemed to have lost interest in the building, though.  
 
                 Zeke wanted to keep it that way.  
 
   He raised a radio to his mouth, held the button, and whispered, “Most of these guys look slow.  I think I can take them, but cover me anyway.”  
 
   “You got it!” boomed a voice from the small handset.  “I got your back.  
 
   “Shhh!” urged Zeke in a frantic whisper.  He glanced around, but the draugr didn’t seem to hear him.  He continued.  “Now this is important.  You don’t have many shots left, so don’t shoot unless I get hurt.  Got it?”  He released the button.  
 
   “Got it.”  Charlie whispered back.  
 
   “This is important.  Trust me to take care of myself.  Do not fire unless it’s absolutely necessary.”  
 
   “I read you, pal!” he shouted again.  Zeke switched off the radio for safety.  Then he clipped it to his belt.  
 
   Turning to Smalls, he explained, “Your job is to bar the door as soon as I’m out.  Then, you can cover me from the window, but save your ammo if you can.”  
 
   “Understood, sir!”  he whispered, all business.  
 
   “Good.  I’m going.”  
 
   Without another word, the swordsman dashed out of the door.  It slammed shut behind him, then came the sounds of scuffling as Smalls built a barrier behind it. 
 
   Zeke dashes quietly into the street, hopping lightly among the rubble.  He moves fast, but with so many draugr, they’ll notice him before too long.  
 
   Once they catch the scent of fresh blood, they begin to cluster.  They stand between him and the tower.  He raises his sword.  Most are slow.  He handles them with ease.  Corpse-like heads fly.  But there are a lot of monsters.  His progress is slow.  Can I last until I hit the tower? he wonders. 
 
   Suddenly, something grabs him from behind.  Zeke is thrown on his back.  He looks up at his assailant.  It’s a clumsy, awkward beast.  One leg is significantly shorter than the other.  Both arms are even, but short.  Its claws look broken.  He prepares to stab upward at the weak enemy.  
 
   Crack!  
 
   A gun fires and the draugr explodes.  Zeke is sprayed with a dark mess of blood and entrails.  
 
   He stands.  Smalls hangs out the window with his gun.  
 
   “You fool!  I said don’t shoot!” Zeke shouts. 
 
   But the draugr seem to have forgotten him.  Instead, they amble toward Smalls, who has just spent his last bullet.  
 
   They know he’s defenseless.  The thought makes him shiver.  
 
   Click, click, click, click.  Smalls pulls his trigger endlessly.  It is both a demonstration of hope and an exercise in futility.  
 
   Zeke hops up on a rusted sheet of metal.  He jumps up and down.  He picks up a rock and throws it.  He shouts, “Hey!  Hey you rotten bastards!  What about me?  You got a gourmet dinner right here!”  
 
   The draugr aren’t interested in him.  Are they really that intelligent?  Can they really detect weakness?  They don’t seem very smart. Instinct, maybe?
 
   An instinct about empty firearms?  
 
   Zeke catches himself in thought and realizes he has to do something.  The hoard of draugr are slowly closing in on the building, and the other men have no where to go. 
 
   He shouts again, but his voice is lost as a grenade explodes. 
 
   The street lights up with fire.  Some draugr explode.  Others ignite.  Most just keep coming.  Charlie follows Smalls’ cue and fires his own grenade.  The same routine.  Some explosions, some burning monsters. 
 
   But the rest keep coming. 
 
   Draugr are climbing in through the window now.  Zeke catches a glimpse of a waving arm, but only for a moment.  Over the terrible hissing and screaming of the monsters, he hears the unmistakable scream of pain.  Coming from a human.  
 
   It is too late for Smalls.  
 
   With no way to save the man, Zeke took the opportunity to finish his dash to the guard tower.  He hit the door with his entire body.  For good measure, he knocked with his fist, too.  “Daniel!  Daniel, are you there?  Open the door.  It’s safe.”  
 
   He waited a moment, then the door swung open.  He ran inside and slammed it shut behind him.  
 
   The room flickered with dim light.  Daniel had found a small kerosene lantern and lit it.  There was a cloth tied around his leg seeping with blood.  Zeke took a moment to scan the scene, then pulled out his radio.  
 
   “Charlie, can you hear me?  Charlie?”  
 
   A moment of silence, then the radio crackled.  “–got you.  Loud and—“
 
   “They got Smalls.  You okay?”  
 
   Another pause.  Then, “Yeah, I’ve blocked the –well, and I doubt –elevator working soon.  The runt – fine?”  
 
   “Yeah.  I just got here.  Looks like he’s okay.”  
 
   The reception through the concrete walls was terrible.  All he could hear from Charlie’s next transmission were the phrases “on the roof” and “something’s going down.” 
 
    
 
   From the top of the tower, Zeke could see the draugr bang up the transport.  Their antics would have reminded him of a band of gorillas, were it not for the unearthly hissing.  They hopped up and down, hit the car with their claws, and rammed their bodies into it as if trying to kill it.  Looking for blood.  All the while hissing like demented snakes.  
 
   “What do you make of it?”  Charlie asked over the radio.  
 
   “I don’t know.  Looks like they’re excited about something, though.”  
 
   “I got a few shots left.  Want me to pick a few of them off?” 
 
   “No.  Save your bullets.  You’ll need  . . .”  His voice trailed off as the draugr screamed loudly.  He saw the monsters in the moonlight, dragging off what appeared to be the canvas walls of the jeep.  They hollered as they tore through the crates, tossing objects left and right.  
 
   “Holy crap,” the radio said.  “They find a meal in all that?”  
 
   Some of the draugr looked hunched over, playing with something.  
 
   The street lit up in a giant fireball.  Zeke ducked as a mess of draugr and shrapnel flew everywhere.  When the explosion faded, he heard Charlie’s voice.  It was not coming through the radio.  “Take that you garbage-smelling sons-of-bitches!”  
 
   He pressed the button on the radio.  “What did you do?”
 
   “Nothing.  I swear.  Damn monsters must have found our bombs.” 
 
   He shuddered at the thought.  “Fine, but don’t get cocky.  There are still plenty of them left, and now we have one less chance of getting out of here.”  
 
   The radio crackled.  “I know.  How’d those guys manage to blow themselves up, anyway?  Those bombs weren’t even rigged up yet.”  
 
   Zeke didn’t want to say the answer.  They had set up the detonator.  The same way they knew when Smalls had run out of bullets—they were smart.  Smarter than anyone guessed in the last eight years.  They may not be brilliant, but they knew where the food was, and they knew the crates in the car could help reach it.  
 
   “Charlie, don’t drop your guard tonight.  These guys are still trying to get us, and they’re intelligent.”  
 
   “Intelligent?  Yeah, pretty damn intelligent to blow themselves up like that.”  
 
   “Just be careful.  We’re stuck here until we can figure out a plan.  I’ve got to go take care of Daniel.  I’ll radio again at sunrise.”  
 
   “Got it,” Charlie replied.  “You be careful too.”  
 
   “Will do.  Over and out.”  
 
   He clipped the radio to his belt and climbed down the ladder to the interior of the guard tower.  Daniel rested on a table, wincing in pain.  
 
   “Sorry about that,” Zeke said.  A wounded man was not something to be neglected.  “Looks like we’re stuck here, though.  Damn freaks blew up our car.  How are you doing?”  
 
   He looked calm, but pained.  When he spoke, he sounded in a furious panic.  “Just go!  Don’t waste your time on me.  Save yourself!”
 
   Zeke took a step back.  “Giving up already?” he asked, genuinely confused.  The wound didn’t appear deep or too severe.  Daniel’s makeshift bandage seemed to be holding up well.  “Let me look at it.  See what I can do,” he offered. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be here.  Just go!”  
 
   Zeke glanced around, as if something were about to jump out and attack him.  He saw nothing.  “Look, I know I haven’t exactly been friendly with you, but we’re still stuck here together.  I might as well look at your wound.”  
 
   “It won’t do any good.” 
 
   He ignored the boy and peeled up the bandage anyway.  Immediately, blood started to pour from the wound.  The bandage had held the blood, but it hadn’t clotted.  Zeke knew some animals that fed off blood had anti-coagulants in their saliva.  This made drinking easy, since blood flowed freely.  Were the draugr like that, too?  
 
   He wiped with the dirty rag.  For a moment, the wound cleared up.  
 
   “It’s bleeding a lot, but it’s not very deep,” he told Daniel.  He pushed the cloth down hard, forcing the bleeding to stop.  Daniel winced.  “So you can stop worrying.” 
 
   “That hurts!”  
 
   “Quit whining, gunboy.  Don’t tell me you’ve never been hurt before.”  Zeke could see his harsh attitude wasn’t helping.  He tried a calmer approach.  “This is the only way to stop the bleeding.  It might take a while.”  
 
   “It’s not the blood.  It’s those . . . things!”   His voice was still panicked. 
 
   “What?  They’re out there.  We’re in here.  We’re safe for now.”  He thought of the draugr setting up the detonator and wondered if it were true.  
 
   “You don’t understand.” He reached up and grabbed Zeke’s arm, pleading for understanding.  “All the legends.  Undead monsters.  Zombies.  They bit me.  I could turn into one at any minute!  You have to leave!  Save yourself!”
 
   Zeke brushed off the grasp.  “What?  Zombies?  Of all the stupid . . .”  He caught himself and shifted his tone.  “Those are just fairy-tales.  Stories they told hundreds of years ago to frighten children.” 
 
   “Then what are those things out there?  Does anyone really know?”  He was still afraid, but Zeke thought he might be calming down.  
 
   He spoke confidently, despite his own worries.  “I don’t know.  But none of them are, or ever have been, human.  Don’t worry about it or you’ll end up like that Slayer, running around, staking draugr like vampires.  You will be fine.”  
 
   Daniel relaxed, looking relieved.  Zeke thought the best thing to do was to take his mind off the injury and the fear.  Daniel’s guns were lying next to him on the table.  “Do you name your weapons?” 
 
   The boy paused for a moment, caught by surprise.  Then he answered, “No.”  
 
   “What would you call them if you did?”  
 
   “I never really thought about it.”  He thought briefly, then said, “I’d have to say ‘Blaster’ for the pistol and ‘Boomstick’ for the shotgun.” 
 
   Zeke smiled.  He immediately recognized them as the names of weapons from old fairy-tales and legends.  “You really do go for those old stories, don’t you?”  
 
   “Everyone needs a hobby,” he said, starting to relax for the first time that night.  
 
   “You remind me of someone I know.  Knew.  During the war,” Zeke said, telling the story more to himself than to the boy.  “He was obsessed with fairy-tales.  Said it helped him understand people.  Silly, really.”  
 
   “My boss is like the same way.” 
 
   “Dumah?”  Zeke seemed surprised, then he caught himself.  “Wait, that’s right.  You’re working with him, not for him.”  
 
   “What do you call yours?” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your sword.  You must have a name for it.  What is it?”  
 
   Zeke hesitated.  “Deanna,” he said. 
 
   If Daniel was still in pain, he was ignoring it well.  His eyes lit with interest.  “Deanna?  Who is she?  Some old girlfriend?” he asked with a suggestive smirk. 
 
   “Absolutely no one.”  
 
   He was so honest and sincere that Daniel assumed he must be lying.  “Come on,” he pushed.  “She must be someone.  Who is she?”  
 
   “No one at all.  I swear.  I just liked the name.” 
 
   It was clear that the boy didn’t believe him, but he was either satisfied with the answer or didn’t feel like pushing it, because he stopped pestering.  
 
   For about five minutes. 
 
   After a long silence, he asked, “What about Ariel?  Who is she?”  
 
   Zeke had had enough.  “Look, she isn’t my girlfriend.  I’m just taking care of her.  A favor among friends.  Your bleeding has stopped, so I’m just going to re-tie your bandages.  And then, I’m going to sleep.  Okay?  Tomorrow we have to figure out a way to get home, so I suggest you get some rest too.”  
 
   He blew out the lantern and lay down on the floor without another word. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven: Return Journey
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The dream began at dawn.
 
                 A dream?  Thought Zeke.  Am I dreaming again?  Somehow, it felt strange.  Like his mind wasn’t private anymore.  
 
                 The two boys popped out of the woods.  It looked like they had been there for a week.   They were dirty.  Scratched.  Bruised.  It had only been one night.  
 
                 “A town,” observed Micah, glancing in the distance.  Across a field of tall grass, they could see buildings.  People.  “Let’s go.”  Zeke followed him through the grass toward the settlement. 
 
                 People swarmed around an open-air market.  All of them busy, no one noticed the two dirty kids who crept out of the field.  The boys were grateful for their invisibility.  They were hungry.  They needed food, and they had no money.  
 
   Micah led them to the main street.  They stopped by a large shop.  “Wait here.  It’s best if I go alone.”  He handed his bag to Zeke.  The weight dragged him off-balance.  
 
   “You have a bag that weighs this much and there’s no food in it?”  He was slightly annoyed at their lack of foresight.
 
   “Food is easy to replace.  I took the things that aren’t.”  With that, he disappeared into an alley.  Zeke waited, standing still for a long time.  His eyes scanned the crowd.  People came and went.  They passed quickly.  Their lives crossing paths with him only for a moment.  He knew they were there, but he felt like he couldn’t see them.  Not who they were, at least.  Theocratic?  Rebellion-friendly?  It was hard to say.  It didn’t matter.  They couldn’t see him either.  To one man, he was just a boy waiting for his parents to come out of the store.  To another, he was waiting for his girlfriend to meet him.  To a woman, he was a thief, eyeing up the crowd.  A thousand different personas to a thousand different people, but no one could see who he really was.  
 
   After the attack on the orphanage, he liked that.  
 
   Nearby, a train whistled.  A few blocks over, uniformed men marched out.  Rebel soldiers.  One shouted into a megaphone.  “All men in the street, line up.”  
 
   Zeke had no choice.  Another soldier came to him and pushed him in line.  Being only fourteen, he was shorter than the others.  They usually didn’t pick young ones.  They must have thought he was older. 
 
   “Count off by threes,” the soldier blasted through the megaphone.  Numbers cascaded down the line.
 
   “One.” 
 
   “Two.” 
 
   “Three.” 
 
   It came closer.  One, two three, one two three.  “Uh . . . one?”  Zeke said, unsure of what was happening.  The counting stretched down the line, out of earshot. 
 
                 “Ones, come with me,” ordered the soldier.  
 
                 What was happening?  Where were they being taken?  These men weren’t inquisitors.  They were good guys.  What were they doing?  And where was Micah?
 
                 The soldiers ushered the ones onto the train.  The car was mostly empty.  There were no chairs or benches.  Only a few mops in a corner.  The floor was so dirty, Zeke wondered if they had ever been used.  Still struggling with Micah's bag, he found a little space in the back.  He looked out the window, searching the crowd outside.  
 
                 But Micah was already on the train.  “No, he’s too young,” came his voice.  Zeke turned to see him arguing with a guard. 
 
                 “He’s old enough for the army.  We need the fighters.  The High Theocrat’s been throwing too much at us.” 
 
                 “Then please, take me instead.”
 
                 Zeke fought his way through the crowd.  When he broke through, he was surprised to see how relaxed his friend seemed, leaning against the wall by the mops. 
 
                 The train whistle blew.  “There is no instead,” barked the guard.  “The orders were to select draftees randomly, by counting off.” 
 
                 “But isn’t one fighter as good as another?”  Micah pleaded, fingering the mop handle.  “I’m stronger.  Older.  I’m sympathetic to your cause.  I’ll fight well.” 
 
                 “I’m sorry, but I don’t have the authority to change orders.”  
 
                 The mop handle leaps from its resting place to crack the soldier on the head.  The man stumbles back.  The train jerks to a start. 
 
                 “Then I’ll change them myself,” growls Micah, once he is sure he has the upper hand.  He swings the mop again, striking the man’s shoulder.  Two more soldiers push their way through the crowd.  “Zeke, go!”  
 
                 He doesn’t move.  “No.”  
 
                 Micah eyes up the two new challengers.  Seeing their fallen comrade, they hesitate.  “I’ll be fine.”  
 
                 “Not without you!” 
 
                 “I don’t have time for this!”  The train picks up speed.  The guards lunge at him.  He swings the mop handle, but there is little room to move on the crowded car.  Zeke dives out of the way as the wooden staff sails above him.  It connects with a guard’s head.  The man falls next to the other.  
 
                 The last challenger squares off.  Micah tries to lunge, but the door behind him swings open.  There are now two soldiers, and one is behind him.  And the train is moving too fast to get off.  He lays down the mop.  The first guard gets up slowly, rubbing his head.  “Well, orders or no, you’ve both been drafted now.”  
 
                 “It’s fine,” Zeke said.  “They’ll feed us.  We’ve got somewhere to go now.”  
 
                 “Yeah,” Micah agreed, softly.  The guards returned to their posts, but kept their eyes on him, watching for more trouble.  “I guess you’re right.”  
 
                 “You’re not the only one who wants to help the rebellion.”  He thought of his family.  The family killed by war.  Or malak.  He didn’t know. 
 
                 “Well, looks like I still have to look out for you.”  Micah smiled.  
 
                 “Just tell me one thing.  How did you do all that stuff with the mop?  You don’t know anything about fighting.” 
 
   “I know plenty.”  He took back the bag and dropped it on the floor.  He pulled open the clasps.  It was filled with books.  Zeke knew them well.  They were the only possessions Micah ever cherished.  Journey to the West.  The Elder Edda.  The Lord of the Rings.  Grimm’s Fairy Tales.  The bag was brimming with them. 
 
                 Micah dug through the bag, producing several volumes from the depths.  These were books the younger boy hadn’t seen before.   The titles and names seemed foreign.  Bushido.  Musashi.  Kendo. 
 
                 “I got these from that traveler who died last year.  I’ve been studying sword arts from them,” he explained. “But it doesn’t matter.  They’ll teach us to fight now.” 
 
                 The train sped through the countryside.  
 
                 
 
                 Zeke was woken up by the crackling radio.  
 
                 “Hey Ze— You –ake?”  There was a short burst of static.  “Wake up!  Ze--!”
 
                 A groggy hand slapped the floor randomly, hoping to hit the radio.  Finally he found the radio.  “Charlie.  Hey.”  
 
                 “Good!  You’re--.  –time to get out.  Now.”  He wanted to leave.  Zeke hoped he had a plan.  “Good idea.  We got bullets.  Daniel’s rifle jammed, but we got that fixed.  He’s got his own guns too.”  
 
                 “No.”  His voice was broken by the concrete wall.  “—don’t under— —tside.  Now.  
 
    
 
                 The door opened slowly, creaking.  Orange light streamed in.  
 
                 Only light.  Nothing else.  
 
                  The street was void of monsters.  Rubble still lined the streets.  Shreds of the transport jeep strewn about on top of that.  But no sign of life except Zeke, Daniel, and Charlie, who was running up to meet them.  
 
                 It was the first time they had seen the complex in the light without being chased by draugr.  Strange dark brown stains covered everything.  
 
                 “What’s going on?” asked Zeke.  
 
                 “I don’t know.  I just woke up and every last one of them freaks was gone.”  
 
                 “Are they hiding?”  Daniel asked.  “We didn’t see any of them when we arrived last night.  Did they go back to their holes?” He and Charlie looked around for draugr.  
 
                 Zeke didn’t.  “They’re not hiding,” he said.  
 
                 “You sound confident,” said Daniel.  “How can you be so sure?”
 
                 He remembered the malak.  The terrified, torturous screams of the draugr.  The cloud of brown mist.  The disappearance of every monster that had chased him.  “I just know.  They’re gone.  Now we need to get away from here as fast as we can.”  
 
                 Charlie looked confused.  “Even if they’re gone?”  
 
                 “Especially if they’re gone.” 
 
                 A booming voice interrupted.  “You folks having some draugr trouble?”  
 
                 A sturdy-looking man stood in the street.  He was tall with light, unkempt hair.  Thin, but strong, and dressed in ragged, patched leathers.  Several others stood at attention behind him.  
 
                 “Uh, well,” stammered Charlie.  
 
                 “We thought so,” said Zeke, taking over.  “But not anymore, I guess.”  
 
                 The man looked disappointed.  “That’s a shame.  We were picking up your transmissions all night long.  We wanted to show up and cause some trouble, but it looks like you showed them a thing or two without our help.” 
 
                 “Pardon?”  
 
                 “This place is covered in blood!  You guys must have had an all-out war.”  
 
                 They looked around at the brown stains.  They were everywhere.  On the doors and windows.  On the walls.  On the rocks and junk in the street.  “Bait,” said Zeke.  
 
                 “Excuse me?” the man asked.  
 
                 “It’s like chumming for sharks.  Spread the blood to attract the monsters to this area.  Look at the stains.  They were brushed on.” 
 
                 A demonic passover.  Spread the blood on your door and the beasts from hell will devour your flesh.  
 
                 “So someone came by and . . . you know . . . painted the town red?”  Charlie was nervous.
 
                 “We were set up.  We knew it from the beginning.  How else do you explain the guns, explosives, and this goose chase of a mission?”  
 
                 “Someone wanted us to be ready for the attack,” added Daniel. 
 
                 “And someone wanted us to be attacked.”  Zeke stated.  A brief hush fell over the group.  
 
                 “Sounds like one of the Karellan’s schemes,” suggested the mystery man.  
 
                 Daniel turned to him.  “I’m sorry, but who exactly are you?”  
 
                 “Oh, sorry.  I suppose introductions are in order.”  He was very polite.  “I’m just your average, every day, run-of-the-mill pirate.  No more, no less.  Though we do make an effort to stymie the Karellan’s salvage operations whenever we can.”  
 
                 “Never knew a pirate who talked like that, but I like this guy already.”  Charlie strode forward and stretched out his hand, which the pirate took.  
 
                 Daniel followed his lead.  “You’ll fit in very well with this crew, then, Mr. uh . . .”  
 
                 “Berezant.  Joel, to my friends.”  
 
                 “Little guy’s right,” said the giant.  “Sounds like we’ll get along fine.”  
 
                 Zeke interrupted their introductions.  “I’m sorry, you said you’re a pirate.  Do you have a ship?”  
 
    
 
                 As it turned out, Joel had an entire fleet of ships, which raised suspicion that he was more than a mere pirate.  He was, however, happy to give them a lift back to Nifelheim, and even happier to detail his run-ins with the Karellan’s forces, including his battle with the Muselheim on the previous day, which he explained was merely to distract the government from his sub-marine salvage operation on the sunken ruins of Old Japan.  
 
                 Halfway through the recounting of the fight, Zeke had enough.  Fighting the Karellan was, for once, far from his mind, so he decided to go up on the deck for a moment alone.  
 
                 He leaned against the side of the ship and gazed out over the water.  
 
                 Boats made him feel uneasy.  Freedom was always in question on a boat.  Cars, trains, and most passenger airships were small.  There wasn’t much choice.  You had to sit down and wait for the vehicle to take you where it was going.  
 
                 Ships were different.  They were big.  He liked that about them.  He could get up and move around from place to place.  But in the end, he was still being taken to the ship’s destination.  Free only for a time.  Only relative to the boat.  
 
                 Zeke was grateful that his current captain was working in his favor.  
 
                 But not so grateful that the same captain seemed to have followed him up from the cabin.  He turned away from the open water and watched Joel approach.  
 
                 “You’re their leader, are you not?”  asked the pirate lord.  
 
                  “Excuse me?  Leader?”  
 
                 “The others.  When they look at you, their eyes betray their deep respect.  Especially the little one.”  
 
                 He had noticed Daniel’s reverence of him from the beginning.  “It’s purely unintentional, I swear.”  
 
                 “Still, you possess a great power, and you wield it for a just cause.  Because of that, I think you should know something.”  
 
                 “Oh really?”  He was interested to see what the pirate could possibly entrust him with that deserved such solemnity.  
 
                 Joel took his place beside him, and gazed out over the water.  “Long ago . . .” 
 
                 Zeke rolled his eyes, settling in for another story. 
 
                 “ . . . I used to work for the Karellan, delivering cargo to his cities in South America.  It was good money, and my partner and I thought that by submitting to his authority we might gain his favor—perhaps even be promoted.”  
 
                 Zeke remembered Smalls and Jae-Ho.  “Seems to be a common mistake.”  
 
                 “After several voyages, our crew began to complain about unusual noises coming from the hold.  Talk began to fly.  The ship was haunted.  We had mutant rats.  Sea monsters clinging to the hull.  All sorts of insanity like this.  My partner and I just ignored it.  Then one day, we found out what our cargo was.  The crates were rotten and weak.  The draugr inside escaped.  Killed nearly everyone on board.”  
 
                 It came as no surprise, but he still asked, “Why would the Karellan be shipping draugr?”  
 
                 “I’ve been trying to answer that question for the last six years.  I rounded up enough support to start interfering with the Karellan’s shipping and salvage operations.  My partner, however, wanted to continue working for the government.  Not ask questions.  That sort of deal.  Became a little tense between us for a while.  Then the tension fell into an argument . . . the argument fell into an all-out hatred . . .” 
 
                 And Joel’s story was falling into all-out irrelevance.  “So why are you telling me all this?” asked Zeke, pulling him back to the point.  
 
                 “If you are going to fight him, you should know there’s more at play than a tyrannical government.  There’s something shady involved with his administration, and this phony mission of yours further supports that idea.  There is some connection between the Karellan and the draugr.”  
 
                 Joel wasn’t telling him anything new.  He had worked it out for himself years before.  Eight years of the Karellan, eight years of draugr.  The draugr, which had effectively increased the government’s power by frightening people into submission.  He thought of the Theocrat.  Monsters have a tendency to push people closer to corrupt leaders.  Monsters of their own accord. 
 
                 He faced the pirate.  “Thank you for your confidence, but I’m no leader.  I’m no fan of the Karellan, but joining a resistance group won’t make him disappear.”  
 
                 “Very well.  But should you reconsider, the world could use a hero.”  
 
                 “Of course it could.  People always need a hero,” Zeke said wistfully.  Changing chords, he snapped to attention.  “Hey, uh . . . do you ever have trouble with malak in this area?”  
 
                 Joel laughed nervously.  “Malak?  Not that I know of.  We don’t see their kind very often.  They stick mostly to North America.  Keep to themselves.”  More non-surprises.  “Why do you ask?”  
 
                 Zeke turned back to the sea.  “No reason.  Just wondering.” 
 
                 “Fine then.”  The pirate took a step away.  “We’ll arrive in Nifelheim tomorrow.  Get some rest, and take advantage of my cook.  He’s the best in the fleet!”  
 
                 “I’ll be sure,” said Zeke, feeling neither tired nor hungry.  
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight: Invasion
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The two men sized each other up.  It was a meeting between friends, but it was not without tension.  
 
                 Jae-Hoon liked the Supervisor.  He cared deeply for his citizens.  He was always ready with helpful story or anecdote.  He took interest in the Slayer’s recent hunts.  The young priest knew Dumah felt an affinity towards him for being a fellow warrior, fighting for a noble cause.  
 
                 They dealt with each other frequently.  While promotions were a Church matter, they were regulated by the government.  The organizations were required to cooperate.  As a result, he found himself in the ASH on a weekly basis.  
 
                 But the Slayer was always unsure about him.  In his friendly tales and polite questions, there seemed a trace of melancholy.  Something sad in his face when listening about Jae-Hoon’s hunts.  As if he might somehow explode with horrible news.  He never did, but it was too much to write it off as imagination.  
 
                 This morning, Jae-Hoon was only there to report on the most recent promotion, but he hoped for something more.  “We integrated them into the upper-plate at oh-seven-hundred hours.  The delegate from the first-class diocese met us at the lift and took them.”  It was routine.  Nothing out of the ordinary.  
 
                 “How many?”   The Supervisor seeming slightly more melancholy than usual.  
 
                 “This month’s quota was five hundred.  Quite high, compared to the usual two-fifty.  I think we’re making progress.”  He spoke cheerfully, but Dumah wasn’t excited by the news. 
 
                 There was a long pause.  
 
                 When it was clear that he didn’t intend to speak, Jae-Hoon continued.  “If I may, sir, I’m interpreting the higher monthly quota to mean the government is more willing to unify the classes.  I’d like to request more frequent promotions, but only you have the authority to pass the request on to the Hierophant and the Karellan.  I was thinking, perhaps, bi-monthly.  Weekly if possible but . . .”  
 
                 His voice trailed off.  Dumah wasn’t listening.  “No,” was all he said, and that was under his breath. 
 
                 “Sir?” asked Jae-Hoon.  There was no answer, so he spoke louder.  “Sir?”
 
                 “I’m sorry” said the governor, suddenly remembering his business. 
 
                 “The promotions?”  
 
                 “Oh.  Right.  I’ll consider your request, but I fear that more frequent promotions may detract from your duties as a Slayer.”  It seemed more like an excuse than an explanation.  
 
                 You’ll never succeed.  There are too many of them.  
 
                 Zeke’s words had been haunting the priest ever since their meeting three days before.  The draugr have been increasing within the last several months.  The Slayers’ efforts did seem in vain.  He wondered whether or not Zeke was right.  If he was, He wanted to spend more time working on promoting the lower-class citizens.  At least then he could accomplish some good. 
 
                 A speaker buzzed.  “Sir, your wife is here to see you,” came the voice of the secretary.  
 
                 The Supervisor pressed the button on the intercom.  “Send her in.  We’re almost finished.”  Turning back to Jae-Hoon, he asked, “anything else?”  
 
                 “No,” he said, after a moment.  “That’s all.”  
 
                 He turned to leave, but Dumah stopped him.  “Jae-Hoon?”  
 
                 The priest stopped and waited.  “Yes?”  
 
                 The older man looked as though he were going to say something profound.  But after a long pause, all he said was, “You’re a good man.  Take care of yourself.”  
 
                 Unsure of how to take this message, the Slayer answered, “thank you.”  
 
                 He turned to the door.  It slid open.  Lilith, standing on the other side, shot him a cold glance.  He ignored her and left without a word.  
 
                 The rest of his day was free.  Promotions were over for the month.  There were no hunts until tomorrow.  He could have returned to the monastery for lunch with the other Slayers.  
 
                 But he didn’t.  Zeke’s words had troubled him too much.  That and the Supervisor’s brooding attitude toward promotions.  Instead of going home, he decided to take a walk down to the river. 
 
   Work, to Jae-Hoon, was more than just a way to earn a meal.  Work was what a man did with his life.  It defined him.  When men introduce themselves, the first thing they talk about is their jobs.  To understand another man, one had to understand his influence on the world. 
 
   Slaying draugr was his own influence.  His contribution towards eternal fame.  His mark on the world.  People would remember him as a hero.  
 
   The contemporary Beowulf. 
 
   And if slaying was his effort to keep humanity from dying, promotions were his efforts to make sure it lived.  To both pull men out of the mucks of Hell and place them at the gates of Heaven.  
 
   But the last few days had cast doubt on his success.  
 
   The draugr are increasing, he thought.  The draugr are increasing.  The thought, like the monsters themselves, multiplied in his head.  Despite his efforts, the draugr were not dying out.  Did God view slaying as a sin?  Atonement would rid the world of the monsters.  Had he not atoned enough?  Was he not doing his part?
 
   The only way he thought to rectify the situation was to move people to the plate.  But Zeke had shown him that the second-class citizens didn’t trust the Church, and the Supervisor was growing less pleased with the process every week.  
 
   Jae-Hoon stopped by the river.  Thick and green with pollution, it looked wretched under the dim city lights.  He wrinkled his nose.  The city always smelled foul, but today it seemed somehow worse. 
 
   He thought of the prophets of the old religions.  Moses.  Jesus.  Mohammed.  Buddha.  Zoroaster.  They were known for heroic faith.  Was that true, or had any of them ever doubted themselves?  
 
   Did Moses ever get an irresistible craving for bacon?  Did Jesus want to crack Judas’s skull open when they were alone in the garden?  Did Mohammed have a secret stash of dirty pictures under his bed?  Were Buddha’s clothed actually made of silk?  And did Zoroaster really give a damn about the balance of the universe?  
 
   Jae-Hoon was too depressed to laugh at the thoughts.  He stared out over the fetid water and did the only think that came to mind. He prayed to God for help.  
 
   But God didn’t answer.  
 
   The only reply was a woman’s scream and the unmistakable sound of a gurgling hiss.  
 
    
 
   “Any word from our supply runners?”  Dumah asked his secretary.  Lilith stood over his shoulder silently.  She tended to do this whenever he had trouble with his job.  When they were first married, he thought this was to offer help and support.  
 
   That was before he learned she was a spy.  
 
   “No sir,” answered the secretary.  “Nothing since their departure two days ago.”  
 
   “News from them is your first priority,” he instructed.  “When you hear something, inform me as soon as possible.” 
 
   “Yes sir,” she said and left the room. 
 
   “Are you still worried about your precious soldier?”  asked Lilith, stepping forward into the light. 
 
   “Of course.  Him and my own men.”  He spoke strongly, but closed his eyes. 
 
                 “The soldier who hates you?  The one you blackmailed?  The one who would kill you if given even a poor reason to do so?  You’re a fool to be concerned about him.”  
 
                 He tried to stay civil.  She was, after all, his wife.  “Dear, this is my job.  Try to understand.”  
 
                 “As I understand, you’ve never been capable enough to do your job without my help.  Adam, let him go.  You don’t have to protect him.  He doesn’t want your help anyway.  Let the Karellan have this one.”  
 
                 Dumah readied a biting retort, but didn’t deliver it.  He was interrupted when his door slid open and his secretary nearly fell into his office.  “Any news from them?”  
 
                 She was nervous.  “No, but if I might suggest a new priority, draugr are attacking the city!”  
 
                 He relaxed in his chair.  “Just call a lockdown on the gates and boost the guard wherever they’re attacking,” he said calmly.  Disappointed.  Draugr attacked the city all the time.  It was nothing special.  
 
                 “Sir, you don’t understand,” continued the panicked woman.  “They’re inside the city.  Everywhere!”  
 
                 This was different.  
 
                 He jumped to his feet.  “Call the militia into action!” he commanded.  “Find out where they’re coming from and evacuate the citizens to a secure location.”  
 
                 The secretary was calmed by the confidence the commander displayed.  “Yes sir,” she said, throwing in a salute for good measure.  
 
                 As she rushed out, Dumah took a small ring of keys from his desk and opened a closet.  An array of weapons hung inside.  Knives to swords, pistols to assault rifles, grenades to rocket launchers.  He may not have been a confident politician, but he was well prepared for a draugr attack.  
 
                 “What do you think of that?” he asked Lilith, selecting a powerful assault rifle from the closet.  The same model he had sent to Pusan with Zeke.  
 
                 She was unmoved.  “I think you should have let the Karellan release the draugr here in the first place.  Then you’d have a few more soldiers to help you.”  
 
                 Dumah was tired of losing arguments to her.  “You do understand that you are in danger now, right?  Because of the Karellan.”  
 
                 “Of course I do,” she said calmly.  “Now be a man and go protect me.”  She smirked.  Dumah glared at her, but he didn’t have time to stay and argue.  
 
    
 
                 Jae-Hoon spies the woman.  The draugr throws her to the ground.  She lies twitching.  The monster raises its claws for the kill, but the stroke never comes.  The Slayer slams into the monster with all his weight.  They roll.  
 
                 Jae-Hoon gets up first.  He pulls a thin, silver spike from under his robes.  
 
                 The draugr roars and swings its claws at the priest.  He stops the attack with a strong kick.  Bones crack in the demon’s hand.  
 
                 But it keeps coming.  
 
                 He catches the draugr in a bear hug and jams the stylus into its body under its arm.  The monster screams loudly in his ear. A direct hit on the heart.  The monster is soon dead.  
 
                 The woman is still twitching in a heap on the ground.  “Ma’am,” he says.  “It’s okay.  You’re safe.”  He reaches down to help her up.  
 
                 She’s dead.  
 
                 Underneath the warm corpse is the source of the twitching.  A young boy, no more than four years old.  
 
                 That’s when the alarms sound.  
 
                 It wasn’t alone, thinks Jae-Hoon.  He looks up.  Soldiers are now marching through the street.  Distant gunshots sound.  Scanning the city, he spies more and more draugr.  He holds his spike defensively.  The city is in danger.  It is his duty to help.  
 
                 But the boy!  shouts a voice at the back of his mind. 
 
                 He looks down.  The boy cries over his mother.  Jae-Hoon grabs his shoulders and speaks.  “Run to the nearest house.  Any house.  Lock the doors, then hide.  Go!”  The boy is too frightened to argue.  He bolts the instant the priest’s grip loosens.  
 
                  Watching the child for a few moments, he prays the boy makes it to safety.  The sounds of guns and screaming monsters grow louder.  He turns from the river and dashes into the fray. 
 
                 
 
                 When Dumah hits the streets, the draugr are swarming.  One charges the Supervisor, but he downs it with a single, well-placed shot.  It feels good.  He is back in control.  He has been given a problem he knows how to fix.  He scans the city.  A young soldier fires nervously into a crowd of oncoming monsters.  
 
                 Crack!  Crack!  Crack!
 
                 The Supervisor fires single shots from his assault rifle.  In the loud battlefield of the city, the shots don’t echo.  Draugr fall.  Over years of inactivity, his aim is as precise as ever. 
 
                 The guardsman drops to the ground, relieved.  
 
                 “Stand up, soldier,” Dumah commands.  “The battle is not over.  Keep your head.”  
 
                 The young man snaps back to attention.  “Yes sir.”
 
                 “Where is your captain?”  
 
                 “We got separated.  I think he’s down the street.” 
 
                 “Stay with your unit.  You are stronger together.”  He turns in the direction the young soldier has pointed.  “Come with me.”  
 
                 They run.  
 
                 A slow draugr appears on the street ahead of them.  Dumah doesn’t stop.  The beast collides with the butt of his rifle.  It falls.  A single shot to the head finishes the monster.  “Leave none alive,” he instructs the young guardsman.  “But don’t waste ammunition.”  
 
   The soldier listens intently.  Despite the urgency of the situation, the old warrior is excited.  He is once again the commander.  The battlefield philosopher.  Perhaps he has not lost his purpose in life after all.  He is there to teach.  
 
   They reach a small line of soldiers being pushed back by draugr.  They join ranks and begin shooting.  One man is a step closer to the draugr than the other soldiers.  Dumah takes his place beside him.  “Are you the captain of this unit?” he shouts over the gunfire.  
 
   “I am now,” the man shouts back.  “These freaks got our last one.”  He sprays his gun rapidly into the demons. 
 
   “Keep your head, soldier.  Do we know where they’re coming from?”  Dumah continues to fire steadily.  The ranks of monsters before them thin out.  
 
   “No clue, sir.  But the rumor is they’re clustered around the Namsan sector.”  
 
   Of course.  The Karellan!  he thinks.  The swarm of draugr around them has dwindled to a handful.  “Here are your orders, soldier; evacuate the northern sectors.  Round up the transport vehicles.  Get all civilians south of the river, then set up a barricade on the bridges.  Civilians are your first priority.  Attack draugr only when necessary to protect them.”  One more shot from his rifle, and the street is clear.  
 
   “Yes sir,” says the man.  He salutes.  
 
   The soldiers begin to follow their captain, but Dumah shouts to the first young guard.  “Rookie, I got another job for you.”  
 
   The boy stays.  “Yes sir?”
 
   “Round up enough soldiers to clear out the draugr south of the river.  I’m assisting with the evacuation here, but draugr extermination will be top priority in the south.” 
 
   “Yes sir.”  The guard runs south, to the bridges.  Dumah turns north. 
 
    
 
   Jae-Hoon makes noise.  Lots of noise.  He screams.  Hits things.  Anything he can do to attract attention.  
 
   Non-human attention.  
 
   Draugr charge him.  Ignoring the civilians, he thinks.  The monsters are nothing against a trained fighter.  His feet and fists fly, guided by twenty years of training.  The spike in his hand tastes the hearts of many monsters.  
 
   Their corpses pile up at his feet. 
 
   He grows tired.  The monsters seem endless.  For each one he kills, two more seem to take his place.  Coming to pay their respects to their fallen friends.  Coming to avenge their deaths.  
 
   Do draugr have a respect for the dead? he wonders.  Do they have a sense of friendship?  A sense of vengeance?
 
   A girl screams.  
 
   Jae-Hoon looks over.  A young boy leads his sister through the streets.  A draugr chases them.  It looks strong.  He buries his spike in the nearest monster, then fights his way out.  Toward the children.  
 
   The pursuing draugr is not incredibly fast, but fast enough to close in on the kids.  Jae-Hoon leaps, his stylus extended.  But the monster already knows he’s there.  It swings a powerful arm.  The blow connects with the priest.  
 
   He drops his weapon.  
 
   Getting up, he looks around.  The stylus is gone.  He glances at the monster.  It ignores the Slayer and continues toward the children.  There is no time to find the spike. 
 
   He knows his duty.  
 
   Throwing himself on the kids, he pins them to the ground.  Holding them safely to the earth.  He braces himself, waiting for the final attack from the monster.  
 
   The attack he has been waiting for since he became a Slayer.  
 
   A sword sings.  
 
   Instead of piercing claws, something else hits his back.  Something heavy.  Dropping.  Then it rolls off, harmlessly. 
 
   The priests looks up.  Zeke crouches nearby.  His katana is still extended in follow-through position.  He picks an object off the ground.  The spike.  “Here,” he says, giving it back to the Slayer.  “Get them somewhere safe.”  
 
   “Thank you.”  Jae-Hoon nods and takes the children in his arms and dashes south, to the bridges, where the barricades are being set up.  
 
   Zeke dashes north. 
 
    
 
   Down by the river, Charlie and Joel tied up the small boat they used to get into the city.  “Real mess, isn’t it?” said the pirate, very calmly.  Guns fired in the distance.  People screamed.  “Think we’ll be able to help any?”
 
   “The others  seemed to think so.”  He glanced at the draugr.  They moved slowly, stumbling.  Very zombie-like.  “These guys don’t look so tough.” 
 
   One broke through the ranks.  It moved faster than the others.  Human speed.  Charlie fired his rifle.  The hollow-point bullet tore off the monster’s head.  Dark brown blood sprayed on the other draugr.  
 
   “Nice shot!  Awful mess, though.  I hope the monsters have a good dry cleaner.”  
 
   “Good thing Emily got out when she did.”  
 
   Joel ignored the ambling hoards for a moment.  “Emily?  Who’s that?”  
 
   “That’s right, I didn’t tell you!”  He pulled out his wallet and flipped it open.  “She’s my little girl.  Just been promoted to first-class citizen.” 
 
   A draugr closed in on them and hissed excitedly.  Gooey saliva sprayed all over the two men.  The pirate pulled out a long dagger from beneath his tattered coat.  He slashed.  The monster’s neck began seeping with blood.  It fell.  
 
   “Congratulations!”  He looked at the picture again, now ruined by draugr spit.  “Terrible mess, though.  Sorry about that.  I should have been watching.” 
 
   “Nah, it’s all right.  Got a hundred more of these at home.”  He beamed proudly.  “Beauty of a knife you got there.”  
 
   “Oh, you like it?  I have two of them, actually.”  He flicked it off to one side.  It embedded itself in the chest of an oncoming draugr.  Then he pulled a matching dagger from beneath his coat.  “Iron-titanium alloy.  Incredibly strong.  Almost never needs sharpening.  A gift from my old master.”  
 
   “Damn fine weapon.”  Charlie took it, examined it, then handed it back.  “If my teachers gave out knives when I was younger, I might have paid more attention in school.  Hey, you mind ducking down for a moment?”  
 
   “Not at all,” said Joel, politely.  He took the opportunity to pull his first knife out of the fallen draugr.  When he bent down, the big man fired a grenade over his head.  It landed in a crowd of draugr.  The monsters flew into the air, burning. 
 
   Joel examined his handy work.  “Nice shot, once again.”  
 
   Charlie looked at the fiery corpses on the ground.  “Damn.  Thought they smelled bad enough when they weren’t on fire.  This is one hell of a mess.” 
 
   “I wouldn’t worry too much.  I think the fire will take care of most of them.”  
 
   “Yeah, well, that was my last grenade.”  
 
   “Oh.  Well, too bad.”  They looked into the city.  “You want to get started?”  
 
   “Yeah, I think I’m about warmed up,” said Charlie.    
 
    
 
   Jae-Hoon speeds through the city.  It’s not easy.  The children slow him down.  Occasionally, he is forced to set them down and fight draugr.  
 
   But he presses on.  
 
   The military transports seem to be heading south.  The soldiers must be gathering there.  If he could only make it, the kids would be safe.  
 
   He rounds a corner and comes face to face with a massive draugr.  It stands three meters tall, with dual claws the length of kitchen knives on each hand.  Every centemeter of him a brown mass of wrinkly veins.  The smell seems stronger than normal draugr as well. 
 
   The little girl throws up.  
 
   “Stay behind me,” instructs the priest.  He wastes no time, throwing a strong kick at the monster.  He aims high. 
 
   The draugr catches his foot.  Jae-Hoon is surprised for a split-second.  Only a brief moment, but it is long enough for the draugr.  The monster lifts, throwing him off-balance.  He falls on his back, hard.  A rock connects with his head.  
 
   The beast advances, swinging powerful fists downward.  Ignoring the pain in his head, the Slayer rolls.  The monster misses him and hits the ground, harmlessly.  Jae-Hoon leaps to his feet and plunges his spike into the demon’s side.  
 
   It roars a terrible, gurgling roar, but the beast is too big.  His spike isn’t long enough to reach its heart.  It jabs down with its elbow, knocking him to the ground.  The monster stands to its full height.  
 
   A gun fires.  
 
   The draugr swats at the bullet like a fly.  More guns fire.  The annoyed monster turns to face this new threat.  Soldiers with rifles keep it at bay.  Another rushes forward with a flame thrower.  It spits a massive cloud of flame.  The monster is not singed by the blast, but it screams in fear.  It turns and bounds off in the other direction, running on all fours, like an animal.  
 
   Not like an animal.  It is, after all, humanoid.  
 
   More like a werewolf.  
 
   “Sir, are you all right?” asks a guardsman, helping Jae-Hoon to his feet.  
 
   “Yeah,” he answered, rubbing his head.  “I’m all right.”  
 
   “We have orders to evacuate the north sectors of the city.  You should get on the transport.” 
 
   “What?  Oh, no thanks.  I’m a Slayer.  I should stay and fight.  But I do have someone you can take.”  He gives a whistle, then calls for the kids.  They appear, a short distance away, crawling out from behind some garbage cans. 
 
   “Understood,” says the guard.  “If you’ll be staying, is there anything we can do for you?  Any supplies you need?”  
 
   Rubbing the back of his head, he asks, “You got any aspirin?”
 
    
 
   Daniel is efficient in executing draugr.  He has to be.  He isn’t carrying much ammo, and there are thousands of monsters in the city. 
 
   Trapped. 
 
   The city’s extreme outer defenses are now strangling them.  The demons that once could not get in now can’t get out.  
 
   The shotgun booms once.  The two draugr standing before the gunner fall.  They were close enough that he could feel their breath.  He doesn’t like cutting it so close, but doubling up on kills helps to save cartridges.  
 
   A scream resonates in his ear.  He spins and shoots without thinking.  The draugr’s head explodes.  Only a single kill.  He attributes that one to self-defense.  
 
   The ground starts to shake.  Some draugr scamper off.  
 
   Then he notices the figure darting through the streets.  “Zeke?” he says, though he knows his voice is muted by the battle.  He starts to follow. 
 
   But the shaking ground begins to shake more.  There’s a rhythmic thump to it.  He turns.  A massive draugr, running on all fours, is approaching at intense speeds.  Daniel, trapped in the narrow street, fires the shot gun.  
 
   The beast keeps coming.  
 
   The gunner waits.  The monster was coming closer.  Within range.
 
   Closer . . . 
 
   Closer . . . 
 
   Boom!
 
   The monster feels the blast.  It stumbles and begins to roll, stopping just shy of colliding with its attacker.  
 
   It raises itself to its feet.  Daniel notices the blood covering the draugr.  It’s already been injured.  He pumps his shotgun, then raises it, aiming for the beast’s head.  Aiming for the kill.  
 
   Click. 
 
   The sound of the empty gun frightens him more than the hissing and screaming of all the monsters in the city.  
 
   The draugr swings.  It throws the young fighter backward, to the ground.  He loses his grip on the shotgun.  It falls to rest at his feet.  He pulls out his .45 and begins to fire.  The monster looks distracted.  It swings its hands frantically, as if swatting at mosquitoes.  This won’t do, he thinks.  He pulls out a full magazine and reloads the pistol before the monster realizes the bullets have stopped.  
 
   He aims for an eye.  
 
   Crack!
 
   The monster reels in pain, clutching its face.  Daniel grabs the shotgun and pulls out his last four cartridges.  He reloads quickly and pumps his shotgun.  
 
   The monster is big.  He’ll have to be close.  
 
   He creeps closer to the draugr as it begins to recover from the pain.  When the demon opens its remaining eye, the barrel of the gun is the first thing it sees.  
 
   It is also the last thing it sees.  
 
   The gun explodes, and so does the massive creature’s head.  The body wavers for a moment, then falls forward.  
 
   On Daniel. 
 
   The corpse pins him to the ground.  He slowly wrests his way out, gets to his feet, then runs off in the direction he last saw Zeke. 
 
    
 
   Transport vehicles roll across the bridges.  Soldiers stand guard on the north side, blasting draugr as they approach the front lines.  The Supervisor hops off a vehicle on the south side of the river and looks for a captain.  The ranking officer finds him first.  “Sir, the south sectors seem to be clear of draugr,” he reports with a salute. 
 
   “Good.  Keep a few teams down there hunting, just to be safe.  How about the north sectors?”  
 
   The soldier glances around.  “I’m not entirely sure.  I was with alpha team. We’ve done three sweeps in our sector and can’t find any more civilians.  I believe beta team has also retired after three sweeps.” 
 
   “And gamma and delta teams?”  Dumah asks.  
 
   “I can’t say.  They’ve both returned at least once.  I believe delta team is out on their third sweep.”  The soldier looked uneasy. 
 
   “Something you’d like to add, captain?”  
 
   “Sir, the draugr know we’re evacuating south.  More and more have been gathering at the bridges.”  He nods across the dirty water.  There are already twice as many draugr as when Dumah crossed the bridge a moment ago. 
 
   The governor immediately starts walking through the make-shift base at a brisk pace, shouting orders as he passes.  “You,” he says pointing at a man with a radio.  “Radio the remaining teams for a progress report.  Tell them we don’t have time to be thorough, just clear out the majority of civilians to minimize casualties.”   He turns to the captain again.  “Build me a pyre.  Find anything that can burn.  Pile it near the north end of the bridge.  We’re going to push them back into the evacuated sectors where we can safely exterminate them.” 
 
   He turns to a nearby Lieutenant.  “Relay my orders to the other bridges.” 
 
    
 
   Jae-Hoon crouches by the headless giant.  This is the one that attacked me. 
 
   Gunfire echoes in the distance.  Draugr screams are muffled by the streets and houses between them.  This area is oddly quiet.  
 
   It’s still bleeding.  Profusely.  It hasn’t been dead for long. 
 
   He looks around, hoping for a straggling monster to kill.  Nothing presents itself.  He looks around for clues.  On the hard earth, he sees a shape.  Dark brown.  The stain of draugr blood.  It’s shaped like a boot.  The foot pointed north.  
 
   Anyone who could survive a battle with this beast must be hunting draugr.  Jae-Hoon, hoping to be helpful, turns north and follows the fighter’s footprints. 
 
    
 
   Joel walked casually through the streets, Charlie beside him.  The monsters were slow.  They enjoyed picking them off.  The pirate even felt good enough to sing.  
 
                               “I’ve been slaughterin’ the draugr
 
                               All, the live long day!”
 
    
 
   As he passed the monsters, he stabbed and slashed them, keeping with the rhythm of the song.  
 
   Slash!
 
   Charlie thought the song sounded fun, and added his own part. 
 
                               “I’ve been shootin’ up their faces,
 
                               Just to watch them pass away!”
 
    
 
   Bang, bang, bang!
 
   “Nice,” said Joel.  “How about:
 
                               Can’t you hear the monsters hissing?
 
                               Losin’ their guts on the road!”
 
    
 
   Slash, stab, bang!
 
                               “Can’t you see Karellan whining?”
 
    
 
   Bang!
 
                               “Pirates blow your . . .” 
 
    
 
                 Stuck for his next rhyme, he asks, “Hey, what rhymes with road?”
 
                 “Uh, I don’t know.  Toad?”   A draugr approached Charlie, hissing softly.  He shot it in the face.  Its head exploded and the giant moved to the next monster.  
 
                 “No, I don’t think that will work.”  Joel stabbed a draugr hard out of frustration with his song.  
 
                 “Bestowed?”  More gun fire.
 
                 “Nah, I don’t think so.”  Another monster spotted the pirate and shrieked loudly.  “You’re a noisy little fellow.”  He crossed his daggers across the monster’s throat, cutting the noise—and the draugr—dead.  
 
                 Meanwhile, Charlie shot rapidly into a large group of monsters.  “Well, as much as I’d love to help you find a rhyme, I kinda got my hands full right now.” 
 
                 “No problem,” said Joel, stepping back to watch.  “Take your time.” 
 
                 Charlie switched his gun to fully automatic, then sprayed the group in front of them.  Most of the monsters fell dead.  A few twitched on the ground, spasms in the throes of death.  Two still ambled slowly toward him.  He stepped back and raised his gun.  
 
                 Click.  
 
                 The draugr still stumbled forward, awkwardly.  Very non-threatening.  He shrugged, dropped his gun and stepped forward.  Grabbing them by the head, he slammed their skulls together.  
 
                 Crunch!
 
                 The monsters fell.  Joel nodded and smiled.  Charlie took a slight bow, then they continued down the street. 
 
    
 
                 Ariel clutches her tiny derringer.  She only has two shots.  The gun in her hands, and the one in her pocket.  Draugr pound on the windows of her house.  
 
   She has heard the announcement.  The city is being evacuated.  I must be the only meal north of the river, she thinks.  For the first time since the war, she is scared.  She misjudged so many things.  Her improving strength.  The amount of draugr.  The monsters’ ability to find her.  The need for her to stay secret. 
 
                 And she knows Zeke isn’t in the city today.  He is another thing she misjudged.  Him and his paranoia.  His seemingly justified fear that she needs protection.
 
                 She backs into a corner of the room, holding her shaking gun at the window. 
 
    
 
                 At the bridges, soldiers mill about busily.  They fight for control of the river. 
 
                 The draugr do the same.  
 
                 On the south bank, only a short distance into what is still a safe zone, the captain finds the Supervisor.  “Sir, we’ve received word on gamma and delta teams.  They’ve returned.”  
 
                 “Excellent.  Send out orders to light the fires.”  The captain runs to the radio as Dumah strides confidently toward the front lines.  The draugr hoards are massive.  They fight furiously, and the city guard loses ground.  
 
                 He smiles confidently.  A soldier nearby drops a torch onto a heavy pile of wood.  A fire burns on the bridge.  Other fires explode into being down the river.
 
                 Draugr shriek in pain.  Some catch fire and run.  Some tumble into the dirty water below.  All of them turn back.  Perhaps, a little too quickly.  They stampede back into the north city.  Even the slower ones seem to find uncommon speed.  The ground shakes under their weight.  
 
                 Dumah shouts wildly.  “Follow them!  Sweep the city!  Pin them against the walls until every last one of them is dead!”  
 
                 It will be a long and difficult process, but the soldiers follow their commander’s orders without question.  They cross the fires and form a line on the north bank, moving at a relaxed pace and carefully picking off the straggling draugr. 
 
    
 
                 Daniel plants a .45 between the monster’s eyes.  
 
                 Then he stops.  
 
                 It’s the first draugr he’s seen in over twenty minutes.  A zombie-like one, with nothing faster for nearly an hour.  Something is wrong.  Where are they all?  
 
                 As if an answer to his question, the earth begins to shake.  He looks around for the source.  Instead, he sees Jae-Hoon pop out from around a corner behind him.  
 
                 “Hey, aren’t you . . .” starts the Slayer, but Daniel isn’t listening.  Instead, he’s concentrating on the vibrating earth.  It seems familiar.  Like something that happened recently.  Within the last few days.  
 
                 A draugr stampede.  
 
                 “Get to cover!” he shouts to the priest. 
 
                 “What?”  
 
                 Daniel doesn’t have time to argue.  He rushes to Jae-Hoon, then pulls him into a small alley between houses, just as the stampede floods into the street.  
 
                 It’s painfully loud.  Shrieking and hissing flood their ears.  Houses get hit by bodies, pushed as far as they can in either direction.  Windows break.  Doors burst.  Many buildings collapse entirely.  
 
                 A small monster is pushed into the alley where the two men hide.  It comes to its senses and hisses at them.  Jae-Hoon lands a punch, silencing the draugr.  Then he stakes it with his spike.  
 
                 Slowly, the sounds of the stampede fade into the distance, although the earth continues to shake.  They cautiously leave their hiding place.  Two draugr, knocked over by the rest, remain in the street.  Two quick shots fire from the pistol, and they don’t get up.  
 
                 “Zeke,” he says to himself, staring down the street after the hoard.  
 
                 “What’s that?” 
 
                 Daniel starts running.  “We have to go.  Come on.”  
 
                 Jae-Hoon follows. 
 
    
 
                 The earth shakes.  
 
                 “What the hell?” asks Charlie, staring down the street. 
 
                 A small cloud of dust appears on the horizon.  “What’s happening?”
 
                 The giant gives a primal scream, then leaps into the middle of the street, adopting the fighting stance of a pro-wrestler.  “I’ll tell you what’s happening!  They’re sending in the cavalry when they heard what we did to their buddies.”  He begins to shout at the cloud of approaching draugr.  “Come on, you bastards!  I’ll take you all down!”
 
                 The hoard closes in.  Joel backs up.  “Uh, not to ruin your fun, but I’m not sure we can take on this group by ourselves.” 
 
                 They stampede appears over the horizon.  Charlie gawks at its size.
 
                 “Run!” shouts the pirate, who climbs up a utility pole.  The giant leaps for an open window of a small house and pulls himself up to the roof.  
 
                 But the weak building doesn’t hold.  
 
                 When the draugr flood through the street, their bodies slam into the house.  Charlie falls into a cloud of splintered wood and monsters.  
 
                 Joel panics.  The stampede is gone after a minute, but it seems longer.  When it’s safe, he runs to the leveled house and begins pulling all the rubble.  “Charlie!  Charlie, are you okay?”  Two figures appear and begin pulling at the rubble with him.  He looks up.  It’s Daniel and an Armageddonist priest.  
 
                 “We’re all here, give us a hand,” calls the boy. 
 
                 A voice groans.  The rubble shakes.  
 
                 Jae-Hoon moves a board and finds a large hand underneath.  He grabs and pulls.  A massive upper torso emerges from the pile. 
 
                 Charlie stares at the priest, confused.  “Have I been promoted?” he asks, standing up.  He looks bruised, but otherwise okay. 
 
                 “You okay?” 
 
                 He rubs his head for a moment, then says, “Ow.”  
 
                 “Good enough for me.” Daniel leaps up and runs after the draugr.  “Follow me.  I think Zeke went this way!”  He disappears down the street.  
 
                 “Were we looking for Zeke?”  Joel asks.  
 
                 “Who knows?  But that’s where all the action is heading.”  Charlie runs off after Daniel.  
 
                 “He’s going to get himself killed.”  The pirate turns to Jae-Hoon.  “You coming?  
 
                 They follow the others down the street. 
 
    
 
                 The earth shakes.  
 
                 Zeke immediately knows what’s happening.  “Shit,” he says.  With a running start, he leaps off the side of a building and grabs hold of a utility pole nearby.  He pulls himself high enough to get a good view of the area.  
 
                 The draugr are close.  They’re stampeding north.  Straight for his house.  
 
                 Straight at Ariel.  
 
                 “Shit!” he shouts.  Leaping from roof top to roof top, he runs with the hoard of draugr. 
 
    
 
                 The tiny house shakes.  Ariel wonders whether the whole house will fall.  Until now, she was slightly calmed.  The monsters pounding at her window didn’t seem smart enough to get inside.  
 
                 Not that she risked moving from the corner.  
 
                 The shaking grows stronger.  More draugr hiss and scream. Suddenly the windows of the house explode.  Monsters race by outside.  Two of them are pushed inside, through the broken glass.  They are disoriented, but collect themselves quickly once they realize the fresh meal in their midst.  
 
                 She raises the gun.  
 
    
 
                 Bang!
 
                 A shot rings out.  Zeke snaps to attention.  In the wake of the stampede, he drops to the ground outside his house.  
 
                 Bang!  Two shots.  She didn’t have any more.  
 
                 He rushes through the door.  Ariel, in a panic, waves a derringer madly at him.  “Go away!  Go away!”  The gun clicks wildly.  Two draugr lay dead on the floor, each with a tidy hole between their eyes.  
 
   “Ariel, Ariel!  It’s me.  It’s Zeke.”  
 
   The clicking halts.  She cautiously opens her eyes.  “Zeke?”
 
   He grabs her hand.  “We have to go somewhere safe.  They’re securing the south city.”  Pulling her to her feet, they rush outside. 
 
   Where they are immediately greeted by an entourage of draugr.  
 
   Stragglers.  Or those not present when the fires began the stampede.  They crawl out of holes, hissing hungrily.  
 
   A white light flashes, blinding both monsters and humans for a brief moment.  A malak stands, his back to them.  It’s the same one he fought in Pusan. 
 
   “You!” he growls, pushing Ariel behind him and raises his sword.
 
   The malak glances over his shoulder, but does not turn.  “No.  You are not ready.  I have come here for the draugr.  They belong to me.”  
 
   He doesn’t argue.  
 
   The malak holds out both hands.  Just as before, a gale wind rises from nothingness.  This wind is stronger.  It stretches farther.  Zeke fights to keep on his feet.  Ariel holds on to him tightly.  
 
                 An ear-splitting scream rings through the city.  Every draugr in lower Nifelheim sings the same tortured song.  The chorus is loud and frightening.  The monsters are lifted into the air.  They become thin and stretched. 
 
                 Charlie, Joel, Daniel and Jae-Hoon run down the street.  They all spy the malak at once and stop dead in their tracks.  The wind nearly pushes them over.  
 
                 “What the fuck is that?” shouts Charlie.  
 
                 The city-wide screeching grows louder.  There is the sound of something bursting.  A large brown mist rises above the houses and buildings.  The massive cloud begins to spin.  The vortex rapidly shrinks, enclosing around the malak, who seems to grow larger, stronger.  As if he is feeding off the strength of the monsters. 
 
                 The cloud shrinks.  The mist and the vortex disappear. 
 
                 Nifelheim is silent.  Unnaturally quiet.  Only the malak stands before them.  He turns.
 
                 “Who are you?” Zeke demands.  “What do you want?”  
 
                 The malak scoffs.  “You demand answers from me?  Very well.  It changes nothing.  I have many names.  I am the First of the Holy Sephiroth.  I am the prophet.  I am he who walked with God.  Should you require the use of an actual name, I am Metatron.”  
 
                 “What do you want?” 
 
                 The malak scowls.  “That, I have already told you.  You are not strong enough yet.  But be prepared.  The day when we fight is nigh.”  
 
                 The light flashes once again, and the malak disappears.  
 
                 Charlie runs to Zeke, who collapses in relief.  “What in the divine name of good Zombie Jesus was that?”  
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                 “So don’t ye kill vampires er sumthin’ like that?”  Charlie leaned most of his weight on the table to keep from falling out of his chair.  
 
                 Despite his lumbering size, he couldn’t hold his liquor.  
 
                 Jae-Hoon, who had been trying to match the giant shot for shot, wasn’t doing much better.  “I telled you before I used to kill vampires when we thought they were vampires but then they weren’t vampires so we stopped killing them and started killing things what weren’t vampires.” 
 
                 “But what about that . . . that . . .”  Charlie paused, his brain stuck in neutral for a moment.  Joel and Jae-Hoon waited with a furious indifference.  “Pointy thing?”
 
                 “Pointy thing?” 
 
                 “Yeah.  You know that,” he finished his sentence by slashing an imaginary draugr with an invisible knife.  It was a poor imitation of Jae-Hoon’s fighting style.  “Isn’t it supposed to be . . . what was it . . . ass wood?”  There was an outburst of laughter at the table.  “You know!” the big drunken man continued, confused and offended.  “That wood what kills the vampires.”  He added another swing of his imaginary knife to illustrate the point he thought he was making. 
 
                 Joel was not as far gone as the other two.  “I think you mean ‘ash,’ Charlie.”  
 
                 “Yah!  That’s what I been sayin.  The . . . pointy thing . . . what izzit?”  
 
                 Jae-Hoon pulled out his spike.  His skillful fingers held it with a care developed by an ongoing training since he was very young.  His discipline required he treat his weapon with respect, and he made no sign of betraying that respect.  
 
                 Until he dropped it.  
 
                 The three drunks laughed again.  Even Daniel, sitting in a corner with Zeke and Ariel, cracked a smile.  
 
                 Zeke watched quietly.  Alcohol never failed to amaze him.  Despite poor living conditions, despite oppressive governments, lack of food, lack of shelter, or whatever life might throw at a person, there always seemed to be a drink nearby.  
 
                 Despite being a toxin to human biology, fatal in high doses, it seemed ever-present, ever-needed.  Like air or water.  
 
   The first recorded civilizations in the Middle East discovered how to make it out of honey.  It was their custom to give a newly married man as much of it as he could drink for a month, which coined the term “honey-moon.”  Peasants in the dark ages discovered that beer was cleaner to drink than water.  The average medieval farmer could drink three gallons a day.  It was present at major religious events.  Passover.  Communion.  Around the twentieth century, it became a rite of passage.  Drink when you come of age.  Become a man.  Over the years, alcohol became a human mating ritual.  The initial steps of a primal dance.  Hey, can I buy you a drink?
 
   Zeke himself didn’t drink.  It was a nasty habit he picked up from Micah.  But he didn’t begrudge his friends taking part in another time-honored tradition of intoxication, the post-battle drink.  He may have appeared sullen as usual, but he was taking a slight enjoyment in watching Jae-Hoon try to explain his choice of weapons.  
 
   “But they’re not vampires, so we can’t kill vampires.  But since that’s what we do, we have to kill vampires.” 
 
   “That’s called tradition,” explained the big man.  
 
   “Thank you Charlie,” said Joel. 
 
   “So this is sharper.  Goes in ‘em faster.  Makes ‘em deader.”  He stabbed the air, dropping the spike again.  
 
   The big man dove out of his chair, chasing the rolling spike.  “I’ll get that for you buddy.”  He bounded across the floor like a gigantic toddler.  The spike came to rest by the broken window.  He grabbed it with both hands.  As he pulled himself back up, he saw something outside.  “Hey, I know him.  That’s the . . . the . . .” 
 
   Jae-Hoon pulled himself out of his chair to see.  “The Supervisor.”  
 
   “Yeah, the stupor . . . supper . . . that guy.  I hate that guy!”  Charlie pulled himself through the shattered window.  He tumbled out of view.  Zeke snapped to attention.  He filled a small glass of water.  
 
   Charlie’s drunken voice came from outside. “You want to talk?  And why should I let you in?” 
 
   Zeke ran outside into the battered streets.  The city looked worse than ever.  Debris lined the streets, marking former houses.  With the citizens still under the protection of the militia, the Northern sectors were deathly quiet. 
 
    He found Charlie and shoved the glass into his hands.  “Here.  Go drink this.  It’ll make you feel better.”  
 
   The big man held the glass lovingly.  “Thanks Zeke.  You know, you’re a good friend.  I really . . . good friends . . . tomorrow.” 
 
   “I know.”  
 
   “This guy wants in.  Beat him up?”
 
   “No, Charlie.  We’re going to talk to him.  Let him by.”  
 
   The giant stood and wavered back and forth.  Then a puzzled look flashed across his face.  “Even a dolphin?”  
 
   “Yes, Charlie.  Even a dolphin.  Now sit down and drink your water.”  
 
   Obeying, the big man dropped to the ground immediately, spilling half the water.  Then he began to take tiny sips.  The others began to file out of the house. 
 
   Joel glanced at the drunken giant.  “Kind of a lightweight for being such a big guy,” he commented.  
 
   Dumah faced Zeke.  “Thank you.”  
 
   He drew his sword and held the blade to the man’s throat. “You set us up!” he growled.  
 
   The Supervisor became tense, but did not back away.  “I did nothing of the sort.”  
 
   The swordsman pushed his blade forward slightly.  It pricked Dumah’s neck.  “Two men are dead because of that mission of yours, and God only knows how many are dead because of today’s attack.”  
 
   “I had no choice in the matter,” he answered, politely, but urgently. 
 
   “Give me one reason why I should trust you.” 
 
   Dumah was defeated.  He closed his eyes.  “I’m sorry.  There’s nothing I can say.”  
 
   Something slid between the two men, pushing them away from each other. Zeke glared furiously at Daniel.  The boy glared back.  “Killing him won’t help.  It’ll just land us in more trouble.  I say we hear him out.”  
 
   The fighter hesitated, staring down the younger man. Then he slid his sword into its sheathe.  “Be quick.”  
 
   “I was betrayed by the Karellan,” Dumah said.  Zeke scoffed sarcastically.  “He’s taken some interest in you.  I don’t know why, but he’s obsessed with testing your power.”  
 
   An unsettled feeling washed over the group.  Even Charlie, in his advanced state of drunkenness seemed to recall what they had been told about Metatron.  
 
   The Supervisor continued.  “He approached me, wanting to release a hoard of draugr in the city to see how you’d react.” 
 
   “Release the draugr?” asked a horrified Ariel.  “In the city?”
 
   “I didn’t understand it.  He said something about testing the draugr as well.” 
 
   Zeke was growing impatient.  He reached for his sword.  “Why didn’t you stop him?” he spat through his teeth. 
 
   “I tried!  That’s what the mission was for.  I arranged it to protect the city.  I thought if I he’d be willing to test you somewhere else . . .”  His voice trailed off.  They weren’t interested in his excuses. 
 
   “You thought wrong,” said Joel.  
 
   There was a pause.  “I did,” he said at last.  
 
   “And the malak?” 
 
   The Supervisor was genuinely surprised.  “What?  Malak?”  
 
   “A giant malak.  Carries two large swords.  Seems more intelligent than most and has a definite taste for draugr.” 
 
   “I’ve never heard anything of the sort.  They don’t tell me much.” 
 
   Ariel stepped forward.  “Hold on.  Are you two suggesting that the Karellan is working with malak?  Is that even possible?”  
 
   The group was silent.  Was it possible? 
 
   “I don’t know,” said Daniel.  “The Karellan is a mysterious man.  I’m not sure if a malak would work with a human, but if one would, he could figure out a way to do it.”  
 
   Thinking of an ill-fated shipment of cargo, Joel added.  “He would find a way to do it.”  
 
   The Supervisor tried to pull them back on topic.  “Whether he is or not, I can’t verify that malak were part of this operation.” 
 
   “I’ve had enough of what you can’t do,” Zeke growled, gripping his sword. 
 
   Joel stepped forward, taking his turn playing the peacemaker.  “Maybe you should tell us why you’re here.”  
 
   Dumah hesitated.  “I need your help.”  
 
   “Forget it,” Zeke snapped. 
 
   “It’s in your best interest.” 
 
   “We can’t trust you.  You said so yourself.” 
 
   “I said I can’t give you a reason.  That doesn’t mean you can’t trust me.”  
 
   “You’re right.  It means we won’t trust you.” 
 
   “So you’re willing to leave the Karellan to use us in his schemes?  Throw us away like pawns?  You saw it yourself.  He doesn’t care about the safety of his citizens.” 
 
   “You still haven’t explained,” said Ariel calmly, “how any of this concerns us.”  
 
   But Zeke already knew.  He hadn’t spent the better part of the morning fighting monsters for nothing.  The city, hellish and stifling though it may be, was still his home.  Even if ‘home’ meant nothing more than Ariel and Charlie. 
 
   Not that he wanted to team up with Dumah.  
 
   “I need your help.  Specifically your help,” the governor explained.  “I can’t abide by the Karellan’s actions, but I can’t take him on myself.  I, unfortunately, have to play dirty.  He has an army of spies.  They’ll probably be here soon for the battle results, if they aren’t already.  We have to act quickly.  We need our own spies.” 
 
   “We are no spies,” Zeke answered flatly. 
 
   “No, but you are strong, skilled, and have quite the reputation of not working for me.” 
 
   The fighter reached for his sword again, but Joel and Daniel appeared at his side, holding him back.  “So you can deny your involvement in whatever you’re planning?” he growled, giving up struggling for freedom.  When he calmed down, they released him.  
 
   Silence. 
 
   “Just as I thought.  All that talk about the glory of the army and being a man of honor . . .  bullshit.  You’re nothing but a snake and a coward.”  
 
   The insult hit home.  Dumah knew he was betraying his own principals.  Giving in to Lillith’s political philosophy.  “Do as I ask, and I can ensure Ariel’s protection,” he said.  
 
   Zeke bounded forward and punched him hard.  He fell. The others rushed to restrain their friend.
 
   Pulling himself to his feet, Dumah explained, “I think you misunderstand me.  I’m through with blackmail.  That was merely an offer.  Consider it payment, if you will.  The city’s help in protecting your home and your friends.”  
 
   Ariel stepped forward to Zeke.  She seemed to have a soothing effect on him.  He gave up his struggle once more, but Daniel and Joel didn’t release him.  
 
   “No.  You don’t have to do this,” she said.  “He doesn’t need you.  Let him find someone else.  You don’t have to do this to protect me.  
 
   Zeke closed his eyes.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “But I do.”  
 
   “What?” asked Charlie, from the ground. 
 
   He spoke quietly to Ariel.  “I’m sorry.  I don’t want to work with him, but I need his help.  I made a promise.  I have to do what I can to protect you.  I can’t do it by myself anymore.” 
 
   “Zeke,” she started. 
 
   “I’m sure.  I’ll do this.”  He turned to Dumah, who was still dusting himself off, and spoke louder.  “Hear that?  I’ll work with you.”  
 
   “Thank you.”  
 
   “So what is it?” 
 
   The Supervisor began his briefing.  “The draugr were concentrated around the Namsan sector.  The Karellan’s laboratory is in a building situated directly above Nam Mountain.  We believe that’s how they got into the city.” 
 
   Charlie, still buzzed, rose to his feet.  “So you want us to sneak in and tear the place up?”  He took a lumbering step towards Dumah, who took a quick step back.  
 
   “Not exactly, no,” he said, keeping an eye on the drunken giant.  “I know the facilities are used for . . . questionable activities, but not even his personal attendants know exactly what those are.”  
 
   “But the draugr are kind of a dead giveaway,” suggested Joel. 
 
   “Right.  And if they escaped—or were released—from the lab, I expect you’ll find a way in.  Somewhere on the mountain.”  
 
   “So we enter, find out what he’s doing, then bring you the proof?” asked Daniel.  
 
   For a moment, the Supervisor seemed worried. 
 
   The panic faded from his face as he approached the boy and said quietly, “I know this is asking you to overstep the bounds of your job description, but I hope you can see the importance of this.  The Karellan must be dealt with.”  
 
   After a moment of hesitation, he answered, “Of course.”  
 
   The Supervisor seemed satisfied with his conviction.  “Good.  You’ll likely find a secure terminal in the building.  This code should work to access my own terminal and transfer any data you find.”  He took out a small card and slipped it to Daniel.  
 
   It was only a brief glimpse, but Jae-Hoon recognized the card.  “Isn’t that . . .” 
 
   Dumah cut him off.  “My friend, I want you to go with them.  I think it’s important that you see what they find.  You are a man of astounding faith, but some things still need proof to believe.”  
 
   Jae-Hoon fought for sobriety.  He struggled to understand this cryptic advice.  
 
   The others were sober, but still didn’t understand.  
 
   “Yes sir,” was all the priest managed.  
 
   “So,” started Joel.  “Clandestine operations?  Screwing with the G-men?  Instigating a revolution, maybe?  Zeke, I hope you’re planning on including me in this party of yours.” 
 
   “You can’t leave me out either!” shouted Charlie, a little too loudly.  “We should stop in and visit Emily!”  The big man drooped his arm around Zeke’s shoulder, half-supporting his weight on his smaller friend. 
 
   Zeke pushed him off.  “I don’t believe this.  You’re all taking his side?  No questions?”  
 
   “Well, aren’t you?” asked Charlie, who had collapsed to the ground. 
 
   “Not without questions!”
 
   “You may have to trust him,” pleaded Ariel.  “Just this once.  Please?”
 
                 He turned lazily to talk to all his friends at once.  “I don’t believe this.  Any of this!  You trust his story?  There are only a handful of people on this planet with enough power to stand up to the Karellan.”  He turned to speak to Dumah directly.  “You’re one of them.  You could do it.  You say you want to.  But what are you doing?  Hiding in the shadows and resorting to petty thievery.”  
 
                 “Like it or not, I have to maintain my position.  I won’t have much power if I’m impeached for treason.”  He turned away.  He didn’t want to look anyone in the eye as he said, “You have to learn to work with the system if you want to change it.” 
 
                 “That is exactly the reason the system will never change,” Zeke countered.  
 
                 He paused, but ignored the remark.  “Will you do it?”  
 
                 “Like I said, if it means protecting Ariel, I have no choice.” 
 
                 Dumah turned back to them, much more cheerful than before.  “Excellent.  You leave at midnight.”  
 
    
 
                 In a city once famous for its mountains, Namsan was its highest point.  
 
                 That was before the Unified Theocracy.  
 
                 The communications tower at the top of the mountain once rose a half a kilometer above sea level.  It was visible from nearly everywhere in the city.  Then the plate cities were built.  Seoul was thought of as an excellent choice because of its mountains.  The peak of Namsan was razed to a level 100 meters, and the tower that had stood for over two hundred years was scrapped to build the plate.  
 
                 A mountain castrated by the church.  An entire city emasculated. 
 
                 Over the years, the city’s mountains had grown in their functions of supporting the upper city.  Tunnels of steel and titanium were dug into it side.  A forest of pillars sprang up to support the immense weight of the civilization above it.  The mountains were no longer natural.  
 
                 They were undead. 
 
                 Murdered, then reborn through metal and science.  Frankenstein’s earthen monsters.  
 
                 And somewhere on the horrible mountainside was a path to the city above it.  To the Karellan’s secret laboratory.  Jae-Hoon, wedged in the space between earth and metal, forced his own way with a hand cutting torch.  
 
                 “Kind of old equipment, he gave us,” commented Charlie.  “He works for the government.  Why didn’t he give us lasers or something?  I know they got some.” 
 
                 “It’s the same reason we can’t look for the tunnels the draugr used,” explained Daniel.  They had had the same discussion several times already.  “We have to make it look like vandalism.  They don’t want the break-in traced back to the government.”  
 
                 “The break-in?  More like the capture,” said Zeke as he leaned against a metal support pillar.  He didn’t trust the plan.  The Supervisor did not need them to return, and there wasn’t much chance they would.  Plausible deniability.  There was no proof that he had instigated or even supported the infiltration.  And it would stay that way if they were caught.  The scenario the others didn’t want to think about.  
 
                 But they didn’t argue.  
 
                 Charlie paced around nervously.  “So how do we know we can get up there just by cutting through the plate?”
 
                 “The plate is hollow.  It’s strong, but people have to get inside for maintenance,” Daniel answered. 
 
                 “So we’re gonna climb in through a bunch of itty bitty tunnels?”  The big man was clearly agitated.
 
                 “Not only that,” Zeke teased, “but also steam pipes and nuclear power cables.  Better be careful not to crack one or the whole plate might blow.”  
 
                 “R-really?”
 
                 “Granted that’s only the worst case.  At best the steam pipes might explode and flash-boil us to death.”  Zeke paused, trying to keep a straight face.  “Charlie, are you actually scared of something?”
 
                 “No.  Of course not.  It’s just . . . well, how do we know I’m not gonna get stuck?  I’m bigger than you guys.”  
 
                 The others looked as though they were going to laugh.  Daniel spoke first.  “Guess being a runt doesn’t seem so bad anymore, does it?”  
 
                 “Calm down.  They’re regular maintenance tunnels.  Each one big enough to walk through.  You’ll probably have room to spare,” Zeke explained.  Charlie looked at him nervously, as though he didn’t believe him, but still wanted to. 
 
                 The hiss of the cutting torch stopped.  A large ring of metal fell to the ground.  “I’m through!” shouted Jae-Hoon, staring at a large square hole.  
 
                 The others approached quickly, then took a fast step back.  
 
                 “Oh, god,” said Zeke under his breath. 
 
                 “Smells ripe in there,” hooted Charlie.  
 
                 “Draugr definitely came through this way.  Smells like a nest of them.”  
 
                 “I think I’m going to be sick.”  Daniel sat on the earth as his strength left him. 
 
                 “We cut the hole.  Didn’t we?  It looks like vandalism.  Can’t we go look around for another tunnel?”  Charlie pleaded. 
 
                 “Any tunnel we find will probably smell as bad as this,” said Zeke, not thrilled with the idea of crawling through these rancid holes either.  
 
                 “Or worse,” added Joel.  “Might as well get it over quickly, though.”  He pulled himself up through the hole and disappeared into the darkness.  
 
                 “I’m with you on that.”  Zeke took a deep breath of clean air and leapt into the hole.  Jae-Hoon did the same. 
 
                 Daniel turned to Charlie.  “You could let them have all the fun without you.  If you’re scared, you can stay behind.”  After his taunt, he took a breath and climbed in after the others.  
 
                 “Damn little guys.  Don’t know what it’s like being so damn big.”  
 
                 He hesitated for a moment, then took a weak leap into the hole.  He grabbed the inside clumsily and nearly fell back out again.  After a moment of kicking, Zeke’s hand found him and helped pull him up.  
 
                 He stood up in the tunnel and took a breath.  “Shit.  Smells worse in here.”  
 
                 “At least they left us a trail to follow.”  Joel pointed a flashlight at a trail of dried, putrid slime.  A short distance down the tunnel, the group stopped with the trail.  
 
                 “A ladder,” Zeke said, noticing the side of the tunnel.  
 
                 “There are three levels of tunnels,” explained Daniel as they climbed.  “Each one roughly three meters high.”  
 
                 Charlie liked that thought.  “Didn’t wanna tell me outside, huh?  Spoil your fun?”
 
                 “If we follow them toward the center of the mountain, the Karellan’s research facilities will be directly above the top level.  There probably won’t be any access, seeing as how it’s top security, but we can cut into it using the torch.” 
 
                 Zeke glanced at Daniel in the darkness.  “You know all this because of that hobby of yours?”  He had been suspicious of the boy for some time.  Knowledge of the Karellan’s technical details was scarce in the lower city.  Only the Supervisor himself would have access to the specs of the Muselheim or the maps of the plate tunnels.  
 
                 Daniel was a first-class citizen.  
 
                 “Be on your guard,” advised Joel as they reached the second level.  “There may be draugr still lurking in the tunnel.”  
 
                 Behind him, Charlie said, “I suppose you can tell by that new-corpse smell, right?”  
 
                 Zeke wondered how many of the monsters Metatron had absorbed.  Did the malak miss any who were hiding in the tunnels?  Just how powerful was he?  
 
                 “It certainly does smell more putrid up here,” observed the priest as he helped pull the others to the top.
 
                 “So what does that mean?” asked the giant.  “Are they alive and fresh?  Or dead and dried up?”  
 
                 “I’m not entirely sure.  It’s hard to tell with these things.”  
 
                 “You’re the Slayer, aren’t you?  You kill them for a living?  What happens when they’re dead?”
 
                 “Quiet you two,” whispered Zeke.  “We’re in a steam tunnel.  The heat makes it smell worse.  But if there are any left alive, don’t let them know we’re here, okay?”  
 
                 “Broiled draugr,” said Joel.  “And me without a doggie bag.”  
 
                 “Think I found the ladder,” said Daniel.  He climbed up.  
 
                 Charlie watched him in the dim light.  “So we climb up this ladder, cut through the roof, and we’re out?”  
 
                 “In the sweet air of freedom,” said Zeke.  Then he added, “Until we’re caught.”  He scurried up the ladder after Daniel.  
 
                 “It might take a while.  The outer shell of the plate is pretty thick, especially at the top,” said Jae-Hoon, leaving Charlie below him.  
 
                 “Don’t think we need to worry about that,” said Daniel.  “Come look at this.”  
 
                 They hurried up the ladder to the first level of tunnels.  A short distance away, dim security lights streamed in through a hole in the plate.   A large square cut out of the floor, it led directly into the facility. A secret passage.  As if someone had forgotten to close it.
 
                 Or had intentionally left it open.  The thought made Zeke shiver.  
 
                 They pulled themselves through and found themselves in a long hallway.  Daniel wandered to a nearby keypad and punched a few numbers.  “That should take care of the alarm system.  Now we have to . . .”  
 
                 He was interrupted by a loud click from a door nearby.  Charlie, standing nearby, gave the door a push.  “Unlocked.  Guess we should start looking here.”  He walked through.  
 
                 Joel called after him.  “Be careful.  We don’t know where that goes.”  
 
                 The priest followed behind them.  “It’s a church,” he said, noticing his surroundings.  The others followed.  They found themselves in a modest chapel, complete with stained glass windows, an altar, and seating for a small congregation.  “What’s a church doing here?” 
 
                 Daniel strode confidently to the opposite wall.  He found another door.  “Are you forgetting?  The Armageddonist Church is state-sponsored.” 
 
                 “The Karellan needed an organization the people would trust,” said Zeke. 
 
                 “That’s right.”  The boy hit numbers on another keypad.  “It makes it easier for him to collect information.  He’s got spies everywhere.  Even some who don’t know they’re spies.” 
 
                 Jae-Hoon began to feel sick.  What does this mean? he asked himself.  
 
                 “But that means this is exactly where we want to be,” Daniel finished as the door clicked open.  
 
                 Joel stepped forward, barring his path.  “How do you know all this?”  
 
                 “I work for the government.  Didn’t I tell you?”  
 
                 “Still, wouldn’t this be highly classified information?”  
 
                 “The Supervisor knew about the facility, didn’t he?”  Daniel seemed nervous. 
 
                 “Did he also know the access codes you’ve been punching in?”  Joel pressed.  “You seem more than familiar with this setup.  Is that going to make this operation look like petty theft?”
 
                 Zeke stepped forward.  “Does that matter?  He’s helping us.  If he wanted to turn us in  . . .”  He felt sick about what he was about to say, “Dumah wouldn’t have trusted him.”  There was a pause.  Joel seemed reluctant to back down.  “He has what we need, and he’s on our side. That’s all that matters.”  
 
                 The pirate stepped back slowly.  “I suppose.” 
 
                 Daniel continued, slightly annoyed, but more or less as if nothing had just happened.  “If this is a standard chapel, then we should find a secure terminal in here.”  He pushed the door open and found more than what he was looking for.  Monitors, control panels and keyboards lined the small room.  “Interesting,” he said quietly.  
 
                 “How’s that interesting?” asked Charlie. 
 
                 “This is more than a secure terminal.”  He pointed to a row of monitors.  “This is a security system, which by itself isn’t unusual in a facility like this.”  He swung his arm around the room, nearly hitting Joel.  He pointed to another computer behind him.  “But this is a library terminal, and I think this next to it is a public records archive.”  
 
                 Jae-Hoon looked surprised.  “Public records?  I thought the Hierophant was the only one in the Church with that kind of power.”  
 
                 “You might be right.”  Daniel sat down and started working.  
 
                 “I don’t get it,” said Charlie.  He tapped on a monitor like a child at a zoo, trying to wake up a sleeping animal.  “What is all this stuff?”  
 
                 “Books and records are too easily damaged.  Fire.  War.  Coffee spills.  So a while back, the Theocracy set up this network to digitalize every book they could get their hands on, while they locked up the originals in a vault somewhere.”  
 
                 “And promptly lost them,” added Zeke, who had heard this from Micah years before.  
 
                 “Right,” continued Daniel.  “Anyway, the Karellan thought it was one of the Theocracy’s good ideas, and had the network revived after the war.  First-class citizens can download a copy of just about anything they want to read.  Assuming it’s not restricted, of course.”  
 
                 “While the people in the slums go illiterate.”  He gripped his sword sub-consciously.
 
                 “This is strange.  Looks like there are a few books available only to the Karellan himself.” 
 
                 “Can you open them?” asked Joel.  
 
                 “I can check.”  The keyboard began to click.  
 
                 “Hold on,” said Jae-Hoon.  “The Karellan uses this terminal?  That would make him . . .” 
 
                 “A church official,” said Zeke, who already understood.  The others watched Jae-Hoon, waiting for him to make the connection.  
 
                 Waiting for him to put aside his faith and see the truth.  
 
                 “The Hierophant,” he said quietly.  The Church was controlled by the Karellan.  
 
                 “Got it!” shouted Daniel, excited.  “Doesn’t seem like it should be restricted.  This one’s about chemistry.”  He paused as he selected another book.  “A few look like they’re about the old religions.  Let me try one.”  
 
                 The computer flashed and a warning sound beeped.  
 
                 “What’s wrong?” asked Joel.  
 
                 “Calm down.  It’s just asking for a password.  I’ve never seen one on an individual book before.”  He hit a few keys.  “Looks like we better leave this alone.  Three failed attempts at a password and some pretty heavy security will be heading our way.”  
 
                 Charlie snorted.  “What?  Like the police?  Funny how they’ll let us walk right in but got all these alarms for a book.  What’s it called, anyway?”  
 
                 “Just says The Book of Razael,” said Daniel.  
 
                 Zeke snapped to attention.  “What did you say?”  
 
                 “The Book of Razael.” 
 
                 “It’s here?”  It had been ages since he heard that name.  Ten long years.  He thought the book had been lost. 
 
                 Destroyed.  
 
                 In Rome. 
 
                 “What’s wrong?” asked Joel.  Zeke’s face was white.  “Do you know this book?”  
 
                 A voice from the chapel boomed.  “He is bound to the book and the book is bound to him,” said Metatron.  
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                 “Leave us alone!” shouted Zeke, with an uncharacteristic amount of fear in his voice.  
 
                 Metatron boomed again.  “That, I’m afraid, I can not do.  You are bound to the book.  And now I must bid you to return to the chapel.”  
 
                 Charlie had never seen his friend frightened.  “What are we going to do?”  
 
                 He forced himself calm and took a deep breath.  “Just as he said.  We’re going to return to the chapel.”  
 
                 “Are you insane?” asked Joel furiously.  “We can’t fight a malak!”  He stepped in front of Zeke to stop him.  
 
                 “No, but it’s the only way out, and we need to buy Daniel enough time to find what he needs and send it to the Supervisor.”  He pushed past the pirate, who made no effort to argue.  
 
                 “This is suicide!” shouted Charlie.  
 
                 “It’s either that or murder.  Either way, we’re dead.  Take your pick.”  He paused, waiting.  Silence.  He turned to Daniel.  “Can you handle things here?”  
 
                 “I got it.  You be careful.”  
 
                 “Let’s go,” he said to the three others. 
 
                 They approached the door.  Zeke made the first move to open it, but he did so very slowly.  They peeked out.  Somehow, the chapel seemed darker than before.  
 
                 There was no other source of light.  The malak was not in the room.  
 
                 “Metatron?” called Zeke to the empty room.  “Where are you?  Show yourself.” 
 
                 A disconnected voice called back.  “You are not strong enough to face me.  You will deal with another.”  
 
                 A dark figure dropped into the far corner of the chapel.  From it, a voice growled, “I’m afraid this is unacceptable.  Whether the Karellan has taken interest in you or not, Mr. Branderlief, I can not abide by spies in his personal workshop.”  
 
                 The voice was familiar, but not to Zeke.  
 
                 Joel stepped forward.  “Hugin?  Is that you?”  
 
                 The ninja was shocked.  “Joel?  You’re alive?  I thought I blasted you into oblivion.”  His voice was cutting. 
 
                 “Master would be disappointed in you.  My ruse should have been easy enough to see through.” 
 
                 Hugin ignored the other three men, who stood back and watch.  “No, my friend,” he snarled.  “You are the disappointment.  Failure to show obedience and respect to your lords?”
 
                 “The Karellan is not worthy of honor.  I can not obey him without betraying our master’s principals.”  
 
                 “Then lets settle this,” Hugin spat. 
 
                 He darts forward.  A ninja sword emerges from an unseen sheath.  The blade speeds downward.  Metal clashes against metal.  Joel’s titanium daggers, already drawn, are crossed under Hugin’s blade.  
 
                 The ninja pushes down, struggling to connect his blade with the pirate, who struggles to push up.  The blades don’t move.  
 
                 The other men draw their weapons.   “No!” the pirate shouts.  “This is not your fight.”  Zeke sheathes the sword.  The others hesitate, but follow his lead.   
 
                 Hugin flips backwards.  His foot connects with his opponent’s face.  He lands on his feet.  
 
                 The pirate stumbles back, slashing frantically with his right hand while trying to regain his balance.  Hugin blocks easily.  Joel plants his feet and stabs with his left hand.  Hugin sidesteps the dagger, spinning his back to the pirate.  He raises his elbow, jabbing it into the back of his opponent’s head.  
 
                 Joel falls face forward, but catches himself at the last moment and flips onto his back.  The ninja sword is already descending.  A frantic wave of his arm and the titanium dagger deflects it.  
 
                 Lucky blow, thinks the Raven.  Joel would have agreed.  
 
                 The pirate adds a kick to his attack, which knocks Hugin off balance.  Neither fighter is down long. Leaping back on their feet, they push towards each other, weapons forward.  Metal clashes.  Blades lock.  They push away from each other.  
 
                 The pause is brief.  In a flash, they size each other up.  Analyzing every strength and weakness they can see.  
 
                 Then they attack.  
 
                 What follows is a storm of slashing and stabbing.  Evading.  Spinning.  Kicking.  Of the three men watching, only Zeke can follow the fight.  Years of training with a sword gave him the knowledge he needs to see each detail of their battle.  Jae-Hoon sub-consciously pulls out his silver spike, feeling inadequate that he can’t follow the fight.  Charlie just stares.  
 
                 The storm subsides with a low growl and a flash of crimson.  Hugin’s shoulder bleeds.  A dagger glistens red.  In the moment it takes him to realize he made a hit, the ninja retaliates.  He swings his blade across Joel’s face.  
 
                 The wound stings, but it isn’t deep.  
 
                 The two fighters dash towards each other, once again crossing their blades in stasis.  They push back, hard.  Both men stumble to opposite ends of the chapel.  The three onlookers scatter as Hugin flies backwards toward them.  
 
                 The ninja pulls out small throwing stars and tosses them relentlessly.  His aim is precise.  The pirate swings his daggers in a tight arc, blocking efficiently.  When the rain of stars subsides, Joel hurls one of his knives at Hugin.  
 
                 The ninja dodges it easily.  “All that training and you still throw away your defenses?  Master would be disappointed in you after all.”  
 
                 The voice of the malak fills the small room.  “Enough!” despite the noise of the battle, Metatron’s voice echoes for some time.  “You are here for Branderlief.  Do not waste your time with the others.”  
 
                 “I will get to him in due time!” growls the ninja into the empty air.  “This wharf rat won’t take long to die.”  Without another word, he runs at Joel.  
 
                 What happens next is faster than even Zeke can see.  The room flashes and suddenly Metatron stands between the two fighters, a hand stretched out to Hugin. 
 
   Against Hugin.  
 
   Another light flashes and the ninja is thrown to the far wall of the chapel.  He falls to the floor and doesn’t move.  
 
   The malak turns.  “We must find a new challenger.” 
 
   Zeke raised his sword.  It shook nervously.  “You won’t fight me yourself?”  
 
   “Do you wish to die so quickly?”  Metatron’s deep voice echoed through the church hall.  “Follow me.  Your opponent will be Grendel.”  The malak turned and walked toward the door.  After a few steps, he vanished, fading into the air like a ghost.  
 
   Charlie looked to Zeke.  “What do we do?”
 
   “Exactly what he said.  We follow him.” 
 
   “But . . .” Jae-Hoon interjected. 
 
   Zeke didn’t let him finish.  “We still need time.  Daniel’s not finished.” 
 
   “And the ninja?  Are we just going to leave him here?”
 
   “Yeah.  He might turn us in,” added Charlie.  
 
   Jae-Hoon shook his head.  “I was more concerned with respecting the dead.”  
 
   Joel was already stooping over the fallen body.  “You can both calm down.  He’s alive, but won’t wake up for a good long time.”  
 
   Zeke turned to the priest.  “Tell Daniel we’re leaving him here.  If this guy does wake up, I want him to be ready.”  
 
   “It’s fine.”  The boy stood in the doorway.  “I heard everything.  I’ll be okay.”  He nodded and headed back into the computer room. 
 
   “Then we follow Metatron.”  He readied his sword and headed out into the hall. The others followed, nervously. At the end of the corridor, a door had been opened.  
 
   A malicious invitation.  
 
   They entered, and the smell immediately knocked them back a step.  “Damn, it smells even worse than those tunnels,” said Charlie, instinctively covering his face.  Looking around the room, they understood why.  The laboratory was cavernous.  Rows and rows of cages lined the walls, extending nearly out of sight to the opposite end of the room.  They extended up nearly seven stories high.  
 
   Each one filled with draugr.  
 
   Zeke was awestruck.  “Joel, I’m beginning to think you were right.  There just may be a connection between the Karellan and the draugr.”  The understatement of the twenty-sixth century.  
 
   At the far end of the room, they saw the malak.  And he wasn’t alone.  
 
   Standing behind Metatron was a gigantic draugr.  As they approached, they could see its details more clearly.  It was stitched together from pieces of other draugr.  Its head was misshapen.  Its body was swollen.  Its arms created from the torsos of other monsters, its fingers from their arms.  The hands of the original owners still dangled their own fingers from the ends.  The entire body was covered in stitches.  
 
   Another Frankenstein-esque creation.  
 
   “This is Grendel,” spoke Metatron.  “Most recent in the Karellan’s attempts to increase the quality of production.  And yet, still a failure compared to the others.  He shall not be completely useless to my cause, though.”  A large blade appeared in his hand.  He swung it at Grendel’s chains.  There was no clash of metal.  The chain snapped like a thread.  
 
   He swings again.  Another chain snaps.  More and more restraints are cut.  The monster pulls away from the wall.  It understands its impending freedom.  The men back away.  Grendel pulls hard against the final chain.  It snaps. 
 
   The monster is free.   
 
   With a grim smile, Metatron vanishes into nothingness.  
 
   The four men back up.  Charlie raises his rifle.  “This thing’s big.  You got a plan?”  
 
   The others draw their weapons.  Pathetic.  The monster is huge.  Neither dagger nor stylus would cut deep enough to kill.  “How about we back away and hope it doesn’t see us?” suggests the Slayer.  He quickens his pace backward. 
 
   Grendel slams a fist through the door of a nearby cage.  A draugr screams from inside.  The behemoth pulls out the smaller monster and wraps its other fist around it.  The screams intensify with the crunch of bones. 
 
   The massive beast bites.  
 
   The small monster’s screams stop dead as massive teeth tear its head off.  Then the beast throws the carcass at the humans.  It falls short, but they leap out of the way as it skids across the floor.  Reddish-brown blood splatters.  Grendel roars as the men. 
 
   “I think he saw us.”  The monster lumbers slowly toward them.  
 
   “What’s the plan, then?” asks Charlie, raising his rifle.  
 
   They watch the beast.  It takes big steps.  Big, but slow.  “Speed,” Zeke answers.  
 
   He runs.  
 
   The sword slashes Grendel’s legs.  It roars in pain.  
 
   “I’m game,” says Joel.  He turns to Jae-Hoon.  “You in?”  He runs between the monster’s legs.  The priest does the same.  
 
   But they aren’t as fast as the swordsman.  They sink their weapons into Grendel’s feet.  It stumbles, then kicks violently.  The two men are tossed into the air.  They each land hard against the draugr cages.  The monsters inside hiss excitedly.  They charge the bars.  The cages don’t hold.  Doors, wall, and bars burst apart.  Draugr emerge, leaping on a fresh meal.  
 
   Joel, still clinging to one dagger, fights them back.  His other dagger and Jae-Hoon’s spike are still buried in Grendel’s leg.  The monsters are quick.  They know the priest is defenseless.  They pin him down.  
 
   A rifle bursts.  The monsters sprint away, frightened.  Charlie grins from the other side of the room. 
 
   Grendel pulls out the pins stuck in his legs, turning to the sound of the gunfire.  But Zeke is already on his way back.  He leaps, cutting the monster’s thigh.  He skids to a stop near Charlie.  
 
   Jae-Hoon fights a smaller draugr unarmed, but tires quickly.  The monster is too strong to fight without a weapon.  But Grendel pulls the monster off him and tosses it in Zeke’s direction.  
 
   The swordsman dodges the body.  It hits Charlie.  He falls.  Grendel advances. 
 
   Jae-Hoon runs for his spike.  
 
   Joel frantically kicks away the monsters he is fighting and joins Zeke in slashing at the behemoth’s legs.  The Slayer, stylus in hand, leaps on a small draugr, preventing it from following the pirate.  
 
   Charlie stands.  He aims his rifle high.  Gunfire rattles through the room.  The sound is deafened by Grendel’s roar.  The monster rears up to its full height and swats at the bullets. 
 
   But instead hits draugr cages.  
 
   Demons flood out, distracting the fighters.
 
   Grendel is unhindered.  It advances to Charlie, seeking vengeance for the swarm of bullets.  The big fighter raises his gun again.  
 
   Click.  
 
   Grendel swings down and snatches him.  With one hand, it holds him tight.  
 
   A bear hug of fingers made from arms.  
 
   Zeke fights his way closer.  He leaps up and swings at the hand that holds Charlie captive.  Stitches give way.  Arm-fingers dangle wildly from their joints.  
 
                 Charlie falls. He lands on a stack of cardboard boxes stacked in a corner. The boxes, filled with clothes, soften his fall.  
 
                 Grendel thrusts its wounded hand at Zeke.  The sword slashes again.  Severed fingers fall.  
 
                 Near Charlie, something falls that is not a body part.  
 
                 Tinkle, tinkle, ting, tink, ting. 
 
                 The sounds of the battle stop dead in his ears.  There is only that one sound.  He picks up the bloody object.  In the deathly silence of his mind, he flicks it to hear something.  Anything.  
 
                 Tink. 
 
                 Confirmation.  
 
                 He screams, his voice exploding through his silent world.  His cries also cut through the roar of the battle.  The other three men hear it above the screaming of the monsters and the bellowing of the Grendel.  
 
                 They look over.  Draugr close in on Charlie, who is fixated on the bell.  Oblivious to the dangers. 
 
                 No longer concerned with the monsters.  
 
                 “Charlie!  Watch out!”  Zeke calls.  He turns to help, but Grendel bars his path.  Joel and Jae-Hoon are tied up with the hoard of smaller draugr.  
 
   The big man babbles mindlessly.  A draugr gently claws at his shoulder.  The demon bites.  He ignores the pain and begins to cry.  Other draugr smell the blood and flood closer.  Zeke loses sight of him in the frenzy.  
 
   Boom!  
 
   A gunshot reverberates in the room.  For a moment, Zeke believes Charlie is fighting his way out.  But it’s not a rifle burst.  It’s a single shot.  Daniel stands at the doorway, blasting draugr.  They fall.  
 
   He calls to them.  “I’ve learned everything!  About the draugr and  . . .” 
 
   “Tell us later!”  Zeke shouts over the screaming demons.  “Right now, just get the big one!”  
 
   “Right.”  He aims for Grendel’s head and fires.  Just as before, the monster reared up to its full height and swatted.  
 
   An idea comes to Jae-Hoon.  “Aim low!” 
 
   A well-placed shot to the gut and Grendel doubles over in pain.  The priest rushes over and plants his stylus deep in the behemoth’s hip.  Using it as a handhold, he pulls himself up the monster’s back.  “Zeke!” he calls
 
   Zeke understands.  He jumps high.  Jae-Hoon catches his hand.  From beneath, Joel grabs his feet and pushes up.  
 
   He finds his footing on the monster’s back, but it’s starting to recover from the blast.  Before it throws them off, he runs to the head and plunges his sword through Grendel’s neck.  It gurgles, desperately trying to fill its lungs with air.  The behemoth takes a few awkward steps, then falls.  The two men tumble off its corpse.  
 
   Daniel reloads, then finishes off the remaining draugr with a few blasts from his shotgun.  
 
   Then they saw him.  In a bloody heap at one end of the room, Charlie’s eviscerated body rested among the corpses of his killers.  He was clawed to pieces.  Drained of blood.  
 
   The boy looked down.  “I don’t understand.  He was so strong.  He could have killed them with his bare hands.”  
 
   Zeke found the bell, buried tightly in the dead man’s fist.  He picked it up and looked sadly at it.  “Even the least powerful things can be capable of destroying a man.”  He pocketed the bell.  
 
   “It’s been happening since the beginning,” explained Daniel.  “The Karellan has been promoting citizens as an excuse for finding test subjects.  He’s been manufacturing the draugr.  Making them stronger.  The attack today was a test of his elite.  Zeke, they’re all human.” 
 
   “Or used to be,” muttered Joel.  They stood there grimly for a long time.  Silent. 
 
   Except for Jae-Hoon. 
 
   “Promotions?”  Was this what he was meant to see?  Until this morning, his purpose in life had been to give people hope.  To promote them to a better life, and protect them from the monsters of their current lives.  
 
   Suddenly his world was different.  The Karellan was his Hierophant.  He was affronting both the government and his Church.  And his life’s work had been a lie.  The promotions were a fraud.  An excuse to turn men into horrible monsters.  And the draugr hunts meant death to those people he had sworn to help. 
 
   He was not a savior or protector.  He was a condemner and executioner.  
 
   Of the innocent.  
 
   He laughed.  It was piercing.  Disturbing.  “Ha!” it started.  “Hah!  Hah!  Humans!  This is what he wanted me to see!”  He started pacing nervously.  “I’ve been sending them to die.  All of them.  Monsters.  Ha!  Hah!”  
 
   His ranting faded into babble.  He began tugging at his hair like a madman.  The others watched him, but were too disturbed to approach.  
 
   The Karellan didn’t simply kill men, he destroyed them.  
 
   Made them into monsters. 
 
   Zeke kept a cautious eye on Jae-Hoon, who now sat in an empty draugr cage.  “Daniel, did you transfer all the information?”  
 
   “Everything.  Dumah can do anything he wants with it now.” 
 
   Then the alarms sounded.  “What’s going on?”  Zeke asked. 
 
   “Hugin must have woken up,” reasoned Joel. 
 
   “It wasn’t Hugin,” came a soft voice. 
 
   Uniformed men marched in from doors around the room.  They covered the exits, each man leveling a rifle at the small group.  A man in a dark suit stepped forward.  “Lay down your weapons!  By the authority of the Karellan, I place you under arrest!”
 
   Zeke ran to Jae-Hoon. 
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” Joel shouted.  The door to the hallway—the way to their escape tunnel—was still unguarded.  
 
   Daniel ran back to the door. 
 
   But not to escape. 
 
   Instead, he hit a sequence of numbers on the keypad.  The door slammed shut.  
 
   “What are you doing?”  Joel shouted.  “The door was open!”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said.  
 
   “He was a spy . . .” murmured the pirate. 
 
   Zeke, supporting the blubbering Slayer, stared furiously at their betrayer.  “After everything you’ve done?  This?”  He didn’t bother asking why.  It didn’t matter.  
 
   “I’m sorry.  I can’t explain.  But there are things that must be done,” he said, joining the dark-suited man.  The conversation ended there.  The police bound the three men took their weapons, and led them away, out of sight of Daniel. 
 
   For that, Zeke didn’t complain. 
 
    
 
   Dawn came burning red.  Hugin saw it through the massive window in the Karellan’s office.  The sun cast its glow on the entire room.  
 
   He stood for a long time.  The overlord was staring out the window, his back to his Raven.  His long hair, tied back neatly, shone red in the light.  Despite years of loyalty and the Karellan’s friendly demeanor towards his servants, Hugin still found the man intimidating.  
 
   He had probably been in the office long before dawn.  He worked ceaselessly on his personal projects and experiments.  Despite that, he still preferred to govern much of his nation himself, trusting advisors only when absolutely necessary.  
 
   When his near-godlike omniscience failed him.  
 
   It was that quality in him that earned him a strong loyalty among the first-class citizens.  Hugin was amazed that he still found time to gaze out the window.  Amazed and impatient.  “My lord?”  
 
                 “I’m aware of your presence.”  His voice was clear and strong.  Many second-class citizens would be surprised to hear it.  It was not as cold or cruel as they would like to believe.  “Go ahead with your report.” 
 
                 “The Raven of Memory led Branderlief into the research laboratory.  We’ve apprehended him, an Armageddonist priest, and the pirate.” 
 
                 “Is that the same pirate you failed to exterminate earlier this week?”  His tone could have accused Hugin.  Stripped him of his dignity.  Put him on the defense.  
 
                 But it didn’t.  
 
                 Instead, he spoke simply as if he were making conversation.  Asking a perfunctory question.  Nothing more.  
 
                 Hugin still found himself intimidated. His mind ran through all the possibilities of this question.  The reasons for the asking.  The consequences of his answers.  “Uh, yes sir,” he stammered.  “It turns out he employed a clever decoy to . . .” 
 
                 “Relax,” spoke the overlord, not breaking his conversational tone.  “I am not the tyrant they say I am.  Good Ravens are hard to come by.  I have no intention of disposing of you or our rookie.” 
 
                 “Sir, I must inform you that Raven Uzuki also participated in a battle that destroyed your research specimens, and we believe he assisted in the transfer of secure information to an unknown point in the lower city.”  
 
                 The overlord sat down in his high-backed leather chair.  Turning it to face Hugin, his hair no longer glowed red.  Still, backlighting made the Karellan look powerful and unearthly. 
 
                 Almost demonic.  
 
                 But he spoke cheerfully, nonetheless.  “Not my concern.  The Raven of Memory still serves me well.” 
 
                 Hugin paused.  He rarely found anyone he liked, and despite being colleagues of equal rank, Daniel was no exception.  The thought that he was escaping from the affair unpunished irritated him.  “You’re not upset about the loss of your laboratory?”  
 
                 “Of course not.  The draugr are plentiful.  Metatron will have no trouble finding enough useful specimens.  Even if the public does find out, they can’t stop the resurrection.” 
 
                 This was a term the ninja hadn’t heard before.  Annoyed that he had not been let in on the details of this plan, he quietly asked, “Resurrection?”  
 
                 The Karellan kept talking, unaware of the question.  “Besides, most of my work is in Rome.” 
 
                 Hugin spoke louder.  “Pardon my rudeness, my lord, but what exactly is this work of yours?”  
 
                 He looked up, staring directly at his Raven.  The ninja could feel his gaze burning through him.  
 
   “Tell me, Mr.  Hugin.  Do you believe in God?”  
 
   


  
 

Act Two: The Tree of Knowledge
 
   Chapter Eleven: Genesis
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Micah held out the sword.  It was new.  Polished.  Shiny.  He swung it slowly around himself, practicing forms.  
 
                 Then he spoke.  
 
                 “The legend says that Masamune’s student, Muramasa, challenged his mentor to see who could create the better sword.  They each forged a blade, and to test the quality, each man placed his sword in the river, the edge facing the current.”  
 
                 He spun the sword around and plunged it into the soft soil in front of him, miming the story.  
 
   Zeke watched intently.  This tale was new to him.  Micah had picked up some new legends since he began studying sword arts.  The change was welcome, although he cringed slightly at the thought of the new blade being stuck into the dirt.  
 
   But soon it would be stained with more than soil. 
 
   He left the sword sticking in the earth and continued his narration.  “Muramasa’s sword cut everything that came its way: leaves, sticks, fish, even the very air that touched the blade.  Then Masamune stepped into the river.” 
 
   “And his blade was stronger.”  It was not a question.  That’s how stories always went.  Zeke knew that.  
 
   “If you mean it cut more than Muramasa’s sword, then no.  Masamune put his blade in the water and it cut nothing.  The fish swam casually around it, the twigs and leaves floated by unharmed, and the air swept by without damage.”  Micah pulled the sword out of the ground and wiped the blade clean with a small cloth.  “Muramasa believed he had surpassed his teacher; however, a woodcutter who had been watching from the forest came forward and praised Masamune.”  
 
   “I don’t get it.  Why?”  
 
   Micah, as usual, expected the question, and continued seamlessly.  “Muramasa had forged a bloodthirsty weapon that killed indiscriminately, whereas Masamune had created a blade so fine that it could distinguish between good and evil, and it would not harm the innocent.”  
 
   “So is your sword a Masamune?”  
 
   “Of course not.  The last surviving Masamunes were kept safely in a vault in Japan.”  
 
   Japan was lost.  It happened long before the war, long before the Theocracy, long before the malak attacks.  A severe earthquake hit the island and it sunk into the sea.  Only a handful of islands in the south had been spared.  And everything that had sunk had lain there for hundreds of years.  Untouched by anything but the tides. 
 
   It was a simple death.  Japan had been spared from a far greater destruction. 
 
   “My guess is the weapons dealer was just desperate for a sale.”  Times were rough.  The merchant had lied about the sword’s origin, but the lie was excusable.  To Micah, at least.  “It’s a good sword, though, so I was happy to help him out.”  
 
   Zeke absorbed his words.  A good sword.  He knew Micah’s interest in katanas was more than just a hobby.  Melee weapons were part of their training as rebel soldiers, but he actually preferred the use of a sword in battle.  He was strong, but Zeke worried that he might be overconfident.  “I still don’t see why you use a sword at all.” 
 
   Micah was prepared for this as well.  He didn’t pause for a moment.  “Why do you use a gun?”  
 
   “Everyone uses a gun.  It’s standard.”  The answer seemed obvious. 
 
   “Because guns are stronger?” 
 
   Zeke thought this answer should be obvious as well.  “Aren’t they?”
 
   Micah once again adopted the persona of the philosopher-teacher he was so fond of.  “Guns have their place.  They’re powerful, that’s true.  But they also have their limitations.  How many bullets does your clip hold?”
 
   “Thirty.  I can get thirty-one if I put a bullet directly in the chamber.”  
 
   “And when they run out, how many spare clips do you carry?”  
 
   “Two,” he answered.  “If I carry any more . . .” 
 
   “You get bogged down.  Use your ammo wisely and you’ll be safe.  With luck, you won’t ever need to get close to your enemy, and with skill, you’ll never need to reload.”  Micah held up his sword.  “I prefer a blade.  I choose speed over power.  My weapon is also my defense, and I never need to reload.”  
 
   He gazed mysteriously at the sword.  
 
   “You’ve put a lot of thought into this, for a soldier who recently decided to retire.”  It was a point of confusion for Zeke.  Micah had an increased intensity in his work.  A furious desire to see the Theocracy’s surrender.  He bought a new sword and spent twice as much time practicing.  He met with the generals privately and discussed strategies with them.  
 
   But since he met Ariel, he talked about leaving more and more.  Giving up the army.  Finding a quiet place to live with her.  
 
   Leaving Zeke.  
 
   It was petty.  He knew that.  He was sixteen now, and didn’t need his brother to take care of him.  
 
   But could he do without his friend?
 
   Micah looked at him fondly.  “Don’t worry.  I can’t retire until the war is over.  Not with a clear conscience.”  
 
   He wondered why Micah would feel guilty: for abandoning his ideals or for abandoning Zeke.  “Ariel has changed you that much?” was all he managed to say.  
 
   “Tell me something.  Did you name your gun?”  
 
   He felt himself turning red.  “Yeah.  Maybe.”  
 
   “What is it?”  
 
   He hesitated.  “Julia.”  
 
   “I knew it.  It’s always a woman’s name.  Who is she?”  
 
   This caught the boy by surprise.  “Who?”  
 
   “Who do you think?  Julia!”  His tone was less like a teacher and more like an older brother.  “You didn’t just draw the name out of the hat, right?  Who is she?”
 
   “A girl I met.  Last year.  We were stationed near the Berlin plate.”  
 
   Micah looked shocked, but pleased.  “And here I thought I knew everything about you.  She broke your heart, didn’t she?”
 
   Zeke jumped back in surprise.  Embarassed.  “Hey, how did you . . .” 
 
   “Like I said, it’s always a woman’s name.”  He became very serene.  “I’ve seen countless men name their weapons after girls.  Wives, girlfriends, former lovers, childhood friends.  I think it’s because we equate them with pain.  Women are weapons.  They inflict damage.  We want weapons to be strong, so we give them the names of the people who hurt us.” 
 
   Zeke’s curiosity was piqued.  “So what did you name your sword?”  He wanted to know more about whatever vixen had broken his indestructible captain. 
 
   “I didn’t.” 
 
   “What?”  It seemed a lot of buildup for nothing.  
 
   “I didn’t name the sword,” he repeated.  “Ever since I met Ariel, I’ve been at peace.  The world is still at war, but I’m no longer a victim.  I feel strong with her.  Invincible.  Almost god-like.” 
 
   Zeke laughed to himself.  The idea that Micah had ever been weak was absurd.  
 
   “She’s been good to me.  Both of you have.  But she’s calmed me.  I no longer feel brooding and angry all the time.  I just don’t feel like fighting anymore.” 
 
   “So you didn’t name your sword?” 
 
   “Right.”  
 
   Now Zeke adopted the brotherly tone.  “Come on, you have to call it something.  Everyone else does.” 
 
   “Everyone?”  
 
   “Everyone.   It’s the rule.” 
 
   “Well, far be it from me to disrupt the status quo.  I guess . . .” his voice trailed off as he thought.  Zeke imagined the gears clicking in his head.  
 
   “Deanna,” he said at long last.  
 
   Aha!  He thought.  I’ve got something! “Who was she?” 
 
   “No one at all.”  
 
   His enthusiasm drained instantly.  “No one?  Then why . . .” 
 
   “I just like the name.” 
 
   “Micah!” called a high voice.  They turned to see Ariel running towards them from the army camp.  When she was close, her hands effortlessly found Micah’s.  “The general wants to see you.  Something big is going on.” 
 
   “Only me?  What about the platoon?”  
 
   “He said it was a private briefing.  Top secret details.”  
 
   “Then I guess I had better go.”  He turned and ran off.  Ariel’s hands reached out to him long after he was out of range. 
 
   Two hours later, they began marching to Rome. 
 
    
 
   It was dusk.  Micah stood with Zeke, Ariel, and the rest of their platoon on a hill just outside of Rome.  
 
   Watching the battle start.  
 
   The sky was red.  It cast a frightening aura on the city.  The gunshots.  The explosions.  The occasional screams.  All highlighted by a bleeding sky.  
 
   It would be dark soon, though.  
 
   “It’s started,” said Micah, quietly.  His gaze was fixed on the plate.  
 
   “Then why are we waiting here?” asked Zeke.  
 
   The captain turned to address the platoon.  “Listen up.  The sixth platoon has been given a special task.  The Roman operation is merely a front.  It is the cover necessary so that we can obtain control of a very important artifact.  Our objective is simple.  We must make our way to a place called The Tower of Atonement.  It is located directly above St. Peter’s Basilica in the former Vatican City.  Once there, we must find a book.”  
 
   “A book?” shouted a soldier.  “They’re sending us to get a book?”  
 
   It seemed like a waste of their skills.  Micah’s sixth platoon had become a living legend in the recent years of the war.  In the last six months, they had been called out on fifteen missions.  Each one succeeded with minimal casualties.  Entire towns and villages had been liberated just by their efforts alone.  They had successfully freed thousands of rebel prisoners from heavily-guarded Theocratic strongholds.  Their power and near-invincibility had earned them the nickname “The Dragons.”  
 
   And now their mission was to rescue a book.  
 
   “The Book of Razael.  It is believed to be a holy artifact.  Intelligence reports that it may have the power to eradicate the malak from our world.”  
 
   A few of the men laughed.  “What is this?  A book of magic?”  
 
   The captain’s face was stern.  “Exactly.”  
 
   The laughter faded.  They all placed their trust in their leader.  Even if what he said sounded crazy, they knew it must be true.  
 
   As long as Micah believed it.  
 
   A thought occurred to Ariel.  “You mean the Theocrat . . .” 
 
   “May be controlling the malak.  That’s right.”  The group fell quiet.  After a long pause, he spoke again.  “If that is true, this mission could end the war.  Be strong.  They chose the sixth platoon because we’ve made a name for ourselves.  We are the Dragons!  And we aren’t easily defeated.  But don’t expect this to be a cakewalk.  This is the Theocracy’s capital city, so defenses will be tight, especially in the upper city.  Our forces are trying to secure a route for us, but once we’re up on the plate, it’s entirely on our shoulders.” 
 
   A searchlight caught their eye.  It flashed in a distinct pattern.  
 
   “There’s our signal,” said Micah.  He headed toward the city.  The others followed without being ordered.  
 
    
 
   A fifty-meter climb up a makeshift rope ladder is no laughing matter, but Micah doesn’t even break a sweat.  
 
   He reaches the top first.  Zeke and Ariel are close behind.  
 
   Hitting the top, he launches himself over the guard wall around the upper city and hits the ground with blood already on his sword.  It looks black in the moonlight. His enemy falls dead before he even knows he’s been hurt. Other Theocratic soldiers raise their guns, but he reaches them too quickly.  Those he can’t reach with his sword are taken out by Zeke and Ariel.  
 
   Micah seems oblivious to all else.  He runs furiously toward his mark. 
 
   His friends run after him, struggling to keep up.  Other members of the Sixth Platoon pull themselves over the wall.  
 
   They fight their way through the city.  Micah slashes madly at any Theocratic soldier near him.  The other Dragons fire at distant enemies.  
 
   The whole platoon working for the same goal: clear a path for their leader.  
 
   Micah.  It’s always Micah.  He makes them strong.  He is their brain.  Without his guiding hand, they would not be the Dragons.  Just soldiers.  They fight for his protection, though he doesn’t need much. 
 
   His short white hair dances as he runs.  His speed is incredible.  He fights like a ghost.  Vanishing and reappearing.  Slashing his enemies tirelessly.  A murderous ghost of white and red.  
 
   Casualties seem nonexistent.  Bullets graze by, stinging skin and tearing clothes, but causing little damage.  
 
   At least, damage that they can see.  
 
   Those who lead tend to forget the ones who follow.  
 
   Behind Micah and his lieutenants, something explodes.  Ariel and Zeke are thrown forward.  Micah barely breaks stride.  He flips in the air and lands on his feet, still running.  
 
   A handful of dying Dragons lay in the street.  Their comrades call for a medic, but they understand the mission.  They let the others run ahead, praying for success.  
 
   Ahead in the street, Micah spies a soldier reloading a rocket launcher.  With a vengeful spirit, he launches himself at the enemy.  
 
   The man is felled in a single stroke, cut clean in half mid-torso.  
 
   Micah keeps running.  
 
   Zeke and Ariel cover his back, but struggle to keep up.  One by one, the Theocratic army picks off the straggling Dragons.  
 
   They press on, oblivious to the loss.  
 
   As they run through the city, the fighting around them seems to grow quiet.  Eerily quiet.  Micah slows when the tower is in sight.  
 
   He stops just out of sight of the gate.  
 
   They hide in an alley for a brief rest and check their ranks.  Only Micah, Zeke, Ariel, and three of their comrades have made it this far.  
 
   “Why did we stop?” asks one Dragon, panting furiously. “It’s quiet.  We’re home free.”  
 
   “No,” says Micah.  “We broke through their outer defenses, but they’ll soon catch up with us.”  He creeps to the edge of the alley and waves at them to follow.  “Look.”  
 
   They peer around the corner.  Not too far away, they see guards around the tower’s gate.  Frightfully stoic, they stand like statues.  
 
   “Nataraja’s Arms.  They’re the Theocrat’s personal guard.  They live and breathe training.  They won’t be easy to get by, but you can be sure the Theocrat’s on the other side of that door.”  
 
   “How are we going to get past them?”  Zeke asks.  
 
   “We don’t have to.  I do.” 
 
   Ariel protests.  “You’re going in alone?  You don’t know what’s inside!”
 
   “No, but I need this door secured, and there are only five of you.  I think I can handle the old man.”  He looks smug, but they can’t be sure if he’s joking or not. 
 
   “It’s too dangerous.”  
 
   Micah shrugs her off.  “I know.  So cover me.”  
 
   With astounding speed, he dashes at the guards.  He ignores the two in front, skips by the next two.  
 
   He’s making straight for the tower, Zeke realizes.  
 
   Nataraja’s Arms have raised their guns, but the Dragons distract them with a rain of bullets.  Micah slams into the door.  The guard directly in front of the door has already fallen.  The sixth platoon continues to fire.  
 
   One of the guards falls.  The rest return fire.  
 
   Micah disappears inside.  Two of the Theocrat’s guards move to follow, but Zeke takes them out with two well-placed shots.  
 
   Nataraja’s Arms handle their weapons well.  Two of the Dragons are neatly disposed of.  Zeke and Ariel try to move around behind their cover, dashing randomly between buildings, behind dumpsters, and anywhere they can find to hide for a moment.  Predictability is their enemy.  If the Theocrat’s guards guess their moves, a bullet could be waiting for them when they pop out.  
 
   The fight lasts only minutes.  The Dragons eliminate the guards quickly.  However, Nataraja’s Arms don’t go down easily.  The final guard lands a shot on the final Dragon before Zeke takes him out.  In the soldier’s death throes, he lands a shot on Ariel’s shoulder.
 
   Unhindered by the pain, she runs to the door of the tower.  “We have to help him!”
 
   Zeke stops her.  “We can’t.  He needs us to guard this door.”  Distant gunfire grows nearer.  Staying put isn’t a pleasant idea.  
 
   “You guard the door!”  She breaks free of his grasp.  “I’m going to guard him!”
 
   “We’d only get in the way.  You know he can’t be bothered with protecting anyone right now, and if we were there that’s exactly what he’d be doing.  Whether we needed it or not.”  He manages a weak smile.  
 
   Ariel doesn’t notice.  “Damn it.  You’re right.”  She collapses, defeated, against the tower.  Her shoulder bleeds.  
 
   The gunfire grows louder.  “They’re coming.  Let’s not let him down.  We’ve made enough noise that . . .”  
 
   His voice trails off.  The night sky began to glow with a soft yellow light.  Zeke looks up.  A symbol appears above the city.  It’s strange.  A pattern of circles, the centers connected by a series of lines. 
 
   “A Metatron’s Cube,” came a mysterious voice, cutting through his dream. 
 
   “What?  Metatron?” answered his unconscious mind. 
 
   “Not Metatron.  The holy glyph you saw in the sky is called a Metatron’s cube.” 
 
   “It is?  Does that mean that . . .”  
 
   “Shhh,” interrupted the voice.  “Just watch.” 
 
   Ariel and Zeke glue their eyes to the sky.  The distant gunfire ceases.  The nodes at the centers of the circles seem to swell. 
 
   Then a thick beam of light shoots down from the glyph.  
 
   The plate shakes and cracks.  
 
   The city explodes.  
 
   The two fighters are thrown into the air and lose each other in the chaos.  
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve: Jail
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Tich.  Tich.  Tich. 
 
   Zeke woke up to the sound of scratching.  Below him, Joel held a spring that had broken off of his bed.  It must be morning because he was adding a new slash to his tally on the wall. “You can hear about this all your life, but it’s so rare that you actually get a chance to keep a tally in a jail cell,” he said.  
 
   Zeke groaned softly.  During their time as cellmates, he had gotten to know the pirate better than he really wanted.  Joel was ever cheerful, even after . . . 
 
   “How many days is this?” 
 
   “Twelve by my count.”  
 
    . . .  even after spending the better part of two weeks in jail.  Zeke had observed a subtle, bizarre sense of humor.  One that he didn’t understand.  Given the choice, he never would have spent so much time around the man.  
 
   Not that he had a choice. 
 
   Still, given his options of either Joel or Jae-Hoon, he would have picked the pirate any day.  He may seem bizarre, but at least he spoke.  Across the hall, the priest hadn’t done much more than cower in a corner since they arrived.  Zeke glanced at his cell.  His eyes were open.  That meant he was awake.  Maybe.  Last night’s dinner still rested on a tray on the floor, untouched.  Dry and cold.  Not very appetizing.  He wondered how the Slayer could live on virtually no food.  
 
   Calling him alive, however, was a loose term.  His mind may not be dead, but it was definitely on a leave of absence.  
 
   “Father Personality is still chipper, as usual,” Zeke noted sarcastically. 
 
   “Give him time.  He’ll come around.”  
 
   “He’s got a few things to deal with, I guess.”  He took silent pleasure in the priest’s condition.  It was proof that some people in the government were still capable of guilt and remorse.  He wondered if Jae-Hoon was strong enough to deal with it. 
 
   Zeke found himself hoping he was.  
 
   Tich, tich.  
 
   Joel continued to scratch away at the wall.  “How about you?  Sounds like you were having some major flashback up there.  Do you always make that much noise when you sleep?”
 
   “Flashback?  Couldn’t be.  I’ve never had one.”  
 
   “Well you must have been having one hell of a dream.”  
 
   “Yeah,” said Zeke, sitting up.  “It was the strangest . . .” 
 
   “Oh no!” he interrupted.  “I’m not believing that.  Every time someone has a dream they remember even remotely, they go around telling their friends ‘I had the strangest dream,’ but that’s just what a dream is.  It’s strange!”
 
   “That’s just it.  It wasn’t strange.  It was completely normal.  As if I were watching the past.”  He usually didn’t talk so much.  Of course, he usually wasn’t stuck in jail, either.  Talking with Joel was the only thing he could do to keep occupied. 
 
   “Sounds an awful lot like a flashback to me.”  
 
   “Well, it wasn’t.”  He thought of the mysterious voice.  “It was more like I was watching . . .”  His voice trailed off as he remembered something.  “Micah!”  
 
   “Micah?”
 
   “Ariel said she had a dream too . . .”  
 
   “Who’s Micah?”
 
   Zeke remembered the pirate.  “Micah?  Oh . . .  Micah Frostbane.  Our friend—captian.  Captian.  From the war.  Ariel seemed to think her dream meant he was coming back.” 
 
   “Makes sense.  You’ve been betrayed by Daniel, so your mind wanders to your more faithful comrades.” 
 
   “Hold on,” said Zeke, affronted.  “I was not betrayed.  I never trusted him completely.”  
 
   Joel wasn’t convinced.  “Doesn’t mean you didn’t want to.  I know he followed you into that lab to help you.  Otherwise he’d never have transferred that data.  I’d be willing to guess you secretly wanted a loony fan boy of your own.”  
 
   “Hah.  Not a chance.  I am not dreaming about Micah because I need a friend.  And he wasn’t all that faithful either.  I haven’t seen him since the Roman conflict.” He regretted saying so much.  As if giving up his secrets meant giving up his identity.  
 
   “So you think he’s coming back?”  
 
   Zeke thought.  “I don’t know.”  
 
   Silence.  
 
   “No,” he decided.  “Dreams can’t tell the future.”  Dreams are very powerful tools for telling the present.  It only meant he was thinking about Micah.  
 
   But why?  
 
   Footsteps echoed down the hall.  The jail was quiet, except for that.  The two prisoners stood up, ready to face the source of the sound.  The footsteps drew near.  A man stepped into view. 
 
   Daniel.  
 
   Without thinking, Zeke hurled himself toward the bars and grabbed the boy before he had a chance to jump back.  Joel rushed forward to pull him back.  “If I were a centimeter closer, I would kill you with my bare hands!” he struggled to pull Daniel closer, through the bars.  “The deepest level of Hell is reserved for traitors.”  
 
   The Raven reached into his coat and pulled out a small remote control.  “And just by pressing this button I could turn your whole cell into a giant bug zapper.”  He dropped it.  It fell to the floor, into the cell.  “But I won’t.  I’m no traitor, and I’ve come here considering your best interests.” 
 
    Joel broke Zeke’s grip on the boy and pulled him back.  “That’s not going to help our position.  Don’t kill him while we’re still in jail.  Wait until we get out.”  
 
   Daniel continued.  “I know you’re upset, and you have every right to be.  It’s true.  I am the Karellan’s Raven, but . . .”  
 
   Zeke flew into a rage again.  He threw himself into the bars and reached for the boy, who had enough sense to stand back.  “You supported that bastard who turned all those people into monsters!  You’re no better than a monster yourself!”  
 
                 Daniel felt a twinge of shame.  “I know you’re upset, but this is the only way to fight him.”  
 
                 “Wonderful way of fighting you have.  Working for the villain and then locking us up in here.”  
 
                 “If you’d just listen, I’m trying to help you,” he shouted over Zeke’s rampage.  His voice resounded through the empty halls, startling them.  He quieted immediately.  
 
                 “How the hell can we trust you?” asked Joel.  
 
                 “If you can’t trust me, what makes you think the Karellan can?”  
 
                 Zeke strained against the bars, as if he could force himself through by sheer will.  “What kind of backwards logic is that?  Come here so I can rip your throat out!”
 
                 Daniel stood calmly.  “A dishonest man, you can always trust to be dishonest.”  
 
                 Zeke’s rage vanished instantly.  The phrase was familiar.  An old line from an old fairy-tale.  He didn’t understand, but he no longer wanted to fight.  Could it have been the dream he had?  Both Daniel and Micah had an odd obsession with ancient stories.  Was Joel right?  Did he need a new friend.  
 
                 No. 
 
                 But he was still curious.  “I’ve heard that before.”  Zeke stepped back from the bars and stood up straight. 
 
                 “I’m not surprised.  It’s an old proverb.”  
 
                 Joel offered a suggestion.  “We might as well hear him out.  It’s not like we have anything else to do.”  Zeke was beginning to agree.  
 
                 Daniel spoke.  “I know you’re upset about being locked up, but I had no choice.  My orders were to bring you to the upper city.  If I didn’t, the Karellan would have sent someone else to do it.”  
 
                 “What difference would that make?”  
 
                 “Besides me being executed for treason?”  Daniel suggested.  The look on Zeke’s face made him wish he hadn’t mentioned his execution.  “Look, anyone else would have actually been loyal to the Karellan.  I needed to keep you safe for a while.  If I followed my orders, I figured they’d stop looking for you.” 
 
                 Joel was starting to get peeved.  “So you lock us up for two weeks?”  
 
                 “I’m sorry.  It shouldn’t have taken so long, but Jae-Hoon’s condition made things difficult.  I had to make some arrangements.  Get funds.  Find a transport.”  
 
                 “Transport?  Are you going somewhere?”  
 
                 “We are.  Yes.  We’re going to Rome.”  
 
                 The dream.  
 
                 Zeke thought back to the war.  It was the last time he had been to Rome.  He thought back to the horrible things he saw after the plate fell.  He thought of his own problems that started there.  He knew he couldn’t trust Daniel, but he couldn’t stop thinking about his dream.  
 
                 He had to go to Rome.  
 
                 There was something he was being shown.  Something he had to see.  
 
                 “Rome?  Are you crazy?”  Joel was now speaking for himself.  “No one goes to Rome.  It’s been a demilitarized zone since the war!”  
 
                 “That doesn’t mean no one goes there,” explained Daniel.  “The Karellan makes regular trips to the ruins of the city.” 
 
                 “And you want us to check out what he does there?” asked Zeke.  
 
                 “No.  You have to meet Sandalphon.” 
 
                 “Who?”
 
                 Daniel looked around nervously.  “I can’t tell you more here, but it’s something you have to do.  It’s the only way to stop the Karellan.”  
 
                 “And I’m supposed to trust you?” asked Zeke, although he knew by Daniel’s nervousness and his nearly sub-audible whispers that the Raven was not in the jail under orders.  He was in danger just by being there.  
 
                 “You have no choice.  Now I’m going to let you out.  Interpret that however you want.  If you decide to trust me, come with me.  If not, you’re still free to go.”  He reached over to a key pad and hit some numbers.  There was a soft hiss, then the cell door slid open.  
 
                 Zeke immediately rushed out, grabbed him, and pinned him against the bars on the other side of the hall.  Jae-Hoon jumped when they slammed into his cage.  Nothing more than a reaction.  Instinct. 
 
                 “If there’s any chance of putting a stop to that madman and avenging Charlie and Emily, I’ll go with you.  But if I even get a feeling that you might betray us again I will kill you without a thought.”  He released his grip. 
 
                 Daniel didn’t move.  “I’m sure we won’t have that problem,” he said timidly.
 
                 “Of course we won’t,” said Zeke with an intimidating cheerfulness. 
 
                 “We have to go soon.  It was no easy task clearing out this building right under the Karellan’s nose, but you have a one hour window, and we’ve already used up ten minutes.  Your weapons are in the evidence room down the hall.”  
 
                 “I’m on it!” said Joel.  He started running.  
 
                 “You’ll need the key,” shouted Daniel, tossing him a card.  He turned back to brief Zeke.  “I’ve made arrangements with a pilot who’s willing to fly . . . under the radar.  He’ll take us to Rome, but we have to get to the dock before dawn.” 
 
                 “Correction . . .” 
 
                 “Of course.”  Daniel should have expected it.  
 
                 “You have to get to the ship before dawn.  You can pick us up outside the West Gate at noon.” 
 
                 “You’re going to the lower city?”  Zeke was known to change plans before, but this was risky.  The only ways back to the lower city were either to pass through the ASH or to survive a 100 meter fall into a forest of razor wire.  And for a citizen wanted by the Karellan, the latter was the safer option.  
 
   “We’re bringing Ariel.  I’m not leaving her alone anymore.” 
 
   “How do you expect to get there?” 
 
   “When Joel gets back with my sword, I’m sure I’ll think of a way.”  
 
   Daniel couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  He was told Zeke was intelligent and strong.  One of a handful of soldiers who had survived the Roman Conflict.  And now he was suggesting a one-man assault on the center of government for the entire world?  
 
   It was hard to believe anyone was that strong.  
 
   Or stupid. 
 
   “Don’t do anything rash.  If you create a scene, every soldier and police officer in upper and lower Nifelheim will be looking for you.”  He reached into his coat and pulled out a small ID card.  “Here.  It’s a spare for when I’m traveling undercover.  A fake, but authorized by the Karellan, so it should give you clearance right down into the Supervisor’s office.” 
 
   “Good.” 
              “But I only have one.  What about Joel?”  
 
   “I’ll figure something out.  Are you taking Jae-Hoon?”
 
   Daniel felt guilty.  “We can’t.  It’s too risky.  We can’t afford to look after him.”  Zeke was silent.  He stared disapproving.  “Look, I know you don’t want to leave anyone behind, but he’ll be fine.  Dumah will send one of his men up for him in the next few days.”  
 
   Silence.
 
   “I know it’s not much.  But it’s our only choice.  Getting to Rome is more important.”  
 
   “Yo!” called Joel, running down the hallway.  He tossed the sword at Zeke, who caught it with one hand.  “We’re set.  Let’s get out of here.”  
 
   Zeke turned to Daniel.  “West Gate at noon.  If you’re late, I won’t be there.”  
 
   They ran to the exit, leaving the Raven alone in the jail. 
 
    
 
   “Are you sure this will work?”  Joel asked, staring at the tower in front of them. 
 
   The Administrative Sector Headquarters was the tallest building for miles.  It rose a full seventy stories into the air.  The huge monolith cast its shadow over most of the city from its vantage point of the heavens.  
 
   And it also stretched down below the plate, into the depths of Hell. 
 
   Where they were headed.  
 
   “Just stick to our story,” he told Joel.  “The ID card should be convincing enough.” 
 
   “That’s what I mean.  Do you actually trust him?”
 
   It was hard for Zeke to answer that.  Daniel had proven to be a strong ally many times, but it only took one act to become a traitor.  “Why would he break us out of jail just to throw us back?” 
 
   It did make sense.  If he wanted them in jail, sending them through the ASH to get caught seemed the roundabout method.  It would have been easier just to leave them where they were.  
 
   But it hadn’t been Daniel’s idea to go to lower Nifelheim.  
 
   They watched the tower for a long time, unmoving. 
 
   “Didn’t any of that seem odd to you?” asked Joel.  
 
   “You mean how we recovered our weapons and walked right out of an empty jail entirely on the word of the same person who threw us in there?”  
 
   “Good.  Then it’s not just me.” 
 
   “I know it’s suspicious.  I know he’s a spy.  I know we can’t trust him.  But I have to go to Rome.  Just in case.”  He advanced toward the front doors.  
 
   Joel followed quickly.  “Wait, you’re actually going with him?”
 
   Zeke didn’t break stride.  “I know it sounds crazy.  Maybe I’m just upset about Charlie and Emily.  But I can’t sit by and let the Karellan get away with this.” 
 
   “But Rome?  I think you’re getting into trouble.” 
 
   “And I know I am.  But Micah would have done something.”  He reached for the door, but didn’t open it.  “Remember, stick to the story,” he cautioned.  
 
   They went in.  The building was oddly pleasant.  It resembled the Supervisor’s office far below them, but it was brighter, less dank.  The windows let in real sunlight.  The walls were clean and white.  The floors, polished marble.  
 
   A girl sat at a massive reception desk, her nose buried in forms and folders.  
 
   Zeke approached.  “Excuse me.  We’re here for passage to the lower city.”  
 
   She didn’t look up.  “What’s your purpose?”  
 
   “Transfer to the Nifelheim defense militia.” 
 
   The girl did nothing.  She didn’t speak.  She didn’t look up.  She didn’t move.  Zeke cleared his throat, hoping to catch her attention.  
 
   Nothing.  
 
   After a long moment, she reached into a drawer and pulled out two blank forms.  When she finally looked up, he was startled by the sour expression on her face.  
 
   She noticed his sword.  “Not exactly standard issue, is it?”
 
   “We’re Special Forces.”  
 
   The girl was less than interested.  “Just fill these out.  Include your military ID numbers and sign at the bottom.”  She shoved the two forms across the desk and turned back to her files.  When she had turned away, Joel shot a panicked look at Zeke. 
 
   They weren’t expecting paperwork.  Everything else in the upper city seemed so high-tech.  Slide a card through a machine.  Enter a number on a keypad.  Daniel didn’t say anything about this.  
 
   They only had one ID number.  Even a moment’s hesitation and the girl might get suspicious. 
 
   Zeke had a thought.  He passed the card silently to Joel.  It’s okay, he mouthed.  Since he had to lie about everything else on the form, the ID number wouldn’t weigh on his conscience, and he had noticed something about the one Daniel gave them.  
 
   They quickly filled out the forms.  
 
   “Excuse me,” Zeke said, catching the girl’s attention.  
 
   She turned back to them and snatched the forms.  Turning to the computer, she began hitting keys.  Her expression changed briefly to surprise.  “This is odd.” 
 
   “What is it?”  There was more panic in the pirate’s voice than he intended.  Zeke was worried he might give them away.  
 
   “Well, it’s your ID.” 
 
   “Is something wrong with it?” asked Joel. 
 
   “Not your ID,” she said.  Turning to Zeke she explained, “It’s yours.  You must have been in the army for a while.  Your ID is older.”  
 
   “You don’t get to be Special Forces overnight.”  He leaned forward and glared, trying to intimidate.  “Is something wrong with that?”  
 
   “No.  Nothing wrong.  Just unusual.”  She nodded to a door and hit a button.  The lock released and the door slid open with a hiss.  “The elevator’s down that hallway.  Your ID cards should grant access to it.”  
 
   They walked quickly to the hallway.  It was still early, and the building was mostly empty.  They passed by a few offices, but no one inside paid much attention to them.  “I told you it would be fine,” said Zeke. 
 
   “What was all that about the ID number?”  
 
   “I used my old ID from the war.  They’re still using the same system.” 
 
   “You used your actual ID?”  
 
   They found the elevator and swiped the card across the panel.  The doors slid open.  “It’ll be fine.  It’s not like anyone in the government will remember me from the war.”  
 
   Stepping inside, the doors closed behind them, cutting them off from the bright marble hallways of the upper city’s ASH.  The elevator slowly began to move.  
 
   “If you ask me, it’s still pretty risky,” the pirate continued.  
 
   “Do you think anyone actually checks those forms?”
 
   “I suppose not.” 
 
   “It’s mostly bureaucratic nonsense.  They want to know who used the lift, so they have you sign a piece of paper saying you used it.  But they don’t want to waste paper, so they fill up the sheet with questions like ‘what’s your birthday’ or ‘where is your house. ’ They don’t really need to know that stuff.  I just needed to write something down to get past them.  Anything.  And since Daniel only provided us with one ID card . . .” 
 
   “You mean he . . .” 
 
   “It’s okay,” said Zeke, cutting him off.  “All that matters is that we passed through security.”  
 
   “I don’t believe this.  An hour ago you were ready to kill this kid, and now you’re defending him?”  
 
   Zeke didn’t understand it either.  
 
   The elevator doors opened into the dark offices of the lower city.  The yellow-brown glow of dead earth under fluorescent lights flooded through the windows.  They were in the Supervisor’s reception room.  
 
   The secretary pressed a button on an intercom.  “Sir, Mr. Branderlief is here.”  They ignored her.
 
   “Don’t get me wrong, I’d still like to wring his neck for being part of the government and selling us out like that.  But he’s so high up in the ranks that I might be able to learn something from him.” 
 
   Joel smiled.  “Spying on the spy?  Clever.  I’m sorry for doubting you.”  
 
                 A door slid open and Dumah came striding out.  “Mr. Branderlief!  Back from the upper city!  It’s been so long, I was afraid . . .” 
 
                 His greeting was cut short by a fist in his face.  He fell to the ground.  When he regained his senses, he opened his eyes to find a sword to his throat. 
 
                 “You knew what we’d find!  All those people!  You murdered them!  You knew it!”  Zeke advanced.  Dumah crept backwards, keeping the point of the blade safely on the outside of his skin. 
 
                 “It was entirely against my will, I assure you,” he pleaded. 
 
                 “All those citizens, hoping for a better life.  You let them get turned into monsters!”
 
                 “I had no choice.  I wanted to help.  I wanted to end those horrors, but . . .” 
 
                 “But you said nothing.”  Zeke stopped advancing.  “You stayed silent for years, letting wave after wave of people be tortured and killed.  You’re every bit as bad as the Karellan.”  He gripped his sword with both hands, then pulled back to strike.  
 
                 Joel grabbed his arms, stopping him.  “No.” 
 
                 “You have every right to want me dead.”  Dumah stayed on the floor.  “But please, now that I have the proof I need, I can stop it.”  
 
                 “He never betrayed us,” added the pirate. 
 
                 Zeke hesitated.  “Fine.”  He sheathed his sword.  “Your Slayer is still in jail.  Go get him.”  With that, he left. 
 
                 Joel helped Dumah to his feet.  “I’m very sorry he always tries to kill you.  He’s really not a bad person.”  
 
                 “Don’t worry about it,” the governor said timidly.  
 
    
 
                 Joel caught up with him just outside the ASH.  “Hey!  Zeke, wait up!”  
 
                 Zeke spun around furiously.  “What do you want now?” he spat.  
 
                 The pirate took a step back, startled by this change in demeanor.  “I just wanted to tell you to be careful.  You’re going to Rome, right?”  
 
                 “And you’re not.”  
 
                 He wasn’t sure whether Zeke was looking for confirmation or giving an order.  
 
                 “We all have our own ways of fighting.  I don’t believe this chain of events is as simple as a madman’s perverted attempts at playing god.  I need to rejoin my fleet to learn more.”  
 
                 Zeke was annoyed.  He had spent two weeks with this man and his constant attempts at humor and his habit of stating the obvious as wisdom.  He had had enough.  
 
                 “Then go!  You want to fight?  Do it.  Just don’t interfere with my fight anymore.  There are some people who simply do more harm than good, and that man is not likely to change.”  He pointed toward the ASH.  
 
                 There was nothing Joel could say to appease him.  “Very well.  Go on with your personal quest.  But you can’t play the lone wolf forever.  You may not be a resistance fighter, but one day you’ll need help.  My fleet will always be ready.”  
 
                 There was a long silence.  
 
                 The pirate had said what he needed to.  He turned and started off.  
 
                 Zeke felt like it was wrong to part ways like this.  “Hey, Joel?” 
 
                 He stopped.  “Yeah?”   
 
                 “Good luck.  Maybe we’ll fight together some day.”  
 
                 He smiled.  “I can think of no one better to watch my back.”  
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen: Questing
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The boy’s father was ill.  
 
                 Jae-Hoon stood and watched.  It was the same last night.  It would be the same tomorrow.  Mother was gone.  His brothers killed in the war.  He was alone.  Just him and his father.  
 
                 Soon to be just him. 
 
                 He turned for help.  Two draugr sat at his kitchen table, eating cheese.  
 
                 “Call a doctor!  He needs a doctor!”  
 
                 One of the draugr turned around in his chair.  “Do it yourself.  We’re busy,” it said.  They lifted glasses of wine and drank, spilling it all over the table.  
 
                 He froze.  They weren’t going to help!  Father might die!  
 
                 The door burst open and a man in white robes walked in.  “Are you a doctor?” asked the small boy.  
 
                 “Yes,” said the man.  He held up a bag with a red cross to prove his point. 
 
                 Jae-Hoon turned back to the draugr, who were now Charlie and Zeke.  “Take that!” he shouted at the half-monsters.  “I have a doctor anyway!”  
 
                 “You father is still going to die,” said the Zeke-draugr, lifting up a single, sword-shaped claw.  He pointed at the dying man.  
 
                 The doctor opened his bag and pulled out a bottle of oil.  Dripping the oil on his thumb, he drew a cross on the sick man’s forehead.  “In nominis patrii, et filii, et spiritus sanctus,” he said.  
 
                 “I thought you were a doctor,” Jae-Hoon pleaded.  “Save him!”  
 
                 The doctor’s white clothes were now dark black.  He wore the collar of a Catholic priest.  “This will save him.”  He took out a small piece of bread.  “Hoc est corpus meum.”  
 
                 Somewhere in the back of his unconscious mind, he recognized this ritual.  The knowledge that he was a priest cut into the vision.  But this didn’t make sense.  “You’re doing it wrong.  You’re doing communion now.” 
 
                 His father sat up in bed.  “It’s important to get as many sacraments as you can.  Be close to God.”  
 
                 “But that won’t save you!”  he shouted at his father.  “This will!”  He turned.  There was a gun in his hand.  He pulled the trigger and the Charlie-draugr exploded.  
 
                 “Look what you did,” said the priest.  “Your father only had two sacraments.  Now he’s dead.  Probably in Hell.” 
 
                 Jae-Hoon turned back to his father.  He was still.  Lifeless.  “What?  No!”  Fear crept through him.  It emanated from him and devoured him.  
 
                 “He wants you to join the church.  You need to be close to God.  You need to find His love,” said the doctor-priest. 
 
                 Yes.  It made sense. God had the power to save him when no one else could.  He wanted love.  He wanted to love God.  “How?”
 
                 “Join the Church.  The Theocracy will give you God.  All you have to do is climb.” 
 
                 “Climb?”  
 
                 “Climb.”  
 
                 So he climbed.  He understood that he must learn all religions, not just his own.  That was the law of the Theocracy.  So he climbed.  
 
                 He was in a valley in the Bukhansan mountains.  Tired, sweating.  He had climbed.  And here was the monastery.  He would now learn from the Buddhists. 
 
                 He would become closer to God by learning their philosophy.  
 
   A draugr with a shaved head came to him.  “Put your things down,” he said.  “Buddhists aren’t materialists.”  Jae-Hoon was carrying twelve packs, each filled with cake.  He didn’t need them, so he started throwing them into the woods below him.  When he ran out of packs, he threw in his clothes, too.  
 
   “Good,” said the draugr-monk.  “Come with me.”  He led the young boy to a room where a man sat at a computer.  
 
   “It’s a new game,” said the man.  “You play as an army.  You fight monsters.  Wanna play?”  
 
   “But I had to throw my clothes into the valley!  Why do you get a computer!”  Jae-Hoon shouted.  
 
   “Relax,” said the draugr-monk.  “The war is over.”  
 
   “And the Church?”  
 
   “There is no more Church,” said a voice.  He turned to see a man in a mirror, dressed like a general.  Jae-Hoon was scared.  The soldiers killed God.  What could he do now?  How could he find Him without the Church?  
 
   “What happened to God?”  
 
   “You killed him,” said the man in the mirror, who was now a dead draugr.  There was a spike in Jae-Hoon’s hand.  He threw this into the mirror.  “You can’t find him.  He’s dead.”  
 
   “There’s another Church,” said the computer-monk.  
 
   “Then that’s what I need,” said Jae-Hoon. 
 
   “But it’s the wrong one,” said the dead draugr.  “Do you want to betray your God with the Armageddonists?”  
 
   “You already killed him,” said the computer-monk.  “It doesn’t matter now.”
 
   “You’ll be okay,” pleaded the draugr in the mirror, who had come back to life.  “Just wake up.”  
 
   “Wake up,” said the computer monk, who was now dressed like the Supervisor.  “Jae-Hoon . . .” 
 
   “Wake up!  It’s okay!” Dumah pleaded, bringing him back to consciousness.  
 
   Jae-Hoon screamed then gasped for air.  
 
   The dream reeled through his head.  He sat there for a moment, his heart racing, trying to pick the reality out of the surreal.  His father’s dying wish that he find God.  Joining the Church to fulfill that wish.  Being required to study Buddhism, only to find the monks using computers and playing war games.  The end of the war and the distraught feeling that God was lost to him with the downfall of the church.  
 
   And the draugr.  
 
   Killing all those draugr.  All those people . . . 
 
   “It’s okay,” shouted Dumah again.  Jae-Hoon realized he was making noises. How long had it been?  He was in jail.  Why?  He sat and thought.  The mission.  The Karellan’s laboratory.  
 
   The draugr.  Killing all those people.  
 
   He let out a disparaging cry.  He heard his voice.  He understood the sound.  It was the first time in nearly two weeks.  “The laboratory,” he said.  His voice felt thick, his throat wet and full of phlegm.  He hadn’t spoken words since that night.  “What you wanted me to see . . .  it was . . .” 
 
   Dumah put a hand to his mouth to stop him.  “Shh.  Not here.”  He helped Jae-Hoon to his feet.  “You are correct.  Now it’s time to atone.  Together.”  
 
    
 
                 Traveling west of Nifelheim was difficult.  There were two choices when traveling on foot.  They could either climb through the rocky terrain of broken roads or feel their way through tall grasses and dense bushes.  Neither one had been properly maintained since the draugr appeared.  
 
                 Considering the ever present danger of draugr, Zeke thought it best to stay out of the tall grass.  The road was difficult to travel, even for a strong person, but it was safer than walking blind.  
 
                 He was worried, though, that Ariel may not make it.  “Are you sure you’re all right?” he kept asking as he carefully guided her around the rocks. 
 
                 She smiled.  “You’re very sweet, but I told you I’m getting stronger.” 
 
                 “It’s okay if you need help,” he offered.  
 
                 “It’s been ten years since I was hurt.  I think I can handle walking by now.”  To prove her point, she broke free of his grip and took several steps on her own.  “I’m a little tired, but I made it this far, didn’t I?”  
 
                 Zeke looked back.  Only the shadow of upper Nifelheim was visible in the distance.  They had made progress, but they still had far to go.  They needed to be completely out of sight of the city to safely board an illegal transport ship.  
 
                 He looked ahead.  Nothing but wilderness.  He could handle himself, but if draugr attacked, could he protect Ariel?  “You brought the gun, right?”  Before they left, he had searched Charlie’s house and picked out a small 9mm pistol for her.  She was a good shot, but her derringers wouldn’t be enough.  Not if they were attacked by draugr.  But he hoped it wouldn’t come to that.  
 
                 Could she even handle herself, knowing they were humans?  
 
                 Yes, he decided.  She had been a soldier, just like him.  She had killed men before.  Men who tried to attack her.  It had been ages, but she knew how to stay alive.  
 
                 “It’s right here,” she said, patting a small bulge under her coat.  
 
                 “Good.”  
 
                 “So why are we going to Rome?” she called over her shoulder.  She leapt from rock to rock. Harshly. Ungracefully.  Each time Zeke thought she would fall, but she never did.  
 
                 “Daniel said there’s something there.  Someone who might help me fight the Karellan.” 
 
                 She stared back, not believing him.  “You may have fooled the others, but not me.  You didn’t just decide to fight.  Why are we really going to Rome?”  
 
                 He hesitated.  Had he been lying to the others?  They had all wanted him to fight.  It was natural that they’d stop asking questions once he agreed to help. 
 
                 Ariel was different.  
 
                 “I had a dream, too.”  
 
                 “About Micah?” she asked hopefully.  
 
                 “Yeah.  We were in Rome.”  Zeke dashed lightly, catching up to her.
 
                 “I knew it!”  She sounded excited.  Youthful.  “I just feel like he’s going to come back.  Soon.” 
 
                 “But there’s more. It felt like something was showing me the dream.  Like there was something I was supposed to see.  Something I needed to learn.”  As an afterthought, he added, “And the Karellan has the book.”  
 
                 “What book?”  
 
                 Zeke’s eyes widened, trying to tell her without words.  “You know.  The book.  The one from Rome.  The Book of Razael.”  
 
                 She lost her balance and nearly fell.  “What?  How?  Wasn’t that lost with the city?”  
 
                 He reached out his hand to steady her.  “Daniel says the Karellan visits Rome all the time.  He must have found it there.” 
 
                 “So what does it mean?”  
 
                 “It means our mission may not be over.” 
 
                 The sound of an airship engine blasted in their ears.  The grass at the side of the road began to blow.  They looked up.  A large, blocky ship floated overhead.  It awkwardly floated to one side and set down in the grass by the road.  
 
                 A door popped open and two men jumped out.  “You made it,” said Daniel. 
 
                 “Are you crazy, gunboy?”  He pointed at the city.  “They could see us.”  
 
                 “That’s all right.  We’re not staying long.  This is our pilot.” 
 
                 The second man stepped forward and offered his hand.  “Name’s Jack.  You must be our passenger.”  He was slightly shorter than Zeke, with short brown hair.  The pilot was dressed in clothes that had once been nice, but were ruffled and uncared for.  Above these, he wore a leather bomber jacket. Zeke shook his hand reluctantly.
 
                 He turned to introduce himself to Ariel.  She ignored him and stared at his ship.   “We’re flying in that?”  
 
                 Either Jack ignored the extreme doubt in her voice, or he didn’t notice it.  “Sure is,” he said affectionately.  “I call her Quetzalcoatl.”  
 
                 “We’re going to Rome in this?” asked Zeke.  He stared at the ship.  It must have been a ship.  There were no wings, so it wasn’t a plane.  But other than that, it didn’t resemble anything he knew was capable of flight.  It didn’t resemble much of anything at all.  It looked like a large metal box with one end raised up.  
 
                 “I’ll admit it’s no Millennium Falcon, but I find it smells better without wookie hair all over the cockpit.”  His humor was lost on Zeke, who didn’t feel like laughing.  Jack continued.  “I’ve made a few under-the-table modifications.  It’s all illegal, but this should be faster than any ship out there—except maybe the Karellan’s Adramelech.” 
 
                 No one believed him.  “Can a ship shaped like this really be all that fast?” asked Ariel.  
 
                 Before he could answer, Daniel interrupted.  “Speaking of illegal . . .”  He gave an urgent nod toward the shadow of the city behind them.  
 
                 “Right.”  Jack turned to address the group.  “The Nifelheim flight logs read that I’m carrying cargo to Pretoria, so we should probably be well out of the way before they realize that’s not happening.”  He boarded his ship, followed by Daniel.  
 
                 The others remained standing in disbelief.  “This thing is supposed to fly?” asked Ariel. 
 
                 “I guess.  It got this far, didn’t it?”  
 
                 “But all the way to Rome?”
 
                 The ship lifted off the ground.  Jack’s voice boomed over a loud P.A.  “I’m taking off.  We’ll throw down a ladder.  Come on!”  
 
                 “Hold on tight,” Ariel advised. 
 
    
 
                 The Karellan was once again standing at his window.  
 
                 Jesus, how does he find the time for this?  Hugin thought to himself.  
 
                 As if responding to his thoughts, the overlord spoke.  “Yes, Raven Hugin?”  
 
                 “Sir, Uzuki has released Branderlief from prison.  We believe they are now headed for . . .” 
 
                 “Rome.  I know.  And for the time being, he is still a Raven.  Please don’t allow your personal feelings to undermine his efforts.”  He sat down and began straightening loose papers lying on his desk.  
 
                 “His efforts?”  Hugin was outraged, but he strained to sound respectful in the presence of his boss.  “Sir, he’s betraying you!”
 
                 “A dishonest man, you can always trust to be dishonest.” 
 
                 “Sir?  Should we prepare to retrieve them?” 
 
                 “Of course not.”  He laughed cheerfully, as though his subordinate was simply cracking a joke.  
 
                 Hugin, however, was not trying to be funny, and found his lord’s behavior these past few weeks quite unusual.  “Sir, I’m afraid I don’t understand.  Uzuki is most likely taking them to Sandalphon.” 
 
                 “Well of course he is.  I asked him to.”  
 
                 “My lord?” 
 
                 The Karellan stood and calmly approached the ninja.  He leaned against his desk and explained, “Raven Uzuki is not yet sure of whom he serves.  For the time being, his decision is simple.  As long as my goals coincide with Sandalphon’s, young Daniel will serve both masters with fealty.  Only when we no longer follow the same purpose will he be forced to choose one master over the other.” 
 
                 Hugin took a moment to think.  “Do you mean to say you want Branderlief to make contact with Sandalphon?”  
 
                 “He is of no use to me until he does.”  He gave another cheerful laugh.  “Only by recovering the remaining pages of the book will he become strong enough to fill the role I have created for him.”  
 
                 “So we are to do nothing?”  
 
                 “Do not question my methods.  You may not understand them, but I ask that you trust they are necessary.  You are to do nothing.  I will send Metatron to deal with Mr. Branderlief.  I have another task for you.”  
 
                 “Yes, my lord?”  He stood at attention, ready to receive orders. 
 
                 “Not one hour ago, Supervisor Dumah came to the upper city to retrieve the priest Jae-Hoon Lee from jail.”  
 
                 “Do you want me to stop them, sir?”  
 
                 “Of course not.  I want you to help them.”  
 
    
 
                 “We should arrive in Rome by sunset.”  The pilot set the ship to auto-pilot and swiveled his seat around to face the others. 
 
                 “I’m in no rush,” said Zeke unenthusiastically.  As he slouched in the chair, he mindlessly fingered his sword.  
 
                 “You actually use that thing?” asked Jack.  
 
                 “I don’t carry it around for the exercise.”  
 
                 “I gotta say, that’s pretty impressive.  A sword in this day and age.  You any good with it?”  He sounded like a little boy.  
 
                 It was a quality Zeke found irritating.  “It kept me alive for ten years, didn’t it?”
 
                 “Can you . . .  you know . . .  deflect bullets?”
 
                 “Don’t be silly.”  
 
                 Ariel put a hand on his shoulder.  “He’s only trying to be friendly.” 
 
                 “I know, but did he honestly think I could deflect bullets with my sword?”  He whispered, but in Quetzalcoatl’s small cockpit, it didn’t matter.  Everyone heard him.  
 
                 Jack took it well.  “Hey, look.  I’m not one to cause trouble.  It’s all . . .” 
 
                 A blinding light flashed through the cockpit. 
 
                 “Whoa!  What was that?”  The pilot swiveled his chair back to the controls and started checking the sky.  
 
                 Daniel leaned forward.  “Zeke, is it . . .” 
 
                 “I don’t know.  It could be.”  
 
                 “What the hell?  A malak?”  Jack’s confused shouting confirmed their fears.  In the distance, floating in the sky was Metatron.  
 
                 The malak raises his hand.  It glows purple.  Tiny bolts of electricity arc between his fingers.  Then a bolt of light blasts forward, hitting the ship.  
 
                 The control panel sparks.  Wisps of smoke rise into the air.  Electricity arcs across the hull.  
 
                 “What happened?” shouts Ariel. 
 
                 Jack furiously hits buttons and pulls switches.  “I don’t know.  Nothing’s responding.”  
 
                 “Did he shoot us down?”  Daniel asks.  
 
                 “We’re still in the air, aren’t we?”  His statement doesn’t come across as reassuring.  
 
                 “I can’t tell, but I don’t think there’s any physical damage.  It’s more like we’ve been hit with an EMP.” 
 
                 “What does that mean?”  
 
                 “It means he took out everything electrical,” Jack shouts.  “Lights, navigation, fuel generators, everything but the basic mechanical operations.  We can go left, right or down.  Emphasis on the down.”  
 
                 “Is it bad?”  asks Zeke. 
 
                 “Not if you’ve lived a life with no regrets.  This ship doesn’t have wings.  We’re falling pretty fast.”  
 
                 “Can we land?” 
 
                 “We’d need land for that.  There’s not much below us but the Adriatic Sea.” 
 
                 “What can we do?”  Daniel asks. 
 
                 “Change into a swimsuit?”
 
                 Zeke scowls.  “Not helpful.” 
 
                 “There’s always hydroplaning.”  
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “It’s like skipping a stone.  Bouncing off the water.”  
 
                 “Could we . . .” 
 
                 “Just sit down and we’ll see!” he shouts violently.  
 
                 The water is visible through the window.  They fall fast.  Jack struggles with the controls.  The ship levels out slightly.  The sea rises to meet them.  
 
                 They hit.  
 
                 The ship bounces.  Jack, buckled into his seat, stays at the controls.  The others are thrown off balance.  Objects tumble around them.  They cover their heads. 
 
                 “Ladies and Gentlemen, this is your captain speaking.  At this time will you please observe the ‘impending doom’ sign and buckle your seatbelts.  Please place all heavy objects and razor sharp swords in the overhead compartments as we may experience turbulence which would turn such objects into deadly projectiles.”  
 
                 The ship hits the water again.  More objects are tossed into the air.  Zeke clutches his chair, glaring at Daniel.  “Found a real winner here.  Does he always do this?” 
 
                 “How the hell should I know?  I’ve never even met the man before yesterday!”
 
                 “You don’t know him?”
 
                 “Of course not.  But he was the only one crazy enough to take us to Rome.” 
 
                 Jack’s voice was calm, as if nothing were happening.  “We realize you have a choice of illegal cargo freighters, and we hope that your fiery death does not discourage you from flying with our airlines again.”  
 
                 “Just land this thing already!”  Ariel screams.  The ship hits the water again, jostling the cockpit.  
 
                 “You may want to know, the shore’s up ahead,” Jack says casually.  
 
                 “Are we going to survive that long?”  
 
                 “Sure.  We’ve built up enough speed to impale ourselves on anything.” 
 
                 “Impale?  What?”
 
                 The slowing ship hits the water at an odd angle.  Quetzalcoatl begins to spin.  They grab their seats, holding tight.  “I think we’re still heading for shore,” Jack says, staring out the window at the sea behind them.  No one cares. 
 
                 The ship is caught by the water.  It drags on the hull, bringing them to a fast halt.  
 
                 The group, recovering from the fall, rests for a while.  The ship glides through the waves then hits something.  They hear sand drag on the ship.  
 
                 Quetzalcoatl stops moving, save for a slight bobbing in the waves.  Jack stands up triumphantly.  “Welcome to Italy!”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen: Italian Wilderness
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The fire was warm, but it was attracting bugs.  There weren’t many options, though.  The ship wouldn’t fly, they didn’t know where they were, and they stood no chance in the wilderness at night.  So they sat around, swatting mosquitoes, and waiting for morning.  
 
                 Jack had been crawling around Quetzalcoatl ever since they crashed.  When it got dark, he continued his work by flashlight.  But he didn’t seem to be making any progress.  
 
                 Ariel stared at the pinpoint of light just off shore.  “You figure that thing out yet?” she called.  
 
                 “I can’t understand it.  I don’t even know what’s wrong,” he called back.  His voice carried across the water.  
 
                 “Doesn’t anything work?” asked Zeke.  
 
                 “Of course something works,” he called.  
 
                 “What is it?”  
 
                 “This flashlight.”  
 
                 Zeke quietly turned to the others.  “I swear, if he doesn’t shut up soon, I’m going to kill him by morning.”  His frustrating stint in jail with the ever-cheerful pirate ran through his mind.  Now he was stranded in the wilderness with someone even more irritating.  He was not looking forward to this trip. 
 
                 “You don’t have to play the tough guy,” said Ariel softly.  “It’s not always helpful to have people fear you.”  
 
                 He was going to speak, but Daniel cut him off.  “So what’s our next move?”  
 
                 “What?”  Zeke was incensed.  “You dragged us out here.  Didn’t you have a plan?”  
 
                 “My plan involved landing in Rome.  I’m not familiar with this region.”  He was defensive, but calm.  
 
                 “And you think I am?”  
 
                 “Ezekiel,” Ariel interjected softly, motherly. 
 
                 Zeke closed his eyes, forcing himself to calm down.  After a moment, he thought of a plan.  “I guess we go west.  It’s a start.  Might take us a while to find Rome, but we know it’s on the other coast.  We’ll leave at dawn.”  
 
                 Daniel smiled impishly then called, “Jack, you coming to Rome with us?”  
 
                 “What?  Hey!  Doesn’t he have to stay and fix the ship or something?”  Zeke was frantic.  Ariel and Daniel smiled in the darkness. 
 
                 “Sure!  Sounds like fun,” the pilot called back. 
 
                 “What?”  His voice echoed in the night.  The others snickered quietly.  He glared at them, but knew that objecting was useless.  “Fine.  We leave early, so I’m going to sleep.  Someone should stay awake and keep watch.  There are more dangerous things than draugr in the forbidden regions of the world.”  
 
                 He laid down in the sand and closed his eyes.  
 
    
 
                 “Why did you bring that thing?” asked Daniel as they marched through the Italian wilderness.  
 
                 Of all the items on the ship, Jack had chosen to take a crow bar with him.  He now held it like a minuteman carries a rifle.  “What, this?” he asked.  “It might be useful.”  
 
                 “Most of us tend to think food is slightly more important,” suggested Zeke, trying to stay cool.  It was he who was saddled with the task of carrying their food and water.  
 
                 Jack tried to defend his choice.  “We’re going to Rome, right?  And no one ever bothered to rebuild it?  It could be useful for digging through ruins or something.”  He held the crow bar like a shovel and pretended to dig with it.  
 
                 “Jack,” said Daniel with a bad-news tone in his voice.  “We’re not going to be digging through anything.”  
 
                 “We’re not?”  
 
                 “We’re not even going to the city.  We’re looking for someone who lives near Rome.”  
 
                 “Oh.”  He was silent for a moment.  “Well, it still might be useful.”  His voice was weak, doubtful.  
 
                 The two of them started discussing the merits and drawbacks of crow bars. Zeke, wanting no part in it, hung back a few steps.  The Italian countryside was peaceful, almost serene.  He felt strangely calm being there.  It was easy to forget how dangerous it was.  The government had declared the entire Italian peninsula a disaster area and a DMZ.  No one was permitted to go there.  It was the only forbidden zone outside of North America and a haven for monsters. 
 
                 Whatever the Karellan was doing there, he didn’t want anyone to see.  
 
                 But Zeke wasn’t too concerned with the overlord’s plans.  At that moment, he felt good.  The weather was nice.  Warm, but with a cool breeze.  The wilderness was quiet.  It was a vast improvement over his last visit to Italy, marching through the same countryside in full battle gear.  
 
                 But at least then, he had been with Micah.  
 
                 “Are you all right?” came a voice interrupting his thoughts.  Ariel seemed to have grown tired of the crow bar debate as well.  Daniel and Jack were now a good distance ahead of them. 
 
                 “Yeah.  I’m fine.  How about you?”
 
                 “It’s nice here.  I’m loving this.”  
 
                 “Yeah., me too,” he answered, half to himself.  “You’re not tired at all?”  
 
                 “Well, maybe just a little,” she confessed.  “But more than anything, I’m happy that I can get around more easily than before.  Marching through Italy makes me feel strong again.  Like everything is the same as it was ten years ago.”  
 
                 “Except for Micah.”  His statement was followed by a somber silence. 
 
                 “I miss him too.  But you know you can get by well enough without him, right?”  She smiled hopefully.  
 
                 “I made it through the last ten years, didn’t I?”  
 
                 Her smile changed to a smirk.  “I was hoping you’d notice.” 
 
                 “It’s not easy though.  I can’t help but think I’ll never measure up to him.  He was strong, intelligent.  People respected him.”  
 
                 Talking to Ariel was easy.  She already knew Zeke.  She had witnessed his secrets.  He could confide in her without giving up his identity.  
 
                 “You don’t think you’re strong?  You use that sword just as well as Micah did.  Maybe even better.  And strength isn’t everything.  You couldn’t have survived this long if you weren’t intelligent.”  
 
                 “Respect.  What about that?  I’m not the easiest person to get along with.”  Zeke was arguing, but secretly hoping to be proven wrong.  
 
                 “Are you really that blind?  Look.”  
 
                 She nodded ahead.  The others were still arguing about the crow bar.  “How about camping?  You could use it as a very small tent post?”  Jack suggested, sticking the crow bar into the ground to illustrate his point.  
 
                 Daniel seemed like his head was going to burst.  “Okay, new deal!  I’ll pay you double if you shut up for the next ten minutes.  Okay?”  
 
                 Zeke actually laughed.  
 
                 “That boy looks up to you.  He’s trying to make you notice him.  He dragged you out here and elected you leader.”  
 
                 He shook his head.  “I’ve noticed.  I don’t understand why, but I’ve noticed.  Weird kid.”  
 
                 “Of course,” Ariel continued, “You could always try to be more . . . shall we say, receptive, of other people?”  
 
                 He took a long look at the two men ahead of him.  “I guess Jack isn’t such a bad guy.”  
 
                 “And Daniel?”  
 
                 “I’ll try to be nicer to them.”  
 
                 “And Micah?”  
 
                 “Be nicer to Micah?”  
 
                 “Not that.  But don’t fret about him so much.”  It was a funny statement, coming from the woman who dreamed of him coming back to life after ten years.  “You don’t have to live up to any standards.  You know what he’d say about that.”  
 
                 Zeke smiled, remembering the oft-repeated lessons of their absent friend.  “Heroes are humans, but most people forget that.  It’s easy to view the world in black and white, but heroes make mistakes and villains accomplish great things.  Living your life by another’s lead is just an excuse for not making your own decisions.”  
 
                 Ariel smiled warmly.  “It’s sound advice.  You’re not Micah.  He was a great man, but you still have to find your own way.” 
 
                 Suddenly, a large ball of energy falls from the sky.  It smashes into the ground, throwing up an explosion of dust, soil, and charred plants.  The small group, blinded by the cloud, begins to cough.  
 
                 The smoke clears.  Zeke looks up.  
 
                 Metatron floats gently down into the crater he just made.  He holds a huge broadsword in each hand.  
 
                 “You again!”  He drops his bags, draws his sword, and rushes to attack.  The malak crosses his blades, catching the blow.  He kicks forward, knocking Zeke back.  
 
                 Daniel pulls out his shotgun.  Jack holds out his crow bar.  Daniel gives him a doubtful look. 
 
                 “No, no.  Not yet,” the malak states condescendingly. 
 
                 Zeke stands.  “Just fight me!”
 
                 “And how do you expect to defeat me when you can’t summon the power to touch me with your blade?  You do not yet have the strength of will to fight a being of the Ether.” 
 
                 “Why do you care?  Why do you want me to be stronger?”
 
                 “You have been chosen.  Your soul will become the will of God.”  Metatron’s voice is deep and ominous. 
 
                 “What is he talking about?” asks Ariel. 
 
                 “I have no idea.” 
 
                 “You will understand in time,” booms the malak. 
 
                 “Not if I kill you first.”  He leaps at Metatron, his sword extended. 
 
                 The monster flicks his right hand gently, twisting his massive sword to stop the attack in an instant.  He swings his left sword low.  
 
                 Zeke leaps over the blade and attacks.  Once again, the malak blocks effortlessly with one hand and attacks with the other.  But Zeke is fast.  Their blades lock.  He is still alive, but he gets a strong feeling that Metatron isn’t fighting with all his strength.  
 
                 The malak breaks free of the lock.  He launches an assault on the small human.  Right sword.  Left sword.  Right.  Right.  Left.  Right.  Zeke blocks furiously.  He begins to sweat, but the demon’s attacks don’t touch him.  
 
                 Then he sees an opening.  
 
                 He swipes his sword fast across Metatron’s waist.  The blade passes harmlessly through the ghostly body.  The malak steps back.  “You seem stronger, but you have clearly not learned from our last battle.  You can not defeat a god with a weapon of man!”  
 
                 He holds his blades crossed in front of him then swiftly swings them back.  The stroke creates a small shockwave that knocks all four humans to the ground.  
 
                 “You’ve done well against men and their evolved form.  Now you will fight a lesser denizen of God!”
 
                 “A denizen of God?” repeats Daniel to himself.  
 
                 Metatron hears him and explains, “The physical form of the Destroyer.”  
 
                 “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” says Jack.  
 
                 The malak stabs his swords into the ground.  He draws an invisible symbol in the air with his hands.  The ground glows with a strange glyph.  Zeke recognizes it as the Metatron’s cube from his dream. 
 
                 The sigil that appeared above Rome.  That destroyed the city. 
 
                 Light radiates from Metatron.  A glowing sphere surrounds him.  It doesn’t last long.  The malak begins to disappear. 
 
                 And in his place, a dragon materialized.  
 
                 The group of humans huddles together in fear.  An unearthly fear that they can’t explain.  The dragon is big, but not as large as legends tell.  It’s thin, covered in green scales except for a dark mane of hair running partway down its neck.  
 
                 Nothing to be too frightened about.  After all, Daniel and Zeke have fought monsters before.  Ariel was in the war.  Jack has his crow bar.  
 
                 But they just can’t bring themselves to attack.  They fear this thing instinctually.  The terror permeates their beings.  It emanates from inside of them instead of the monster in front of them.  
 
                 It is unnatural.  Instinctive, but unnatural.  
 
                 They slowly back away.  Jack stammers.  “So . . . am I just seeing things, or is that a  . . .” 
 
                 “Dragon?” says Daniel, finishing his sentence. 
 
                 “Sure looks like one to me,” says Zeke.  He pushes Ariel behind him.  
 
                 “Well I’m glad.  I thought I was going crazy.”  Jack’s usual care-free voice was riddled with nervousness. 
 
                 The dragon cocks its head to one side, looking at them playfully.  It steps forward and crouches down.  Its movements resemble a cat. 
 
                 A gigantic, scaly cat with teeth twelve centimeters long. 
 
                 “So,” begins Ariel.  “Now that we’re all in consensus about what we’re seeing, does anyone have a plan?”  
 
                 “Uh, I got a question,” says Jack, raising his hand.  The dragon’s neck jerks up, reacting to the sudden movement.  
 
                 “Is it relevant?” asks Zeke, not in the mood for being aloof. 
 
                 “Do dragons breathe fire?”  
 
                 “What say we all decide to live our lives without ever answering that question?” suggests Daniel.  
 
                 “I’m with you on that,” seconds Zeke. 
 
                 The dragon stops moving, but still stares them down, making a strange half-purr, half-growling sound.  
 
                 “He hasn’t attacked yet,” Ariel observes.  “Maybe it’s not interested?”  
 
                 “So what’s our plan?”  
 
                 Zeke whispers furiously.  “Run!”  
 
                 The four humans turn and dash away on his command.  The dragon pounces.  It bounds once then leaps up in the air.  With a single flap of its wings, it soars over their heads, lands in front of them, turns, and resumes staring at them.  
 
                 They turn and run the other way.  
 
                 The dragon, leaps over them and bars their path again.  “It’s playing with us,” Ariel states. 
 
                 Zeke looks at her.  She’s out of breath.  Even if they could run, she wouldn’t get far.  He draws his sword and ignores his fear.  “Good.  Then there’s a chance we can get out of this.”  
 
                 But Jack attacks first.  “I’ll scare it away!”  He jumps closer to the dragon and swings the crow bar awkwardly.  “You guys run.” 
 
   “Jack, no!” shouts Daniel.  
 
   The crow bar clangs against the dragons scales.  The beast lowers its neck to examine its attacker.  It isn’t hurt.  It isn’t even angry.  Jack freezes.  The dragon gently knocks him to the ground and pins him under its front leg.  
 
   “Not much choice at this point.”  Zeke draws his sword.  
 
   “I’m with you,” says Daniel, holding his shotgun.  
 
   “Remember Grendel?  Let’s try the same tactic.  You distract it while I get close.”  
 
   “Got it.”  Daniel aims his gun as Zeke darts off quietly to one side.  The dragon ignores them both.  It sniffs Jack curiously.  
 
   The shotgun booms.  Some of the dragon’s scales turn black.  The large beast snaps its neck up to growl at him.  It snarls.  Smoke begins to pour out of its mouth.  Daniel suddenly realizes how alone he is.  “Anyone have a new plan?”  He’s nervous.  He stops everything.  Attacking, moving, and defending.  He freezes to the ground. 
 
   Jack wrests his arm out from the dragon’s foot and swings the crow bar at the monster’s leg again.  The dragon’s attention returns to his captive.  This time the pilot faces a mouth spewing smoke and ash.  “New plan.  Good idea,” he says, entranced by the growling beast.  
 
   Then it comes to him.  He places the crow bar between the dragon’s toes and twists.  One of the toes lifts slightly off the ground.  Jack sees his opening.  He shoves the bar under the raised toe and pushes back hard.  
 
   Crack!
 
   The dragon rears back on its hind legs.  It roars in pain.  Flame spews into the sky.  Jack rolls away. 
 
   Zeke attacks.  His sword cuts across the scaly neck.  A gash forms, but no blood is drawn.  The pained monster swipes at him.  He avoids the brunt of the blow, but is grazed by the claw and falls. 
 
   Ariel grabs the shotgun from a fear-frozen Daniel.  “Need some help?  Just have to find this boy’s soft spot.” 
 
   She blasts the dragon in the face.  Its eyes pinch shut and it roars again in pain.  Defensive flame spits forward, forcing her back.  She pulls Daniel with her, to safety, but falls from the strain. 
 
   Jack sneaks up behind the dragon and swings his crow bar again.  It connects with a wing.  There is a low tearing sound.  The dragon bellows louder.  Leathery skin hangs, ripped.  
 
   It flails its arms frantically, hitting Jack.  He hits the ground and doesn’t move.  
 
   The dragon opens its eyes.  Ariel looks up.  They stare at each other for a moment.  The monster growls.  She stands and tries to run, but trips and falls.  The monster closes in.  She shuts her eyes and waits for the end.  
 
   A sword sings. 
 
   She opens her eyes.  Zeke stands in front of her, his sword stuck in the ground.  The dragon’s claw is blocked by the blade.  He pulls the sword out and slices the beast hard across the face.  
 
   A thin line of blood seeps out.  The dragon rears back, bellowing. 
 
   “Time to go,” he says, pulling Ariel to her feet.  Daniel helps Jack up.  They start running.
 
   The wounded dragon quickly recovers.  It squints through stinging eyes.  It sees its prey escaping.  Unable to fly, it runs after them, belching fire.  
 
   They run, but the dragon closes in.  
 
   Poof.  
 
   There is the sound of escaping gas.  There’s a dull thud as something hits the ground behind them.  Then it hisses.  As they run, the unearthly fear recedes.  They realize the dragon isn’t chasing them anymore.  
 
   Weapons fire.  The group turns.  A small canister of tear gas billows at the dragon’s feet.  Three or four vehicles, outfitted for battle, buzz around the agitated monster.  They resemble large dune buggies.  Skeletons of cars, mounted with weapons.  
 
   A woman in the lead attack vehicle fires a large weapon.  It shoots out a net that tangles on the dragon.  The creature struggles against the gas and the net.  The vehicle pulls up to Zeke’s group.  “Get on,” commands the woman.  
 
   Jack leaps on the vehicle immediately.  “I won’t argue with anyone stronger than a dragon.” 
 
   Zeke quickly pulls himself up.  “For once, I’m with you.”  He turns to help the others climb on board.
 
   “You’re very kind.  Thank you,” Ariel says to the woman.  Glancing down, she notices a belt of green scales around the girl’s waist.  “Is that . . .”  
 
   Her question is cut off as the girl turns to her driver and says, “Get us out of here now!”  The small fleet of vehicles speeds away just as the dragon throws off the net.  A man in another vehicle launches a grenade from the mounted gun.  Flames engulf the dragon.  
 
   “You killed it!” shouted Daniel, impressed. 
 
   The woman turned to him with a foul look.  “You some kind of idiot?  Dragons don’t go down that easily.”  
 
   He sat down, deflated.  “I’m sorry, but we’ve never actually seen one before.”  
 
   “You expect me to buy that?” she snapped.  “The Karellan’s got some morons working these parts these days.  Just sit down and stay quiet.”  
 
   Ariel, not wanting to be bullied by this strange woman, demanded answers.  “Where are you taking us?”  
 
   The woman ignored her question, but it was answered soon enough.  The cars raced straight for a hillside.  But, instead of driving over the hill, a trap door gave way and the fleet sped into it.  In a moment, they were in a long, torch-lit tunnel.  They drove deeper and deeper into this tunnel until it gave way to a large cavern.  Other attack vehicles were parked around the perimeter of this cavern, and the drivers soon took their place beside them.  
 
   No sooner had the engine stopped than the woman grabbed Zeke and threw him out of the car.  She was strong, and he wasn’t expecting it.  He fell to the stone floor.  “What was that for?” 
 
   Next she did the same to Daniel.  He put up more resistance and landed on his feet. “Funny sort of hospitality you have.  Save us from the dragon to beat us up yourself?”  
 
   “Silence,” she bellowed.  Still confused by the harsh treatment, the group obeyed. Ariel and Jack hurried out of the car before they were thrown out.  “You’re going to Lord Gabriel.  He’ll know what to do with you.”  
 
    
 
   The woman led them through the caves, followed by a platoon of soldiers with spears.  She had taken their weapons.  They were prisoners.  Now they were tied and being pushed into another large cavern.  This one was not used for parking.  It was ornate.  Well carved and decorated.  A thick carpet covered the floor.  
 
   This was a throne room.  
 
   Ornate though it was, it showed signs of wear.  The carpet was discolored in the center.  The torches burned weak.  The throne was poorly carved from stone.  On it sat a burly, barrel-chested man with wild hair and a thick beard.  When he stood up, Zeke saw his cloak was made from the same green material as the woman’s belt.  
 
   Dragon hide.  
 
   This was their king, Lord Gabriel.  And he had slain dragons.  
 
   “Muriel!”  he said warmly, opening his arms to their captor.  “You’ve returned.”  He caught her in a strong embrace then looked suspiciously at the small group of prisoners.  “Who are they?”
 
   “Father, we’ve captured the Karellan’s dragon trainers!”  
 
   Ariel was outraged at the sudden accusation.  “What?” 
 
   Zeke leaned in and whispered, “Have you been moonlighting at the zoo?”  
 
   “Wonderful,” laughed Gabriel.  “How did you do it?”  
 
   “It was easy, once their dragon turned on them.”  
 
   Gabriel paced slowly, examining the prisoners.  He laughed.  “The tide is turning!”  
 
   Jack stepped forward.  Spears shot up around him.  “Excuse me, sir.  I think there’s been a mistake.  We aren’t dragon trainers, and we certainly don’t work for the Karellan.”  
 
   “Silence!”  Gabriel bellowed.  Jack jumped back, pricking himself on a spear point.  “You will speak when I address you.” 
 
   “Then address us already so we can speak!” shouted Ariel furiously.  
 
   Gabriel glared at her in silence for a long time, then spoke intensely.  “I should have expected such impertinence from a servant of the Karellan.”  He paused.  “So speak, then.  What is your business in this region?”
 
   “We’re headed to Rome,” Daniel blurted.  
 
   “No one goes there except the Karellan and his monsters,” Muriel answered quickly.  
 
   “We’re trying to stop him,” Zeke explained.  
 
   Ariel added, “We were attacked by the monster.”  
 
   “They’re lying.  I saw them summon it,” Muriel told her father.  
 
   “You’re kidding, right?”  Zeke said, astounded by the accusation. 
 
   The woman turned to face them.  She stood tall.  “We saw a fifth member of your party.  He summoned the dragon.” 
 
   Daniel laughed.  “You think he was with us?”  
 
   Zeke was growing impatient, despite the troop of lancers at his back.  “If you had bothered to watch what was happening, you would have noticed that he was no friend of ours.  He wasn’t even human.  That malak summoned the damned dragon to kill us!”  
 
   The soldiers raised their spears to keep him in check, but Gabriel motioned for them to draw back.  “The Karellan has many demons at his command, but if you say he now enlists the help of the malak, then I am troubled.  Muriel, take them to the prisons.  We must learn what we can from them.”  
 
   Muriel motioned to the troop to follow her, but Ariel didn’t budge.  “And then what?  Kill us?” 
 
   Gabriel stepped toward her.  “We are not murderers, dear.  I’d like to think we’re more civil than the Karellan, and we aim to prove that.  But no man, no matter how great or terrible, has ever unified the entire world, and you must understand that we will not allow you to frighten us into submission.”  He turned and strode quickly towards his throne.  “Take them away.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen: Crisis
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Except for the buildings springing up from the plate, the upper city was completely flat.  
 
                 When Jae-Hoon joined the Unified Theocratic Church, they moved him from his small village to the Seoul plate.  But he had never gotten used to it.  For the young Korean boy who had grown up in a world of mountains, a flat city seemed unnatural.  
 
                 When the war ended, he was reduced to a second-class citizen.  Despite the terrible living conditions, living on the ground felt more comfortable, and hunting draugr brought him back to the mountains from his youth.  He didn’t like the plate.  But he only had to be here for one day.  
 
                 Dumah had granted him a one-day permit to visit upper Nifelheim as a guest.  The upper city was where the Armageddonist cardinals lived, and they were the ones he needed to see.  One of them, at least.  It didn’t matter who.
 
                 The cathedral was near.  Jae-Hoon scanned the tops of the buildings looking for it.  Down the street, he saw it.  The Armageddonists’ holy symbol.  
 
                 A black circle.  
 
    [image: 1] [image: 1]              In the days of the Unified Theocracy, the symbol of the Church had been the Flower of Life.  It had been chosen as the most unified design.  The circle represented perfection in Western religions, and in Eastern philosophy it had been used to demonstrate the balancing forces of the universe, the Yin and Yang.  
 
                 The Flower of Life design was a set of intersecting circles within a larger circle.  It was a generic geometric pattern, so many symbols could be made using it.  A series of seven circles taken out of the flower could be used to create the Star of David.  Likewise, a series of thirteen circles was once used by Christians to represent the Fruit of Life, which was said to be blueprints of the universe and a representation of Jesus and his twelve apostles.  
 
                 The Tree of Life, a symbol from mythologies and religions all over the world, was also derived from the Flower.  In Chinese mythology, the Tree of Life has been depicted with a phoenix and a dragon, one a symbol of death and rebirth, the other a symbol of the gods.  The Norse believed the Tree of Life, Yggdrasil, would play a crucial part in the destruction and rebirth of the world.  Odin hung from this tree for nine days and nights to gain wisdom and power.  Likewise, the Juddeo-Christian Tree of Life was said to grant men the knowledge of good and evil and make them immortal. 
 
                 It was an image used throughout the world for as long as people can remember.  It was the Theocracy’s method of unifying religions and making their belief one of their own.  
 
                 The Armageddonists put an end to that when their Church was founded.  They remembered the crimes of the Theocracy.  They witnessed the state of the world.  No longer concerned with symbols of life, they filled in the circle until it was solid black.  
 
                 The new symbol of the Armageddon.  The perfection of a circle filled with the darkness of the void.  The word for that is apocatastasis.  The return of the universe to the state it once was.  
 
                 Nothingness. 
 
                 It had taken many years for Jae-Hoon to assimilate into this new Church.  It wasn’t easy to accept a new philosophy.  But he had done so.  It was his only path to God.  His salvation would be through his faith in Armageddonism.  
 
                 And now he was meeting with a cardinal to discuss a crisis of that faith.  
 
                 He patted his robes, checking for a small object.  A damaged data display, given to him by Dumah for his mission.  He had checked it five times already, obsessing that he knew where it was.  That he hadn’t left it behind.  It was critical.  
 
                 Feeling the machine in his pocket, he was satisfied.  He approached the cardinal’s chambers beside the church and knocked on the door.  An old man with a modest white beard answered.  “You must be the Slayer from the lower city.”  
 
                 “Yes, Father,” Jae-Hoon answered respectfully.  
 
                 Be careful, Dumah had advised earlier that day.  The cardinals know you were in the Karellan’s laboratory.  They will stop at nothing to find out what you know. 
 
                 Jae-Hoon was nervous, knowing that this man served the Karellan, not the Church.  That was the reason the Church existed.  He must always be on his guard.  
 
                 “My name is Father Largo,” said the cardinal.  “Please come in.”  
 
                 The room was lavish.  Silk curtains, ornate wooden furniture, symbols of the religion cast in gold.  It was everything one would expect from the living quarters of a high-ranking holy man.  But in the corner, he spied the cardinal’s true power.  
 
                 The secure terminal.  Just like the one in the Karellan’s lab.  
 
                 “Please, sit down and tell me about yourself.” Largo sat and kindly motioned for Jae-Hoon to do the same.  “I have pulled your file, but I find it’s more personal to hear your story from you.”   
 
                 “Well . . .” He stopped for a moment and thought, distracted slightly by the fact that the cardinal had been studying his profile.  “Where should I start?”  
 
                 The man was very friendly.  Outwardly, at least.  “You’re having a crisis of faith after a long life in the Church.  Why don’t you start at the beginning?  How and why did you join?”  
 
                 “I was very young.  My family was poor.  During the Theocracy, my brothers joined the resistance, trying to send home enough money for me and my father.  It didn’t work.”  His voice trailed off at the thought.  
 
                 “I understand,” Largo said.  “Plenty of people died needlessly in the war.  Just because they were resistance, doesn’t make it any less tragic.” 
 
                 Jae-Hoon wasn’t sure whether he should feel consoled or insulted, but he ignored the comment and continued.  “My father, before he died, asked that I stay close with God.  I joined the Church to make him happy, but now I . . .” 
 
                 “Stop,” said Father Largo, raising his hand.  “You’re skipping part of the story.  Why did you join the Church?  In detail, please.”  
 
                 He took a breath.  “I joined because I didn’t know how else to find God.”  
 
                 “That’s a very sound choice.  I see no reason for doubt there,” said the cardinal.  
 
                 The priest protested.  “But that’s the point.  I don’t know if that’s the only way anymore.  I don’t even know if I can find God through the Church.”  
 
                 “Explain,” Father Largo requested.  
 
                 “There just seems to be so much hypocrisy in organized religion.  When I was studying in the Theocratic seminary, I was required to visit a Buddhist monastery for several months.  I thought it would be a great chance to learn their philosophy.  Meditating on the expulsion of negative feelings, reducing material desire . . . but when I arrived in the monastery, it was nothing like I expected.  The monks lived with all the materialistic comforts of the wealthy.” 
 
                 “So you’re troubled by the Buddhists?”  Largo tilted his head, looking concerned.  A wonderful performance. 
 
                 “It’s not just them.  I’ve seen that behavior in every Church.  Even the Armageddonists.  It just seems that there are more people breaking the rules than living by them.  It seems like a religion that says it helps people and ends up hurting them instead would grow away from God instead of closer to him.”  
 
                 A worried look flashed across Father Largo’s face.  He paused for a minute, but must have decided that the statement was harmless.  “You were Catholic under the Theocracy, correct?”  
 
                 “Yes.”  
 
                 The Cardinal walked over to a book shelf and searched through it.  “I rather appreciate Juddeo-Christian religions.  Consolidated reading material.  Just need a few books for the whole lot.  Not that I get a lot of use for them anymore.  Here we go.”  
 
                 He pulled a thick book off the shelf and brought it to Jae-Hoon.  Sitting next to him, he opened it.  “Deuteronomy, Chapter 29,” he read.  “If anyone should think to himself, ‘I will do well enough if I follow the dictates of my heart,’ Yahweh will not pardon him.  His wrath shall burn against him.”  
 
                 “I don’t understand.”  
 
                 “It means that you need the Church.  You may feel as though you can find God on your own, but no one has their own moral compass.  You are very strong, my son, but those monks were weak.  Hypocrisy is for those who struggle with their faith.  We live in a society of laws . . .” 
 
                 “But I don’t think we do!”  Jae-Hoon interjected, more vehemently than he intended.  
 
                 “Explain.”  Largo sounded more demanding this time.  More upset.  
 
                 The priest hesitated, collecting his thoughts.  “We give more rules to children than we do to adults, right?”
 
                 “Of course.  They need more guidance than adults,” Largo agreed.  
 
                 “Exactly!  When we’re young, we don’t necessarily know what’s right and wrong.  It’s not possible to make all our decisions on our own.  So we have laws and rules to think for us.  But when we age, when we grow wiser, we become more independent of those rules.”  
 
                 Largo let out a condescending laugh.  “Our personal development is hardly comparable with divine will, my son.” 
 
                 “No, no it’s not.  But . . . consider this.”  He took the bible from the cardinal’s hands and opened it to the Old Testament.  “Here is where religion was very young.  Mankind was still recovering from its birth.  Our people were not yet wise.  And what happens?  The Bible says that Moses came and gave laws to the people.  But here . . .”  He flipped to the New Testament.  “Here we’re older, and we encounter Jesus of Nazareth, who is not a law-giver.  Instead, he teaches us kindness, forgiveness, and wisdom.  While Moses’ laws tell us what decisions we must make, Jesus encourages us to make our own.  Our growth as people is very similar to our growth as people under God.  I think that hiding behind our laws, we’re denying ourselves.  We’re telling ourselves we’re not capable of free thought, of proper moralizing, when we really are.”  
 
                 “And what about those who never gain that wisdom?  My son, law and guidance from our leaders . . . these are not bad things.  They are not hurting people.”  
 
                 Jae-Hoon’s face became grim.  “But I have proof that they are.  People are getting hurt, and it’s because of the law and the Church.” 
 
                 The old cardinal became very attentive.  “What is this proof?”  
 
                 The Slayer quietly took out the data display from his robes.  “This will change your life,” he lied.  He didn’t expect the cardinal’s opinion to be swayed in the least.  But that wasn’t important.  “The disc in this display has proof that the Hierophant is involved in something sinister.” 
 
                 Largo leaned closer.  “Please, go ahead.”  
 
                 Jae-Hoon fumbled with the display, putting up a good show.  “It’s not working, hang on.”  He fiddled with buttons, flipped switches, turned the machine off and on, running the whole gamut of tests that he knew would fail. The display was broken.  Dumah had seen to that personally.  It was part of the plan. 
 
                 “What’s wrong with it?” asked Largo, in suspense. 
 
                 “It’s nothing . . . I had a rough fall on my way here.  It must have damaged the display unit.” 
 
                 “Can you pull the data disc out?  You could use my terminal as a display.” 
 
                 Jae-Hoon tugged at the disc release, which he knew wouldn’t give either.  “I guess not, but I should be able to link my unit to another terminal.”  
 
                 “Be my guest,” said the cardinal.  He motioned to the secure terminal, believing himself to be mere moments away from learning everything he needed.  
 
                 Everything necessary to condemn the errant priest. 
 
                 Jae-Hoon sat in front of the terminal.  “Thank you.  This may take a few minutes to transfer.”  He pulled the link cable from his robes and plugged it into the computer. 
 
                 “Very well.  Would you care for something?  Tea or coffee?”
 
                 “Yes.  Tea, thank you.”  
 
                 Largo left the room, leaving him alone at the computer.  The cardinal must feel safe.  All the important files on the computer must be password restricted.  
 
                 Fortunately for Jae-Hoon, he wasn’t trying to access anything.  
 
                 He only had a few moments to find the public directory.  The heads of the Church made announcements via their secure terminals.  Information placed in these directories would be sent to library terminals throughout the upper city, and more importantly, to all the broadcasting stations throughout the planet.  
 
                 The second-class citizens are all too ready to revolt, Dumah had explained when he rescued Jae-Hoon from jail.  But the Karellan has many supporters among the first-class.  They will need some . . . persuasion . . . before we can act. 
 
                 That had been Jae-Hoon’s mission this day.  Persuasion.  He only needed  . . . 
 
                 The directory was right in front of him, as if set up on the computer, hungry for announcements.  
 
                 The Slayer quietly praised his luck, then checked the link with his data disc.  The Supervisor had provided him with a small program to bypass any password protection on the cardinal’s terminal.  Jae-Hoon ran the program on the directory, praying it would work quickly.  
 
                 Immediately he received the message, “Password Protection Not Enabled.”  
 
                 He was grateful.  Suspicious, but grateful.  Everything was working out better than he had hoped.  He initiated the download.  
 
                 “Everything working?” called Largo from the hallway.  
 
                 “Just fine.” 
 
                 “And the transfers were copied?”  His voice was closer.  
 
                 “Just finishing up now.” 
 
                 “Good.”  Largo was in the room with him.  Instead of tea cups, he held a gun.  “Then give me the data disc.  The police are on their way, and we can’t have that piece of evidence falling into their hands, now can we?”  
 
                 “Fine.”  He tossed the broken display unit to the cardinal.  “I don’t need it anymore.  In a few minutes, news stations all over the planet will have their own copies.”  
 
                 Confusion flashed on Largo’s face.  “Impossible.  I set my public directory under triple-password protected.”  
 
                 “You must have made a mistake,” said Jae-Hoon calmly.  Unafraid of the cardinal, he walked to the door.  
 
                 “You won’t get anywhere.  The police are bound to be here by now.”  
 
                 “Then they had better be more willing to shoot me than you are.”  
 
                 The priest left unhindered, but never saw the police.  Unknown to him or Father Largo, someone had intercepted the call.  
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen: Underground City
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Deep under the earth, Jack clutched the bamboo bars of his prison. The rest of the group was sprawled out on the floor.  The prison guard sat nearby in his chair, asleep.  
 
                 “Hey, you coming to Rome?”  Jack said to himself, remembering the night before. 
 
                 He turned his head and said, “Sure.  I’d love to check it out,” in mockery of himself.  “I’ve never been to Rome.  Sounds great.  Let’s all go and get buried alive with a narcoleptic barbarian.  Hey, Hagar!  How about waking up and passing the water!”  Instead of waking up, the guard snored louder.  Jack tugged at his bamboo prison, which moved less than the guard.  
 
                 “We can’t stay in here forever,” said Zeke.  “They’ll have to release us sooner or later.”  He hoped it would be “sooner.”  He had seen his fill of jail cells. 
 
                 Jack ignored him.  “How did they get bamboo in Italy?” he mused to himself. 
 
                 Ariel turned to Zeke.  “You have a plan?” 
 
                 “Does bamboo even grow here?” the pilot ranted.  No one answered him. 
 
                 “Didn’t it sound like they’re in trouble?”
 
                 “A little, yeah,” said Ariel. 
 
                 “Like they’re being harassed by the Karellan and desperate for some information?”
 
                 “They’re under-supplied,” Daniel observed.  “Spears and skins to outfit their soldiers?  The only high-tech things in this whole city were those attack buggies.” 
 
                 “They went all out on us,” noted Zeke.  “I think they were expecting more useful prisoners.” 
 
                 Jack, still struggling with the bars, gave their cage a kick.  Nothing.  Except a bruised toe.  Frustrated, he sat down with the others.  
 
                 “They’re going to be disappointed,” said Ariel.  
 
                 “Unless we can help them,” Zeke suggested.  The others smiled at the idea.  
 
                 The pilot, however, did not.  “Not that I want to shoot down your plan, seeing as how it’s the only one we’ve got, but I think you’re forgetting that we’re trapped in a cage, have no weapons, and were nearly eaten by a fire-breathing dragon when we were both armed and free.  Could we, perhaps, work out a few more details?”
 
                 “You’re absolutely right,” said Zeke.  
 
                 Jack continued his rant.  “Dragons!  Forget the bamboo, what about the god damn dragon?  Since when did you find them in . . . what?  I’m right?”  
 
                 “Absolutely.  You might be loud and obnoxious, but you’re no fool.”  
 
                 The pilot quieted down.  “So you have any ideas?”  
 
                 “No.  To be honest, I’m stuck on the idea of dragons, too.” 
 
                 “It was real, wasn’t it?”  Ariel sounded half-amazed and half-frightened.  
 
                 “I don’t understand it either,” confessed Daniel.  
 
                 “Micah once told me that the dragon was one of the most universal images in the world.  Some variation of it appears in nearly every mythology and folklore in historical memory,” explained Zeke.  
 
                 “So you think they were real?”  
 
                 “Obviously they’re real.  Until now, no one has ever been able to figure out how the concept of dragons became so widespread.”  
 
                 “I think we’ve solved that mystery,” Daniel said.  “But my question is; if they’re real, why hasn’t anyone seen them in thousands of years?”
 
                 “Here’s a better question,” said Jack.  “How the hell do we get out of here?”  
 
                 “I don’t know,” said Zeke, curling up in a corner of their cage.  “But I’m guessing it’s late by now.  Ask me again in the morning.”  The others agreed that they might think more clearly after resting, and they followed his lead.  
 
    
 
                 “I’ve interrogated the prisoners,” reported Muriel. “They reported leaving a ship near the shore.”  
 
                 Gabriel sat on his throne, deep in thought. “Did you find it?”  
 
                 “Yes we did.  It was inoperable, but we set our mechanics to work on it.”  
 
                 “What was wrong with it?”  
 
                 “Is that relevant?”  Muriel asked, growing impatient with the report. 
 
                 “If they were attacked by a malak, their ship would show signs of that battle.”  
 
                 She took a deep breath.  “There were no signs of a malak attack.  The ship had been hit with an electromagnetic pulse.” 
 
                 “Interesting,” said Gabriel, half to himself.  He had heard tales about exceptionally powerful malak who are capable of manipulating electric energy.  But as far as he knew, they weren’t true.  Just children’s stories.  
 
                 “Father?” said Muriel, examining his face.  “Are you suggesting . . .” 
 
                 “That they may be telling the truth?  We don’t have EMPs, and the Karellan wouldn’t shoot down his own ship.  I want to capture one of his soldiers as much as you, but desire alone won’t make it true.  We must be prepared to accept their story.” 
 
                 Muriel was furious, but she knew it was unwise to display that emotion before her father and king.  “I understand,” was all she said.  She turned and marched away.  
 
                 “Muriel?”  Gabriel called.  She stopped.  “You’re a good daughter, and a devoted soldier.  Keep a guard on them, just in case.”  
 
                 “Yes sir.”  
 
    
 
                 Zeke advances on the church.  Micah is at his side, an old, beat-up sword slung across his back. 
 
                 And he is also inside the church.  Hearing the sounds of two approaching armies, he kneels before the altar.  
 
                 Or does he?  Who is he?  
 
                 He kneels and crosses himself as the shooting starts.  
 
                 At the same time, he watches the Theocratic army start firing shells at them.  The captain shouts an order.  Micah raises his gun.  His old sword is no good in battle.  
 
                 The church shakes.  
 
                 “This isn’t right,” he thought.  “I wasn’t in the church.  What’s happening?”  
 
                 “Zeke?” came a disembodied voice.  Ariel.  
 
                 She was in the church.  
 
                 People cower under pews, but Ariel keeps praying at the altar, showing no fear.  She is here for God, and no army in the world will stop her.  
 
                 Fire explodes.  Zeke is frightened.  His platoon is exposed in the open field.  
 
                 “Zeke, what’s happening?”  Ariel asked through the ether. 
 
                 “We’re dreaming.” 
 
                 The captain signals a charge.  Micah runs.  Zeke follows.  
 
                 A mortar shell lands near the church and an entire row of stained glass windows shatter.  Glass rains inside.  
 
                 “Dreaming?  What?  How?”
 
                 “I don’t know.” 
 
                 The strange voice fills their heads.  “She can exist here through you.  She is important, though there are none who know that yet.”  
 
                 The priest bolts out from his hiding place under a pew.  He runs for the back door.  “Stop!” Ariel yells.  He doesn’t listen.  He tears the door open and leaves. 
 
                 Zeke watches as something catches the Theocratic soldier’s attention.  A man runs out from behind the church.  A priest.  Micah runs for him.  Zeke follows.  But the Theocratic soldiers are closer, and the church is their objective.  
 
                 The battle is loud.  He can’t pick out the individual gunshot that takes down the priest.  The man simply falls. 
 
                 Ariel, however, hears one shot louder than the others.  She knows the priest has fallen.  She feels it.  She adds another name to her prayers.  
 
                 Then the church explodes.  
 
                 Glass and brick rains down from all sides.  Smoke  and fire billow out.  The shockwave from the explosion throws him and Micah to the ground.  Ariel’s concentration is broken and she dives under the sturdy altar.  The Theocratic army flees into the woods, their objective complete.  
 
                 They got up slowly.  Gunshots faded into the distance. Their platoon, pursuing their enemies, left them behind at the church.  
 
                 The church! he thinks.  The people inside.  He felt Ariel, lying beneath the rocks.  But this was just a memory.  He had no control over it.  Instead of saving her, he ran over and started pulling rubble out from the pile.  
 
                 “No, don’t start with the edges.  The people would be inside,” Micah instructed.  Zeke ran up the pile and began throwing rocks into the grass.  
 
                 Light shone through a hazy darkness.  The blurred form of Micah appeared, throwing boulders as if they were pebbles.  His face came into focus.  
 
                 Zeke felt embarrassed about sharing Ariel’s emotions with her.  Looking at Micah, through her eyes, he saw the change immediately.  He looked down at her with an affection Zeke had never known.  Although he had spoken hundreds of times about his feelings for her, but they had all been just words. 
 
                 Until now.  
 
                 Zeke sent out his thoughts.  “Why are you showing me this?”
 
                 “You will need to understand.  This is not the only change she has enacted on your friend.” 
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Be quiet!  I’m enjoying the dream.”  Ariel’s ethereal voice sounded giddy.  
 
                 “My hero,” she said, smiling.  
 
                 Micah grinned.  “I don’t believe in heroes.  Only people.” 
 
   Zeke resumed digging.  He tossed a rock that landed short of the grass.  “Oof!” came a voice, muffled by the rubble.  A person!  By the wall?  He dashed over and started tugging at rocks.  
 
                 “That’s too close to the wall,” 
 
                 “There’s someone here!  I heard him!” 
 
                 Supporting Ariel, Micah made his way over.  He started pulling at rocks with Zeke.  Ariel’s leg was broken, but she cleared away a few stones on her own.  
 
                 They saw clothing.  A uniform.  They threw away more rocks and found an insignia.  The man was a Theocratic lieutenant.  Some more rocks unveiled a badly crushed leg.  He had lost a lot of blood.  They cleared more rocks. 
 
                 Then they found the face.  “Ha!” he shouted, spitting up blood.  
 
                 “Don’t talk,” Micah advised.  
 
                 “We’ll get you out,” said Ariel.  
 
                 The man spat more blood.  “I’ll take no help from a traitor and a heathen!”  
 
                 She straightened up.  “We’re all human.” 
 
                 “Not in the eyes of God.”  He shook  violently.  He needed help, but he refused.  
 
                 His attitude was typical of Theocratic citizens.  Religion was absolute.  There were those for the Church and those against.  Anyone who believed in a higher power and did not ally themselves with the Theocrat was a traitor to their cause.  A traitor to their gods.  Half the rebellion was made up of these traitors.  Pious, devout people.  Good people.  
 
                 Heathens in the eyes of the Unified Theocratic Church. 
 
                 “Leave him,” Zeke suggested.  “He’s an enemy and he doesn’t want our help.”  
 
                 The strong and ruthless Micah Frostbane glanced at the girl.  “She’s right.  We’re all human.  We can’t just leave him.  You get the others.  I’ll stay here.”      
 
    
 
                 A noise in the distance and a tremor through the earth jostles Zeke to consciousness.  His friends are already awake, but he can’t see them in the darkness.  
 
                 “Something’s wrong,” says Ariel.  
 
                 “The cell has been cut open, and when we woke up we found our weapons beside us,” says Daniel.  His voice is outside their cage. 
 
                 Zeke feels around until his hands close over the familiar sheath of his katana.  
 
                 “Guess we have a guardian angel,” Ariel muses.  
 
                 The cave is dark.  Minutes pass, but their eyes don’t adjust. Nothing in the deep cavern is generating light.  “Why is it so dark in here?” 
 
                 “My guess is because the torches went out.”  Jack is still as irreverent as ever.  
 
                 “And the guard?  Is he still . . .” 
 
                 “Shh!”  Ariel interrupts quietly.  “Listen.”  Faint sounds echo down the halls.  Screams. “Something is definitely wrong.” 
 
                 The group pauses.  Silent.  Tense.  Traces of fear creep through them.  At long last, Zeke speaks.  “Well, if we do have a guardian angel, we might as well take advantage of his help.  We need light.  Let’s look for something.”  He begins feeling around the cave.  He feels nothing but smooth rock.  The others make noise.  Bumping into objects.  Patting things down to identify them. 
 
                 “I found the torch!”  Daniel calls softly.  
 
                 “Do we have anything to light it with?”  
 
                 “No good over here,” calls Jack.  “This stuff is all wet and squishy.”  A few dull wet noises confirm this.  
 
                 “I think I’ve got a lighter,” says Ariel.  She follows Daniel’s voice until she finds him.  He holds the torch out to her.  Sparks flicker.  A small flame ignites.  The torch moves into the light.  Flames rise from it. A soft glow fills the room.  
 
                 A quick glance shows Jack standing near the mutilated body of the guard.  A cleft runs down his torso.  His innards spilled out on the floor.  Jack jumps back quickly, instinctively wiping his hands on his pants.  “What happened to him?”  
 
                 “Looks like he was eaten,” said Zeke.  
 
                 “Eaten?  You’d think there’d be more bite marks and less . . . well, less of the guard,” ranted the pilot.  “It looks more like something was curious to see if human beings were reversible.” 
 
                 “I don’t like this.  What’s going on?”  Ariel repeats.  
 
                 “Shh!” urges Daniel.  The four become silent.  The creeping fear grows stronger.  A new sound comes down the hallway.  Heavy breathing.  
 
                 From a large animal.   
 
                 They hear a dull thumping.  Rhythmic.  Something is moving.  A small red glow appears down the tunnel.  It grows larger quickly.  
 
                 “This could be bad,” Daniel states.
 
                 They dive out of the way as the dragon bounds into the cavern.  It turns on Jack, belching fire.  He leaps backward quickly.  The flame hits the dead guard.  Flesh hisses and boils.  An unpleasant smell fills the room.  
 
                 The dragon stands in the door, trapping them in the room and pinning Jack against the wall.  He tries to run, but the dragon nuzzles him back into place.  He takes out his wallet.  “Fine!  Take my money!  Just don’t cook me!” he shouts, throwing the small bundle at the dragon.  It growls deep.  Disturbing.  “Why do these things always go for me?  Am I carrying dragon-nip?  Go eat someone else!”  
 
                 “Stay back,” says Zeke.  
 
                 “You know, not much of a choice there!”  Jack calls.  
 
                 Daniel hands the torch to Ariel and levels his shotgun, waiting for an opening.  Zeke is already rushing the dragon with his sword.  The beast growls at him, baring its fangs.  His blade slides between the teeth, deep into the dragon’s mouth.  
 
                 It roars a painful, choking howl and coughs up dark blood, covering Jack.  “Charming,” he says, wiping his eyes clean.  “I’m sure this will be the new cologne hitting all the ritzy stores next year.” 
 
                 The dragon tries to charge Zeke, but can’t build up much speed in the small cave.  The fighter holds his ground and slashes hard when the monster is near.  
 
                 It falls.  
 
                 It hits the ground rolling, taking Zeke with it.  He flails the sword, aiming to hit anything he can reach.  He strikes the dragon in the haunches.  The dragon roars, but gets to his feet with no new injuries.  
 
                 It rakes its claws across his chest.  
 
                 He stumbles back seeping blood gently.  Ariel catches him, but only for a moment.  He quickly pulls himself back to his feet and slashes the dragon.  
 
                 The beast rears back, roaring.  Zeke leaps forward.  As the dragon comes back to the ground, it impales itself hard on the sword, pushing the fighter to the ground.  
 
                 But the monster is hurt.  It turns and runs down the tunnel, trailing blood. 
 
                 Daniel offers his hand.  Zeke takes it, pulling himself to his feet.  “Take the others somewhere safe.  I’ll meet up with you later,” he orders the boy. 
 
                 Ariel is outraged.  “And what are you doing?” 
 
                 “It’s time to help,” he says.  He turns and chases after the dragon.  
 
                 “Guess we better go,” Daniel says as he grabs Ariel’s arm.  “No point sticking around here.  He pulls her down the tunnel.  Jack gives up trying to clean himself, picks up his crow bar, and follows. 
 
    
 
                 In the city commons, Muriel interrogates a small gathering of soldiers.  She is dressed for battle in worn leathers, with a wooden bow and a quiver of arrows. 
 
                 The makeshift fashion of her city. 
 
                 “It appears that our west wall has been breached,” their captain reports.  “Draugr are pouring into the city.”  
 
                 She swears under her breath.  “Those dragon trainers!  They led them here.”   Trusting her instincts.  Acting harshly, mercilessly.  Those are the traits of a powerful soldier.  I could have stopped them if it weren’t for my father’s orders, she thinks.  
 
                 “Lady Muriel, what are your orders?”  
 
                 My father.  This time she thinks of him not as a warrior-king, but an aging man.  “Where is my father?” she asks the soldier.  
 
                 “Lord Gabriel is defending the civilian residencies,” he replies.  
 
                 Muriel issues her orders.  “Secure the breached gate then purge the draugr from the city.”  The Karellan will not gain the slightest ground while she is still alive.  
 
                 They will not be forced out of their homes.  
 
                 “Yes, my lady,” says the man with a bow.  As he turns to relay the orders to his troops, a dragon skids into the room.  Instinctively, the men attack.  The captain draws a sword.  The weapon is sturdy, but dulled with age. 
 
                 They remember years ago, taking down a live dragon.  It was strong, but they beat it into submission.  It is now a legend among them, a song sung at feasts.  Their king and his daughter wear the beast’s skin.  But Muriel knows better.  That was years ago.  Their fighters were younger, stronger.  They had wasted many of their resources bringing it down.  They stand before this dragon completely helpless.  
 
                 A ready and willing buffet.  
 
                 “Go now!” she shouts.  “Deliver my orders!”  The dragon has already taken down several men.  The captain nods and orders the survivors to follow.  
 
                 The monster seems panicked.  Frantic.  It doesn’t follow them.  Ariel looks closer and notices a trail of blood.  A slight wave of relief swims through the magic fear caused by the dragon.  You’ve been hurt.  
 
                 She pulls the bow off her back and draws an arrow.  She nocks the arrow and is ready to let loose when Zeke rushes into the room, behind the monster.  “You!” she shouts angrily. 
 
                 “Yes, me.” 
 
                 “You brought this on us!”
 
                 “Do you want to argue now or after we’ve been charred and digested?”
 
                 “You’re here to help?”  Her untrusting eyes glare at him.  
 
                 “Of course I am.” 
 
                 “Thank you, but that won’t be necessary.”  She draws back the arrow and lets it fly.  The arrow imbeds itself deep in the dragon’s eye.  The monster roars in pain, but it easily reaches up and pulls the arrow out. 
 
                 “Nice shot.  Here I thought your arrows would pack the punch those grenades lacked,” he says sarcastically.  “You’re getting my help whether you want it or not.”  
 
                 “Fine but . . .” 
 
                 “Not now!”  The dragon snaps its jaws between them.  They jump back, a sword slashing down on its neck.  Muriel sets another arrow.  Zeke hacks again.  The dragon turns its entire body around to face him.  Its tail knocks Muriel off her feet.  
 
                 The dragon spits fire at the swordsman.  He dodges by rolling between the dragon’s legs.  He spies blood and stabs up at the open wound in the monster’s belly.  The beast howls.  It rears up briefly.  A large, clawed foot comes down near his head.  
 
                 He rolls quickly away from the dragon. 
 
    
 
                 The escaping prisoners run through torch-lit tunnels.  
 
                 “Where are we going?”  Ariel asks, breaking free of Daniel’s grasp.  
 
                 “Someplace safe,” he says, repeating orders. 
 
                 “Not that I want to argue,” says Jack, “But where exactly is safe?”  They look around.  The tunnel ahead of them is long, straight, and empty.  Exactly the same as behind them.  
 
                 After ten years of running and hiding from danger, Ariel has had enough.  “We don’t have to run.  We’re armed.  You heard Zeke.  These people need our help. And there’s far too much commotion for just one monster.”  
 
                 “What are you suggesting?” asks Jack.  
 
                 “Let’s go hunting.” 
 
                 Daniel thinks for a moment.  Why does he just assume we can’t handle ourselves?  “I’m in,” he tells them.  
 
                 The pilot shrugs.  “What the hell.  Count me in, too.”  He spins the crowbar in one hand and strikes a pose.  “Let’s bust some heads,” he says.  
 
    
 
                 Draugr swarm through the caves.  The strategy is to clear out a safe zone for the citizens.  To create a front with the draugr instead of a melee.  The chore is difficult.  Citizens cower in their homes, hiding.  The draugr are strong and not easily deterred by the weapons of the wild men.  Little progress is made.  
 
                 Gabriel faces the draugr in full dragon-scale armor.  He smashes heads with a heavy war hammer.  It is the finest gear in the city.  He uses it boldly, but he struggles.  
 
                 Other soldiers are not so well-equipped.  
 
                 “Who let these over-ripe bastards in here?” he shouts, swinging furiously.  The hammer connects with the neck of a draugr, launching it a short distance into the air.  It falls, unmoving.  “This smell is never going to come out!  Goddam Karellan!”
 
                 He swings down hard in front of him.  A draugr crumples to the ground.  Something hits him from behind.  He falls.  Rolling over, he sees a monster with heavy claws.  It slashes madly.  Gabriel is unhurt through the dragon scales, but the creature is strong, and he struggles to force his way back up.  
 
                 Boom!
 
                 The gunshot sounds like a cannon, reverberating through the tunnels.  Ariel fires calmly, precisely.  She clears out a small area, pushing monsters back.  
 
                 Daniel extends his hand to Gabriel.  The king takes it and pulls himself to his feet.  “Thank you, my boy.”  
 
                 “We thought you could use a hand,” he shouts over the gunfire.  
 
                 “I think you’re right.  There are too many of them.”  A draugr rushes him.  He casually swings his hammer, stopping the charge.  
 
                 “We’re on your side,” Ariel states.  She reloads the gun and Jack takes over, fending off monsters with his crow bar.  
 
                 “You are honorable people,” says the cave lord.  “I am truly sorry that we mistook you for the Karellan’s men.”  
 
                 Daniel pushes him to once side and blasts a group of advancing draugr.  “We can talk later.  What’s our plan?”  
 
                 A plan.  Four extra fighters would not turn the tide in this battle.  As much as Gabriel despised the thought, he only had one option.  “Would it be too much to ask of you to assist in our evacuation?”
 
    
 
                 The dragon spins, confused.  The two humans circle it.  The behemoth is strong, but still doesn’t want to turn its back on either of them.  Muriel nocks an arrow.  The dragon lunges at her, but stops when the bolt punches cleanly through its wing.  
 
                 It takes a deep breath.  
 
                 Zeke knocks Muriel out of the way as flames hit the wall behind them.  
 
                 “How much more do we have to hit this thing?  Don’t they ever get tired?” he asks between breaths.  
 
                 “I don’t know.  We only ever brought down one,” she confesses.  “And we had a lot of firepower to help us.” 
 
                 “Then why are we fighting?  We should evacuate!”  The dragon spins.  Its powerful tail speeds toward them.  Zeke bats it up with his sword.  It thunders against the wall behind them.  
 
                 “I won’t leave my home.  There’s no glory in running.”  
 
                 “There’s no shame in it, either.  You don’t want to die here.”  Scaly claws reach for her.  She looses an arrow into the hand.  The monster scrapes it against the floors and walls, trying to pull the arrow out.  
 
                 There’s no time to persuade the stubborn warrior, and Zeke sees his opening.  “Fine.  You want to stay here and die?  Here’s our chance.”  He leaps onto the back of the behemoth and stabs hard.  The blade pierces, but not very deep.  The dragon jerks forward, throwing him over its shoulder.  
 
                 Muriel stands above him.  “Any more ideas, hot shot?”
 
                 The dragon snaps.  Zeke leaps to the side and brings his blade down on the beast’s neck.  A bloodless gash appears.  It swings its head, retaliating.  Muriel shoots an arrow at its throat.  It bounces off harmlessly, but attracts the monster’s attention.  The monster slowly advances toward her.  
 
                 Gabriel bursts into the commons, skidding to a stop.  “God damn!  How did that thing get past our guards?”
 
                 Zeke runs at one of the hind legs.  He throws all his weight into his blade.  The blow has enough power to run through the scaly limb.  The dragon falls back on its injured leg and howls furiously.  “Go on!  Get out now!  I’ll keep it distracted!”  His words are lost over the roar, but Gabriel understands. 
 
                 “Muriel, we’re evacuating.” 
 
                 “I can’t leave!” she shouts, waving at the dragon.  “I have to . . .”  
 
                 “Don’t argue!”  Gabriel bellows as loudly as the beast.  “We need you alive.”  
 
                 “But the intruder . . .” 
 
                 “. . . offered to help us!  Let him!”  
 
                 The dragon begins to steady itself on its good legs.  Smoke billows from its nostrils.  “Go now!” shouts Zeke.  
 
                 “No time to argue.”  The powerful man lifts his daughter off the ground.  She struggles, but Gabriel holds fast.  He throws her over his shoulder and runs off.  
 
                 Zeke, alone with the animal, pulls his sword free.  The dragon roars again and spins to face him.  Its jaws work fast, snapping shut over his shoulder.  The bite is surprisingly weak.  Its teeth don’t clamp very hard, but it burns painfully. 
 
                 He lets go of his sword.  
 
                 The dragon releases him and kicks him over effortlessly.  It pins the fighter to the ground with its massive foot and looms over him.  
 
                 He struggles, weakened by the bite.  
 
                 Suddenly, the dragon’s eyes go blank.  Zeke feels the pressure on him lessen as the beast goes limp.  He breaks free and rolls out of the way as the massive body slams into the ground.  
 
                 Standing weakly, he sees an enormous gash running down the dragon’s back, eviscerating the powerful monster.  “Guardian angel, huh?”  Picking up his sword, he runs off after the others, leaving the corpse of the dragon alone with its killer. 
 
                 A large ghostly figure hides in a dark corner of the room, holding two massive swords stained with dragon blood. 
 
    
 
                 Jack, Daniel and Ariel fight alongside poorly equipped soldiers.  Draugr pursue them.  Up ahead, frightened citizens hurry to the exit. 
 
                 A nasty-looking monster pushes its way close to Daniel.  He empties his shotgun into its chest.  The body falls back and lands on another draugr.  A third one closes in.  Daniel aims the gun.  
 
                 Click. 
 
                 Shit, he thinks.  Lost count!  There is a dull thud and the draugr stumbles.  Jack swings his crow bar again, stopping the monster forever.  “I got your back.  Don’t worry.”  
 
                 “Cover me!  I need to reload.”  Ariel’s pistol fires.  He checks his pockets for spare shells.  Nothing.  He gives up searching for shotgun ammunition and pulls out his pistol.  
 
                 “I’m running a bit low myself!”  As Ariel’s firing slows, Daniel begins to fend off the monsters.  
 
                 A wounded figure limps out of a connecting tunnel, clutching his shoulder.  He’s hurt, but still powerful.  With one hand, he fights his way to his friends.  
 
                 “Zeke!”  Daniel shouts. 
 
                 Ariel spies his shoulder.  Wet blood stains on his dark clothes.  “You’re hurt!”  
 
                 “I’m fine, really,” he answers through gritted teeth.  “If you’ll pardon the cliché, it’s just a scratch.”  
 
                 “We have to get you out of here,” she insists. 
 
                 Daniel’s pistol clicks.  “That’s something we might consider, too.”  
 
                 “Jack, you still have our backs,” Ariel asks.  
 
                 “I’m your man,” he says, giving a confident twirl of his bar.  She pulls Zeke’s arm around her shoulder.  Daniel does the same with the other.  
 
                 They run.  
 
    
 
                 A healthy number of survivors crowded around the city’s gate.  It was morning, just after dawn.  Soldiers had been pulling them out of the city for the last hour.  A few had been counting, tracking their numbers carefully.  
 
                 Gabriel stood closest to the gate.  His hammer in his hand, ready in case anything unsavory should pop out of their tunnels.  
 
                 A captain approached the grizzly king.  “Lord Gabriel, we’ve suffered minimal casualties.  All our citizens are accounted for.  Shall we seal the entrance?”
 
                 “Not yet,” he answered, eyes fixed on the side of the hill.  
 
                 A voice sounded from beside him.  “Father, are you actually waiting for those intruders?”  
 
                 Gabriel turned his head to reprimand his daughter.  “Watch your pride.  They are no longer our prisoners.  They are our guests, and we are in their debt.” 
 
                 Muriel seethed.  “Yes father.” 
 
                 “Don’t be ashamed of your mistakes, and don’t be too proud to accept their help.”  
 
                 “Lord Gabriel!” shouted a soldier, interrupting his lecture.  “Something is coming!”
 
                 The wild man raised his hammer.  “Draugr or human?”
 
                 “I don’t know sir.”  
 
                 “Ready your bows, men, but do not attack without my order!”  The men raised their weapons and aimed for the gate.  
 
                 Daniel and Ariel burst into the light, carrying the wounded swordsman.  Jack and a small band of injured soldiers dashed out behind them.  They saw the legion of archers aiming at them.  Startled, they dropped Zeke.  
 
                 He grunted as he hits the ground.  “Next time I’ll call for an ambulance,” he said, too quiet for anyone to hear.  
 
                 “That’s all of them!” roared Lord Gabriel.  “Seal the gate!”  He lifted Zeke off the ground and retreated away from the tunnel.  Everyone else followed his lead.  
 
                 An explosion sounded close behind them, echoing down the tunnel.  Dust and smoke spewed out from the entrance.  Rocks fell. 
 
                 A man with a radio reported, “We’ve received confirmation.  The two secondary gates have been sealed as well.”  
 
                 Gabriel spat.  “Let the bastards rot in the underworld.”  
 
                 Muriel approached Daniel forcefully.  She looked like she was going to say something, but hesitated.  “Thank you.  For your help, that is.”  
 
                 It was not the most sincere expression of gratitude Daniel had ever heard.  “Don’t worry about it.  We do this sort of thing all the time,” he answered weakly.  
 
                 “We’re very sorry about the loss of your home,” contributed Ariel.  
 
                 “The Karellan will pay dearly for this intrusion.”  Muriel spoke with clenched fists and gritted teeth.  
 
                 Gabriel turned to his daughter.  “Do not be too swift to swear vengeance.  We lost today against un-human monsters because we have no supplies or equipment.  Waging war against the Karellan would undoubtedly mean our deaths.”  
 
                 Daniel cringed at the mention of draugr being un-human.  “The Karellan has many monsters at his disposal.  He’s done this before in Lower Nifelheim.” 
 
                 Ariel wasn’t listening.  “If I might interrupt,” she said urgently in her voice, “I think Zeke passed out.” 
 
                 Gabriel rushed over to the fallen warrior and tore his shirt at the shoulder.  Blood poured out.  “This wound is serious.  The bite is deep, and dragon venom is not something to be taken lightly.” 
 
                 “Is he going to die?” asked Jack with genuine fear. 
 
                 “Our medics can dress the wound and probably stop the bleeding, but his fate will be in God’s hands.”  
 
                 God’s hands!  Daniel remembered his mission.  “Sandalphon!” he shouts.  
 
                 The others look at him confused.  “What was that?” asks Ariel. 
 
                 “Sandalphon.  The man we came to see.  He can heal Zeke!”  Daniel turned to the grizzly king.  “Lord Gabriel, we need to get to a place called Isola Delangelo.  It’s a small island, about three kilometers off the coast of Rome.  It’s where we were headed before we were shot down.” 
 
                 “Muriel,” called Gabriel without hesitation.  
 
                 “Yes father?” she said, stepping forward. 
 
                 “Have your mechanics reported the status of their ship yet?”  
 
                 “Nothing serious.  Minor repairs.  They should have it operational by now.” 
 
                 Jack felt a sinking feeling in his stomach.  He had worked on his ship for twelve hours after they had been shot down.  “Minor repairs?” he repeated quietly.  
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                 The remainder of their journey was uneventful.  The small group was mostly quiet.  Ariel spent every minute in the cargo bay with Zeke, where the Roman people had set up a bed for him.  Jack and Daniel stayed up front.  They left the door to the cargo bay open so they could hear immediate updates on Zeke’s health.  
 
                 “And if you look out of the windows to your right, you’ll see the former plate city of Rome.”  Jack called through the door to Ariel, “You interested?”
 
                 “No thank you,” she responded.  “I’ve seen it.” 
 
                 “Bad memories?” asked Daniel, who suddenly realized he knew very little about her.
 
                 “You ever meet a survivor with good memories?”  
 
                 “You and Zeke are both survivors?”  
 
                 “Yes.”  She was quiet. Introspective.  “We both lost everything in the conflict.  Zeke has never been the same since it happened.” 
 
                 “Micah?”  He had heard the name before, and sensed that this man was significant.  Maybe Ariel could tell him more.  
 
                 “Yes,” she said, hesitating.  “He was Zeke’s best friend, and the only family he ever knew.  When he disappeared, Zeke didn’t take it well.  And I . . .”  She stopped. 
 
   There was a long pause.  The conversation was over.  Daniel didn’t press it.  
 
   Eventually, Jack spoke.  “We should be at your coordinates any minute.  So what exactly are we looking for?”  
 
   “The island of Elijah.  He’s the head of my order.” 
 
   “Order?” asked Jack.  “You in some sort of secret society?”  
 
   “You could say that.”  
 
   “Well, you’d better help me look then.  Those secret islands can be sneaky.” 
 
   Daniel pointed to a growing speck of green on the ocean.  “There it is.  Not as wily as you expected.”  Jack took the ship down.  
 
    
 
   Zeke woke up, wrapped in bandages.  
 
   There were two people in the room with him.  He instantly recognized Daniel, who also noticed him immediately.  The other man was a stranger.  At first glance, he appeared younger than Daniel.  Perhaps sixteen or seventeen.  But something was wrong.  His hair was gray with age, and he carried himself with a grace and dignity rarely found in youth.  
 
   Daniel called the stranger over to the bed.  
 
   Zeke looked around.  The room appeared to be a cross between a hospital and someone’s living room.  His bed was lush and soft.  The floor was carpeted, and the room was furnished like a home, but the shelves were lined with medical supplies.  “Where am I?” 
 
   The stranger glided over to him.  “Shh.  Rest now.  I’ve removed the venom of the dragon, but the wound will still require time to heal.  We can talk later.”  
 
   “This is Sandalphon,” Daniel explained proudly.  “He is the head of my order and a very powerful healer.”  
 
   The stranger smiled.  “Please, that title is too formal.  I may no longer be human, but you may still use my human name.  Call me Elijah.”  
 
   “Elijah?”  Sandalphon?”  Zeke’s head clouded.  He felt tired and could only think of going back to sleep.  
 
   “Please rest.  You will heal quickly.  Daniel already told me your story.  When you are healed, there is much to discuss.  Until then, you are my guests.”  
 
   Zeke was already asleep. 
 
    
 
   Abandoned by Daniel after their arrival, Ariel and Jack had spent the better part of the day wandering around the island, trying to figure out the Order of Sandalphon.  
 
   The island was small.  Most of it was taken up by the complex.  On one side, a trail led down to the beach, a small farm, and a landing area.  The island was heavily fortified.  Almost military.  But the inhabitants were more like monks than soldiers.  
 
   A paranoid religious sect in an age of fear.  
 
   Being a small island, and having little else to do, the two guests explored it quite thoroughly.  Ariel was fond of the view from the tallest tower.  Jack insisted on making frequent sweeps of the cafeteria.  But after returning to their favorite places hour after hour, they were tired and bored, and they now rested in the commons area.  
 
   The room was dark and quiet.  The monks rose early every day, so they were in bed by nine.  There were only two sources of light.  One was the moon, shining through the skylight, the only window in the room.  The others were display lights, shining on a small assortment of weapons mounted on the wall.  
 
   “Such odd things to find in a place like this.”  Ariel examined them closely.  Two swords, a spear, a bow, a hammer, and a metal staff.  Despite all being weapons, they didn’t seem to make a fitting collection.  
 
   “They don’t seem like a violent bunch,” observed Jack. 
 
   “I don’t think they want to use them.  They’re very ornate.  Maybe they’re just decorations.”  
 
   “You have a good eye for beauty,” said Elijah.  He and Daniel came through the door from the infirmary.  “But unfortunately, we do not keep them for enjoyment.”  
 
   “Oh, Mr. Sandalphon.  How is Zeke?”  Ariel asked.  
 
   “He is doing well.  Our skills were more than enough to repair his wound.”  Elijah smiled.  Although he appeared very young, he spoke slowly.  Carefully.  Like an old man in a child’s body.  His aura felt comforting.  Almost fatherly.  And Ariel felt a wave when he told her Zeke had recovered.  
 
   “So if you don’t mind me asking,” said Jack, “what is the arsenal for?  Some of your boys have a mean streak in them?”
 
   Elijah laughed politely.  “No, we try to avoid violence.  We hold these weapons because of our duty.  We have been entrusted as keepers of an archive of lore.  I believe you’ve heard of this, The Book of the Angel Razael.” 
 
   A look of worried recognition flashed across Ariel’s face.  “That’s the book from Rome.  The one the Karellan has now.” 
 
   “That’s right.  Are you aware of its importance?”  
 
   Ariel shook her head, knowing only what Micah had said years before.  “No.” 
 
   “It is a book containing the wisdom of God.  The long-forgotten power that created this world.  It is a book of magic.”  
 
   A hush fell over the group.  No one was sure how to react to the thought.  Even Daniel seemed to be hearing this for the first time.  Magic was unheard of, but they had witnessed some strange things recently.  Could it be possible?   
 
   “Once, long ago, we lost the book.  It was taken in battle, and those who lust for power used it to create powerful and dangerous weapons.  Those are the weapons you see before you now.  It was our duty to reclaim them.  We spent several thousand years searching, but finally we found them all.  Now, we simply protect them.”  
 
   Ariel looked at the spear, resting on the wall.  Created with the wisdom of God? she thought.  She slowly reached out to touch it.  
 
   “I see you have taken an exceptional interest in this one,” the sage noted.  
 
   Suddenly aware that she was being watched, she drew back.  “Oh, it’s nothing much.  Just an old habit.”  During the war, training with melee weapons was required of the resistance fighters.  Under-funded and under-supplied, ammunition shortages were a constant threat.  Most soldiers blew off melee training as a joke.  But for Ariel, it meant extra time with Micah.  He had said she was a natural lancer.  Almost a shame that she fought with a rifle. 
 
   “It is a fine weapon, as far as weapons can be fine,” explained Elijah.  “This one belonged to a powerful ruler from the north.  He named it Gungnir and claimed that when used as a javelin, it always hit its mark.  He had given the hammer to his son, also a very powerful man.  That one is called Mjolnir.”  
 
   “They have names?” said Jack.  
 
   “Of course they do.”  He picked up a slim broadsword from its hooks.  “This blade is Durandal.  The bow is called Gandiva.”  He nodded to the sword near the spot Jack leaned against the wall.  “That was the sword of an English king.  It was once called Caliburn, although you’re probably familiar with a different name.”  
 
   Ariel paused for a minute, thinking.  Caliburn?
 
   “Excalibur?” she asked.  
 
   Jack jumped, as if the sword itself might attack him.  “Holy sausages!  King Arthur’s sword?  The real thing?”  
 
   “None other.”  Elijah gave a slight nod.  
 
   “I get it.”  Jack strode forward, confidently.  He spoke like a cop interrogating a suspect.  “I understand.  Your job is to cover up history, right?  To hide the past from the world?  Convince us it never happened.  Well I’m on to you!  I just have one question, buddy.”  The enthusiasm in his voice disappeared instantly.  “Why on Earth would you want to do that?  That’s crazy.  Even I don’t believe that.”  
 
   “Our job is merely to guard the tools that humanity may use to destroy itself.  That is all.  Memory is a poor facility of the mind, I’m afraid.  Over time, all stories will either fade into legend or be forgotten.  Yet, it is merely a side-effect of our task.”  
 
   Jack gaped at Excalibur.  “I’ll bet.  It’s going to take me a while to get used to this whole King-Arthur-was-real thing.” 
 
   “You’re more of a blunt force kind-of-guy, though,” said Daniel.  “Maybe you’d prefer this.”  He motioned toward the staff, grinning subtly.  
 
   Jack walked to the staff as Elijah explained, “That is the Staff of Son Wukong.  I recovered that one personally.  I walked all the way to China for it.  It has the unique ability to extend or retract to any size the user desires.”  
 
   “Now that’s a weapon that fits me perfectly,” Jack said proudly. 
 
   A familiar voice joined the conversation.  “I’ll agree with that.  Son Wukong was the king of the monkeys.”  They turned.  Zeke stood in the infirmary door, rotating his bandaged arm.  
 
   “You’re okay!” shouted Ariel, running to him.  
 
   “I feel great,” he said in disbelief.  “I thought it would take weeks to recover.”  
 
   “Oh no,” said Elijah.  “We can’t have that.  We’ve got a special task for you.” 
 
   “Yeah, about that,” Zeke started.  “Now that I’m awake, how about explaining why everyone under the sun seems so interested in me these days?”
 
   Elijah nodded gravely.  “Please, Master Branderlief, come with me.”  
 
    
 
                 The old man led them deep into the earth below the island.  They walked through a labyrinth of unmarked hallways, down countless flights of stairs into sub-basements that must have stretched deep beneath the sea.  By the time they reached the dead end, only Elijah remembered the way back up.  
 
                 They were on the threshold of another world.  The air was thick and salty, but not like the open breeze on the ocean.  It was stagnant.  Silent.  Dead.  The sage stood at the end of the hallway as if it were another door.  He reached out his hand and gently touched it.  The wall began to ripple, as if it were a pond disturbed by his touch.  The ripples grew larger until the wall vanished, revealing another long hallway.  
 
                 Only Jack seemed surprised, and then only slightly.  This tomb-like labyrinth felt unearthly.  Feats of magic did not seem impossible here.  
 
                 “Guarding the book was a task entrusted to me long ago when my brother, Enoch, gave in to its power,” explained Elijah as he led them through the hallway.  “As I mentioned, I have failed to protect it in the past. Several thousand years ago our complex was breached in a battle.  The book was stolen, but its captors did not understand its power.  They used it merely to create the weapons, and nothing more.”  
 
                 Soon, the hallway reached another dead end.  As before, Elijah reached out and touched the wall.  This time, it burst into flames and disintegrated into ash in a matter of seconds.  They continued down the hall. 
 
                 “However, three hundred years ago it was stolen again.  The man who took it found the power to unify the world under religion.  This man became the first High Theocrat.  In time, he succeeded in using the book to summon the malak to the world, driving people to his church for protection.  It made him very powerful.” 
 
                 On the surface, the suggestion may have been horrifying.  In the labyrinth of tunnels, however, it was a grim reality.  Daniel and Jack were not shocked to learn this.  Zeke and Ariel had known it for ten years.  
 
                 “But although the Theocrat was more intelligent than any who had held the book before, even he could only employ a fraction of its power.  He was not wise enough to learn the true nature of the book.”  
 
                 Zeke had already guessed how the story ended. “And then came the Karellan.” 
 
                 Around them, the hallway began to change into a stone tunnel.  “I tried to stop it.  When the resistance grew strong enough, I sponsored a mission to retrieve the book.  Ezekiel, you were part of that mission.”  He made no mention of Ariel.  Perhaps even the wise Sandalphon couldn’t see everything.  
 
                 “But the mission failed,” continued the sage.  “Rome collapsed, and the book was lost.  But someone found it.  Someone wise enough to surpass the strength of the Unified Theocracy.  That person is the Karellan.”  
 
                 The tunnel narrowed abruptly.  Elijah again placed his hands, on the dead end before them.  This time the rock seemed to push outward, creating a new tunnel.  
 
                 “Daniel has told me about his plans, and he told me about your fight with Metatron.  I know he is intelligent enough to use the book for his own purposes.  And although I can not say why, I also know he has chosen you to receive the power to fight the malak.”  
 
                 Zeke was not prepared for that surprise.  “What?”  
 
                 “The Karellan chose him?” asked Ariel.  
 
                 “Yes.” 
 
                 Jack chimed in.  “So just to check, I’m not the only one freaked out by all this stuff?  Because you all seemed pretty laid-back about it until now.” 
 
                 The tunnel opened into a cavern, where a large hole opened in the floor beneath them.  “Do not be afraid.”  Elijah stepped into the hole.  A strong wind grew out of the hole, pushing up on him, slowing his fall.  The others hesitated, but followed.  First Daniel, willingly following his leader.  Then Zeke and Ariel. 
 
                 Jack was the last.  “See?  That’s what I mean,” he called into the ground.  “Everyone is perfectly fine about leaping into a dark pit at the bottom of the sea?”  
 
                 There was no answer.  “Fine,” he said, and leapt in after them.  
 
                 He landed soon after.  The others had waited for him, Elijah still briefing them. 
 
                 “Whatever the Karellan’s motives are, he has given us a window of opportunity.  The book has been damaged over time, and some pages remain with us.  Those are the pages that deal with weaponry.  They are the pages that teach physical strength and summoning ethereal power.  In essence, they teach the power to destroy malak.”  
 
                 Ahead of them was a small door.  Elijah approached it and pushed it open with his bare hands.  Inside was a sturdy, concrete room.  There was only one thing in this room.  
 
                 A pedestal with a thin section of a damaged book.  
 
                 “Ezekiel, the Karellan chose you for his plans.  That means you are the only one who can receive this power.  With these pages, you can learn how to destroy the malak and Metatron.”  
 
                 Zeke eyed up the pedestal.  He approached slowly.  This was the book he had been sent to Rome for.  The book that put the Karellan in power and made him set loose the malak and the draugr.  The book that led to the attack on Nifelheim.  The book that led to Charlie and Emily’s deaths, and Jae-Hoon’s breakdown.  
 
                 He hated it as much as a human being could hate an inanimate object.  Speaking almost without thinking, he said, “Give me one reason why I should accept your help.  Give me one reason why I should use this book.”  
 
                 “The Karellan needs these pages too.  Their power is the only way to stop him.  Only by defeating him and recovering the rest of the book can we prevent the Resurrection of God.”  
 
                 That didn’t sound so bad.  “The Resurrection of God?” he asked. 
 
                 “Yes.  The Rapture.  The end of the world.”  
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eighteen: The Governors’ Ambitions
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Castrating harpy bitch! he thought as Lilith burst into the office.  Jae-Hoon never felt comfortable giving reports with her in the room.  She had, in his opinion, reduced a noble and respectable man to a groveling bureaucrat.  
 
                 “Are you still obsessing about that silly data?” she asked snidely.  The question did not come as a surprise.  Both men knew she was there as a spy.  
 
                 “Actually, yes,” Dumah replied.  “I was just debriefing Jae-Hoon now.”  
 
                 Hear that, bitch! cried out Jae-Hoon’s thoughts.  Go run to your boss!  The damage has already been done!
 
                 “So everyone already knows about the Karellan’s hobby,” she said flippantly.  
 
                 Hobby?  Devil woman!  I’ll kill you!  The Slayer screamed internally.  He made me murder all those people!  Hobby?  You monster!
 
                 Lilith continued, oblivious to the subconscious vilification.  “Big deal.  What are you going to do?  Incite a rebellion?”  
 
   “We have to do something.”  
 
   She stood tall, hovering over her husband, who sat slumped in his chair.  “Forget about the Karellan.  It is not your place to question your superiors.  You may not like the system, but you have to learn to accept it.  You are part of it.” 
 
   Dumah stood.  At his full height he towered over Lilith.  “That, my dear, is exactly the reason why it will never change.” 
 
   “Ha!  Take that!” shouted Jae-Hoon, surprised at his own outburst.  The other two stared at him curiously for a moment then went back to their argument.  
 
   “So you think a rebellion is the answer?”  Lilith pushed past him and sat in his chair, swinging her feet up onto the desk.  He dress slid back slightly up her legs.  
 
   Neither man was interested.  
 
   “Whether or not you convinced a handful of first class citizens means nothing. The Karellan will still have an army of supporters.  What do you have?  A second-rate militia equipped for fighting nothing more dangerous than monsters.”  
 
   Dumah looked at her for a moment, dreading what he had to say.  “No, you’re right.  Rebellion won’t work.”  He tried not to act defeated. 
 
   She laughed.  “Just as I thought.  You don’t have any idea.” 
 
   “I didn’t say that,” he countered.  “We don’t have strength for a rebellion.  But we might have support for an assassination.”  
 
   Her eyes widened.  Her feet dropped back to the floor.  “You’re joking.”  Silence.  “You can’t kill him.  He’s too strong,” she pleaded nervously.  
 
                 “Then we’ll have to find someone who can hold his own in a fight.”  He turned to Jae-Hoon.  “Do you think you’re up for it?”  
 
                 He hesitated.  The Karellan was a fraud and a murderer, but he was still the Hierophant.  To go against him would mean both hypocrisy and treason.  
 
                 Or atonement.  
 
                 “Don’t make me laugh,” said Lilith.  “Pitting your Slayer against the Karellan?  Not a chance.  He is a survivor of the Roman Conflict.  He trains every day.  He’s just as strong as he was ten years ago.  You’d need to find one hell of an assassin.” 
 
                 Jae-Hoon didn’t have to think.  The idea hit him instantly.  “Branderlief.”  
 
                 “What?” they said together. 
 
                 “The Karellan was in Rome?  So was Branderlief.  The Karellan trains every day?  So does Branderlief.  He’s the strongest person I know.  He just has to be strong enough.”  
 
                 Dumah looked interested.  Then his eyes dropped with disappointment.  “He’d never do it.  Not if I’m involved.  He doesn’t trust me.”  
 
                 Lilith laughed.  “That’s right.  You can’t even ask him.  Warrior’s pride, right?  Or is it shame?  Adam, you’re getting boring in your old age.”  
 
                 Jae-Hoon wouldn’t give up.  “What about Daniel?”
 
                 “The Raven of Memory?” asked Lilith.  
 
                 “Yeah.  If Uzuki agreed to help us, Branderlief would probably agree as well.” 
 
                 “You want the Raven of Memory to help assassinate the Karellan?”  She was astounded.  
 
                 “It would be perfect.  Daniel knows all his movements.  We could use him to formulate a plan.  Or something.”  
 
                 “You want the Raven of Memory to assassinate The Karellan?” she repeated.
 
                 Dumah looked at her and grinned.  “You sound surprised.  You didn’t know?  The Karellan isn’t the only person with spies.”  
 
                 Her eyes widened with fear.  She had entered this office with orders to talk her husband out of a rebellion, and had inadvertently talked him into an assassination.  The Karellan is just as strong as he was ten years ago.  What kind of spy was she, leaking information like that?  Now they were hiring the strongest assassin they could find.  
 
                 “You’re going to get yourself shot for high treason,” she said, more concerned with herself than her husband.  
 
                 Dumah walked towards his door, taking Jae-Hoon by the shoulder.  As he did, he spoke to Lilith, not looking back.  “Thank you for your faith.  I know I won’t get your support, but I at least need your secrecy.  I’m sure you understand.”  
 
                 She did understand.  Whether it was intentional or not, she had led these men to attempt an assassination.  The Karellan need never know.  “Fine.  But you had better appreciate this.  I’m going to get myself executed because of you.”  
 
                 Dumah turned back to her.  “Thank you.  I wouldn’t ask for anything more.” 
 
                 He followed Jae-Hoon into his reception area and let the door slide shut behind them.  Then he turned to his secretary and said, “I need a messenger.  Top-security.  To travel to Rome.”  The girl looked shocked.  “Don’t ask, just find one,” he urged.  “And no paperwork.  Let’s keep this one under the table.” 
 
                 She left the room.  Dumah waited until she was gone then turned to Jae-Hoon.  “How are you doing?  Personally?”  
 
                 “Me?  What?”  
 
                 “You know what I mean.  There are a dozen ways we could have broadcast the Karellan’s reports.  I sent you to that cardinal because I knew you were having some issues.  You wanted to talk to someone. Did you work everything out?”  
 
                 Jae-Hoon was grateful for his concern, but frustrated to report that he had made no progress.  “He just gave me the usual routine.  ‘Can a man judge God?  We can not see his true purpose. ’ It’s the same thing I had been told for years.  It’s what I used to believe.  It really didn’t help.” 
 
                 Dumah motioned to the office’s small couch.  They sat.  “If it’s something you used to believe, why didn’t it help?”
 
                 “I don’t think he understood my situation.” 
 
                 “He didn’t know what you knew?”  
 
                 Of course he did.  He was the cardinal.  He had been trying to cover up the Church’s involvement in the Karellan’s affairs.  Jae-Hoon tried a different approach.  “I tried explaining things to him using his own terms, but he still didn’t understand how I felt.  He just told me that questioning the Church was hypocrisy, and that was a sign that I was weak.”  
 
                 Dumah let out an unexpected laugh.  
 
                 “Sir?” asked Jae-Hoon, slightly offended.  
 
                 “And you took that from him?”
 
                 “I don’t follow.”  
 
                 “Listen to yourself.  Listen to the words you used.  You tried explaining to him.  He didn’t understand.  You are one of the strongest, wisest people I know.  It sounds to me like you went up there with something to teach the cardinal, and he was the one with the clouded mind.  Did you really let yourself be called a hypocrite by a person who preaches compassion and secretly sends people to their deaths?”  
 
                 Jae-Hoon was silent.  It seemed obvious in retrospect. 
 
                 “My boy, there’s no bigger hypocrite than the cardinals who know what they’re doing, but feel no guilt.  They’re different from you.” 
 
   “Are you saying they’re the weak ones?”  
 
   “Not exactly.  But I refuse to believe that Largo’s idea of hypocrisy is worth much either.  No, I think you’ve already made up your mind.  You just haven’t figured that out yet.” 
 
                 “I don’t understand.”  
 
                 He pulled a coin from his pocket and showed him the Karellan’s head on one side.  It wasn’t really the Karellan.  Reclusive by nature, the overlord had passed a law forbidding the reproduction of his image by any method.  The artwork on the currency was merely a random face that was chosen to represent him.  
 
                 “I need your word that you will accept the decision by this coin.  If you do that, everything will work out.”  
 
                 Jae-Hoon was startled.  Did he really intend to settle his inner turmoil with a coin flip?  “Sir?”  
 
                 “Please.  Trust me.  I know what I’m doing.”  
 
                 He hesitated.  It didn’t seem much stranger than discussing his crisis with a holy man who tried to kill him.  “Okay.”  
 
                 “Good.  Heads, you leave the Church and live your own life with no regrets.  Tails, you accept the Cardinal’s lesson and never question your orders again.”  The governor tossed the coin into the air.  It spun.  His hand reached up and grabbed it, then slapped it down hard on his wrist.  But he didn’t uncover the coin.  “Which is it?” he asked.  “Right now you know what you want this coin to say.  Is it heads or tails?” 
 
                 Staring at the coin, Jae-Hoon understood.  
 
                 “Do you feel any better?” his mentor asked. 
 
                 Yes!  A weight had been lifted!  His crisis was over!  His path was clear!  
 
                 “No,” he said, fighting back tears.  “What does it change?  There were still all those people I killed.”  
 
                 “I’m sorry,” Dumah answered.  “I know it hurts.  That’s guilt.  Understanding that we’ve sinned is what makes us human.  Hold on to that.  The fact that you feel so crappy is what will help you recover.  You’re not a bad man.”  
 
                 “Thank you,” Jae-Hoon answered weakly.  
 
                 Dumah stood, helping the priest to his feet.  “Do something relaxing tonight.  Go somewhere pleasant.  Get away from the Church and work and the draugr.” 
 
                 “But what if something happens?”  
 
                 “You’ll be the first to know.  But please, take care of yourself.”  
 
                 “Thank you.”  
 
                 Dumah showed him out of the building.  Jae-Hoon set out through the decaying streets, thinking of his words.  Between the Supervisor, who had earned his respect, and the Church, which had abused it, he knew who to trust. 
 
                 Get away from the Church, he thought.  I’ll do exactly that.  I’m going to move out of the priests’ dormitory!
 
                 Jae-Hoon’s new-found enthusiasm was squelched only by the realization that he had no clue how to find a place to live in the slums of Nifelheim.  But he decided that he was in no hurry, and the best way to start was a long walk through the city.  
 
                 He didn’t get far.  
 
                 The ASH was still within sight when he heard a voice from a dark alley.  “Pssst!  Hey!  Preacher man!”  
 
                 Jae-Hoon stopped, puzzled.  He scanned his surroundings for the source of the voice.  
 
                 “Pssst!  Over here!  In the alley!”  In between the run-down buildings was a weasely-looking man hiding behind a modest heap of trash.  He waved for Jae-Hoon to come closer. 
 
                 “Uh, yes?” the priest asked as he stepped carefully around the trash.  
 
                 “I got somethin’ for ya.”  The man was energetic, bobbing quickly up and down in place.  His neck craned, searching the streets for signs of people.  
 
                 “You do?”  
 
                 “Yeah, but not here.  Back this way.”  He took a step farther into the alley. 
 
                 “Look, I’m sorry.  I don’t have a lot of money.  I’m not worth your time.”  
 
                 The weasely man stopped.  “What?  Oh, not.  I’m not robbing you.  I really do got somethin’.”  
 
                 “Well, then what is it?”  Jae-Hoon stood adamant, refusing to follow him into the alley.  He wasn’t afraid of the strange, greasy-haired little man, but he had harmed enough humans in his life.  He refused to add another to that list.  
 
                 “Uh,” he hesitated, still twisting his head to search the streets.  “Actually, I don’t know.”  
 
                 “You don’t know?”
 
                 “Look, look.  I know how this sounds.  But it’s the truth.  Swear on my mother’s grave.  Some guy ‘bout five minutes ago dropped in on me and said that some Armageddonist preacher was headin’ this way and that he wanted me to get him something.  Didn’t stick around long enough for questions.”  
 
                 “I don’t get it.  If you don’t know what it is, why are you so nervous?”  
 
                 “Look, this was a mean-lookin’ guy we’re talking ‘bout.  I figure anything what scares a guy like that, I oughtta stay out of its way.  I don’t want no part in this.”  
 
                 Jae-Hoon was bombarded with a lot of information.  Someone had been following him.  A mean-looking guy.  One of the Karellan’s men?  It couldn’t be.  Why would a spy would be scared?  What could they want to give him?   
 
                 He was curious.  “All right.  Give it to me.”  He held out his hand, waiting for the mysterious parcel.  
 
                 “Uh-uh.  No way.  Not here.  You think this trash is a good hiding place?”  
 
                 “Look, it’s all right.  I’m a Slayer.  I can protect you.”  
 
                 The man examined Jae-Hoon closely.  He saw the robes.  At once he seemed more relaxed, although he still bobbed up and down energetically.  “Whoa, didn’t see that there.  Guess you are.”  He reached down to his pant leg and pulled a tube out of his sock.  “Slayers are good people.  Never met one I couldn’t trust.” 
 
   Jae-Hoon was shocked that the man changed his mind so quickly.  And he cringed at the thought of the tube, hiding out by this man’s greasy ankle, but he took it politely.  It was a container of some sort.  He pulled the end off and found a small stack of rolled up documents inside.  Schedules, plans, military requisitions, a blue print of Nifelheim’s central power reactor.  
 
   All of them taken from the Karellan’s office.  
 
   He suddenly understood the need for secrecy.  There was enough information to plan the entire assassination.  Anyone found with this would be executed on the spot. He gaped at it in awe, flipping through the pages.  
 
   The weasely man kept talking.  “I tell ya, you Slayers are wicked cool.”  He threw a few weak punches into the air.  “Bam!  Bam!  A Slayer pulled me outta a tight spot a few years back.  Came burstin’ in, stabbin’ up the draugr.  I thoughta joinin’ them once or twice, but I ain’t got the moves.” 
 
   “Look, I really don’t like talking about this,” Jae-Hoon interrupted, rolling the documents together and stuffing them into the tube.  
 
   “Oh, but you should.  Look, you do the world a favor.” 
 
   Jae-Hoon snorted.  “Death is no favor.”  
 
   “You kiddin’?  Before comin’ to Nifelheim, my village was attacked by them creeps.  Ate my sister.  She didn’t have no one around to save her.  Look, guy, everyone oughtta be thankin’ you.  Those monsters don’t belong here.  I’m all for environmentalism and stuff, but those things ain’t natural.  They shouldn’t be here.”  
 
   “Yeah,” Jae-Hoon said softly.  “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    
 
   The Karellan’s chair was turned away from his desk.  He stared out the picture window in the back of his office.  It was dusk.  He sat, watching the last traces of red vanish from the sky.  Hugin was amazed.  From dawn to dusk, it seemed that the overlord spent every moment in front of this window.  
 
   “My lord, I have just received confirmation that Dumah has sent a messenger to Rome.”  He spoke with urgency.  Although his master seemed relaxed at the thought, Hugin did not wish to underestimate the threat. 
 
   “Perfect,” he laughed.  “Lilith is wonderful.  Smart enough to get the job done, but still dumb enough not to understand what she’s doing.  Although I mustn’t rule out Dumah’s dependence on our good Raven of Memory.”  
 
   “My lord,” urged the ninja, “we believe the intent of this message is to request assistance for an assassination.  Your assassination.” 
 
   “What did you expect?  An invitation to his birthday party?”  
 
   Hugin was frustrated.  “No. Of course not.  I just wish you’d use more caution.”  
 
   The Karellan spun his chair around.  His gaze burned through his cheerful face.  It was the only sign Hugin was given.  It told him he had crossed a line.  
 
   The overlord ignored the request.  “Did you make the delivery I requested?”  
 
   “Yes sir.  Through a third party, so as not to be recognized.”  
 
    “Then everything is exactly as I want it to be.  Thank you for your loyalty, but I’ve not grown soft sitting behind this desk.”  White light flashed in the room.  “Ah, Metatron.  Are you here to report as well?”  
 
   The malak spoke with intense anger.  Quiet, but strong.  “You are not speaking to one of your slithering lackeys.  You will not question me as such and you will stand when you face me.”  Hugin shivered at the sound of the demon’s voice.  
 
   The Karellan did not.  
 
   He dropped his cheerful tone.  “Malak or not, you are merely a servant.  A slave.  Give your report,” he demanded flatly. 
 
   “Your mouse has made contact with Sandalphon.  He has spent some time already studying the arts of the book,” Metatron growled.  He did not enjoy reporting to this man.  This human.  
 
   “Perfect!”  The Karellan’s cheerful tone returned, although there was an edge to his voice.  “Raven Hugin here has just informed me that Branderlief will soon be returning to us.  Now that he is powerful enough to command his own soul, we can begin the revival of Samael.  From then, the resurrection will be imminent.”  
 
   “Are you sure that is wise?” questioned the malak.  
 
   The Karellan’s glare would have melted a normal man, forced him to run in fear.  It was a powerful, fiery gaze.  
 
   But the malak was immune.  
 
   “You have a grievance with my plan?” the Karellan said with a hushed intensity.  
 
   “You have made too many alterations.  The resurrection will not be proper with the soul of your mouse in command.”  
 
   “An artist must leave his mark.”  He turned away and stared out the window again.  The sky was dark.  The dim lamplight from the Karellan’s desk was enough to cast a reflection on the window.  
 
   In it, he saw Metatron draw his sword.  
 
   The Karellan was calm.  “Do you challenge me?  A mere slave of the divine, with no will of your own?  That was stolen from you when you failed to read Razael’s book.  Only I can complete the resurrection.  You can not destroy me, nor can you absorb me.  Your plans will be useless if I am dead or assimilated into God’s body.  The will which commands you will not allow my destruction.”  
 
   The Karellan was indeed the malak’s master.  His knowledge had forged restraints Metatron could not hope to break.  He lowered the sword.  “So be it.  But know that there are worse fates than death or assimilation.”  He spun with inhuman speed.  His sword ran through Hugin in an instant.  The malak lifted the ninja high into the air, still impaled on the blade.  With his free hand, he grabbed the man’s face.  The skin he touched turned black.  This darkness soon spread to cover the entire face.  
 
   Hugin shook violently, cold and tortured.  The darkness spread through his entire body. He felt his soul torn out of him.  His last sight was a gentle mist rising from his skin.  Injured and without a soul, the body turned to dust and fell into a small pile at the malak’s feet.  
 
   But Metatron hadn’t finished.  Before the mist vanished, he shot a bolt of ethereal flame into the air.  The mist sparked, flashed, and disappeared.  
 
   “You will not always be protected by your necessity.  Defy me again and I will destroy your soul.”  
 
   The Karellan was unimpressed.  “If that is all, you may take your leave now.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nineteen: Knowledge and Power
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Zeke was alone.  Sandalphon had cleared a large room in his complex for training.  This is where he had spent the better part of the last three weeks.  
 
                 He blew out the candles.  The pre-dawn light was enough.  He had developed the habit of rising with the monks, well before the sun.  His usual training routine was now his warm-up.  It was completed by dawn. 
 
   The Book of Razael rested on a table by the window.  He was careful, almost fearful, not to touch it.  He could make no sense of the language it was written in.  Digging through Elijah’s notes was the only way to advance his training.  
 
   Turning back to the center of the room, he swung his sword in a familiar pattern.  A simple form.  One he could do in his sleep.  Then he held out one hand, running it down the blade.  A soft, red glow emanated from the sword.  It emanated out of the blade as if it were both smoke and fire.  At first glance, it didn’t appear to be more than a trick of the lights.  It gave off no heat, nor did it make the blade sharper.  
 
   But he felt it.  Merely holding the glowing sword strained him in ways he had never felt.  It was difficult.  His effort was phenomenal, although it did not make his body tired or his mind confused.  
 
   Repeating the same form from moments ago, he found it far more challenging.  He knew it was because of the sword’s aura, but he didn’t understand why. 
 
   “You have made progress these past few weeks.”  
 
   The sage’s voice startled him.  His concentration lost, the red glow faded from his sword. “I still don’t know what I’m doing.  What is happening to my sword?”  
 
   Elijah moved toward the center of the room.  He carried a small bundle, and a pole used for cutting practice.  “The book has taught you to summon the power of your soul.  You are no longer fighting merely with steel and skill, but with your very being.”  
 
   “It’s hard.” 
 
   “Most people never tap into this sort of power.  Right now you are similar to a child learning to walk.  Don’t worry.  Soon it will come naturally to you.”  
 
   “And then what?  Why am I learning this?  It’s not doing anything but making simple attacks harder.”  
 
   Elijah set the bundle down and began setting up the cutting pole.  “It is a subtle power, similar to the weapons in my commons.  No one has ever understood its true extent.  But no one has ever needed the strength to pierce the ethereal before.”  
 
   “Ethereal?  You mean the malak?”  
 
   “Among other things,” answered the sage as he unwrapped the bundle.  
 
   Zeke recognized the contents at once.  The thick green roll was all too familiar.  His shoulder, although fully healed, felt a prick of remembrance.  “A dragon?”  
 
   “Dragon scales are the strongest of all living armors,” he explained, rolling the hide around a bamboo pole.  “You have fought them.  With your blade, skill, and strength, you barely marred its surface.”  He put the hide on the cutting pole.  
 
   “No kidding.  Daniel hit one with a shotgun and all it did was piss it off.” 
 
   Elijah stood back.  “Now summon your soul into your weapon.” 
 
   Zeke looked at him doubtfully for a moment.  Then he raised his hand to his blade, summoning the red aura.  He stepped up to the rolled up dragon hide and raised his sword above his head, preparing for a tough cut. 
 
   He brought the sword down.  
 
   What happened next confused him momentarily.  He saw the dragon hide split, a clean, diagonal cut.  He knew the top fell to the ground.  But he felt no resistance at all.  His powerful stroke continued unhindered, the tip of his blade cutting through the mat on the floor.  
 
   It stopped when it hit the tile beneath, but not before gouging that as well.  
 
   Elijah smiled.  “Now do you understand?  Like the malak, the dragon is a creature of the ether.  Its hide is imbued with divine power.  You need the strength of the ether to harm them.  That is the power of your soul.”  
 
   Zeke turned on the sage.  “But why is it my power?  Why am I the one who has to do this?  Can’t your magical mythical weapons do the same thing?  Why is the fate of the world resting on my shoulders?”  He found his own tantrum unexpected.  
 
   Elijah, however, didn’t seem phased.  “That, I’m afraid, is something I cannot answer.  The ancient weapons are strong, but your soul is far stronger.  I’m afraid you may face enemies more powerful than the malak.”  He could see this explanation had no effect.  “Let me put ask you, why did you choose to fight?”  
 
   “I’m not sure.  I suppose it was for Charlie and Emily,” Zeke answered. 
 
   “Then you fight for vengeance?”  
 
   “Well, no.  I mean, yeah, but . . .” He struggled.  Elijah, although peaceful, had his own unique intimidation.  Someone who had lived for aeons was undoubtedly wiser than any normal man.  Zeke didn’t know how to answer to please the sage.  
 
   “So there are other reasons you fight.  Ariel, perhaps?”  
 
   “Of course.  I have to protect her.” 
 
   “Because of Micah.  You honor his memory, right?”  
 
   “Yes.”  
 
   “And Daniel?”  
 
   Zeke thought for a moment.  “I don’t know.  I guess he’s all right.  Sure.”  
 
   “We could find someone else.  Not as powerful, not chosen by the Karellan, but we could find someone.  We may even win.  But the world is a lousy place with tyrants and slums and monsters.  What good is it?  Why should you stick out your neck to protect it?”  
 
   The old man seemed to be making a very convincing argument against fighting, but Zeke knew that must be a trick.  “I’m not.  I’m not fighting to protect the world.  I’m protecting the people in it.”  
 
   Elijah smiled.  
 
   “But how do we even know the Karellan is trying to destroy the world?  Why would anyone want that?”  
 
   “I don’t think he does.  But I believe that is what the book, or rather God’s wisdom, will do.  Perhaps he believes he can alter the nature of God.  Control him.  Pacify him somehow.  But he may not succeed, and I am certain that, if restored to life, God will immediately destroy everything.” 
 
   “Or you could be wrong,” Zeke countered hopefully. 
 
   “In which case our worries are over and we can live our lives happily under the world’s tyrannical dictator.”  He smiled again.  
 
   Zeke understood.  “He needs to be stopped, doesn’t he?”
 
   “Please understand.  There are many people who need your help, and you are the only one with the power to do it, even if you don’t fully understand why.” 
 
   “And if I fight him, it will all be over, right?  The oppression, the malak, the draugr, and everything?” He looked to Elijah to strengthen his resolve. 
 
   “That is what we believe.”  
 
   The door to the room burst open. Daniel rushed in, out of breath.  “A message from the Supervisor.  He wants to assassinate the Karellan.  He needs our help.”  
 
   Elijah laughed.  “Well, it looks like we now have an opportunity.”  
 
   Zeke didn’t argue.  “I guess I have no choice.” 
 
    
 
   An hour later, Quetzalcoatl lifted off and the tiny island quickly disappeared behind them.  “Our course is set.  Barring the unforeseen malak attack, we should arrive in Nifelheim just before sunrise,” Jack announced in his usual irreverent manner.  
 
   Zeke sat in the back of the cockpit near Ariel.  He fingered his sword casually.  “We’re really going to do this, aren’t we?” he said to himself.  
 
   It was loud enough that Ariel heard him.  “Are you nervous?”  
 
   “About the Karellan?  No.  He’s just a man.  I’ve fought men before.”  
 
   “And Metatron?”  
 
   Zeke paused.  His fingering stopped.  He gripped the sword gently.  “I don’t know.  Elijah seems to think I’ve learned enough to fight him.”  
 
   Daniel turned back to face them.  “Please, have faith in his wisdom.  If he thinks you have the power, I would trust him.”  
 
   “And what about you?”  
 
   “Excuse me?”  Daniel asked, not understanding the question. 
 
   “Can we trust you, or do your loyalties lie with the Karellan?”  The boy hadn’t done anything suspicious since the night in the laboratory.  He didn’t seem to be pursuing the overlord’s goals, but if Zeke had learned anything in the last two months it was that the Karellan’s motives would always be a mystery to him.  
 
   Daniel hesitated.  “You have my word.  I will follow you to the end.”  
 
   “Thank you.”  
 
    
 
   The meeting was in a bar in the upper city.  Although it was intended for first-class citizens, the place looked like it belonged in the slums.  It was dirty, and the pre-dawn clientele didn’t improve the atmosphere.  One of the rougher bars that ignored laws concerning last call. 
 
   Zeke instinctively reached for his sword.  
 
   “Wretched place,” observed Ariel, following him in.  
 
   “I don’t know,” said Jack, “A few curtains, a sofa with some throw pillows, a barrel of saw dust to cover the vomit . . . we might just be able to clean this place up.” 
 
   “Daniel assured us it was the safest way to meet without being spied on.” 
 
   “I don’t know.  Seems like a pretty sleazy place,” Ariel countered.  
 
   “Maybe a few doilies on the tables . . .”  
 
   “How many of these people do you think even know where they are, let alone are capable of reporting what they hear to anyone?”  Zeke motioned around.  Most of the patrons were slumped over in their chairs.  The rest were passed out, lying in puddles of various fluids. 
 
   “We could just throw a sheet over them.  Pass them off as bean bag chairs.”  
 
   Ariel suddenly realized they’d been ignoring Jack.  “You know, you’re very kind to help us this much, but you’ve taken us to Rome and back already.  You know you’re not under contract, right?  You don’t have to stay with us.”  
 
   Jack looked offended, but didn’t lose his cheerful demeanor.  “Hey, I know you guys see me as just some hair-brained pilot, but I’m just like all of you.  I want to see the Karellan fall as much as anyone.  I have to do my part to help.”  
 
   Zeke listened to his resolve.  Even the pilot, as inept a fighter as he was a comedian, was going to fight.  “Thank you.  Your help would be welcome.” 
 
   “I think I see them,” interrupted Ariel.  
 
   Careful not to draw attention, she subtly motioned towards a table in the far corner of the room.  The Supervisor sat quietly with Daniel, backs to the door.  There was a third person with them.  
 
   Jae-Hoon. 
 
   They made their way over and slid into the empty chairs around the table.  “Oh God,” cried Jack quietly.  He took his hand off the chair and immediately began wiping it on a small cocktail napkin.  
 
   “I’m glad you could make it, Mr. Branderlief,” Dumah began.  “Thank you for your help.”  
 
   Zeke looked at the man calmly for the first time in his life.  “Well, I guess I just realized I had to do something.” 
 
   “You remember Jae-Hoon, right?”  
 
   He turned to the Slayer.  “Spend two weeks in jail with someone, it’s kind of hard to forget them.  I’m glad to see you’re doing well.”  
 
   “Thank you.  It’s good to be fighting at your side again,” he said, extending his hand.  
 
   They shook. 
 
   Zeke turned back to Dumah.  “What did you learn?”  
 
   Dumah began his briefing.  “Trying to attack the Karellan in his office would be suicide.  The place has flawless security.  Elite guards are posted everywhere, and if we could get past them, the man himself is not to be trifled with, which is why Daniel can’t do it alone. 
 
   “Jae-Hoon has obtained a tip that the Karellan will be making a personal inspection of the city’s central power reactor later this week.  He’ll only have a small division of guards with him.  Daniel has validated this tip as accurate.”  He pulled a series of documents out of a tube.  Rolling a blue print out on the table, he continued.  “These are the plans for the reactor.  Most of the facilities are off-limits for safety purposes.  He will probably spend most of his time here.”  He pointed at a large room in the center of the building.  “This room is the main service area for controls and maintenance. 
 
   “Since there’s only one way in, most of the guards will be posted at the entrance to the building.  That’s where we’ll need a diversion.”  Here he flipped through the documents until he pulled out a map of the surrounding area.  He pointed to an alley down the street from the reactor.  “A small band of snipers here should be enough to catch their attention, but . . .” He paused as he shuffled through the papers until he found another map.  “. . . they’ll need to draw the guards to this point before my militia can take them captive.”  
 
   “That’ll never work,” said Ariel.  “The guards won’t abandon their post to chase after some snipers.” 
 
   “Of course not.  The distraction is just to thin them out.  Then it’s up to you, Daniel.  You’ll be positioned with Zeke.  Once our decoys draw away the guards, your job is to take out the rest.  We’ll supply you with a semi-automatic tranquilizer rifle.  It’s fast and non-lethal.  You should be able to take out the remaining guards before they notice you.”  
 
   “And then we attack?”   
 
   “That’s the plan,” Daniel answered.  “I’ll stick with you for support inside.  We don’t know how many guards we’ll find, and then there’s the Karellan.”
 
   “I’ll be on your team, too,” added Jae-Hoon.  “You’ll need all the support you can get.”  
 
   Zeke sub-consciously tightened his grip on his sword.  Planning made him nervous.  He had thought about attacking the Karellan for years, always hoping he’d have the chance.  
 
   Now he did, and he was worried. 
 
   “I want to be a decoy sniper,” said Jack. 
 
   “Are you sure?” asked Zeke, grateful for the pilot’s spirit, but doubting his skill.  
 
   “The guards will show no mercy if they catch you,” added Daniel.  
 
   “I’m sure.  I want to help.”  
 
   “Me too,” said Ariel.  Zeke looked at her disapprovingly.  “No,” she said, knowing what he wanted to say.  “You can stop protecting me.  I’m strong enough now.  And I have to do my part, too.”  
 
   He paused, trying to summon the right words.  “Just be careful.”  
 
   “You’re forgetting I was trained by Micah Frostbane,” she said proudly.  “Those guards will be in more trouble than me.”  
 
   “I like your confidence.  I just hope you’re right,” said Jack.  
 
   “And I will be fighting beside you,” said Dumah.  “On the front lines this time, Mr. Branderlief.”  Zeke understood the gesture.  He tried to view it as a good one, but years of hating the Supervisor as a weasel of the government was hard to overcome.  
 
   And he still had doubts. “Just one thing, before we start.  How do we know that assassination is the best plan?  What if they replace him with someone just as bad?  Or worse?”  
 
   The High Theocrat came to mind.  His disposition had led to the Karellan.  It did not seem to be a trend of improvement. 
 
   “We’ve publicly broadcast the data you retrieved from the lab.  There has been dissent among the first-class citizens.  We now have support for the assassination.”  
 
   “But who will take over for the Karellan?”  
 
   “We’ll decide that later,” Dumah said gravely. 
 
    
 
   Several days later, Zeke found himself on a rooftop in the upper city, Jae-Hoon at his side.  His eyes were glued to the gates of the reactor, watching the guard through binoculars.  
 
   There were a lot of them.  
 
   He didn’t like the plan.  Nervousness aside, there were too many guards.  He knew Daniel was a skilled sniper, but could he take them all down?  Not to mention that a nuclear reactor was not an ideal battleground.  
 
   A door swung open loudly.  Daniel stepped through, holding a very large gun.  
 
   “Shh!” urged Zeke.  
 
   “Don’t you know how to keep a low profile?”  Jae-Hoon asked.  
 
   “Relax.  No one can hear us.  They’re too far away.”  
 
   Zeke didn’t understand how he could be so calm.  “At least you’re here.” 
 
   “Think I’d skip out on this party?  I just had to pick up the gun.  They hid it in the basement.  In pieces.  Of course.  It took some time to assemble, but . . .” 
 
   “You’re here now.  That’s what matters.”  Even in the army, Zeke had never had a lot of patience for gun-talk.  Assembling, disassembling, calibers, muzzle-velocities: it all bored him.  
 
   And he was in no mood to listen to it now.  
 
   “Look!” cried Jae-Hoon in an intense whisper.  A reflected light flashed at them from an alley.  “That’s their signal.  The Supervisor should begin his attack soon.  Keep an eye on the guards.”  
 
    
 
   Dumah caught the sun’s rays with a small mirror, sending them up to the rooftop.  He was dressed for battle in dull grays, to blend with the cityscape.  Weapons were strapped to his pant legs, his waist, to his sides.  
 
   He looked ready for an all-out war.  
 
   The difference between him and the rest of the sniper team was that he looked comfortable.  Relaxed.  
 
   Ariel’s clothes were too big for her.  She held her rifle, thinking back to Rome.  Dumah was a good soldier, but no replacement for Micah.  And having Jack at her side was not as comforting as having Zeke for support. 
 
   The pilot held his gun awkwardly.  He was the only one on the team without military experience, but Dumah had let him come anyway on the condition that he would be ready to run like hell. 
 
   That was the objective.  Stay in sight, but out of range.  And keep running. 
 
   “I don’t like this,” said Ariel quietly.  
 
   “Bad feeling?” asked Jack.  
 
   “No, actually.  A good feeling.  But I’ve never trusted those.”  
 
   “Like it or not,” interrupted Dumah, “it’s time to go.”  
 
    
 
   Gunshots ring out in the distance.  The assassination team watches.  Three guards raise their weapons.  One gives a series of hand signals to the rest.  
 
   Eight of them run after the snipers.  Only two stay.  
 
   Daniel eyes them up through the scope.  “Only two?  I’m disappointed.”  
 
   “This can’t be good.”  
 
   Jae-Hoon crouches, ready to leap from the roof.  He and Zeke grab the thin ropes tied to the building.  “No time to stop and think now.  Go!”  
 
   Pfft!  Pfft!  The high-powered dart gun fires silently.  The guards slap their necks as if bitten by a mosquito.  
 
   Then they fall.  
 
   “Let’s go!”  Zeke shouts, already leaping over the side of the building.  He repels quickly down to the street.  Jae-Hoon is close behind.  Daniel drops the gun and follows.  
 
                 They hit the ground and run.  Within moments, they reach the fence around the reactor.  The gate is still open from the fleeing guards.  They run through the yard of concrete and metal, up the stairs, over the fallen guards, and through the reactor’s front door, pushing it shut behind them.  Success.  They’re inside.  
 
   And so was the Karellan. 
 
                 The hallway was dark.  Quiet.  Empty.  Not even an employee, let alone a guard. 
 
                 “That was too easy,” observed the Slayer.  
 
                 Zeke looked around.  “Something is definitely wrong.”  
 
    
 
                 Dumah’s sniper team bursts into a clearing behind the maze of alleys.  He turned, raising his rifle.  Ariel and Jack dive off to the sides for cover.  Militia men pop out of their hiding places, each brandishing an assault rifle.  
 
                 They wait.  Nothing happens.
 
                 “Damn!  We lost them!” shouted Dumah.  He motioned toward his team.  “Double back.  We have to find them before they return to the reactor.”  
 
                 “No!  Wait!” shouted Ariel.  She knew.  That feeling she had.  The good feeling, the one telling her the plan would go off perfectly.  
 
                 “What is it?”  Jack asked.  Dumah glared at her curiously.  
 
                 “We didn’t lose them.”  
 
                 “Can you hear them?”  Dumah signaled his soldiers to be ready.  
 
                 “No,” she said.  “We weren’t the decoy!  They were!”  
 
                 “Who?”  Jack asked, confused.  “The guards?”  
 
                 But Ariel was already running back into the alley.  “Zeke . . .”  
 
                 Dumah signaled his entire militia to follow. 
 
    
 
                 Despite being a public utility building, the main hall of the reactor bore a remarkable resemblance to a castle.  It was dark.  There were no windows.  And it was long.  It seemed even longer to Zeke’s team, since they had unknowingly started taking smaller steps.  
 
                 Daniel gently raised is shotgun.  “It’s so quiet.  I expected at least a few guards.”  The other two were not comforted by the Raven’s lack of information.  
 
   “It’s awfully dark for a routine inspection,” Jae-Hoon observed.  
 
   “They cut the power,” said Zeke.  It was an unusual thing to be saying about a nuclear reactor.  
 
   “Why would they do that?”  
 
   “Because they knew we were coming.”  
 
   They continued down the hallway until they reached a large door at the end.  The one they believed would lead to the Karellan.  
 
   The one they feared would lead to a trap.  
 
   They pushed the door open cautiously.  What was inside was unlike anything they were prepared to see.  If the plate-city was a monster, they had just found its heart.  A short catwalk led to the main floor of the service room, a metal grate suspended high above a pit of tubes, cables cords and machinery.  They must have been above a mountain, because the mess of the chasm below them stretched far below the bottom of the plate.  These mechanical veins stretched up the wall to their sides to the ceiling above them.  They hung down in places, just above their heads.  
 
   They had wandered into the center of a cavernous mechanical demon.  
 
   At the far end of the room, beyond another catwalk leading to the wall, something didn’t fit.  Pinned up above a small door was a large corpse, drained of blood, its life spilling out onto to the grate, dripping into the abyss.  
 
   A dragon.  
 
   Zeke alone dared to approach it.  Did the Karellan do this? he wondered.  To possess so much power . . . the overlord could not be human.  
 
   Then something caught his eye.  The skewer, pinning the beast to the wall.  It looked familiar somehow.  He examined it closely.  
 
   “What is it?” asked Daniel, still hanging back with Jae-Hoon.  
 
   The dragon’s head hung back, its neck snapped.  Zeke brushed it aside.  Sticking out of the dead animal’s back was an ornate katana, pushed deep into the corpse.  “It’s a sword.” 
 
   A voice boomed.  A figure stepped out of the shadows.  “It’s a Masamune,” said Micah Frostbane.  
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty: Reunions
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Zeke stared, speechless.  
 
                 Micah calmly stepped up to the dragon and pulled the sword out with one hand.  The corpse slid to the catwalk below, its neck dangling over the side.  
 
                 “It was salvaged from the ruins of Old Japan.  Found locked in a vault.  Near-perfect condition.”  He pulled out a rag and wiped the blade clean.  He started to put the rag back in his pocket, but gave a second thought to the blood-stained cloth and dropped it on the grate.  
 
                 “Sorry for the mess,” he continued, nodding at the dragon.  “But I heard you were coming and I thought it would be best to warm up first.”  
 
                 Zeke finally managed to bring words to his mouth.  “Micah?”  
 
                 He stopped, looked directly at his friend and smiled cheerfully.  “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”  
 
                 “Ten years . . . we though you were dead.”  Zeke was not as cheerful.  
 
                 “Zeke,” called Daniel, backing up nervously.  Jae-Hoon looked back and forth at the others in the room, not understanding what was going on.  The two swordsmen seemed oblivious to everyone around them.  
 
                 “Not dead, no.  Just . . . tied up with work.” 
 
                 “Have you come back to fight with us?”  If Micah had enough power to slay dragons, maybe Zeke wouldn’t have to fight alone.  
 
                 “What are you doing?” shouted Daniel.  
 
                 “Of course,” said Micah.  “I want to see how strong you’ve become.”  
 
                 “You and everyone else,” he laughed.  “So you’ll help us take down the Karellan?”  
 
                 Daniel finally shouted loud enough to break through.  “He is the Karellan!”  
 
                 Zeke was left speechless once again.  
 
                 Micah spoke without a hint of malevolence.  “Surprised?  I was certain at least Daniel would have figured it out by now.  He is probably the most intelligent Raven I’ve ever employed.  He did a wonderful job of bringing you here.” 
 
                 “Daniel?  You didn’t . . .” Zeke’s voice faltered.  Didn’t what?  Bring me to my friend?  Or my enemy? he thought.  
 
                 “No.  I didn’t betray you.  Not this time,” the boy stammered.  
 
                 “Don’t worry.  You can trust him.  The kid seems to like you.  He just brought together all my loose ends—taking you to Sandalphon and back.”  Micah turned to Jae-Hoon.  “You must be the Slayer,” he said excitedly.  “I owe a lot to you, too, for helping me arrange this faux assassination.” 
 
                 Jae-Hoon lowered his head, shamefully.  
 
                 “Now, back to you,” the overlord continued, turning to his old friend.  “It’s time to see how well you can use that old sword of mine.”  
 
                 He grips the Masamune with both hands, crouching down in a familiar kendo en-guard stance.  “Fight me.”  
 
                 Zeke squares off.  He has been reunited with his friend, only to find him an aggressive opponent.  Everything he hoped for over the last ten years is now coming at him--swinging the Masamune down hard, from over his head.  
 
                 He jumps back, just escaping the slash.  “No!  What are you doing?”  
 
                 Micah swings across his belt, narrowly missing.  “You are the last piece of the puzzle.  With your help, humanity can ascend to paradise.”  He attacks again.  Zeke jumps back, but the tip of the Masamune cuts through the shoulder of his shirt.  
 
                 “Why are you doing this?” he pleads.  “I can’t fight you.”  
 
                 Micah stands, frustrated with the lack of cooperation.  “You must.  If you don’t, I will kill you, and then the world will be doomed to die.”  
 
                 Zeke stares in disbelief.  “You’ve gone crazy.”  
 
                 “Fight me,” he growls. 
 
                 He speeds forward, sword gripped tightly.  Age has only honed his skill.  
 
                 But it has done the same for Zeke.  
 
                 Clang!
 
                 The sound of clashing metal echoes in the cavern.  The blades lock.  The Masamune hovers mere centimeters above Zeke’s head.  His arms reel from the force of the blow. 
 
                 Micah smiles.  
 
    
 
                 The Nifelheim Defense Militia arrives at the gates of the reactor to find a large battalion of soldiers standing guard.  A man in a uniform steps out in front.  Dumah recognizes him as a high-ranking general in the army.  
 
                 “The Karellan is occupied at the moment.  Take your soldiers and leave, sir,” the man says. 
 
                 But Dumah is not ready to give up.  He is not ready to admit defeat, and he refuses to leave his men trapped inside with the Karellan.  “I’m afraid we’ll have to decline.”  He raises himself to his full height.  Even from a distance, the soldiers see that he towers over their general.  
 
                 “We don’t want trouble, sir,” the general says.  “Please leave peacefully and we will only strip you of your position.”  
 
                 Not ready to give up what strength he has, Dumah raises his sidearm and places a bullet clean between the general’s eyes. 
 
                 The roar of a battle rings through the upper city.  
 
    
 
                 “You are strong.  You’ve been practicing,” Micah says as he bears down.  
 
                 Zeke doesn’t give.  Powerful as his opponent is, he refuses to let the sword any closer to his head.  He strains to speak.  “I was taught by the best.”  
 
                 His blade wavers, but holds. 
 
                 Micah speaks effortlessly.  “And here I thought Metatron’s worries might be justified.”  
 
                 Jae-Hoon looks at Daniel.  “We’ve got to do something.  He’ll be killed!”
 
                 The boy shakes off his fear and draws his pistol.  “You’re right.”  He lines up his shot, calling out, “I can end this.  Just say the word.”  
 
                 “No!” shouts Zeke, panicking.  
 
                 “Don’t tell me you’ve grown soft,” says Micah.  
 
                 “Of course not.  But this is my fight.”  
 
                 Micah gives a strong push.  Zeke stumbles back a few steps.  “Glad to hear it.  What say we stop playing then?”  Without another word, he launches his attack.  The Masamune slashes madly, seemingly from everywhere at once.  Zeke, through a combination of effort and luck, counters every blow.  
 
                 But he still loses ground.  Soon, he is flush against the dragon corpse. There’s no more room to evade.  
 
                 Micah stabs. 
 
                 The blade plunges into the corpse, missing him by a centimeter.  Zeke runs.  But in one motion, Micah pulls the sword out and elbows him in the back of the neck.  He falls, collecting himself in a roll across the metal floor.  “Disappointing  Show me something interesting.  What did Sandalphon teach you?”  
 
                 Zeke gets to his feet.  
 
                 Micah holds up the Masamune.  A blue aura glows from the sword.  
 
                 He swings.  
 
                 A bolt of blue energy shoots out fast.  A red blade swings up to intercept.  It connects with the bolt, dispelling the blue aura into the air. 
 
                 The aura vanishes.  “He taught me to fight with all my soul,” Zeke answers confidently. 
 
                 Micah smiles.  “You’ve made me proud.”  His smile fades to a malevolent grin.  “Now use that power and fight me!”  
 
                 The overlord launches another series of attacks, but Zeke is ready.  He defends, holding his ground.  They exchange blows.  Zeke attacks high.  Micah raises the Masamune in defense, kicking him back at the same time.  He falls, dropping his sword.  
 
                 But it doesn’t hit the ground.  
 
                 Micah stands over him, holding both swords.  
 
                 He attacks.  Defenseless, Zeke has no choice but to dodge.  Micah swings the Masamune low, at his legs.  He leaps over the blade, but the other sword is already swinging towards his chest.  
 
                 He falls back, uncut, but off-balance.  He pulls himself only to his knees before he realizes the Masamune is careening down towards his head.  
 
                 Clap!
 
                 He pinches the blade firmly between his hands.  
 
                 But Micah doesn’t stop.  He swings the other katana low, trying to attack from the side.  Zeke uses his leverage on the Masamune to deflect the oncoming blow.  He swings it down quickly.  Metal clangs.  He recovers and pulls the sword up high, above him.  
 
                 Zeke swings the Masamune back over his head, and leaps to his feet.  The blades clash.  He throws in a kick, which hit the hand holding the ancient sword.  
 
                 It falls.  Zeke picks it up.  
 
                 They pause, each examining the weapons in their hands.  Zeke, with the legendary katana, and Micah, with the sword that had once been his own.  “It’s been a while since I last held her,” he says nostalgically.  
 
                 But it isn’t right.  
 
                 They glance at their weapons, then at each other.  Without a word, each fighter tosses his blade at the other.  Returning them to their proper wielders.  
 
                 And without missing a beat, they catch the swords and attack again.  Once again, a storm of metal rages through the room.  But the furious pace begins to take its toll on Zeke.  He tires and begins losing ground.  Behind him, he feels the guard rail. The edge of the floor.  His attacks cease.  In time, his defenses weaken.  Micah sees an opening and takes it.  He swings the Masamune up from the ground.  
 
                 White light flashes.  
 
                 The sword clangs loudly.  
 
                 Metatron stands in front of Zeke, one giant broadsword stopping the Karellan’s stroke completely.  “You fool,” he says, his voice rumbling like a god in the cavernous room.  “Will you destroy your aspirations so quickly?”  
 
                 Micah shoots the malak a contemptuous glance, then turns away, sheathing his sword.  “Of course not.  Do you think I’d go so far as to slay a dear friend?”
 
                 “I have questioned your judgment since the day you chose this mouse to become the central component of the Destroyer.”  He keeps his back to Zeke, ignoring him.  The wearied fighter listens intently, trying to learn his fate.  
 
                 “You have seen it yourself and you are still disappointed in his progress?” says Micah, walking away.  
 
                 “He could not even land a blow on you, a mere human,” bellows the malak, infuriated at his insolence.  
 
                 “You have a lot to learn about humans,” says Zeke.  He stands slowly, readying his blade.  It glows red.  “Do you think I’d kill an old friend?”  
 
                 The malak turns.  “Oh?  Are you so sentimental that you would not harm this man simply because your paths have crossed in a long-forgotten era?”
 
                 He ignores the question.  “Fight me.”  
 
                 “You face me yet again?  Do you never learn?”  
 
                 Zeke advances on the malak, his glowing sword ready to attack.  “Fight me,” he repeated.  “Stop hiding behind summoned monsters and inept henchmen and see my power for yourself.”  
 
                 “Without you, my plans are lost.  I can not destroy you.”  
 
                 “You’re half right.  You can’t kill me.  You’ve failed every time.”  He stops within his sword’s reach of the demon.  
 
                 “Insolent mouse, you dare challenge a deity?”  
 
                 “Pretty lousy deity.  Can’t even kill a mouse.  Do you dare accept?”
 
                 “You won’t win.  I can not be killed.”  
 
                 “I can’t do it if I don’t try.”  He leaps with a renewed vigor.  His sword comes down fast.  Metatron stands firm, but swings his blade to halt the attack.  
 
                 “You have just sealed your fate, mouse.”  He kicks. 
 
                 Zeke stumbles back, but doesn’t fall.  “You call that a kick?  Micah hits harder, and he’s just a human.”  
 
                 Metatron pulls out both blades and attacks fast, swinging with inhuman speed.  Zeke defends wildly.  He loses ground, but doesn’t let the malak land a single blow.  
 
                 He hops up on the guard rail.  Metatron thrusts forward, but the agile human leaps over his head and lands on the grate behind the malak.  He turns and stabs.  The malak crosses his swords behind his back, catching the katana, then flips over backwards, kicking his opponent on his way down.  Zeke falls, but he slashes up.  
 
                 The red blade cuts Metatron across the chest.  
 
                 The malak takes a step back, reflecting on his injury.  The gash glows brightly, as if he were bleeding drops of light instead of blood.  
 
                 Zeke leaps to his feet.  
 
                 “Impressive.  It’s been thousands of years since I could be injured.  Perhaps you have made progress.”  
 
                 Zeke dashes forward, attacking vigorously.  The demon defends, but is pinned against the guardrail.  Within moments, Zeke sees his opening.  He summons all his soul into the sword and swings.  
 
                 Metatron’s arm falls to the floor.  A broadsword clangs against the grate.  
 
                 Zeke faces the malak, breathing heavily.  
 
    
 
                 Outside the reactor, the battle rages.  
 
                 The army is strong, but Dumah has trained fighters as well.  The Karellan’s small battalion fights with no leader, and the Lower City Militia proves an equal match.  They concentrate on the center of the enemy forces.  Near the door.  They blast out an opening with their weapons.  
 
                 They push forward, slowly clearing out their path.  
 
                 Soon their enemy closes in from both sides—a dangerous position.  But it doesn’t matter.  They reach the door.  Dumah runs inside.  He motions for Jack and Ariel to follow.  
 
                 His militia stays and fights, covering their leader’s back. 
 
    
 
                 “Just as I thought.”  Zeke relaxes his stance.  He lowers his sword.  But he doesn’t take his eyes off Metatron.  “You’re nothing but talk.”  
 
                 The malak laughed, low and dry.  “Is that so?  I suppose you believe you’ve won.”  
 
                 “You couldn’t defeat me with two arms.  You haven’t got a prayer now.”  Zeke finds his opponent’s confidence irritating.  
 
                 The wounded demon rises slowly to his feet.  “I am the first of the ten holy sephirah.  I am the most powerful of all angels and the steward of God on Earth and in the ethereal plane.”  He steps slowly toward Zeke, who backs away cautiously.  “I exist as one entity with God, the dragons, and all the malak.  To destroy me, you would need to do more than sever an arm.  You would need to slay all parts of the Destroyer at once.”  He lays down his remaining sword and holds his arm out, opening himself completely for an attack.  “But if you’re so convinced that you’ve won, take your best shot.”  
 
                 Zeke refuses to be intimidated.  “Best idea I’ve heard all day.”  
 
                 He shoves his sword deep into Metatron’s chest, hoping that malak have hearts in the same place humans do.  White light pours like blood from the wound.  It fills the room.  It drips on the floor.  It dissipates into the air.  He holds his sword fast, the red aura of his soul shining as bright as the angel’s wound.  
 
                 Then the aura spreads.  Metatron’s white body becomes infected with the red light.  It travels through him.  His wound bleeds red.  
 
                 “What . . . what is this power?” he says surprised.  For the first time, the malak looks frightened.  But his look of fear soon fades into a malicious grin.  Understanding dawns on his face.  “This is the will of the Destroyer!  This is the power I’ve been searching for!”
 
                 Metatron grabs the blade with his fist and pulls it deeper into his body.  The red aura leaves the sword, drawn into Metatron through his fist.  
 
   Zeke screams in pain.  
 
   The bleeding light grows brighter.  Blinding white mixed with red.  Jae-Hoon and Daniel shield their eyes.  Even Micah is forced to look away.  Dumah, Jack and Ariel burst through the door, only to shut their eyes tight against the blinding light.  
 
   Then the malak explodes.  
 
   A shockwave explodes out.  Zeke, caught at its source, is thrown across the room.  His sword clatters to the ground beside him.  Micah grips the guard rail.  Everyone else falls.  
 
   Pipes around the room begin to leak gas.  Cords begin to spark.  The room begins to groan and shake.  
 
   When the light fades, Daniel rushes to his friend’s side.  “He’s passed out.  He needs help.  Ariel,” he orders, “you and Jack take him to Sandalphon.”  
 
   “Ariel?” came a surprised voice. 
 
   “Micah?” 
 
   “But you were . . .” 
 
   “. . . dead.”  
 
   Daniel realized what was happening.  Not only the reunion of old lovers, but the unstable reactor, wired through the entire capital city.  “There’s no time!  The reactor is going to explode!”  
 
   “Leave Zeke with me, Daniel” ordered the Karellan, never taking his eyes from Ariel, whose gaze was equally fixated on him.  
 
   “No,” the Raven answered, lifting Zeke around his shoulder.  Dumah and Jae-Hoon rushed to help. 
 
   This caught Micah’s attention.  “What?  So you ultimately side with Sandalphon?”  He sounded more interested than surprised.  But still frustrated.  For the first time, his pawns weren’t playing his game. 
 
   “No, my lord.”  He spoke very politely.  “I do not choose one master over another.  But I must do what is right, and I do not believe your intentions are just.”  He and Jae-Hoon pulled the body toward the door.  
 
   “So be it,” he said, raising his sword slightly.  
 
   “What’s going on?” piped Ariel.  “Micah, why are you here?”  
 
                 He pleaded to her.  “There’s no time.  Come with me.  Bring Zeke with you.  The three of us need to escape.”  
 
                 She turned to her fallen friend ready to obey this wish, but Daniel stopped her.  “Don’t listen to him.  He’s the Karellan.” 
 
                 “What?  Micah . . .”  She struggled for words, but couldn’t find any.  
 
                 The overlord started for Zeke himself, but Dumah stepped in his path.  “No, my lord.  You can not have them.” 
 
                 “And you’re going to stop me?”  He sounded like he was ready to laugh.  
 
                 Dumah, still serious, steadied his rifle.  
 
                 Click.  
 
                 Micah laughed.  
 
                 The Supervisor bent down and snatched Zeke’s sword off the ground.  He held it out.                The Karellan stared at him mockingly.  “Please.  You don’t know how to use that.”  He held out the Masamune, ready to strike.  
 
                 “I received melee training during the war, just like everyone else,” he answered.  The sword shook in his hands.  
 
                 “An hour a week on a broad sword with no practice for ten years, and you think you’re qualified to wield that against me?”  He took a step forward.  Dumah took a step back. 
 
                 Then the Supervisor felt something on his face.  Something hot and wet.  A thin jet of steam leaked out of a pipe above him.  An idea came to him.  
 
                 He cut.  
 
                 The pipe burst.  A thick cloud of hot steam filled the room.  Micah disappeared behind it.  Dumah retreated.  Jae-Hoon caught him and shoved him under Zeke’s limp arm.  “Take him.  I’ll hold him off.”  
 
                 “What?” 
 
                 “Just go.  It’s something I need to do.”  
 
                 Jae-Hoon had stood helpless for so long.  He was finished.  Finished taking orders.  Finished being used as a pawn.  Finished hurting people.  It was time to help them instead. 
 
                 Time for atonement.  
 
                 The Karellan would brave the cloud of steam.  He was sure of that.  But he could, at the very least, buy his friends enough time to escape.  “I must do this.”  
 
                 Dumah understood.  He nodded, and then he led the way toward the door.  
 
                 “But Micah . . .” Ariel said, mindlessly taking a step towards the steam.  Jack grabbed her arm and pulled her hard toward the door.  “We have to go.  
 
                 The small group raced out into the light of day. 
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                 Jae-Hoon leaped into the steam, the door not yet closed behind his friends.  The scalding vapors were dissipating into the air, but still burned him.  
 
                 Suddenly he was startled by a large mass that collided with him in the cloud.  
 
                 The Karellan.  
 
                 He wore his suit coat over his head.  It protected him from the steam, but blocked his vision.  He wasn’t expecting the Slayer.  They fell to the ground.  
 
   Jae-Hoon rolled back, out of the steam.  If I’m lucky, he thought, I can keep him in the steam long enough to do some damage.  
 
                 Micah stood and threw off the coat.  The cloud no longer fazed him.  It continued to fill the room with heat.  It billowed behind him, around his feet.  Jae-Hoon stepped back.  The overlord appeared like a god, emerging from his cloud.  “The Slayer?  You want to stop me?” 
 
                 Jae-Hoon didn’t speak.  His answer was to pull his stylus out from his robes.  
 
                 “I’m disappointed,” the Karellan continued.  “I would have thought that you’d want to help me.  You’re in this for God, are you not?”  He took a step closer.  Jae-Hoon gave a quick thrust with his spike.  The overlord was not startled.  Instead, he shot a curious look at the priest.  “Don’t you understand my plan?  I’m trying to restore your God to power.  I’m trying to bring mankind back to paradise.” 
 
                 Just keep talking, he thought.  Every moment the Karellan wasted in the reactor was one more step between him and Zeke.  
 
                 “You’re very quiet.  Don’t you understand?  This crisis you’re having, I can end it.  You haven’t been turning people into monsters.  You haven’t been killing them.  You’ve been sending them to God.  They are now part of his being.  It’s not a bad fate.  Not all eyes will weep for them.”  He spoke with a waver in his voice.  
 
                 He was nervous.  
 
                 “You won’t get past me.  You’re not getting to Zeke.”
 
                 Anger filled Micah’s words.  “You mean that after all that soul searching, facing your hypocrisies, and rediscovering your faith that you will deny me now?  After finding your place with God, you will prevent his plans from being fulfilled?”  
 
                 Jae-Hoon smiled.  
 
                 Micah was trying to get into his head, but it wasn’t working. 
 
                 He already understood.  Hypocrisy, whether it was good or bad, was neither a weakness nor a strength.  It was human.  That’s all.  Merely a sign.  An indicator that whatever rules may be imposed on us, we do have the power to make our own decisions.  To reason on our own.  
 
                 Hypocrisy was freedom.  Personal freedom.  The power over our own minds. 
 
                 He stood there fully aware of who was responsible for the draugr.  Perhaps he had unknowingly been their executioner.  Perhaps he had been the one to promote them to their doom.  
 
                 But the Karellan had made them monsters.  
 
                 Slaying was an act of mercy.  For both the terrorized humans and the draugr themselves.  They did not belong in this world.  Living as a draugr was a terrible thing.  They had been tormented and twisted until they were less than human.  Jae-Hoon ended their pain by slaying.  
 
                 And that was exactly what he intended to do now to the Karellan.   
 
                 The battle didn’t take long.  Jae-Hoon attacked first.  He thrust his spike at the overlord.  But Micah was fast.  He vanished.  The Slayer stopped, puzzled.  
 
                 The sword pierced him from behind. 
 
                 And then it was gone. He fell to the floor.  Through the noise of the leaking pipes and sparking cords, he heard panicked footsteps running for the door.  
 
                 Jae-Hoon had lost the fight, but he died with a smile on his face. 
 
    
 
                 With the help of the Lower City Defense Militia, Daniel managed to put plenty of distance between Zeke and the Karellan.  After leaving the reactor, Dumah’s crew shoved them onto military transports, and within minutes they were pulling up to the Nifelheim port, where Quetzalcoatl was docked.  
 
                 “Jack, get them to Sandalphon as fast as you can,” Daniel instructed.  “This isn’t a natural injury.  Don’t stop for anything.  Nifelheim is in trouble.  You don’t want to be here.”  
 
                 “Got it,” he confirmed.  “Ariel?”  
 
                 She was seated by Zeke in the back seat, in a daze.  No one had to ask what was on her mind.  Daniel repeated, “Ariel?”
 
                 After a moment she snapped to attention.  “Right,” she said. 
 
                 Jack and Ariel got out of the transport, pulling Zeke with them.  They rushed off to the distant, awkward shape of their ship.  “How bad is it?”  Dumah asked, watching them leave.  
 
                 “That’s the central power reactor for all Nifelheim.  It wouldn’t be so bad if it just shut down, but the main service lines are damaged.”  
 
                 “It’s going to blow?”  
 
                 Daniel spoke gravely.  “Picture a series of tiny explosions in the central structure of the plate setting off a chain reaction that will destroy the entire plate.  Nifelheim is going to fall.”  
 
                 Just like Rome.  
 
                 “We have to evacuate,” Dumah stated.  “How much time do we have?”  
 
                 “It’ll take something this big a while to drop.  Two hours.  Maybe three tops.”  
 
                 “That’s not exactly my idea of a long time.  Nifelheim is a big city to evacuate in two hours.”  
 
                 Daniel smirked.  “We’ve had enough practice.  We should be good at evacuations by now.”  He jumped out of the transport, changing his tone.  “You’re right.  There’s not much time.  Get down to the lower city now.”  
 
                 The transport sped away.  Daniel headed toward the nearby military port, the Muselheim, and the Karellan’s fleet of airships. 
 
    
 
                 Micah burst into the light of day.  The fresh air was revitalizing.  He was still coughing from the noxious gasses floating around inside the reactor.  
 
                 He looked around.  There had been a battle.  Bodies were everywhere.  But if there were survivors, they were long gone by now.  He didn’t worry.  He knew where they were headed.  To Sandalphon, Daniel had said.  Zeke was hurt.  Wounded by a malak.  And now they were headed to the legendary healer.  He didn’t need to follow them.  He had the fastest fighter ship in the world.  He’d get there first.  
 
                 Pulling out a small phone from his pocket, he hit a single button.  After a moment a voice answered, “Sir?”  
 
                 “I’m on my way.  Prepare the Adramelech for immediate departure.”  
 
    
 
                 Daniel blew past the security checkpoint.  No one in the military knew he was a traitor yet, and none dared stop a Raven.  He headed straight for the Muselheim, where he knew a skeleton crew was always posted with at least one commanding officer.  
 
                 A guard noticed him heading furiously towards the ship.  He ran after him, but the Raven of Memory did not stop.  “Sir?”  
 
                 “Where’s the general?”  Daniel asked.  
 
                 “Pardon?  The general?”  
 
                 “We have to mobilize the fleet now.  I need to speak with your C. O.” 
 
                 “Uhh, just a moment,” the guard, struggling to keep up with Daniel’s pace, fumbled around for a radio clipped to his belt.  When he finally unclipped it, he held it to his mouth and hit the transmitter.  “Uh, this is guard post JP097-L.  I’m with . . .” 
 
                 Daniel tore the radio from the guard’s hand.  “This is Raven Uzuki.  The reactor is going to blow.  The plate will fall and we need to evacuate now.  I’ll be on the Muselheim in thirty seconds.  I want the forces to be briefed before then.”  
 
                 Just then, the plate begins to groan.  
 
    
 
                 The general in charge of the Muselheim bursts into the briefing room.  He hasn’t had time to don his Class-A uniform, but judging by the Raven’s radio transmission, speed is more vital than pomp.  
 
                 The briefing room is connected by a network of satellites to every military unit in the world.  As the general comes in, technicians are busy selecting switches, setting the equipment to transmit only to the Nifelheim forces.  
 
                 “Turn them all on if it’s faster!”  He pushes his way to the control panel and wipes his arm upward, switching on a number of monitors and cameras at once.  “Who cares if everyone hears us?”  
 
                 The rest of the technicians take the cue and soon all the monitors flash on.  The general faces the central camera, which would link his words to everywhere under the Karellan’s rule.  
 
                 And anyone else who might be listening. 
 
                 Through the Muselheim’s thick hull and multiple decks, an explosion shakes the room.  The plate is beginning to fall apart. 
 
                 His speech is short.  “The plate will fall.  Evacuate civilians ASAP.  The Muselheim will be deployed to the central residential sector.  All other carriers will receive a transmission assigning them a tertiary sector.  No one may be left behind.”  
 
    
 
                 In the upper city, ships hover above buildings, pulling people safely into the sky.  Far below them in Lower Nifelheim, alarms blare through the streets.  Dumah’s city can not rely on air support.  Their evacuation must be done by land.  Large transport vehicles race through the city streets once again, just as they did two months earlier.  
 
                 This time they race with more urgency.  Gravity is not a force they can fight.  It is not a force they can hide from.  Their only option is to get everyone, drive as fast as they can, and get far enough away that it won’t do any damage.  
 
                 They speed through the city, dodging debris falling from the exploding plate.  Every so often, the transports stop.  Soldiers jump out and run to nearby homes.  They pull entire families away from their meager homes, away from their lives, shoving them onto the vehicles.  Many are frightened by the harsh treatment.  But the alternative is death.  Too many fear another incident like Rome.  
 
                 None argue.  
 
                 In one city sector, the lights go out.  Hundreds of soldiers are left in the dark with thousands of panicking citizens.  A ball of fire explodes from the plate above them.  Many are thrown to the ground by the shockwave.  
 
                 The plate groans.  Metal snaps.  A crack opens above them, allowing in the first sunlight the city has seen in hundreds of years.  The second-class citizens understand.  This light is not welcome.  
 
                 The soldiers pull the remaining civilians onto the transports and speed away.  There is no time to save anyone else.  One second more and they’ll all be dead.  They speed away.  Out of the city.  
 
    
 
                 The explosion shakes the upper city.  A chasm opens up beneath them.  
 
                 The groans of the metal beneath them intensify.  Buildings crumble.  Debris rolls toward the crack.  People lose their footing.  They fall toward the hole.  
 
                 The upper city is being swallowed into the lower city.  
 
                 Swallowed into Hell. 
 
                 An airship hovers.  Soldiers on board drop ropes to the soldiers on the plate.  They tie themselves securely then reach for the citizens.  The plate tears wider.  Buildings fall.  Clusters of people are lost.  Rocks pin soldiers down, snapping ropes.  
 
                 There is another explosion.  And another.  And another.  The snapping pipes and tubes and power lines in the plate trigger a reaction.  The sagging sector of the plate breaks loose and falls.  Buildings collapse toward the chasm.  A cloud of rubble spews into the air, swallowing everything.  
 
                 The airship and its meager survivors lift off into the sky.  
 
    
 
                 The segment of plate falls hard, crushing the mostly-empty homes of the second-class citizens.  Masses of debris pile on top of it, spewing a small cloud of smoke into the lower city.  
 
                 The cloud hits the fleeing transports.  Some are swallowed and lost.  Others are knocked over and begin to roll.  When these stop, soldiers immediately rush out to right the vehicles again.  
 
                 Only a few escape unharmed.  They make for the gates.  
 
    
 
                 “She’s all fueled up and ready, sir,” an attendant informs Micah as he storms toward his ship.  The plate shakes violently with explosions and stress.  The other pilots and attendants have already fled. 
 
                 “Do you have any messages sir?” the attendant asks urgently.  He struggles to keep his footing on the unstable ground.  Micah walks unhindered.  He climbs up the ladder to the seat of his craft and begins strapping himself in, firing up the engines.  
 
                 Over the roar of the explosions and the burning engines, the attendant presses his lord for information.  “Any orders for the evacuation?”  
 
                 “Do what you will.  The city is lost.”  
 
                 Without another word, the cockpit closes and the ship accelerates into the sky.  
 
    
 
                 The Supervisor stands at the city’s west gate.  Huge military transports pull at the layers of barriers surrounding the lower city.  After years of keeping monsters out of Nifelheim, they now serve to trap the people inside.  
 
                 Now, the militia struggles to demolish them faster.  Within minutes, the evacuation transports would try to flood out of the gates, only to get stuck, trying to funnel through the maze of fences and razor wire.  
 
                 “Pull!” Dumah shouts.  A small fleet of vehicles tug at the barriers.  
 
   Nothing happens. 
 
   The wire is planted too deep.  The walls are built too strong.  The only available tools aren’t strong enough.  There is very little equipment available in the lower city.  
 
    “Pull!” he shouts again, frantically.  Again they pull and nothing happens.  
 
   Something explodes.  Dumah is thrown to the ground.  Ropes snap and the pulling vehicles speed to freedom.  
 
   That was too low to be from the plate, Dumah thinks. He stands.  The explosion has uprooted the razor wire fence and shattered the plexiglass wall.  There is a gaping hole in the barrier.  
 
   In the distance, a pirate ship floats up the Han River.  
 
    
 
   Parts of the plate are now exploding violently.  Much of the city has been evacuated, although many people are lost.  It won’t hold much longer, Daniel thinks as he runs through the city, carrying a small child.  He shepherds a small group of citizens toward the open cargo bay of the Muselheim.  
 
   Rope ladders hang down and soldiers struggle to pull the citizens up quickly.  The ground shakes.  It begins to sag.  The plate starts to fall beneath their feet.  
 
   Daniel leaps.  
 
   The child cries.  
 
   He grabs a ladder with his free hand.  
 
   The plate collapses.  
 
    
 
   In the sky just outside Nifelheim, Jack pushes his engines to full power.  Ariel sits nearby, looking over Zeke in the same bed they used when he was injured by the dragon.  
 
   Jack is quiet.  It makes Ariel worry.  “Are we safe?” she asks.  The ship accelerates.  It moves fast.  Faster than it was meant to move.  She holds tight.  
 
   “I’m pushing it full-throttle,” he explains.  His voice is grave.  “I’ll probably blow the engines, but we’ll make it to Rome first.  How is . . .”  
 
   His voice trails off as a monitor catches his attention.  
 
   “What?” says Ariel.  “What is it?  Is something wrong?”  
 
   “We’re being followed.”  
 
    
 
   The Supervisor watches from the gates.  He sees the plate sag.  He sees the supports bend.  He hears the grinding, the groaning, and the sounds of strained metal.  The explosions.  The falling buildings.  
 
   And the screaming.  
 
   It is time.  The city is in its death throes.  There is nothing left to do but escape.  He signals to his men to leave.  Evacuation transports shoot towards the enlarged gate, erupting into the open air.  The ground is rough and uneven, but they keep going.  Some get stuck, but others drive on.  Everyone has the same idea.  
 
   Be as far away as they can when it falls. 
 
   The sounds rise to a deafening thunder.  The largest section of the plate falls.  
 
   A cloud of debris spews outward from the city.  
 
    
 
   Above the dying Nifelheim, Daniel stands on the observation deck of the Muselheim.  He watches each section of the plate fall.  He watches as each section of burning buildings collapses and is lost in the dust.  He sees the Supervisor’s transports speed away from the deadly cloud.  
 
   All the while, explosions keep ringing from the plate.  
 
   It doesn’t happen all at once.  A large section of the plate falls.  But others stand.  Bent.  Wounded.  Ready to fall, but saving themselves for the right moment.  When they can frighten the survivors, or attack the rescue teams.  
 
   Nifelheim’s evil is not so easily extinguished.  
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe it,” Jack shouts after checking every monitor twice.  
 
   Ariel holds tight in the back.  The ship flies every maneuver possible, trying to shake their pursuer.  She struggles to keep herself still and to guard Zeke as well.  
 
   “What?  What can’t you believe?” she shouts.  
 
   “It’s the Adramelech.”  
 
   The name sounds familiar.  She heard it once before.  It seems like years ago.  “Didn’t you say that was the Karellan’s ship?”  
 
   “Custom built for the man himself,” Jack explains less-than enthusiastically.  “He even had a series of restrictions placed on ship engines.  Didn’t want anyone outrunning him.”  
 
   Ariel was not concerned that they’d be caught.  “Micah . . .” she said to herself.  Thinking of the person she knew ten years before.  “Is it really you?”  
 
                 
 
                 A short distance behind Quetzalcoatl, Micah thinks of Ariel.  The cargo ship is fast, but he follows it with ease.  He can’t shoot it down, not with such precious cargo as Zeke.  
 
                 And Ariel.  
 
                 All he needs is to wait for them to burn out.  Force them to land.  
 
                 “It’s been ten years.  I won’t lose you again,” he says quietly.  Then his quarry vanishes from the monitors.  The ship still pushes for freedom in front of him, but the Adramelech doesn’t see it. Before he has time to check for instrument malfunction, a massive gust of wind knocks both ships off balance. 
 
                 Below him, the entire planet begins to shake.  
 
    
 
                 “What the hell was that?” screams Jack at the top of his lungs.  All his navigation instruments are dead.  The engines still work, but he’s now flying blind.  
 
                 “I was hoping you’d know,” Ariel bellows back.  
 
                 “Sorry.  I’m lost.”  After a moment, he adds, “literally.”  He checks the gauges.  Some fire wildly, erratically.  Others don’t fire at all.  Through the ships controls, he feels a tremor in the air.  The entire planet is shaking.  “Seems like the whole world is going crazy.” 
 
    
 
                 Far on the other side of the planet, thousands of kilometers away from Rome or Nifelheim or wild civilizations or pirates, something is happening.  On a continent inhabited by malak, something is trying to enter the physical plane of existence.  Black sparks arc across the western edge of the continent.  They flare up far into space.  They explode with energy, shaking the earth.  
 
                 Then a hole opens.  
 
                 At first, only for a moment, then it disappears.  But the energy bursts don’t stop.  The storm intensifies.  The hole opens again.  Then it grows.  
 
                 Something begins to push its way out.  
 
                 A large dragon emerges, flying into space.  It is the size of a planet, with six wings and black scales.  Its eyes are hollow and black.  
 
                 Massive thought it is, it is still weak.  It needs energy.  It senses a great source of power nearby.  Its sightless eyes seek it out with ease.  
 
    
 
                 In Nifelheim, the survivors of the collapse look up nervously.  The late afternoon sun darkens.  Light vanishes from the sky.  
 
                 Near Rome, the same thing happens.  Closer to noon, the sky suddenly goes dark.  “Uhh, was there supposed to be an eclipse today,” asks Jack nervously.  
 
                 Behind them, Micah sees the great monster in the sky. 
 
    
 
                 The dragon approaches the sun.  It feels the intense heat.  The sun revitalizes it.  Gives it strength.  Its dull, black scales spark with a glimmer of light.  
 
                 The dragon inhales.  Creating a powerful force in the vacuum of space, it takes the burning gasses of the sun into its own body.  With the unending breath, the star grows smaller and smaller.  The dragon grows larger and larger.  Its scales begin to glow, dark and black. 
 
                 The sun dwindles into nothingness. 
 
    
 
                 To most who witness the event, the dragon in the sky was a frightening thing.  It was unusual, unnatural.  And it filled them with an unearthly fear.  
 
                 Micah, on the other hand, knew precisely what he was looking at.  Samael, he thought angrily.  That fool Metatron has summoned the Destroyer prematurely.  He glared at the ship he was following.  It had been ten years.  He didn’t want to lose them for one more minute.  
 
                 But he knew he could.  
 
                 They were headed towards the angel’s island.  They would be there for a while.  He could find them later.  The matter with the Destroyer was more pressing.  He needed to speak with Metatron.  And Metatron had been sent to the ethereal plane.  Fortunately, a suitable place for summoning the malak was nearby.  
 
                 In Rome.  
 
                 
 
                 “What?  I don’t believe this,” Jack shouted, relieved but worried.  
 
                 “What is it?  What’s happening now?”  Ariel asked, still nervous.  
 
                 “The Karellan just stopped following us.” 
 
                 “What?”  
 
                 “Well, either that or my navigation is still malfunctioning.  But it all seems to be fine now.  He just changed course.  He’s going some other way.”  No longer in fear of being caught, he steadied Quetzalcoatl’s course.  Ariel was able to stand freely, and she ventured away from Zeke and into the cockpit.  “Where is he going?” 
 
                 He checked a few gauges.  “I can’t be sure.  He sped away pretty fast.  But it doesn’t look like there’s much out that way other than Rome.” 
 
                 “Rome . . .” she repeated nervously, trying to figure out why Micah would leave them.  Why he would just give up.  
 
   Why he didn’t have the decency, after ten years, to capture her.  
 
                 “Something wrong with that?  We’re free!”  
 
                 “No.  No it’s fine,” she replied, not fully believing herself.  “How much longer before we’re at Sandalphon’s island?”  
 
                 “Just a moment.  We’re almost there now.”  At that moment, alarms started ringing in the ship.  Gauges flashed red.  The ship began to make a series of bizarre noises.  “Just in time, too,” Jack added. 
 
                 Moments later, Quetzalcoatl touched down on Isola Delangelo’s darkened landing pad.  The trip had been done in only a few hours’ time.  By all accounts, it should have been earlier in the day than when they left Nifelheim.  
 
                 But instead, it was night.  
 
                 They wasted no time.  They carried Zeke up the path to the complex and burst into the commons.  Elijah stood there with several of his monks.  All of them snapped to attention at the sight of the unconscious fighter.  
 
                 “What happened?”
 
                 “He was fighting with a malak,” Ariel tried to explain.  “We don’t know the rest.  We showed up just as he passed out.” 
 
                 Elijah rushed to Zeke’s side as they set him down on a sofa.  “Get the infirmary ready,” he ordered his monks, who ran off instantly.  He began examining the body.  “I’ve never seen this before.  It’s very odd,” he said after a while. 
 
                 “Will he live?”  Ariel asked.  
 
                 “As far as I can tell, there’s nothing wrong.  He’s just not responding.” 
 
                 “Will he live?” she repeated urgently.  
 
                 “I believe so.”  He paused.  “Although I’m not sure what caused his condition.  You say this was a malak attack?”  
 
                 “Yeah.  Damn strong bastard, too.  Same one that knocked out Quetzalcoatl.” 
 
                 “Metatron?” asked Elijah.  His cool demeanor shook with fear.  
 
                 “That’s the one.  The guy who keeps harassing Zeke.”  
 
                 Elijah stood.  His monks came back from the infirmary with a stretcher and carefully loaded Zeke on top.  “Then I’m afraid we are in for dire times. Your friend will live, but we must watch him closely.  I’m not yet sure how to wake him up.”  
 
                 Jack and Ariel both looked relieved, but not much.  “That’s good to hear,” Jack said, trying to sound cheerful.  “I’ll go get our things from the ship.”  He ran out, back toward the ship.  
 
                 Elijah turned to Ariel and spoke urgently.  “Something strange has happened between Zeke and Metatron.  I’m afraid this could be very bad for the world.”
 
                 Her relief vanished.  “Why?  What’s going on?  Who is Metatron and what does he have to do with the world?”  
 
                 Elijah took a deep breath.  “He is my brother,” he said.  “Was my brother, rather.  He was taken in by the power of the Destroyer, and for the past five thousand years he has sought to incite the Rapture.”  
 
                 Ariel took a frightened step back.  “Oh, my God . . .” 
 
                 Jack burst in, even more frightened than the others.  “There’s something you have to see.”  The pilot motioned for them to come outside.  They followed quickly, out into the night.  
 
                 He pointed into the sky.  
 
                 Instead of the sun, they found themselves staring directly at a large, six-winged dragon, glaring maliciously down at the earth.  It glowed softly, shedding a light similar to the moon, only with a dark feel to it. 
 
                 “I have a bad feeling about this,” Jack said. 
 
   


  
 

Act Three: The Fate of Gods
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two: Revelation
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Zeke stands in an army tent.  His general sits at a small desk, scratching notes or drawing strategies.  He isn’t near enough to see exactly.  The general takes no notice of him.  The man puts his pencil down when another man enters the tent.  
 
                 Captain Micah Frostbane.  
 
                 “General?” 
 
                 “Where am I?” Zeke asks into the ether.  He remembers this feeling from his other dreams, but this is different.  He feels more aware.  More awake.  
 
                 The general stands.  “We’ve gained intelligence that could end the war.  Your sixth platoon has been selected to carry out a mission of utmost importance.” 
 
                 “Rome?  I’m in Rome again?  But this isn’t right.  I wasn’t here.  Not with Micah during his briefing.  How can I be dreaming about this?”  
 
                 “The High Theocrat may be in possession of a certain book,” continues the general.  “Our sources indicate that he may somehow be using this book to control the malak.”  He paces slowly around Micah, who stands still at attention.  
 
                 “You mean the malak are more than just randomly aggressive monsters?”  
 
                 “This mission is being sponsored by a very secretive source, the Order of Sandalphon.  They claim that the original High Theocrat used this book to summon the malak into the world for the sole purpose of creating his Unified Theocracy.”  
 
                 Scare the people.  Drive them to the Church.  Promise them safety.  
 
                 Deliver them from evil.  Almost.  
 
                 The General stops pacing and stands very close to Micah.  “Do you understand the significance of this mission?”  
 
                 “If we capture the book, not only can we end the rule by the Unified Theocracy, but we can also rid the world of the malak.”  
 
                 “Correct.”  
 
                 Everything goes black.  “Hey!  What’s happening?  Where am I?  Is this a dream?” Zeke pleads frantically. 
 
                 The voice comes to him again.  This time, clearer.  And not in his head.  “This is the ethereal plane.  It is the world of dreams, but you are not dreaming.”  
 
                 “Who said that?”  Zeke is startled by the difference in the voice.  
 
                 “You are very unusual.  Most humans can only project their unconscious selves here.  They can only visit the ethereal plane when they’re asleep, or when they die.  But you’re different.  After you were synchronized with the Destroyer, you could gain moments of consciousness here.  Then your contact with Metatron gave you more power.  You can now exist here completely: body, mind and soul.”  
 
                 “I don’t understand.” 
 
                 “Shhh, there is much on your mind.  Much you must learn.  And you can only do that here.  Now watch.”  
 
                 Zeke stands in the middle of a battle.  He watches as he—his other self—races by with Micah and Ariel.  
 
                 The Roman Conflict.  
 
                 They follow their captain, but fall behind.  The astral projection of Zeke seems to keep up without any effort.  He follows Micah’s chain of events, not his own.  
 
   Behind Micah and his lieutenants, something explodes.  Ariel and Zeke are thrown forward.  Micah barely breaks stride.  He flips in the air and lands on his feet, still running.  
 
   A handful of dying Dragons lay in the street.  Their comrades call for a medic, but they understand the mission.  They let the others run ahead, praying for success.  
 
   Ahead in the street, Micah spies a soldier reloading a rocket launcher.  With a vengeful spirit, he launches himself at the enemy.  
 
   The man is felled in a single stroke, cut clean in half mid-torso.  
 
   Micah keeps running.  
 
    “I remember this.”  
 
   “Of course you do,” the voice answers.  “You have visited this part of the ethereal plane recently.”  
 
   His dream in the jail cell.  
 
   “Why did we stop?” asks one Dragon.  The thinning platoon hides in an alley.  “It’s quiet.  We’re home free!”
 
   “No,” says Micah.  “We broke through their outer defenses, but they’ll soon catch up with us.”  He creeps to the edge of the alley and waves at them to follow.  “Look.”  
 
   They peer around the corner.  Zeke remembers the frightfully powerful guards. 
 
   “Nataraja’s Arms.  They’re the Theocrat’s personal guard.  They live and breathe training.  They won’t be easy to get by, but you can be sure the Theocrat’s on the other side of that door.”  
 
   “How are we going to get past them?”  Zeke asks.  
 
   “We don’t have to.  I do.” 
 
   Ariel protests.  “You’re going in alone?  You don’t know what’s inside!”
 
   “No, but I need this door secured, and there are only five of you.  I think I can handle the old man.”  The platoon looks nervous. 
 
   “It’s too dangerous,” Ariel protests.  
 
   “I know.  So cover me.”  He breaks away from his troops and speeds through the guards.  The astral Zeke follows.  Micah ignores the first three guards.  He slashes his sword, taking out the guard directly in front of the door. 
 
   He throws his weight into the door.  It opens.  Bullets rain behind him, preventing the guards from pursuing.  He slams the door closed behind him.  
 
   He is alone in the tower.  It rises high above him.  It is tall.  Dark.  
 
   A stairway winds uo to unseen heights.  He climbs.  Demonstrating his immense power, he takes huge leaps, skipping large groups of steps at a time.  
 
   “But I didn’t go inside with him.  How can I be dreaming this?”  
 
   “This is not just the world of your dreams.  The ethereal plane remembers Micah’s past as well.  It would do you much good to remember it as well.”  
 
   “Remember it?” laughs Zeke.  “How can I remember someone else’s past?”  
 
   “Humans have not yet reached an evolved state.  Their memories are still poor tools.  They can only remember things that have already happened, and then only things that have happened to themselves.  You are evolving.  Through your contact with Metatron.  Through the knowledge you gleaned from the Book of Razael.  Through your synchronization with the Destroyer.” 
 
   “The Destroyer?”
 
   “Shh.  He’s almost there.”  
 
   Micah, barely winded, leaps over the top of the stairs.  The top of the tower is shabby.  Old world.  Like a remnant from the dark ages.  A splintered wooden door is the only thing in front of him.  The Flower of Life is carved into the wood. 
 
   Below him is a long fall into the dark tower.  
 
   He goes through the door.  The room he finds could easily be a mad scientist’s laboratory.  Pipes and tubes run through odd contraptions.  Beakers of colored liquids boil on burners.    
 
   There is a man in the room.  He doesn’t turn.  His head is buried in a book.  
 
   The High Theocrat.  The Book of Razael. 
 
   “I suspected the infidels would send an assassin,” the Theocrat snarls. 
 
   Micah stands tall.  “I am no assassin, and we are not infidels.” 
 
                 “All religions are now united, and yet you rebellious atheists wish to destroy the peace we’ve attained?”  
 
                 “Peace?  How can you call this peace?  Did you consider those who believe in God, but don’t wish to be governed by a church?  There are those who don’t wish to force beliefs on others, or have beliefs forced upon them.”  
 
                 “He never could resist the urge to talk philosophy,” Zeke said into the ether. 
 
                 “And the malak  . . .  did you summon them to create this peace, too?  Frightening people into submission is hardly a noble quality.  You’ve created nothing.  People are still dying, just as they were thousands of years ago, and they still do so in the name of God.”  
 
                 The Theocrat turns.  His eyes show interest.  “It’s true.  You are no mere assassin.  Tell me, thief, how did the infidels learn of the book?”  
 
                 “We’ve known for some time.  How we learned of it is not my knowledge.” 
 
                 “Can’t he talk like a normal person?”  Zeke wonders.  “Not my knowledge?  Why the hell can’t you just say ‘I don’t know’?”
 
                 The ethereal Micah doesn’t hear him.  
 
                 He lifts his sword, ready to attack.  “I am simply here to take it back.”  
 
                 The Theocrat laughs, shrill and unpleasant.  “Fool!  You don’t know the power this book has given me!  It contains the knowledge of God himself!  With it, the strength of the divine is at my fingertips.  I will not allow such power to pass into the hands of the wretched infidels, and God himself will stop you if you try.” 
 
                 “You believe you are righteous enough to determine the fate of the world?”  
 
                 “Do you, Micah?”  
 
                 “I am the appointed Theocrat.  I was chosen by God.  I am the expression of His will on earth.  And now that I have all the heathens gathered below me, He can destroy the faithless.”  
 
                 “You’re a foolish old man, and your reign is over.”  Micah raises his sword, ready to strike down the pontiff where he stands. 
 
                 The Theocrat places a hand on the book.  
 
                 The scene cuts.  The astral Zeke finds himself once again looking into the sky above Rome.  
 
                 The night sky lights up, bright as day.  The ethereal Zeke and Ariel look up.  The Metatron’s cube fills the sky.  The light blasts down.  The plate explodes.  
 
                 The vision goes dark.  
 
                 The voice speaks.  “If you were wondering how the Karellan obtained Razael’s Book . . .” 
 
                 “. . . he had it all along.”  Zeke was quiet.  Their mission hadn’t failed.  They destroyed the Theocracy and reclaimed the book.  But only Micah ever knew.
 
                 “Now here is a part of your own past.  A part you do not visit so often.”   
 
                 The battle is over.  Zeke is alone.  Lost.  Micah was in the tower when the plate fell.  Ariel was thrown into the chaos.  
 
                 The rubble of the city burns around him.  Haunting screams drift through the air.  Bursts of gunshots sound in the distance.  
 
                 Up ahead, several men tug at a pile of rubble.  A woman paces, screaming hysterically.  Zeke rushes to help.  He and the others grab a heavy sheet of metal.  One man counts.  “On three.  One, two, three.”  
 
                 They pull.  The pile of rubble shakes.  Bits of stone tumble.  The sheet moves.  
 
                 Zeke holds it up while the others look beneath it.  They shake their heads, sadly.  The woman’s screams grow more hysterical.  She runs, bursting into tears.  
 
   None follow her.  
 
                 The men disperse.  Zeke hears a sound.  It is faint, but stands out.  A child.  Crying in the distance.  He follows the sound across a field of wreckage.  A young boy sits besides a mass of blood and entrails.  
 
                 “Do you need help?”  Zeke asks. 
 
                 The child stops crying and stands up.  He is no older than five years old.  Staring nervously, he shouts, “Go away!  You’re bad!”
 
                 “No, I’m not.  I can help you.”  He stretches out his hands, hoping it will be seen as a friendly gesture.  
 
                 The boy backs away.  “You’re a soldier.  You want to kill me.”  
 
                 “I’m not here to kill anyone.”  
 
                 “Go away!”  The hysterical child turns and runs.  But after a few steps, he trips and falls out of sight, tumbling down a hill of twisted metal and broken buildings.  
 
                 “Incoming!” yells a voice from below.  An automatic weapon spits out a hail of bullets.  
 
                 Then silence.  
 
                 Then the voice is much quieter.  “Holy shit,” says the soldier in a panic.  “Holy shit!  It’s a kid!  I killed a kid!  Holy shit, what did I do?”
 
                 Another voice, stronger, more calm, answers, “Nothing.  You didn’t do anything.  The boy probably didn’t have any family left.  It . . . it doesn’t matter.  We can’t do anything for him now.” 
 
                 Zeke turns and keeps walking.  
 
                 He walks endlessly, trying to find something.  Anything.  Micah, Ariel, a resistance fighter, even a Theocratic soldier.  But most of what he sees is empty.  Fires burning in the ruins.  There are only a handful of survivors.  They’re all the same.  Frightened people, faced with the loss of their families, their homes, their health, their lives.  Confused soldiers, unsure of what to do or who their enemy is.  
 
   Some people can’t be helped.  Some people don’t want it.  Some people pray for it and don’t get it.  The handful of survivors will all live these hours in horror, unable to find relief.  
 
   And most of them will die soon. 
 
   But there aren’t many.  Mostly he finds ruins and corpses—the only ones left with a sense of completion.  The only ones at rest.  
 
   Zeke wanders through the fires.  
 
   Something rustles on one side.  Nervous, he raises his gun.  It’s empty, but it’s his only option.  He backs up as a pile of burning rubble tumbles over.  A man steps through, carrying a limp figure.  
 
                 Micah and Ariel.  
 
                 “Zeke!” he yells.  His voice betrays his worry.  Even Micah Frostbane is not above fear and despair.  “She’s unconscious.  Help me get her to the camp.”  
 
                 The image darkens.  The astral Zeke watches in a grim silence. 
 
                 The next scene begins hours later.  Sunrise.  Light creeps over the sea, warm and yellow.  Micah stands on a hill, under an oak tree, staring off at the distant beach.  
 
                 Zeke is behind him, approaching softly.  Quietly.  
 
                 But Micah knows he’s there.  “Everyone is dead.”  
 
                 Silence.  He stands in place, a few steps behind his captain.  
 
                 “Everyone,” Micah continues.  “Soldiers, civilians.  The leaders of both armies.  Everyone died.  And the world is in chaos.”  
 
                 “But we survived.”  He isn’t sure if that’s good or bad. 
 
                 “Just a handful of us.  There aren’t many.  Not even enough to call it a victory.  No.  This was a slaughter.  An act of God.”  He spit out the last word with contempt.  
 
                 There is a pause.  
 
                 “You know, they’re looking for a king.”  Micah laughs.  A weak, forced laugh.  “Can you imagine that?  A king in this day and age?  After all we’ve been through?”  He pauses again.  Keeping his back to Zeke, he distinctly reaches up to wipe something from his face.  “I guess it’s just human nature to want to abdicate difficult decisions to someone else.  That’s why we set rules.  Regulations, policies, procedures.  That’s why we seek out leaders.  Everyone is afraid to think for themselves.”  
 
                 Both the astral and the ethereal Zekes know he isn’t concerned with government at the moment.  He’s retreating to his hobby, philosophy.  Something he knows well.  Something safe.  “We’ll get through this,” He says.  It seems like the right thing to say.  “We always have before.  King or no king  . . .” 
 
                 “I think you should do it.”  
 
                 Even the astral Zeke, who should remember this, is caught by surprise.  
 
                 “What?”  
 
                 “You would make an honest king.  You’re a good person, and you always have the best interests of others at heart.”  
 
                 “Me?  I can’t be a king!”  
 
                 “And why not?”  He asks, still not turning from the view of the sunrise.  “I know you’ve always stayed in my shadow, but you didn’t have to.  You’ve always proven yourself an intelligent, capable person.  There is no one else I would trust to take care of these people.”  
 
                 They both fall silent, watching the sunrise.  The light grows brighter.  Warmer.  After several minutes, Zeke asks, “Do you want to know how she is?”  
 
                 Another pause.  “I’m afraid I already do.”  His voice trembles.  
 
                 “She’s in a coma.  They . . . they don’t expect her to make it.”  
 
                 “The power of God,” Micah spits out cynically.  “Hah.”  
 
                 It was not the reaction he expected.  “What was that?”
 
                 “Does God serve only a chosen few?  He killed the Egyptians to save the Hebrews.  No . . . he wanted to kill the Hebrews too.  In the desert.” 
 
                 “What are you talking about?”  Zeke creeps forward cautiously, but stops after a moment.  
 
                 “People have prayed to and believed in a whole mess of gods since the dawn of time, but what good has it done?  This world is imperfect.  People have always suffered.  The faithful and the infidels alike.  What good is believing?  Our prayers?  All wasted.  Do you know why Ariel was in that church that day?”  
 
                 “No.  No I don’t.”  
 
                 “Her family was killed in the war.  All of them.  Her town was bombed while she was away.  She was at that small church to pray for them.  And to tell God she didn’t blame him at all. 
 
                 “Most people would blame God.  Hold a grudge forever.  And why wouldn’t they?  It’s only human.  Does He exist only to fill our need to attribute fault?  Does a tragedy become an act of God only when we fail to find a human to censure?  Funny . . . knowing this, I can’t even find it in myself to blame him.  How can I be mad when I doubt he exists?”  
 
                 Zeke finds this philosophy unsettling.  “Please, don’t think about this.  Come back to the camp with me.”  
 
                 Micah Frostbane howls in rage.  He raises his sword and shoves it into the oak tree, embedding the blade deep.  He turns to Zeke.  His face looks terrible.  It’s wet, covered in dirt and blood.  An angry face, but weak.  
 
                 “Don’t you see?  It doesn’t matter.  Whether God exists or not?  Who cares?  It is the belief in him that is ruining the world.  People are wasting their lives for him.  Why do they subject themselves to the will of a divine ruler who torments them so?  A God with a cruel sense of humor, handing out a few vain promises of paradise, telling us of some divine plan we can never understand?  He promises Abraham he’ll be the father of a great nation.  Then he wants the man to kill his son.  Abraham is long dead by the time his grandson becomes the father of a nation, and that is a nation in bondage.  So God tells Moses to free them from the Pharaoh.  But the job isn’t easy.  Why?  Because God makes pharaoh refuse.  That bastard wants to make sure Egypt sits by and suffers through every last plague He has planned.  Then the slaves get out.  He leads them into the desert, where they screw up.  They worship the calf.  God is upset.  He wants to kill them.  Who saves them?  Moses.  The human.  But God still makes them wander around lost until every last one of them is dead.  Then there is Job.  The man he torments and destroys, just to show the devil how much the sorry bastard loves Him.  He promises them a land of their own.  Thousands of years later, they get Israel, but spend another two hundred years fighting the other religious factions who live there.  And then the High Theocrat comes into play. 
 
                 “Ariel is dying.  She’s dying.  She’ll soon be in the hands of this vicious psychopathic entity, and He is doing nothing to ease the worries of his believers.  Surely not everyone is faithful . . . I know even I spend a good deal of time wondering . . . but Ariel . . . she believed.  She believed in God with all her heart and never doubted him for a minute. 
 
                 “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I can not change,” he recites, mocking the ancient prayer.  “Well, I can’t accept this.  I can not live this way.  Either God exists, and he is a madman who must pay for his crimes, or there is no God . . . and there’s no hope for any of us.”  
 
                 He falls silent and turns back to the tree, unmoving.  The sunlight reflects harshly off the water.  The warm light of dawn starts to fade.  
 
                 “Micah?”  
 
                 “Here me out.  I swear I will hunt down God himself, and he will bow to me and do my will.  And if there is no God, I will create him myself.”  Micah Frostbane takes one step toward the sun, then calls quietly over his shoulder.  “Take care of Ariel, Zeke.  See that she’s comfortable . . . to the end.”  He walks off, toward the sunrise.  Toward the beach.  The sun is bright, and he disappears quickly.
 
                 Zeke turns to the oak tree.  He grabs the hilt of the sword and pulls.  The blade holds fast.  He strains.  He places a foot on the trunk of the tree for extra power.  
 
                 It moves.  Slowly at first, but the tree soon releases the blade all at once.  Zeke falls backward, onto the ground.  His katana falls on top of him.  
 
                 He picks it up and stands.  
 
                 “I will, my friend,” he whispers into the sunrise.  
 
    
 
                 The visions cease.  The images fade.  Zeke stands in a starry void.  As if he were suspended in the night sky, standing on a floor painted to match.  Except there is no floor.  He is simply standing in nothingness.  
 
                 The ethereal plane of existence.  
 
                 The visions are still fresh in his mind.  He clenches his fist.  A flood of anger rushes through him.  An old wound opens.  “He left us.  He abandoned us for ten years!  He ran out on me.  And Ariel.  Ariel  . . .  she recovered.  She didn’t die.  And he abandoned her for ten years of her life!  He left us all alone!”
 
                 He bellows into the darkness, not sure if anyone was listening.  Not caring if anyone hears him.  
 
                 “And for what?” he continues.  “Some futile beef with God?  How could he!  He was my friend . . . my brother!”  
 
                 One of the starry points of light turns blue.  It seems to come unfixed in the void.  It dances around like a star-turned-fairy.  It speaks with the all-too-familiar voice from Zeke’s dreams.  “Painful though your past may be, on one thing you are mistaken.  Micah Frostbane’s fight is far from futile.”  
 
                 “Who are you?  What are you?”  He seethes at the point of light.  This now-unwelcome entity that made him relive the horrors of Rome.  The thing that made him watch Micah leave again. 
 
                 It answers calmly.  “I am the collective consciousness of all that is alive in the universe.”  
 
                 Zeke pauses, trying to understand.  “Are you . . . God?”  
 
                 “God?” repeats the voice as the speck hovers above Zeke’s left shoulder.  “There are those who might call me that.”  The tiny point of light flies over to his right side.  “And there are those who would call me Buddha, Brahman, Allah, Zeus, or even Jade Emperor.”  The light speeds into the void, vanishing completely.  “And there are those who would be wrong to think so.”  
 
                 “Then who . . . or what . . . are you?”
 
                 “Perhaps I am like a crystal.  Just as a single molecule of ice fits perfectly into the form of a snow flake, so do all living souls fit perfectly into my being.  I am all things alive.  All life exists as a series of individual organisms, but all those organisms together make up me.”  
 
                 “But you’re not God?
 
                 “You humans place too much emphasis on creator and creation.  The universe was not formed by such means.”  The blue light rises up from beneath him and hovers in front of his face.  “Perhaps it, too, is like a crystal.”  
 
                 The light stretches and changes into an image.  A painting, hanging in the void in front of him.  It depicts a mess of reds and yellows, swirling in space with no direction.  “One day there was chaos, and the chaos came together.”  The reds and yellows of the painting change and become black.  The canvas now resembles the ethereal plane.  The night sky.  It slowly fades to reveal the exact same image behind it, although not on canvas.  
 
                 “When a crystal forms, all the pieces find their place together.  They all retain a similar shape from the largest cluster of crystal to the most basic atom.  They don’t build on each other—they all seek their place and snap into being at the same time.  In this manner, the universe came into being from chaos.”  
 
                 Blue flashes to one side.  Zeke, startled, turns quickly to face it.  “That is where your conflict arises,” it tells him.  
 
                 “My conflict?  With Micah?” he asks, confused. 
 
                 “Not with him, but with his creation,” the point of light continues as it dances around the void.  “When the universe was formed, it was very large.  Large crystals tend not to be perfect.  When chaos turned to order, a caretaker also came into existence.  This caretaker had the power to destroy and repair any imperfections.  It was the first living thing known to the universe, and it was very powerful.  It existed in both the physical and ethereal planes.  Since I am the collective conscious of all that is alive, it was once one with me.” 
 
                 “But you’re not this caretaker anymore?”  
 
                 “I am, still.  But now I am more.  Now I am every life in the universe at once.”  The point of light stretches into another image, this one appears to be a massive flight of dragons, gathered around two suns.  Zeke recalls Metatron’s words.  I exist as one entity with God, the dragons, and all those who you call malak. 
 
   This was the caretaker.  All of the beings in the image.  They all existed as one, single being. 
 
   God. 
 
   “For sustenance, this entity fed off the power of the stars.  But nearly four billion years ago, it was damaged.  Just as it approached a star system . . .” 
 
   The canvas painting changes.  One of the stars explodes, hurling fire, rock, and molten metals at the dragons. 
 
   “. . . one of the stars went supernova.  The caretaker of the universe was in grave condition, beyond even his own power to heal.  But without him, the universe’s flaws would grow, and chaos would return.  So with his last remaining power, the caretaker did two things.  On the rubble spewed forth from the supernova, he initiated a force that he would one day be able to integrate into his own being to heal himself.  Spare material, to repair his wounds.  This was the power of life.”  
 
   Here it is, thinks Zeke.  The story of creation and the meaning of life, all rolled into one.  
 
   One, single, disappointing revelation.  
 
   “And the other thing?” he asks.  
 
   “The caretaker was very weak.  The life he created was not strong enough to heal him.  Therefore, he needed to wait for it to evolve.  He needed a species to come forth with the power to transcend between the physical and ethereal planes.”  
 
   “Humans,” Zeke states.  
 
   “That is only partially correct.  Humans, as I mentioned, are only capable of doing so with their unconscious minds, through sleep or death.  However, to be completely whole, the caretaker required a physical body that could also travel freely between the planes of existence.  His second act was to leave his knowledge.  The ability to nurse evolution to the point he required.” 
 
   “He gave us Razael’s book.”  
 
   “Correct.  It is a set of instructions for pushing humanity to the final stage of evolution.” 
 
   Horror flashes on Zeke’s face.  “So the draugr are  . . .”  
 
   “Evolved humans?  No.  They are merely deceased humans.  Those who have visited the ethereal plane in death.  The book has resurrected their bodies, giving them the power to transcend physically, but they have lost their minds and souls to the ether.  But there are still living humans to make up for that lack of power.  The draugr to replace his body, the humans for his mind.” 
 
   “I don’t understand,” says Zeke, once again feeling a rush of anger and frustration.  “How do I fit into all of this?  Why do I matter?  Or Micah?”  
 
   “Many people have held the book, but only one has been intelligent enough to use it properly.  Enoch discovered it first, but was not fit to carry it.  Therefore, he was made a slave to the power of the caretaker—who you would call ‘God’.  Enoch was transformed into the Holy Sephiroth, Metatron, and the book passed on to his brother Elijah.  Elijah understood parts of the book, but not all of it.  He protected it for years, but passed it on to his grandson, Noah, who lost the book.  Elijah recovered it eons later, but it was again stolen by the first High Theocrat.  The Theocrat attempted to use it.  He learned how to summon the angels into the physical realm.  Many people have read the book, but only Micah Frostbane discovered its true purpose.  Only he has the power to fulfill its destiny to revive the caretaker.”  
 
                 “So what’s the problem?  Isn’t God supposed to be a good thing?”  
 
                 “Micah believes reviving the caretaker will lead humanity to paradise.  He believes the god he is creating will be under his control.  But that will not change the purpose of the caretaker.  It is a Destroyer of all that is not perfect.  Its injury was not perfect, and the process of healing required the creation of another imperfection.  Once revived, this ‘god’ will destroy your lives, your planet, and your entire existence.”  
 
                 Zeke is silent.  The blue light stops dancing, but pulses softly.  
 
                 “If Micah understands this book . . . if he knows what it means . . . why is he still doing this?  What paradise does he think he’ll find?”  
 
                 “Micah is trying to change the caretaker.” 
 
                 “Change it?  You mean its purpose?”
 
                 “He will change the Destroyer’s soul.”  
 
                 “The Destroyer?” asks Zeke again, hoping for an explanation.  
 
                 “The Destroyer.  Samael.  The supreme will that governs the caretaker.  In the explosion, the his soul was injured.  Without a soul, he has no life.  It has no will.  It is nothing more than a collection of matter.  But rather than heal this soul, Micah seeks to replace it.” 
 
                 “Replace it?  Can he build a soul?”  Zeke wonders if it’s possible.  If anyone could do it, it would be Micah.  
 
                 “No.  He has chosen an existing soul.  One he believes is powerful.  One he believes will have the best interests of humanity at heart.  He has spent years working on this, establishing his power over the wounded Destroyer.  Synchronizing it to match his desires.  He removed the injured soul.  He hollowed out a space in the design.  A shape that will only fit one soul.  Yours.”  
 
                 Zeke feels sick.  “How could he do something so horrible?  How could he do that to me?”  He pauses.  Taking it all in.  Summoning up the resolve he needs.  “So I have to fight him and stop this.”  
 
                 “No.” 
 
                 Zeke collapses to the unseen floor.  He cries out in both frustration and relief. 
 
                 The blue light continues.  “During your contact with Metatron, you took some of his power into your being, a small bit of his soul.  That is why you are here now.  But he also absorbed a part of your soul, and with that power Metatron will attempt to restore God using his soul—now infused with yours—as the divine will.  He is the opponent you must face.  Only by stopping him can you defeat God.”  
 
                 The void is silent.  Zeke stands, running the information through his mind.  Organizing it.  Understanding it.  Dealing with it.  He formulates his next question.  “I don’t understand.  Why do you want me to fight?  I thought you said you were part of this god.”  
 
                 “I did.  And I still am.  But now there are other lives, and they are one with me as well.  I suppose, like all living things, I seek self-preservation.  To retain my own life.  My own identity.” 
 
                 The blue light begins to fade.  “Hey, where are you going?”  Zeke shouts. 
 
                 “I can sense your heart.  You have no more questions.” 
 
                 “What next?  What do I do?  How do I get back?”  
 
                 “Just wake up, Zeke.  It’s time.” 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three: Resolve
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The room had not changed much since Micah first entered it.  The walls were slanted and missing some bricks, but he had patched up the holes as best he could.  The rest of the laboratory was the same.  Tables covered with beakers of bubbling liquids.  Pipes and tubes running through odd contraptions.  The Flower of Life, splintered and chipped away, is still barely discernable on the door.  
 
                 The majority of the Theocrat’s tower was destroyed when the plate fell.  But centuries-old enchantments were placed on this room, guarding the Book of Razael.  
 
                 The High Theocrat’s seat of power.  
 
                 It was a stroke of luck that Micah had been there.  He may not have survived the fall otherwise.  He may not have found the book.  
 
                 The High Theocrats, over time, had used the room to study the Book of Razael.  When Micah took over and became the Karellan, he found many of their tools useful.  
 
                 Tonight, however, he used no tool.  He chanted softly, under his breath.  He had used the spell only once before, but had committed it to memory.  Using his hands, he drew a Metatron’s cube in the air.  His hand left the air glowing in its wake.  
 
                 He drew it slowly.  Carefully.  
 
                 Then he stepped back.  He had no more need to chant.  He knew what he wanted, and his will made it appear.  
 
                 Metatron stepped out of the glyph and into the physical plane of existence.  He looked as though he had never been injured.  Possibly even stronger than before.  “I am impressed that you have the impudence to summon me knowing full well that you are no longer needed,” said the malak.  
 
                 Micah was not afraid.  “You’ve summoned Samael.  He’s not ready.  And furthermore, you went and got yourself destroyed.  You’re getting careless.”  
 
                 “Careless?  You don’t understand.  I no longer need to exist in the physical world, just as I no longer need your assistance.”  
 
                 “You can not revive God without Zeke.”  
 
                 Metatron laughed.  “You are mistaken.  I seem to have stumbled across a part of his soul.  I can now initiate the resurrection myself.  There is no more need for your pathetic mouse.”  He brushed past Micah and made for the door.  
 
                 “It won’t work.  I’ve seen to that.”  
 
                 The angel stopped.  “Don’t worry.  I won’t destroy you.  Not yet,” he said, although he knew the man was not pleading for his life.  “I’m glad that you have summoned me.  It gives me a chance to tie up some old business.” 
 
                 “Business?”  Micah sneered.  “That’s not the reason.  You won’t destroy me because you’re afraid.  You’re afraid you can’t pull it off.  And God knows that too, so he won’t allow a slave like you to harm me.”  
 
                 “Comfort yourself however you see fit.  I will come for you soon.”  Metatron vanished, presumably to take care of his business.  Micah decided not to worry about him just yet.  He also had business to attend to.  
 
                 
 
                 Elijah sat in his infirmary, tinkering with a gun.  It was unusual, trying to engineer a stronger weapon in a place of healing, but Zeke was still asleep, and the sage insisted on watching over him.  
 
                 It was also a good way to conserve heat, since the Mediterranean had become quiet cold over the past few days.  No one stayed too long by themselves.  It was easier to heat only a few rooms at a time.  The infirmary was high on the priority list.  Everyone in his complex seemed to find excuses to drop in, so Elijah thought nothing strange when the door opened.  
 
                 “Oh, you’re still here,” came the soft voice of Ariel.  
 
                 He turned.  “Yes.  I thought I’d bring my work in here and look over him.”  He nodded to the gun, which appeared to be taking the shape of a rifle.  
 
                 “Your work?  What are you doing?” she asked, sitting next to him.  
 
                 “It’s for Daniel.  He is very good with his chosen weapons, but his handicap will always be the number of bullets he can carry.  I’ve been tinkering with this rifle, and I’ve asked some of my assistants to melt down pieces of the Staff of Son Wukong.  If I’m lucky, I may be able to make a gun that doesn’t have a limit.”  
 
                 “So that magic weapon stuff . . . it really works, doesn’t it?”  
 
                 “The power of Razael’s Book does seem infinite, as does the weapons it has spawned.” 
 
                 “And the malice that it spread,” Ariel added.  There was a long pause.  “How about Zeke?” she asked.  “Is he doing any better?”  
 
                 “No change.  He’s only sleeping, but can’t be woken up.”  
 
                 “But it’s been days!  You mean you still don’t even know what’s wrong?”  
 
                 “Unfortunately, his affliction is not of this world.  I can’t treat him.  I don’t think we can do anything but wait.”  
 
                 Ariel stood and walked to the window.  There wasn’t much to see.  A small sheet of frost covered the view of the endless night.  “Maybe it’s better this way, with the world freezing to death.  Perhaps it’s best that he doesn’t know what’s happening.”  
 
                 Elijah followed her to the window.  She thought she detected a hit of worry on the sage’s face.  But it passed quickly, and she pushed it from her mind.  
 
                 “Now, dear, don’t get yourself down,” he said.  “There is still hope.  He hasn’t been injured.  Providing he wakes up, he’ll be as good as ever.”  
 
                 She tried to smile.  
 
                 “And don’t forget Daniel,” continued the sage.  “He’s still out there, working for a way to save us.”  He took her arm and led her to the door.  “Why don’t you go get some rest?  You’ll feel better if you sleep a bit.”  
 
                 “But what about . . .”  
 
                 “I’ll let you know as soon as he wakes up.”  He spoke faster than usual.  
 
                 “All right then,” she replied, suspicious of the sage’s sudden change in behavior.  
 
                 He gave her an unusually strong push into the hallway and slammed the door behind her, locking it.  They had not been alone in the room, but only the sage could feel the presence of the spy.  
 
   “It’s been a long time, Enoch,” he said.  White light flashes.  
 
    
 
                 Ariel didn’t want to sleep.  
 
                 If she slept, she couldn’t do anything else.  It was the ultimate state of helplessness.  She had been invalid for the better part of ten years.  Even then she could ask for help.  But in sleep . . . 
 
                 She found Jack outside.  He was standing still, gazing up at the sky.  He didn’t look cold, but his breath billowed out before his face, turned to a cloud of fog, then rained to the ground.  “Damn this is creepy,” he said.  
 
                 Without the sun, the earth froze quickly.  At first it rained.  The rain soon turned to snow.  Then it all stopped.  There was no wind, no clouds, no waves on the sea.  It was as if the earth simply stopped moving altogether.  
 
                 The sea in front of them, stretching out toward Rome, was solid ice.  Smooth, like glass.  On the other side of the island, hundreds of kilometers out to sea, the water was probably still freezing.  Somewhere, it may still be liquid.  
 
                 But here it was ice.  
 
                 “No sun.  No weather.  Nothing,” Ariel said.  A pathetic attempt to make conversation.  
 
                 “No worries,” Jack replied, a glimmer of his old self coming through.  “We’ve got Giggles McHappy up there to take care of us.”  He nodded up at the giant dragon suspended in the sky, glowing malevolently where the sun should have been.  It was the only sign that it was day time.  
 
                 A man walks across the ice.  His feet hang down, reflected on the surface in the dim light of the Destroyer.  
 
                 The image passed through Ariel’s mind like a vision.  A premonition.  It was an odd feeling, but she understood what was happening.  She stood up straight and stared across the water, dazed. 
 
                 “What’s wrong?”  Jack asked.  
 
                 “He’s here.” 
 
                 “Who’s here?”  He looked around, but didn’t see anyone. 
 
                 “Micah.”  
 
                 It took a moment to sink in.  “Wait, you mean the Karellan?  The Karellan is coming here?”  
 
                 “He’s calling for me.”  She ignored Jack and stared out at the ice.  
 
                 “What?  What are you talking about?  I don’t hear anything?”  
 
                 “Stay here.  I have to go.”  She started down the trail towards the beach. 
 
                 He ran a few steps in her direction, but stopped.  “Where are you going?”  She didn’t answer.  “Okay, then,” he said to himself.  “If anyone asks, I’ll just say you went off on a date with the guy who tried to kill Zeke.  Right.  That makes sense.”  He laughed darkly to himself as he went up toward the complex. 
 
    
 
                 Unlike the dying earth, the sky was very much alive.  With no clouds in the sky, the night was full of stars.  These were winter stars.  Stars that should not have been seen in July.  But the sea was frozen.  The weather was far colder than the average Italian winter. 
 
                 She’s coming, Micah thought.  He could feel it.  Sense it.  She was close now.  After ten years of living above her, when not even his spies knew who she was or why she was there, after ten years of believing she was dead, here she was.  Heading straight for him.  
 
                 He smiled. 
 
                 He walked quickly, but was careful not to lose his balance.  The ice was smooth.  Thick.  It reflected the stars as brightly as they shone above him.  He would have suspected he were walking through the sky, had it not been for his own image hanging down beneath him.  
 
                 He saw a shape in the distance.  Ariel.  Almost without thinking, he began chanting an old fairy tale by one of his favorite storytellers.  It came to him easily; Mee, a fairy princess danced on the surface of a lake in the moonlight.  His voice carried far across the barren sea.  
 
                 In the distance, she heard his song, the description of an elf clothed and jewelled in the night air and stars.  It reminded her of ages ago, when he would read to her in the wilderness.  When they would escape from the encampment and run off into the woods for a few hours of privacy.  The song was familiar to her, and she called back to him in verse. 
 
                 Her voice made its way across the ice.  He could see her now, make out her form.  She was strong, without even a trace of a limp.  It had taken ten years, but she had made a full recovery.  He answered her song, the elven princess looking down at the surface of the water, seeing Princess Shee dancing in the pool, mimicking Princess Mee's movements. Mimicking Micah and Ariel's movements, walking with their own reflected counterparts on the crystalline sea.
 
                 They drew close, reaching out to each other.  Micah watched her hair glow in the starlight, and she could see his soft, loving eyes.  
 
                 The eyes that only she ever saw.  
 
                 “Micah Frostbane.”  Ariel smiled and took his hands.  “It’s been ten years and you’re still spouting fairy tales.  A work of Tolkien, if I remember your lessons correctly.”  
 
                 He laughed shyly.  “A thousand years ago they told tales of Beowulf and Arthur.  Five hundred years ago it was Grimm and Anderson.  Today we tell the stories of Tolkien.  Perhaps, in five hundred years, someone will tell our story.”  
 
                 They smiled at each other.  “It seems like a lifetime,” he said.  
 
                 “Ten years.”  
 
                 “I thought you were dead.”  Micah fought back a tear.  
 
                 “I recovered.  It took me a long time, but Zeke took good care of me.”  Her thoughts wandered to him for a moment.  Lying unconscious with an ethereal wound.  
 
                 All because of Micah.  
 
                 “We were afraid you were dead,” she said.  
 
                 “I’ve missed so much of your life.”  Unconscious, wounded, or otherwise, he suddenly felt jealous of Zeke.  “I . . . I should have been there to help you.” 
 
                 “I won’t pretend I didn’t miss you every day over the last decade, but please, don’t worry about that now.  It’s in the past.  It can’t be changed.”  
 
                 “And now we’re in the present.”  His voice sounded very hopeful.  He was probably the only person in the world still thinking positively.  
 
                 “That’s not much of a statement with the planet freezing to death.  In July.”  
 
                 Micah gazed up at the stars.  “The Ancient Norse believed that the coming of Ragnarok—the final battle that signified the end of the world—would be hailed by three winters together, with no summer between them.”  It felt right to say so.  It reminded him of his lessons, ages before.  
 
                 Ariel, however, broke free of nostalgia for a moment.  She was shocked.  He had no respect for their situation.  “Micah, the world is dying!  We’re part of that!”
 
                 For a brief moment, he stared at her, not speaking.  She was afraid he hadn’t heard her, but then he spoke.  “We don’t have to be.”  
 
                 “What?”  
 
                 “We can escape.  You and me.  The legend also says that during Ragnarok, a man and a woman would hide together in the tree of life and survive.  Come with me!”  
 
                 She broke free of his embrace.  “This isn’t a fairy tale!”  For ten years she had loved this man and prayed to see his face one more time.  And now she could feel nothing but anger towards him.  She took a step back, trying to balance her emotions.  “Micah . . . I love you, but . . . but you killed all those people.  You’ve done terrible things.  You’ve created monsters.”  
 
                 “I know it will be difficult to understand,” he explained sadly, “but it was all for the greater good.  If I succeed, everyone—living and dead—can live in paradise.”  
 
                 “What do you mean?  If you succeed?  You mean there’s a chance you won’t?  Then what?  You just killed everyone for no reason?”  
 
                 “That’s why I need Zeke,” he pleaded.  “Soon Metatron will go to the ethereal plane, and there he will try to revive God.  With your help—with Zeke’s help—we can stop him.  Together, we can create the god we want.”  
 
                 “The god you want!” she yelled.  Her voice died into the night.  Micah didn’t speak.  He took a step back, unsure of what to say.  Ariel, fighting tears, forced herself calm.  “I’m sorry . . . I just can’t do it.  I can’t help you.”  
 
                 After ten years, a lot had changed.  The last thing he expected from Ariel was a rejection.  “Very well,” he said calmly.  “I will try to stop him alone.  Should you change your mind, though, I’m leaving you the Adramelech.  You’ll find it in Rome.”  
 
                 He turned and headed back toward land, hurrying before he lost his composure.  He would not break down in Ariel’s presence.  
 
                 She ran after him, trying to catch him.  Instead she slipped.  Micah, ever skilled and powerful, turned and caught her before she hit the ice.  
 
                 “So is this it?” she asked in tears.  “Is this goodbye again?”  
 
                 “I’m afraid it has to be.”  He helped her stand.  “Don’t worry.  I’ve created a god, I’ve destroyed the world, and I will rebuild it as paradise.  I’ve done that all for you.  I promise you that some day we can be together again.”  
 
                 They kissed.  Only once, then they returned to shore.  Opposite shores.  Each one on a different side of the battlefield. 
 
    
 
                 “You’re looking well, brother.”  
 
                 The malak and the sage squared off.  Elijah kept Zeke behind him, protecting him.  “You are no longer human.  We can not still be brothers.”  
 
                 “Is that an attempt to insult me?” laughed the angel.  “Trading my human form for this one was the best thing I’ve ever done.  The wisdom you’ve gleaned from the centuries is nothing compared to the power I gained on the day we found the book.”  
 
                 “You have no power.  You are nothing more than a slave to God.  You don’t even have a will of your own.”  He hovered defensively, but Metatron made no move to attack.  
 
                 “You are mistaken.  Thanks to Frostbane’s mouse here, I have the power to incite the resurrection myself.  Using the soul I stole from him, I will no longer be a slave.  I will be God.”  
 
                 “Is that why he sleeps?  You’ve taken his soul?”  
 
                 “Only a part of it, but I have enough.  And now, if you will step aside and allow me to kill him, I will have no one to stop me.”  
 
                 “Enoch, you know you can’t have him.”  
 
                 The malak grinned.  “I expected resistance.”  
 
                 Metatron throws forward his arm, sending a beam of energy at his one-time brother.  But the sage is fast.  He spreads his arms, casting his own spell.  The malak’s beam hits a magical barrier.  Sparks fly where the magical energies meet.  Neither brother relents.  The spells continue to clash.  
 
                 “You can not have him,” Elijah says calmly. 
 
                 “We’ll see.”  
 
                 Metatron throws his other arm forward.  A second bolt of energy joins the first.  Elijah’s barrier sparks wildly.  He struggles.  He can’t hold the barrier.  The malak’s power is too strong.  
 
                 But he has another plan.  
 
                 He claps his hands together in front of him.  The barrier gives way, and Metatron’s blast hits Elijah in the chest.  
 
                 But another blast, one sent by the sage, flies at the malak.  
 
                 Light explodes in the room.  
 
    
 
                 Even before she reached the shore, Ariel knew something was wrong.  Lights were on all over the complex.  She could see people running back and forth, shouting.  She ran to the beach.  From the top of the trail, she could hear two monks talking.  But she only made out one word.  
 
                 “Infirmary.”  
 
                 Ariel ran.  
 
                 She darted up the trail and slammed herself into the door of the main building.  It flew open.  A cloud of heat escaped out into the night.  Jack stood in the commons.  
 
                 “What’s happening?” she asked him.  
 
                 “I think you should see this,” he answered solemnly.  She followed him with a nervous knot in her stomach.  He led her, as she had guessed, to the infirmary.  When he opened the door, the first thing she saw was Zeke.  
 
                 Standing in the center of the room.  
 
                 “Zeke!  You’re awake!”  She ran to him, but nearly tripped over group of monks, huddled on the floor near him.  
 
                 “Yeah.  I woke up just as it was happening.”  
 
                 “Just as what was happening?”  
 
                 He nodded at the monks.  She looked closely.  They were passing medical supplies back and forth.  She could see someone on the floor.  Someone they were trying very carefully to lift onto a stretcher.  
 
                 Elijah.  
 
                 Ariel let out a small cry.  
 
                 “It was Metatron,” Zeke explained.  “They were fighting.  Elijah destroyed him . . . but they don’t expect him to make it.” 
 
                 The monks lifted the sage then slid him slowly off the board and onto the bed.  The sage was tied up with bandages, tubes, and masks.  Looking out, he caught Zeke’s eye.  “It’s in your hands now.  Please . . .” he said weakly, then he passed out.  
 
                 They left Elijah to the monks and retreated back to the commons.  The excitement in the room had died.  Most of the monks were now working busily in the infirmary or had returned to their usual tasks.  
 
                 “I know this is sudden,” Zeke said, “but we have to go.  I need to find Metatron as soon as I can.”  
 
                 “Sure thing,” said Jack, who had learned better than to question a hunt for a monster that had already been killed.  Twice.  “Beats sitting around this Mediterranean Winter Wonderland.”  
 
                 “You two go ahead,” Ariel said.  They looked at her curiously.  “I’d like to stay here.”  
 
                 “Ariel?”  
 
                 “Please.  I’ll be fine,” she said.  “There’s something I need to do.  Something I feel responsible for.” 
 
                 She was stronger know.  She no longer needed help.  And Zeke had to find Metatron before the resurrection.  “All right.  If you’re sure you’ll be okay.”  
 
                 “I will.  Now go.  And be careful.”  
 
                 With a quick nod, the two men ran into the night.  Ariel watched them go, then turned to the wall of weapons. 
 
                 I’ve created a god, I’ve destroyed the world, and I will rebuild it as paradise.  I’ve done that all for you.  
 
                  She pulled Gungnir from the wall.  “I’m sorry, Micah, but I can’t accept that.”  She left the commons and followed the hallway to the training room. 
 
                 
 
                 Jack fired up Quetzalcoatl’s engines and the ship lifted off into the dead air.  
 
                 “So where we headed?” he asked.  
 
                 “I have to get to the ethereal plane.  That’s where Metatron is.”  
 
                 “Fine with me.  Unfortunately, I think you’ll find Quetzalcoatl prefers a more physical flight destination.  Anyone else know how to get there?”  
 
                 He thought for a moment.  “Micah, I guess.”  
 
                 “Good plan.  We’ll go see him, he’ll kill me, use you for this resurrection, then everyone will be all ethereal, with halos and harps and the whole shebang.”  
 
                 Zeke stared blankly into the night.  “I guess we can’t exactly go to him.”  
 
                 “What about Daniel?”  
 
                 “Daniel?”  Zeke noticed for the first time that the boy, who seemed ever-present, was missing. 
 
                 “Well, isn’t he the Karellan’s . . . Micah’s Raven?  He might know something, or at least be able to hook us up with someone who does.”  
 
                 “That’s not a half bad idea.  Where is he?”  
 
                 “Should be in Nifelheim.  We left him there when the plate fell.”  
 
                 Zeke’s face went white.  “What?”  
 
                 “Oh god, that’s right.  We didn’t tell you yet.  The whole place blew up after your fight.”  He paused, then added “Sorry.”  
 
                 There was a moment of silence.  “Well, that’s where we’re heading then.”  
 
                 “Nifelheim?”
 
                 “Nifelheim.  The ruins, at least.”  
 
                 “Sure.  Why not?”  Jack turned to his controls.  “Another trip.  Rome to Nifelheim.  Nifelheim to Rome.  Let’s run the pilot dizzy.  Who cares?  Why couldn’t that old coot live somewhere closer to civilization.  I swear . . .”  
 
                 Quetzalcoatl sped off through the darkness.  
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four: Purge
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Daniel stood alone in the communications room of the Muselheim.  The ship was mostly deserted.  Most of the city’s survivors had abandoned their duties and posts when the dust settled.  Except for the occasional squatter sneaking on board hoping for privacy or warmth, the military airships were now very quiet.  
 
                 A screen flickered in the dark room.  Daniel spoke into a microphone.  “Panama?  This is the Muselheim.  Do you read me?”  
 
                 The screen danced wildly with static.  The image was poor.  “Raven Uzuki?”  came a voice.  “I wasn’t expecting you.”  
 
                 “The Karellan is away on business.”  He thought of Zeke.  “I’ll relay your message to him,” he lied. 
 
                 “Very well,” said the man.  On the screen it looked as if the man stood up to attention.  Or sat down.  It was hard to tell.  “Following the strange appearance in the sky earlier this week, our North American satellites have picked up a disturbance.”  
 
                 “A disturbance?”  
 
                 “Yes.  With the atmospheric stagnancy, satellite reception should be at a peak.” 
 
                 “Tell that to my monitor.”  Daniel turned dials randomly, hoping for a better picture.  
 
                 “That’s the thing, sir.  There’s still interference.  Our satellites have taken excellent readings from the entire world, but there’s one dead spot coming from the former United States.”  
 
                 “A dead spot?” the Raven repeated.  “Do you think it’s significant?”  
 
                 “We believe it to be the source of this interference.  Also, satellite photos taken of the surrounding areas indicate a drastically altered terrain, as if something huge pushed itself out of the earth.  We believe the dragon emerged from this point.”  
 
                 Daniel was silent.  Thinking.  Then he asked, “What about malak activity?”  
 
                 “There has been no sign of them since the dragon appeared.  It seems as though they’ve disappeared, although we’re still looking for them,” the man reported.  
 
                 “Thank you.” 
 
                 He turned to disconnect the communication, but the man spoke again.  “Sir?”  
 
                 “Is there more?”  
 
                 “Not of my report.  But my men are worried.  The entire city is worried.  It’s grown colder and our food will run out in the next week or two.  Will there be relief coming soon?”  
 
                 “I’m sorry to say I can not give a definite answer.  Nifelheim is struggling as well.  We will send aid when we can.”  
 
                 “Thank you sir.”  The man saluted.  Or put on a hat.  Or a fly landed on the lens.  Daniel couldn’t tell.  After a moment, the screen went dead.  
 
    
 
                 Fires burned for kilometers in every direction.  None of the survivors dared to wander too far away from one.  Fires were safe.  They were warm.  They were light.  
 
                 Here in the ruins, fire was life.  
 
                 The survivors of the fall adjusted to their new lives in many ways.  Some people sang and danced.  To them, the fall of Nifelheim was the end of a life in Hell.  The end of an oppressive government.  
 
   The escape from Plato’s cave.  
 
   Others were not so happy.  They had been separated from their families.  Or pulled out of comfortable first-class lives.  Some sat by the fires and sobbed.  Others searched the camps, the ruins, or the surrounding areas.  Some people were found and rejoined with their families.  
 
                 Most weren’t.  
 
                 In one part of the camp, a family huddled together under a threadbare blanket, trying to stay warm.  Near the ruins of the city, a man stood comforting a crying woman.  He stared at the wreckage, fighting the urge to cry himself.  Elsewhere, young men danced around an especially large fire.  They sang loudly and passed a dirty bottle of rum back and forth.  
 
                 One of the dancing men stumbled away from the fire.  A child, hiding in the shadows watched eagerly.  The man passed out, and the child scurried out to rifle through his pockets.  He pulled out a few trinkets and squirreled away.  The other men ignored the child and continued their hedonism.  
 
                 A man passed by.  He called to the dancers, asking for help scouring the ruins.  They sneered at the mention of work.  One of the dancers finishes the bottle of rum and throws it at the man, who runs away.  
 
                 They dance, oblivious to the ghostly form rising from the ground behind them.  
 
    
 
                 The Muselheim sat at the center of the camp, but most of the survivors kept their distance.  A few ventured to sneak on board, hoping for warmth, but were disappointed.  The doors of the loading dock were left wide open, guarded only by Dumah, Lilith, and a defense militia captain who had come to report to his leader.  
 
   “Sir, we’ve scoured the ruins of the city and conducted a search of the survivors.  We’ve seen no sign of the Karellan or Raven Hugin.  The highest ranking authorities in the city are now Raven Uzuki and yourself.”  
 
                 “And Jae-Hoon?” he asked, worried.  
 
                 “I’m sorry sir.  We’ve found no trace of Father Lee.” 
 
                 “Keep looking,” he ordered.  It came off harsher than he intended, so he softened his voice and added, “Please.  It’s important to me.” 
 
                 “Of course sir.”  The soldier bowed deeply and left.  
 
                 Dumah knew the law.  He was second-in-line if the Karellan died or was incapacitated.  The city was now his responsibility.  
 
                 He couldn’t think of anything he wanted less.  
 
                 “Well congratulations, Adam,” came the voice of his wife.  “You simply had to go on rabble-rousing.  Now look what’s happened.  You’ve killed the city.  What a marvelous king we have.”  She laughed, amused by her own insults. 
 
                 Now he could think of something he wanted less.  
 
                 He ignored Lilith and picked up a small microphone.  Like it or not, he was in charge now.  These were his people, and it was his job to keep them safe.  It was time to address his nation.  He pressed the transmitter and spoke, his voice blasting for kilometers over the Muselheim’s sound system.  “Attention, Nifelheim survivors.  This is Supervisor Dumah speaking.  The events of the past few days have taken much from us.  We’ve lost family, friends, homes, food, and the very things we need to keep ourselves alive.  Despite our losses, we must keep going.  We must move on to find some place where we can find food and warmth.  We must work to stay alive.  
 
                 “I must ask everyone to gather whatever possessions they have left and please board the Muselheim.  We have to look for somewhere else to live.  Another city with supplies, a patch of warm land, or anywhere we might be able to make a stand.  To grow food.  To rebuild a safe city.  The Muselheim is ready and waiting.  This is our only chance for survival.”  
 
   He concluded his speech and turned the microphone off.  Then he waited.  He stood there vigilant for an hour, but no one came.  
 
                 “My, but do you command respect!” taunted Lilith.  “I swear, if it weren’t for that Raven, we’d all be doomed.”  
 
                 “Not now,” Dumah said.  He noticed she had spent the entire hour waiting with him, but didn’t say anything.  “We’ve got bigger problems than playing I-told-you-so.  We’ve got to figure out a way to stay alive.”  
 
                 “You’ll never figure out anything.  You rule over chaos.  Over nothing.”  She threw her arms into the air and approached mocking him.  “Welcome to Nifelheim!  Land of the Dead!”  
 
                 “Lilith, I swear,” he growled under his breath.  
 
                 “What’s happening out here?” interrupted Daniel, coming out of the ship.  
 
                 “Nothing,” said the frustrated Supervisor.  “No one wants to do anything.  They’ve all decided to sit here and die.  Any word from the other cities?”  
 
                 “Everyone’s pretty scared.  Most of them run on nuclear power.  That should last them for a while, but not indefinitely.  The food will run out soon.”  
 
                 “Any word from Jae-Hoon?”  
 
                 Daniel shook his head.  “I’m sorry.  We left him with the Karellan.  I’m afraid we’ve lost him.”  
 
                 “But we don’t know.  We haven’t found the Karellan yet, either.  Right?  We don’t know who won.”  
 
                 Lilith let out a snort.  
 
                 “I’m really sorry.  But I don’t think we’re going to find him.  I don’t think we’ll find either of them.”  Daniel didn’t want to speculate, but he didn’t see how Jae-Hoon could have survived. 
 
                 Dumah sunk to the floor.  “No,” he said.  There was a long pause.  “No.  You’re right.”  He paused, collecting himself.  “Well, both the Karellan and Hugin are missing.  Looks like you’re our leader, Mr. Raven.  Any orders?”  
 
                 Daniel laughed.  “Are you kidding?  I’m just a spy.  You’re the Supervisor.  It’s your job now.  You’ve done well enough.  I’ll leave everything to you.”  
 
                 Lilith snorted again.  “There’s a laugh.  He already tried the leadership thing.  ‘Please, listen to me.  We have to live!’”  She laughed cynically.  “Give me a break.  No one out there is going listen to him.”  
 
   Dumah glared at her.  
 
   Daniel stepped between them.  He faced Lilith sternly, despite his small stature.  He spoke intensely.  It surprised all three of them.  “Regardless, if we are to keep any semblance of order, Supervisor Dumah will be the one we report to.  Is that clear?”  
 
                 Lilith stared in awe at the Raven.  It had been a long time since anyone issued an order so forcefully to her.  He stood firm, waiting for her answer.  
 
                 They were interrupted by screaming from the camps.  
 
    
 
                 The malak raises the drunk’s body into the air.  The man kicks wildly at the demon, aiming for horns or wings or anything a malak might find sensitive.  His blows pass through the ethereal monster harmlessly.  
 
                 But the angel’s grip on his throat is tight.  
 
                 The other drunks back away in horror.  The malak flicks his wrist.  The man’s neck snaps.  His body goes limp.  The monster closes its eyes.  Its chest expands.  It looks as though it’s drinking.  Feeding off some unseen food.  
 
                 Devouring the drunk man’s soul.  
 
                 A woman screams in horror.  The drunks turn and run.  One trips and hits the ground hard.  The malak tosses his prey to the side and moves in on the fallen man.  He struggles to his feet and turns.  
 
                 And takes one step.  
 
                 His body shakes violently.  The cold air seeps inside him.  He looks down.  The arm of the malak emerges from his chest.  His blood drips to the ground.  It passes through the malak’s arm, leaving the limb clean and ghostly.  The demon tosses him beside the first dead man and gives chase to the living.  
 
   People run.  They look for safety, but can’t find it.  Malak rise out of the earth.  The angels are everywhere in the camp.  Most of them kill effortlessly.  They wait for someone to run by in a panic.  They reach out.  Then the person dies.  
 
                 They are not hunting.  They are simply killing.  
 
    
 
                 The militia captain runs up the ramp to the Muselheim loading dock.  “Sir, there’s a problem.”  He breathes heavily, exhausted. 
 
                 “What is it?”  .  
 
                 “Malak, sir.  They’re attacking the camp.”  
 
                 Dumah turns to Daniel.  “Prepare the fleet for take-off.” 
 
                 “Yes, Sir!”  Daniel says, throwing in a salute for good measure.  He turns and runs into the airship.  
 
                 Dumah grabs the microphone and turns it on.  “Everyone, try to remain calm.  Please proceed calmly, but quickly, to the Muselheim or the nearest airship.”  
 
    
 
                 A lone engineer stumbles through the Muselheim’s engine room.  He drinks from a bottle of whiskey.  Generators hum.  Steam shoots out from pipes.  The man drunkenly turns valves and flips switches.  
 
                 “Whole freakin’ planet is out there freezin’ and I gotta be in here sweatin’ balls,” he rants to himself.  “Why didn’t I think of runnin’ out with the rest of ‘em?  Every day with the orders.  ‘Prepare the engines!  God damn plate is fallin’!  Prepare the engines!  We’re bein’ attacked by monsters!  Prepare the engines!  We ran outta whiskey!”  He turns the bottle upside down.  Nothing comes out.  He throws it against the floor.  The glass shatters.  He moves on to the next control panel.  
 
                 A ghostly shape begins to rise out of the floor by the glass.  
 
                 The man doesn’t notice.  “I swear, one of these days I outta let the whole freakin’ generator fry.  Turn this whole bloody ship into a friggin microwave.”  
 
                 He runs his hand across the board, selecting the proper buttons.  Even after a half bottle of whiskey, the process is familiar to him.  He flips one last switch and the entire room begins humming rhythmically.  “There,” he says, smiling broadly.  “Another hard day’s work complete.  Where’d I put that bottle?”  
 
                 He turns, coming face to face with the malak.  
 
                 The monster grabs the man’s head with both hands.  
 
                 It pulls apart, splitting the engineer in half down the middle.  
 
    
 
                 Daniel and Dumah shepherd people on board the Muselheim.  People rush inside, screaming.  They barely notice the men trying to help them.  
 
                 Lilith, of course, is already inside.  On the bridge.  
 
                 When the crowd thins, the militia captain pushes his way to Dumah.  “Sir, the malak are closing in on the Muselheim.  We can’t stay on the ground any longer.”  
 
                 “We haven’t evacuated the entire camp yet.”  He continues to pull people up on the ramp.  
 
                 “Sir, I’m sorry, but they’re lost.  They can’t reach the ship, and we can’t fight the malak.  If we don’t take off now, we’re dead.”  
 
                 Dumah stares out at the camp.  The malak swarm.  The straggling humans run madly, screaming.  Two people run up the ramp.  In the distance, three white shapes turn toward the ship.  
 
                 “Sir?” says the captain.  “Sir, will you please give the order to lift off?”  
 
                 He turns to look inside.  People huddle together in fear.  The Muselheim is not safe.  Not yet.  
 
                 Lilith’s voice booms over the PA system.  “Adam, get in here now if you want to save your own hide.”  
 
                 “I hate to say it, but she’s right,” calls Daniel from the other side of the ramp.  “We have to go.”  
 
                 “Fine.  Close the cargo doors, then lift off.”  
 
                 “Yes sir,” says the captain.  He runs inside.  Daniel follows.  Dumah takes a few steps backwards, watching the chaos.  The ramp begins to retract.  The doors start to close.  He turns and hurries inside as the Muselheim breaks free of the ground. 
 
    
 
                 On the bridge, Dumah watched the chaos fall away beneath him.  He felt guilty.  It was always the leaders who escaped safely.  Their families who were best protected.  Power, allegiance, and support from the people were ultimately used for self-preservation before all else.  He reminded himself that his death would not have helped anything.
 
   But it didn’t ease the guilt.  
 
                 Daniel puts a hand on his shoulder in silent understanding.  
 
                 The radio operator turned around in his chair.  “Sir, we’ve received counts from the other ships.  It sounds like we’ve evacuated a majority of the survivors.”  
 
                 His face didn’t change.  “That doesn’t change the fate of those we failed .” 
 
                 “There he goes with the sentimental crap,” piped Lilith.  No one paid her much attention. 
 
                 “Sir,” shouted the radar technician.  “I’m picking up an approaching ship.”  
 
                 “Do we have a visual?” asked Daniel.  
 
                 Another technician began twisting dials and flipping switches.  “Yes sir.  It appears to be a small cargo freighter.  The markings match one that took off from Nifelheim port just before the plate collapsed.” 
 
                 “Quetzalcoalt,” Daniel said to himself.  
 
                 Dumah looked at him with interest.  “Quetzalcoatl?  Isn’t that . . .” 
 
                 “Zeke.  I know it is.  Ready the hangar,” he ordered.  
 
                 The radar technician called back, “Sir, it’s not headed for the hangar.”  
 
                 “What?”  
 
                 “It’s landing.”  
 
    
 
                 The frightened man runs hysterically.  All the ships have taken off.  There’s no place left to run.  He trips.  He rolls hard on the ground, then stops.  
 
   When he opens his eyes, a winged malak looms over him.  
 
                 A small ship appears.  It hovers in the sky above the monster.  A man stands at the open hatch, holding a sword with a glowing red blade.  
 
                 He leaps.  
 
                 He falls gracefully behind the malak, his sword piercing the monster.  It stumbles.  Zeke lifts his foot, ready to kick.  He places it on the malak.  
 
                 It holds.  His foot doesn’t pass through.  
 
                 He kicks the malak away, freeing his sword.  The monster disappears in a burst of white light.  
 
                 Zeke runs.  
 
                 Malak cluster ahead of him.  He readies his sword and leaps.  He lands on the angel’s back, burying the sword deep in the monster, leaping into the air just before it explodes in a burst of light.  He flips in the air and lands on his feet.  
 
                 Two giant malak approach from either side.  Good, he thinks, I’m starting to catch their attention.  He lunges at one malak, burying the sword deep in its chest.  Without pausing, he pulls the sword out.  Changing direction in a fluid movement, he swings the sword around, cutting off the second malak’s head.  
 
                 Light bursts.  Both demons vanish.  
 
    
 
                 “Sir, you have got to see this,” says an excited technician.  
 
                 Dumah and Daniel rush over and examine the monitor.  They see a figure with a sword, swinging wildly.  The screen periodically goes blank.  When the image comes back, there’s always one less malak.  
 
                 Both men stare in amazement.  “He’s fighting them.” 
 
                 “And he’s winning.”  
 
    
 
                 Zeke runs toward a malak.  He swings the sword, cutting the monster in half.  It explodes with light.  
 
                 He doesn’t stop.  
 
                 A horned malak steps forward, blocking his path.  He brings his sword down over its head.  Twice.  The malak falls, then explodes.  Zeke runs through the burst of light.  A gigantic malak attacks him almost before he opened them again.  
 
                 A large arm swings downward.  The fighter hits the ground, rolling.  He stands up behind the malak, stabbing backwards, without looking.  A brief shadow cast on the ground tells him the angel is dead.  
 
                 He runs again.  
 
                 A reptilian-looking malak gives chase, dashing to intercept him.  It holds a tail out behind it for balance.  It flaps small wings as it bounds.  
 
                 It’s fast.  It closes quickly.  It lunges, reaching out white scaly hands to grab the swordsman as their paths cross.  But Zeke skids to a stop.  The monster passes harmlessly in front of him.  
 
                 Zeke attacks, swinging at the monster’s torso.  It leaps high into the air, dodging the blow.  There is a small thud behind him.  He spins to face the monster.  The malak jumps again.  It lands a short distance away.  
 
                 Zeke feints a lunge.  The angel takes to the air again.  He follows, leaping after it.  The monster falls as he rises.  The sword connects with it in the air.  The malak explodes before it hits the ground.  
 
                 Zeke lands and scans for more malak.  Instead, he hears a young girl scream.  He darts toward the sound.  After a moment, he closes in on the girl’s pursuer, a monstrous beast of a malak.  He leaps, landing on the pursuing malak.  It falls.  Zeke pins it to the ground with his sword.  The monster snarls.  The girl runs away.  
 
                 Light explodes, and Zeke plus his blade out of the earth.  
 
                 He looks up to find himself surrounded by several malak.  Instinctively, he buries his sword deep into the closest one.  It flashes and disappears.  He turns quickly and stabs an approaching monster.  The blade sticks in its chest.  A third malak bounds in from behind.  Using his sword as a grip, he flips himself over the top of the second malak.  The blade follows his trajectory, tearing the demon apart.  He lands as it explodes.  The third malak is left confused.  Zeke takes the moment to slice of its head.  
 
                 Another flash, and then two more run at him.  He dashes to meet them.  
 
                 The attack is faster than even the malak eyes can see.  They stop dead in their tracks.  Zeke stands behind them.  They barely have a moment to acknowledge their injuries before the flash into oblivion.  
 
                 Another malak stalks him from behind.  It moves quickly, but silently.  But Zeke knows it’s there.  
 
                 It leaps.  
 
                 The fighter spins the sword to point backward, under his arm.  A heavy weight hits it.  The blade jerks once.  He sees his shadow cast on the ground, then nothing.  The weight is gone.  
 
    
 
                 “Can we get a count?”  Dumah shouts excitedly.  “How many are left?”  
 
                 The radar technician answers first.  “Only three, by my count.  I’m checking for more.”  
 
                 “Looks like he’s distracted them all.  Most of the survivors are getting away,” another reports.  
 
                 Dumah feels a wave of relief and a surge of loyalty for Zeke.  “Send some of the ships to the surface to pick them up,” he orders.  
 
                 “Yes sir.”  
 
    
 
                 Zeke walks slowly through the abandoned camp.  Scanning the horizon.  Looking for movement.  Distinguishing dying fires and the starlight from anything else.  
 
                 Hunting.  
 
                 A clever malak, tall and powerful, slowly rises out of the ground behind him.  It hopes to catch him by surprise, before the fighter can sense the angel’s presence.  
 
                 It closes in, slowly.  Quietly.  
 
                 Then as it materializes to hit its opponent, it knocks over a pile of empty bottles.  
 
                 Zeke spins quickly in alarm.  The malak attacks quickly.  It hits him in the chest.  He falls, dropping his sword, which lands two meters away.  The angel dives for him.  He rolls toward his sword, barely avoiding the malak.  
 
                 The angel hits the ground as Zeke stands.  He plunges his sword down into his opponent.  It vanishes and two more leap out of the shadows on either side.  
 
                 He stabs at one.  It is thick, burly.  It swings a strong arm out to block.  The sword pierces the forearm.  The monster pulls its arm back, wrenching the sword from Zeke’s hands.  The malak behind him grabs his arm with a massive hand. 
 
   It lifts.
 
                 He dangles in the air, but he sees the angel’s hands.  Human hands.  Something he can fight.  With his free hand, he bears down hard on the malak’s thumb, bending it backwards.  The malak loses his grip and Zeke falls, landing on his feet.  
 
                 He turns back to the burly malak, waiting for an attack.  The demon swings its arms.  He dodges, waiting for a chance to grab his sword, still stuck in the malak’s arm. 
 
                 The other demon grabs him from behind, around the waist.  It lifts again and squeezes tight.  Zeke strains.  He jabs backwards with his elbows.  The blows connect, but his assailant holds tight.  
 
                 The first malak closes in and attacks.  He pulls back his fist and punches.  Zeke finds his opening.  He leans to the side, dodging the blow.  Grabbing the hilt of his sword, he pulls violently.  The malak’s arm hangs by a thread, bleeding light.  
 
                 He stabs at the large hands holding him.  More light bleeds.  The malak drops him.  He swings the sword.  The first malak’s head falls, vanishing before it hits the ground.  
 
                 Zeke turns.  An infuriated malak swings a bleeding arm.  He ducks, pointing his blade up, towards the demon’s chest.  He thrusts hard.  The monster seems to grow stronger under the attack.  It pushes back hard, swinging its arms.  
 
                 Zeke takes the blows stoically, holding the sword firm.  The malak soon loses strength.  It falls, pinning him to the ground.  After a moment, it explodes.  
 
                 The swordsman lay on the ground, out of breath.  
 
                 After a few moments, Quetzalcoatl appears in the sky.  Jack, standing at the open hatch, throws down a ladder.  “Hey, Rambo-san!  You got ‘em all.”  
 
                 The exhausted fighter takes a deep breath.  “You sure?”  
 
                 “Yeah.  Just got word from the Muselheim.  We’ve been invited to their party.”  
 
                 Zeke grabs the ladder and pulls himself up.  
 
    
 
   “Good to see you’re safe,” Daniel greeted as Zeke stepped out of Quetzalcoatl.  
 
   He, Dumah, Lilith, and hundreds of soldiers and citizens had all come to the Muselheim’s hangar to greet the hero.  People were packed everywhere.  They kept a respectful distance, but they crammed into every last centimeter of the massive room just to catch a glimpse.  Some crawled between legs.  Other climbed up on the small fighter ships.  Everyone on board was interested in the mysterious fighter who could fight the malak.  
 
   There had been no one like him in the last three hundred years.  
 
   “I’ve never been better.”  Zeke smiled at his friend.  
 
   “You killed them.  All of them.”  Dumah sounded like an excited child. 
 
   “You liked that?  It’s just a little trick I picked up in Rome,” he said with false modesty.  
 
   “I’m just grateful that you were here to help us.” 
 
   “Because God knows you are completely incapable of doing anything useful on your own,” Lilith sneered.  
 
   Dumah gritted his teeth.  “Mr. Branderlief, have you met my wife, Lilith?”  
 
   She glided to Zeke flirtatiously.  Offering her hand, she said, “I don’t think he’s ever had the pleasure.”  They shook hands.  She smiled sweetly.  
 
   “Somehow, I think he never will,” Dumah said quietly.  
 
   Lilith glared at him.  “You must forgive my husband.  He’s still struggling with the idea that he can be a politician in his own . . . unique way.  It still hasn’t occurred to him that his way completely annihilated the city and chased off the one competent leader in town with his harebrained assassination scheme.  He really is lucky that I’m patient enough to tolerate him.  After all, I . . .” 
 
   She stopped speaking in mid sentence.  The crowd eyed her curiously.  She coughed, spitting up blood.  Her face went white.  Some people began to notice the malak rising beneath her.  It rose from the floor, the woman impaled on its arm.  Its limb tensed, squeezing her from inside.  She shook violently, then went limp.  
 
   Red flashed.  
 
   The room filled with light and the malak was gone.  Lilith’s corpse fell to the floor of the hangar.  Zeke sheathed his sword. 
 
   Dumah turned to a soldier.  “What room is below the hangar?”  
 
   “The engine room, I believe.” 
 
   “It must have boarded before we took off.  Conduct a thorough sweep of the engine room.  Make sure there are no more of them.  Then search the entire ship.  Do not attempt to engage the malak yourself.  Mr. Branderlief will be with me if you find any.  Proceed with extreme caution.”  
 
   “Yes sir,” nodded the soldier.  He motioned for a squadron to follow him.  The crowd of civilians parted as they leave.  
 
   Zeke stared awkwardly.  “I’m very sorry.  I should have acted quicker.”  
 
   “That’s all right,” said an undisturbed Dumah.  “You did all you could.  Come with me.”  He smiled and motioned for the group to follow him. 
 
   Zeke was confused.  “All right?  Huh?  Are you sure?”  
 
   “Of course.  Why?  Is something wrong?”  
 
   “It’s just that . . . Lilith . . .”  He paused.  Dumah stared at him, looking very confused.  Daniel seemed undisturbed by the death as well.  In fact, only Zeke seemed to think anything was wrong.  He glanced at the body, which was being ignored by everyone else in the room.  “Oh well,” he said as he joined his friends. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five: Panama
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 “It has a name?”  asked Jack.  
 
                 “Samael.  That’s what the voice told me,” Zeke explained.  
 
                 “The voice.  In your head.  The one that said it was God?”  He looked around the dimly lit briefing room.  No one else seemed amazed by Zeke’s story.  
 
   Daniel turned to the pilot and asked, “Something wrong?”  
 
                 Jack’s expression changed instantly.  “Nah.  I was just fond of the name ‘Giggles McHappy. ’”
 
                 “Anyway,” said Daniel, trying to get the conversation back on track.  “The report said this thing busted its way out of North America.  Southwestern United States, to be exact.”  
 
                 “And this dead spot.  It’s a gateway to the ethereal plane?” asked Zeke.  
 
                 “We don’t know that,” Daniel answered cautiously.  “All they said was . . .”  
 
                 “I have to go there.”  The only thing on his mind was facing Metatron.  Before the resurrection.  Eliminating him before their problem was too big to fight.  
 
                 Jack was not so zealous.  “Are you crazy?  Go to North America?  That place is crawling with malak!  We’d never get back alive.”  
 
                 “Actually, malak activity on the continent has dropped significantly,” Daniel explained.  
 
                 “Yeah, because they’re all coming here!” countered the pilot.  
 
                 “So do you really want to stay here?”  
 
                 He paused, cocked his head, then said, “Good point.  When do we leave?”  
 
                 “You’re not listening to me,” Zeke protested.  “I said I need to go.  Not you.”  
 
                 Dumah looked concerned.  “Are you sure?”  
 
                 “This is my fight.  I’m the only one who can face Metatron.  I need to take care of him—and Micah—with my own hands.”  
 
   “I know you feel responsible, but we don’t even know if this is a gate.  And if it is, we don’t know if you can come back,” Daniel protested.  
 
   Dumah agreed.  “He’s right.  You can’t go alone.  If you get there and it’s not a gate, you’ll be stranded.”  
 
   Zeke was growing impatient with the useless talk.  The only way to find out the truth was to see it.  “Do you have a better plan?”  
 
   “Panama,” suggested Daniel.  “We could go to Panama.  The Karellan had a guard station in the city to monitor the malak and make sure none of them crept down into our South American settlements.  They should be able to tell us everything we need to know about this gate.” 
 
   “How soon can I leave?”  
 
   “I can have Quetzalcoatl charged and fueled within the hour,” Jack said.  “I don’t know how you’re getting to Panama, though.” 
 
   Zeke glared at him.  Unfortunately, they were right.  He needed their help.  “Fine.  We can leave when you’re ready.”  
 
   Daniel turned to Dumah.  “Mr. Supervisor, if you can spare me, I think they’ll need the Raven of Memory once they get to Panama.”  
 
   “I think we’re getting along just fine here.” 
 
   “Then get ready,” Zeke said.  “We’re leaving the instant that ship is ready.”  
 
    
 
   “It’s so dark,” observed Daniel.  
 
   Quetzalcoatl flew over the Pacific Ocean, a vast expanse of black beneath them.  The starlight reflected on the water.  It gave the impression of flying through outer space.  
 
   “Samael must be on the other side of the planet,” said Zeke.  
 
   “I guess that means it’s night,” said Jack.  “You know.  If Giggles hadn’t eaten the sun.” 
 
   “Just keep a close look out.  We don’t want to miss it.”  Zeke strained to see anything in the thick darkness.  Nothing but starlight and its reflection.  But once they reached land, the reflection would stop, and everything below them would be dark.  
 
   “Assuming the GPS satellites are still operational, I’d say we’re coming up on it shortly.”  Jack lit a small flashlight to check a display.  A reflection of the cockpit lit up in the window.  “Damn LCDs.” 
 
   “LCD?” asked Daniel.  “You mean with all the modifications you’ve made to this ship, your displays are still running on twentieth century technology?”  
 
   “It was a few bucks cheaper.  So sue me.  I’m not the one who made it dark.”  
 
   “Well, the city should have lights.  That’ll tell us where to land.”  Daniel leaned back in the chair.  “We have anything to eat?”  
 
   “I think so,” said Zeke.  He got up and walked into the cargo bay.  A few minutes later he came back with an armful of apples.  He tossed one to Daniel and one to Jack.  
 
   The pilot caught the fruit and looked at it curiously.  “You know,” he started.  I don’t really like fruit.  In fact I hate it.  Loathe it and despise it, actually.”  
 
   “You don’t like the taste?” asked Daniel.  
 
   “Oh, no.  It can be quite tasty,” Jack continued.  “In fact, too tasty.  I don’t trust it.”  The others looked at him as if he were insane.  He ignored them.  “Everyone seems to like fruit so much.  ‘Fruit is good for you’ they say.  But no one actually remembers what this stuff did to us.  This stuff got us kicked out of Eden.  
 
   “And it didn’t even do what it was supposed to.  God said, ‘Don’t eat the fruit or you’ll get forbidden knowledge.’ The snake said ‘Eat the fruit and you’ll be gods. ’ But there are still plenty of mindless idiots out there who can barely remember their own names, let alone differentiate good and evil.  And when was the last time you sank your teeth into a juicy watermelon and swallowed the power to smite all of humanity?
 
   “All it did was get us evicted from paradise.  Life is hard because of fruit.  Every time you stub your toe or get dumped by your girlfriend or get bitten by a draugr, it’s because of fruit.  You know, we wouldn’t get sick if it weren’t for fruit.  How can it be healthy for us if it’s the reason we get sick in the first place?  
 
   “But it’s got a conspiracy of mothers and old people everywhere touting its benefits.  ‘Eat fruit’ they say.  ‘It’ll make you regular.’  I say that’s just what the fruit wants.  When the rebellion comes, mankind will be too busy running to the toilet every five minutes to fight back.  It’ll be all too easy for fruit to wipe us.  Out.  Out, that is.  Wipe us out.  Just think about that the next time you wander unarmed through your local market.  Markets, refrigerators, and foliage everywhere are just littered with evil.  And we do nothing about it.  Why are we fighting malak and draugr?  I say it’s about time we recognized our real threats and declared war on fruit!”  
 
   He ended his speech and the cockpit was dead silent.  After a moment, he looked up.  Zeke and Daniel both stared at him blankly, jaws wide open in wonder.  
 
   Finally convinced that he was completely insane. 
 
   “Too much?” he asked.  
 
   They both nodded.  “A little,” said Daniel.  In truth, both of them were silently grateful for the levity.  With the malak attacks and the impending fight, it was good that at least one of them could still be cheerful.  
 
   “Maybe I should just watch for the city lights,” he suggested.  He bit deep into the apple and turned back to the controls. 
 
   Zeke looked out the window.  The ocean had finally ended.  There was a great expanse of darkness below them.  “I’m not seeing any lights.”  
 
   “Maybe we’re not there yet,” said Daniel.  “We’re probably flying over the jungle.”  
 
   “No,” said Jack, still holding the flashlight above the displays.  “According to this, Panama is right beneath us.”  He pulled on the controls.  The ship slowed down.  
 
   “You got any lights on this thing?”  
 
   “Already there.”  Jack reached up and flipped a switch.  A floodlight projected a spot beneath them.  A small circle of a plate city appeared in the darkness. 
 
   “Why aren’t there any lights?” asked Daniel.  
 
   “Is there a landing pad around here?”  
 
   “Can you reach anyone on the radio?”  
 
   “Let me check.”  Jack pulled down the radio transmitter and turned a dial.  “This is the cargo ship Quetzalcoatl seeking the Panama port.  Over.”  He waited.  There was no reply.  After a minute, he switched frequencies and tried again.  “This is the cargo ship Quetzalcoatl, seeking Panama.  Is anyone there?  Over.”  
 
   Again, nothing.  
 
   He tried every frequency, but no one answered.  
 
   “Guess we’ll have to look the old fashioned way,” suggested Zeke.  
 
   Jack let out a primal grunt.  “Mmm.  Find landing pad with floodlights on star freighter.  Just like hunting mammoth.”  
 
   They cruised low over the city.  The floodlight shed an eerie ring below them.  There was no movement from the city.  No people.  No cars.  No lights.  As if the entire population had simply vanished.  
 
   “Spooky,” said Jack after a long while.  
 
   No one said it, but they all feared what had happened here.  
 
    
 
   After a while, they spied an empty landing pad, and Jack took Quetzalcoatl down.  They got out of the ship and looked around in the dim light.  “I think this is the research station,” said Daniel.  “That’s exactly where we want to be.”  
 
   “There’s someone there,” Zeke said.  He pointed.  They all saw a man sitting in a rocking chair by a building.  
 
   Not moving.  
 
   “One of the locals?” asked Jack nervously.  
 
   “Maybe he knows what happened.”  
 
   Zeke approached cautiously.  The man did not seem to notice them.  The chair did not rock.  “Sir?”  He gently grabbed the man’s shoulder, but immediately withdrew his hand.  “Cold as ice.  He’s been dead for a while.”  
 
   The subtle movement disturbed the chair.  It began to rock, and the man’s body slid forward, landing face down on the metal. 
 
   His head had been bashed in from behind.  
 
   Zeke jumped back in horror, away from the bloody, frozen mess.  The others rushed to join him.  
 
   “Something bad happened here,” Daniel commented.  
 
   Malak. 
 
   There was a small door nearby.  They opened it slowly.  It swung easily.  Unlocked.  Unlatched.  Light from the ship bled into the room.  Inside was dark.  
 
   Daniel pulled out his own flashlight and scanned the room.  It was small.  Closets and shelves lined the walls.  Just a storage room.  “Not even security lights.  The back-up generators must have died.” 
 
   “Among other things,” said Jack quietly. 
 
   “I’m going to go look for it.  See if I can start it up again.”  Daniel left the others alone in the storage room.  
 
   Zeke began rummaging through the shelves.  “You lose something?”  Jack asked.  
 
   “No, but we might as well look around while we’re here.”  He opened one of the closet doors. 
 
   “What is it?”  Jack asked, aiming his flashlight over Zeke’s shoulder.  
 
   Tents.  Packs.  Rifles.  “Looks like field equipment.  Nothing special.”  
 
   “Any food?  I’m starving.”  Suddenly, the lights flickered on.  The corners of the room were littered with bloody corpses.  “Well.  Ask and you shall receive,” Jack said flatly.  “I guess I can wait until dinner.”  
 
   Daniel rushed in.  “I found the . . . shit.  What the hell happened here?”  He stared at the bodies.  
 
   “I think they might know,” Zeke said, nodding at the corpses.  “Why don’t you ask them?”  
 
   “I guess we’re not going to learn much from the research staff.  We might as well look around.”  
 
   The search didn’t take long.  The door on the far end of the storage room led to a hallway.  They followed the hallway to the largest door, and beyond that was the primary workroom.  
 
   Frozen corpses lay strewn about on the floor.  Some of them sat in chairs, and a few stretched out their hands to their computers.  Typing even in death.  
 
   The attack had been swift.  
 
   “Remember, look for anything you can find about the gate.”  Zeke collected loose papers.  Daniel went to a computer and started it up.  Jack went to the walls and began looking through shelves and compartments.  
 
   “If you can find any indication of what happened here, we could use that information too,” suggested Daniel.  
 
   “I guarantee it was a malak attack,” Zeke said.  What he didn’t know was why.  Was this the harvest of souls needed for the resurrection?  Or was this the purge of the universe’s imperfections?
 
   “I think our brains aren’t quite so frozen that we hadn’t figured that out yet,” said Jack, “but I, for one, would like to know if they’re gone or if any decided to set up shop and wait for a second course.”  
 
   “Fine,” said Zeke.  “But remember our first priority is the gate.”  
 
   Jack opened a cabinet.  A large weight fell out and pinned him against the floor.  
 
   A body.  
 
   “Get him off!  Get him off!” he said, flailing his arms uselessly, trying to free himself.  Zeke and Daniel rushed over and pulled the body off Jack.  It was a man.  Thin.  Hurt, but too cold to bleed much.  His clothes suggested he was a scientist.  
 
   He took a shallow breath.  
 
   “Oh my god,” said Daniel.  “He’s alive.” 
 
    
 
   Several hours later, they had successfully pulled the man out of the advanced stages of hypothermia.  He sat on a table as Zeke changed his bandages, while Daniel brought him a cup of hot tea.  
 
   “You’re lucky,” Zeke explained.  “Your arms and legs were pretty torn up, but the hypothermia kept the blood out of your limbs.  If it were any warmer, you would have bled to death.” 
 
   “Thank you,” said the man, still shaking.  “They came out of nowhere.  I’ve never seen so many malak in one place before.  They killed everyone.  Nasty looking one with fangs and horns got me.  Must have thought I was dead.  Then before I knew it, they were all gone.  As if they were never here.”  
 
   “The same thing happened in Nifelheim,” said Daniel. 
 
   The scientist looked up with concern.  “Nifelheim is destroyed?”  
 
   “Mostly.  Luckily we managed to evacuate much of the population.”  
 
   Some of the population. 
 
   Jack paced around them, nervously.  “Why would they suddenly group together and attack like that?”  
 
   “They’re trying to wipe us out,” Zeke said quietly.  Everyone stared at him in horror.  “We’re imperfect.  It’s their job to purge us.”  
 
   They were quiet.  After a while, Daniel asked, “But why only two cities?”  
 
   “Did anyone think of contacting another city?”  
 
   Daniel froze.  Nifelheim had been too concerned with survival to check on anyone else.  They had only assumed they were the only ones attacked.  If Panama had been attacked at the same time, then any number of cities might have been destroyed.  He turned to Jack.  “Try to link to the Muselheim.  Have Dumah relay the message to any survivors—prepare for a malak attack.”  
 
   “I’m on it,” he said, darting to a communications terminal.  
 
   Zeke finished wrapping the bandage and taped it in place.  “Looks like you’ll be fine.  Just get some rest and find something to eat.”  He stood up straight.  His tone changed dramatically.  “Now listen, this is very important.  Your research station reported an anomaly in the former United States.  I need to know everything about it.  What is it?  What does it do?  Where did it come from?  Anything you can tell me.”  
 
   The scientist pulled a blanket over his shoulders and sipped the tea.  “The anomaly is, quite simply, the most bizarre thing I have seen in my life.”  He spoke with a child-like enthusiasm.  “We observed it as best we could, but it’s hard to get close to something when malak are swarming around it.”  
 
   “The report said malak activity had ceased on the continent,” interrupted Daniel.  
 
   “On most of the continent, yes.  But when we managed to send in a photographic probe, we realized there was a huge concentration of malak by the anomaly.  And what’s more, they seemed to be traveling in and out of it.”  
 
   “Like a gate,” said Zeke.  
 
   “Precisely,” said the scientist.  His enthusiasm was growing.  “And there’s more.  We measured an unusual wave energy being emitted from this gate.”  
 
   The scientist hopped down from the table, but immediately collapsed, clutching his bandaged legs.  Zeke caught him before he hit the ground.  The man weakly reached towards a distant table.  “Over there.  In the black folder, please.”  
 
   Daniel followed the man’s finger to a messy table and began searching for the folder he wanted.  Zeke helped the scientist into a chair.  “Radiation?”  \he asked.  
 
   “Pardon?”   
 
   “The unusual energy.  Was it radiation?”  
 
   “That’s what we were afraid of at first, but we measured it against the entire spectrum of light, and it didn’t seem to match.  They’re not microwaves, but they’re not gamma rays either.  It’s as if they don’t have any consistent frequency at all.  We mapped it out for further study, and that’s when Dr. Harding, my superior, recognized the pattern.”  
 
   Daniel returned with the folder and the scientist pulled out a folded sheet.  He unfolded it to reveal a graph.  A map of a wave, spiking erratically.  
 
   “I know this probably doesn’t make any sense,” he continued.  “But it looks like brainwaves.  Particularly the kind measured during REM sleep.  It’s as though whatever is inside this gate is dreaming.”  
 
   The ethereal plane.  The world of dreams.  
 
   Zeke had his confirmation.  
 
    
 
   Daniel, Jack, and the recovering scientist slept under piles of blankets.  
 
   Zeke, however, was wide awake.  He stood in the dark for a long time, watching them.  He wondered if it were the last time he might see them.  
 
   It would have to be.  He couldn’t risk their lives.  He must finish this alone. 
 
   After summoning his resolve, he retreated quietly into the storage room.  He went straight for the field equipment he found earlier.  He shoved a tent into a pack, dropping a few supplies in after it.  Next he went to the kitchen.  He raked his arms across the shelves, dropping the food into the pack.  His journey would be long.  He needed as much as he could take.  When he was done in the kitchen, he pulled on a thick coat and left the research station.  
 
    
 
   An hour later, he stood on the earth, facing southwest over the frozen canal.  Samael glowed on the horizon, but didn’t provide much light.  Instead, Zeke held a small flashlight.  
 
   He exhaled slowly.  A cloud of fog formed in the dim light.  He stepped onto the smooth ice and began to walk.  
 
    
 
   After a day’s journey, he found himself in the Costa Rican wilderness.  The jungle, once teeming with life, was now still.  Dead.  Frozen leaves cracked beneath his feet.  
 
   A huge iced-over log blocked his path.  He stepped over this, leaning against a tree for support.  The thin tree cracked and fell.  It hit the hard ground, shattering on impact.  Shards of ice and wood scattered across the jungle floor.  
 
   Zeke stumbled, but did not fall.  
 
   He kept walking. 
 
    
 
   His journey took him into the mountains of Central America.  Here, it was difficult to sleep.  The air was very cold.  There was little fuel for a fire.  And the unnatural light from the Destroyer kept him tossing and turning all night.  
 
   The ruins of Mexico City provided a safer haven for rest, although still not comfortable.  The ancient city, unused for centuries, had been reduced to a mound of rubble.  In that rubble, Zeke found a small alcove of rock.  He piled blankets on top of himself and went to sleep.  
 
   Beyond the ruined city was a vast expanse of desert.  It was easier in passing than the mountains, the jungles, or the cities.  The frozen sand was hard and flat.  There was no wind.  It was easy to cross.  Sometimes, Zeke could even scrape up enough dry fuel for a fire.  When he could, he would warm up his food so it was soft enough to chew comfortably.  It never tasted good, but it was a welcome break from chipping off frozen bits and warming them in his mouth.  His meals were meager and unpleasant, but they were all he had.  The only food pushing him forward, to his final goal.  
 
   The ethereal plane waited, just ahead.  
 
    
 
   After several weeks, Zeke found himself walking up a gently sloping hill.  
 
   Cracking sounds echoed over the top of the hill, breaking the silence of Zeke’s journey.  When he got closer, he could see sparks of energy arcing through the air.  The electrical cracking grew louder.  
 
   At the top, he saw what had become of the area.  
 
   He was standing at the top of a massive crater.  Below him stretched a vast wasteland.  In one direction, it spread far to the ocean, where the terrain changed to ice.  In the other direction, it stretched to the mountainous edge on the other side of the crater.  Sharp, gothic rocks jutted out of the ground, high into the sky.  
 
   And in front of those mountains was the gate.  
 
   It stood in the distance, cracking dark lightning bolts.  Zeke’s destination.  A massive, dark and ominous sphere, floating a short distance above the earth.  The door to another world.  
 
   Zeke threw his pack to the ground.  Then he unzipped his coat and did the same.  Next, he picked up his sword, drew the blade, then slid the sheath into his belt.  
 
   He paused.  
 
   Changing his mind, he pulled the sheath out and threw it to the ground beside his pack and coat.  
 
   He spent a few minutes stretching, sword in hand.  Then he turned and faced the gate.  
 
   “I thought I’d find you here,” came a voice from behind him.  
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six: Ragnarok
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Zeke was incensed.  “I told you I have to do this alone.”  
 
                 Daniel stepped closer, resting his shotgun over his shoulder.  “It won’t be easy.  There’s no shame in asking for help.”  
 
                 Black lightning bolts cracked behind them.  
 
                 “Well thank you, but it doesn’t matter.  You can’t fight Metatron.  No one can but me.  You can’t even exist in the ethereal plane unless you’re dead or dreaming.  Either way, you wouldn’t be much help.”  
 
                 “You’re sure you want to do this?”  
 
                 There was a pause.  Energy cracked.  
 
                 Then more energy cracked.  The two men turned, worried.  The storm around the gate grew more violent.  The dark sphere expanded.  Before, it had hovered several meters above the ground.  Now it seemed to expand deep below the surface.  It grew hundreds of meters in every direction.  
 
                 A hoard of draugr flooded out of the gate.  Monster after monster fell out of the sphere, pushing, tripping and falling over each other in attempt to find solid ground to stand on.  When the pile of draugr evened out, the wasteland was half-filled with ten thousand monsters.  
 
                 Zeke stared at the field, hesitating.  “Yes.  I’m sure.”  
 
                 Daniel pumped his shotgun, chambering a round.  “Then, at the very least, I will see you safely to the gate.”  
 
                 “I appreciate your confidence, but this might not be so easy.”  His eyes never left the hoard of monsters.
 
                 “I’m disappointed in you,” Daniel answered, smiling mischievously.  “What kind of Raven would I be if I wasn’t prepared?”  He pulled a radio out of his coat.  
 
                 “What are you saying?”  
 
                 “We’re ready.  Move in,” he said into the radio.  Then he looked up.  “I’m saying you’re not the only one here who was taught by the great Micah Frostbane.”  He smiled.  
 
                 A breeze formed in the stagnant air.  Tremors ran through the ground.  Something was coming.  
 
    
 
                 Dumah stood at the bridge of the Muselheim.  Today he was not a governor.  Today, he was not retreating.  Today he was a general.  The man leading the world’s united military forces.  
 
                 He was the warrior-king, defending his subjects from annihilation.  
 
                 The fleet were prepared for battle.  Thousands of fighters stood ready in the hangar.  Gunners tuned the Dragon’s Breath photon cannons. 
 
                 Far below him, the Nifelheim defense militia followed the air fleet.  Some rode the military transports, now outfitted for battle.  Most of them marched.  Soldiers not just from Nifelheim, but from all the surviving cities in the world. 
 
                 And Dumah was on the bridge of the flagship, ready to coordinate the attack.  
 
                 He stared out the front window at the small speck on the horizon.  “Valor such as yours is rare, Mr. Branderlief, but this fight is not yours alone.” 
 
    
 
                 Dumah was not the only one with words for Zeke.  
 
                 More than a kilometer out to sea, a pirate ship unloaded its cargo.  The ice was thick here.  Strong enough to support the weight of the Roman attack vehicles.  Joel took his place at the head of his army as they unloaded the last of them.  
 
                 I arrived too late for the assassination, but I’m glad to be saving the world at your side. 
 
                 He gave out a loud cry and legions of pirates and Romans began to advance across the ice.  At the head of the Roman army, Lord Gabriel rode atop a freshly outfitted attack vehicle.  “You’ve covered our backs before,” he shouted across the ice.  “It’s high time we repaid the favor.  We’ll fight for everyone’s home today.”  
 
                 He rode on.  Muriel followed behind him, along with thousands of their own soldiers, each as loyal to Zeke as to their own king.   
 
                 
 
                 Throughout the fleet of airships, hundreds of pilots waited in hangers.  They strapped themselves into cockpits, while engineers prepared their jets for take-off.  All the while, they listened to their leader’s voice as he briefed them from the bridge.               
 
                 “Our job,” Dumah instructed, “is to bomb out a path between Branderlief and the gate.” 
 
                 The fighters listened carefully.  
 
    
 
                 Just off shore, an army of pirates and wild men advanced.  Their leaders also delivered orders. 
 
                 Muriel rode atop an attack vehicle.  She rested a hand on its grenade launcher as she called back to her soldiers.  “When the explosions subside, we will flank him, protecting him from retaliation.”  
 
                 The wild men nodded gravely. 
 
                 Nearby, Joel also briefed his pirates.  “Our objective is simple: protect him at all costs.  Above all else, we must ensure he reaches that gate.”  
 
                  “Do not hold back,” he instructed the pirates.  “If he does not reach the gate, it’s all over.  Our homes, our lives, and our planet will be lost.  We must not fail.”  
 
                 They reached the shore and began to march up the battlefield, toward the monsters. 
 
    
 
                 The Muselheim’s P.A. blasted Dumah’s voice across the battlefield.  “On my word.”  He took his hand off the transmitter and waited for the signal from Daniel.  
 
                 Tension crept across the battlefield.  Not a soul on the continent was content to wait.  The mission was simple, but difficult.  And not only their lives, but the entire future rode on its success.  
 
                 Everyone was frightened, but eager for the battle to begin.  
 
                 Dumah paused in the pre-battle silence.  “My friend, I’m truly sorry that you must be the one to atone for our sins, but you are a good man for doing so.  Thank you.”  
 
    
 
                 Zeke looked around him in awe at the approaching armies.  “This might not be so difficult after all.”  
 
                 “Disappointed?”  Daniel stepped past him and readied his shotgun, aiming it across the hoard of draugr, toward the gate.  The dark sphere had now retracted back to its original size, floating meters above the earth.  “You ready?”  
 
                 Zeke readied his sword and joined his friend.  “Let’s do this.” 
 
                 Daniel clipped the radio to his collar and hit the transmitter.  “It’s time.”  
 
                 Almost instantly, Dumah’s voice blasts out from the Muselheim.  “Attack!”  
 
                 Small fighter jets and bombers fly out of the Muselheim.  They head toward the gate, above the draugr hoard.  Bombs fall from the planes.  Some draugr explode.  Others burst into flame.  Most run away. 
 
                 “Now’s our chance,” Zeke shouts.  He runs.  Daniel follows.  
 
                 Soldiers follow after them.  The pirates and the Romans approach from the sea.  They flank the two fighters and open fire on the monsters.  Draugr retreat.
 
                 Zeke runs at the head of the attack, cutting draugr.  Daniel, at his side, fires his shotgun relentlessly.  Zeke misses a draugr.  It slips past him.  Daniel hits it with the butt of his gun.  It falls and is quickly trampled by the following army.  
 
                 The gate cracks loudly and expands. 
 
                 Flights of dragons rain out into the sky.  The bombs stop falling as the fighter jets engage the beasts.  Bullets rip through wings.  Fire melts the planes.  The Muselheim fires into the onslaught.  The sky erupts in an inferno.  The cold air grows warm. 
 
                 A few dragons fall, but more continue to pour out of the gate.  One burning monster falls down toward the infantry.  Soldiers rush out of the way.  
 
                 Zeke doesn’t.  
 
                 He leaps.  A trail of red glows behind him.  With one swing, he cuts his way through the dragon.  The monster’s two halves fall harmlessly on either side of him.  He lands on his feet and keeps running, Daniel behind him.  
 
                 Draugr close in on them.  They stand back-to-back for defense, waiting for the following soldiers to break through to them.  “Can you cover me for a minute?”  Daniel asks. 
 
                 “Out of ammo?”
 
                 “No, but my gun is.”  
 
                 He smiles.  “Be glad to.”  
 
                 Draugr attack.  Zeke fends them off, spinning in a circle with Daniel at his back.  The gunner stays low, shoving shells into his gun.  A group of draugr rush at them.  Daniel pumps his gun.  “Get down!” he shouts.  
 
                 Zeke ducks.  Daniel stands.  
 
                 He fires the gun once and the entire group of draugr falls backwards.  
 
                 They both stand and glance at each other.  Then they run.  Behind them, the draugr surround their support.  Gabriel and his troops fight their way out of a circle of monsters.  Joel and his pirates, also surrounded, begin defending. 
 
                 In the sky, fighter jets shoot.  Dragons swarm.  The jets explode.  Fire and debris rains down.  
 
                 The gate is near.  Zeke and Daniel keep running, oblivious to all else. They burst into a small void in the fighting.  The dark sphere hovers high above them.  
 
                 “Mind giving me a boost?”  Zeke asks.  
 
                 “Be glad to.”  He holsters his gun and links his hands together.  
 
                 Daniel crouches.  Zeke backs up.  He runs forward, stepping into linked hands.  Daniel pulls up.  Zeke jumps, soaring into the air.  
 
                 The gunner watches his friend vanish into the darkness.  He reaches for the radio clipped to his collar.  “Mission successful.  Time for a little cleaning house.”  
 
    
 
                 “I read you, Uzuki,” Dumah says into the radio.  He stands and turns to his command crew.  
 
                 “New orders, sir?” asks a lieutenant. 
 
                 “Shift the main firepower away from the gate.  Branderlief is safe.  Our mission now is to purge the monsters from our world.” 
 
                 “Yes sir,” says the lieutenant, saluting. 
 
    
 
                 The Muselheim soars into the center of the battlefield.  The photon cannons shift direction.  Beams fire outward.  Dragons begin to fall. 
 
                 Far below, a beast plummets onto a mass of draugr.  Frightened monsters dash away.  Pirates cheer as their attackers flee.  All but forgotten, Joel begins to walk calmly through the fray, dismembering draugr with his knives.  
 
                 A small, noisy draugr leaps at him.  He crosses his knives.  The monster’s neck catches between the blades.  He slides his arms apart quickly.  The wrinkled head flips backwards as it falls lifelessly to the ground.  
 
                 “Is this all they got?”  Joel shouts.  “Ha!  A walk in the park.” 
 
                 He hears a loud roar.  He turns.  A draugr as big as Grendel picks up a soldier and swings him around in the air.  Other soldiers shoot carefully at the monster, but it uses the man as a bludgeon and beats them away.  
 
                 “That’s what I’m talking about,” he says confidently.  
 
                 He runs.  Daggers fly, cutting smaller draugr as he passes.  Soon, he stands before the giant.  It stares at him, curious about the new challenger.  
 
                 Joel stands defensively.  The giant throws the soldier aside and roars.  It takes a large step toward the pirate.  
 
                 Suddenly, a dragon corpse falls, crushing the giant.  
 
                 The pirate shouts up at the sky.  “Be careful where you’re dropping those things!  That one was mine!”  
 
                 He turns and looks for a new challenge. 
 
    
 
                 Nearby, draugr attack Gabriel relentlessly.  The shining green knight fells them easily with his hammer.  He lunges at a quick draugr as it passes by.  The hammer comes down hard on the monster’s spine, shattering its bones.  The draugr drops limply.  
 
                 Something hisses behind him.  He turns in time to see an arrow pierce the neck of his would-be assailant.  Its convulsing body drops into his arms.  He throws it aside as Muriel rushes up.  “Are you all right, father?”  
 
                 “Don’t go worrying about this old man.  Just take care of yourself.”  He smiles, but keeps a watchful eye.  “We’ll both make it through this safe, and then we’ll dance on their graves.”  
 
                 He raises his hammer and roars, rushing back into the melee.  Muriel pulls her arrow out of the draugr’s corpse.  A short distance away, an attack vehicle burst out of a wall of draugr, crushing them.  It skids to a stop by Muriel.  
 
                 “My gunner got hit.  Can I have your help?” asks the driver.
 
                 She looks for her father in the chaos.  “Fine.  But we’re going that way.”  
 
                 “Fine by me.  Plenty of these bastards everywhere.” 
 
                 She climbs up to the mini-gun mounted on the frame.  The driver speeds off.  Muriel opens fire into the draugr.  The monsters fall as the vehicle passes.  
 
                 A monster roars loudly.  Instinctively she swivels the gun around, firing at the largest shape she sees.  She hears a bellow of pain as the shape falls, then a faint voice shouting over the din.  “God damn it!  Not another one!”  
 
                 She sees the pirate rush at nearby draugr, stabbing wildly.  
 
    
 
                 Zeke walks through a starry void.  He holds his sword out in front of him, ready to attack.  His feet hit an unseen floor.  He steps.  He feels his position change.  He knows he’s moving.  But looking around, it seems as though he stays in one place. 
 
                 “Creepy place,” he observes.  “There isn’t anything here.”  He remembers his last visit.  The dreams.  The images.  There is none of that now.  
 
                 He walks more.  His axis of orientation begins to shift.  He feels as though he’s walking up.  Or down.  One way or the other.  Straight ahead.  But the void always remains unchanged in the background, as if he is making no progress at all.  
 
                 “This is supposed to be the afterlife, right?  The world of dreams?  I should be able to at least dream up something.  Maybe a long-deceased soul.” 
 
                 An apple tree materializes in the darkness.  
 
                 “That’s odd.”  He reaches up for an apple.  It falls gently into his hand.  He reaches up to bite into it.  The fruit vanishes and he sinks his teeth into his own hand.  He lets out a cry.  “Strange.  Maybe Jack was on to something.” 
 
                 A voice starts laughing.  He looks up.  The tree is gone.  In its place stands Jae-Hoon.  “Hey Zeke!” he says cheerfully.  
 
                 He stares at the apparition.  “Jae-Hoon?”  
 
                 “Yep.  It’s me.”  
 
                 “But that means you’re . . .” 
 
                 “I’m not dreaming, if that’s what you’re wondering.”  The Slayer seems strangely high-spirited, considering the fact that he’s dead.  Zeke feels his stomach knot.  “I cashed in a while ago.  Killed by your friend, Micah, actually.”  Anger flashes suddenly across his face.  “I can’t find Charlie or Emily.  Are they here?  They’re dead, right?  What did he do to them?”  
 
                 “You’re not Jae-Hoon.”  
 
                 The apparition glares back at him.  “Can you be so sure?”  
 
                 Silence.
 
                 “Why don’t you find out?  I know you’re hungry.  Have a bite.”  Jae-Hoon tosses him an apple.  He catches it.  The apparition laughs maliciously and fades into nothingness.  “Of course,” says his voice, “it wasn’t really an apple at all.”  
 
                 Zeke examines the fruit. 
 
                 “Do not eat from the tree, for you will gain the knowledge of good and evil,” booms a deep, familiar voice.  
 
                 He drops the fruit.  It vanishes into the darkness.  “Sorry.  It’s been done.”  
 
                 “Yes, but the progenitors of man did not learn,” Metatron booms again.  His voice echoes off non-existent walls. 
 
                 “Learn what?”  Zeke turns slowly, scanning the void for his enemy.  
 
                 “That there is no good or evil.”  
 
                 “Show yourself,” he shouts.  “Where are you?”  
 
                 The malak laughs again.  “In this plane of existence?  I am wherever you want to find me.”  The voice is distinct.  Not disembodied.  The malak is standing behind him.  He spins.  Metatron sits on a lavish throne, suspended in the darkness. 
 
                 Zeke raises his sword.  It glows red.  
 
                 “So long it has been since first we met, and beyond your little display of phosphorescence, nothing has changed.  You still face me, ready to die.”  The angel sounds disappointed. 
 
                 “Not this time,” he sneers.  “I can defeat you, and you know it.”  
 
                 Metatron lets out a single, high laugh.  “What?  Am I supposed to be frightened?  Good always triumphs over evil—isn’t that what you humans believe?  Sad to say, that is not true.  The universe is structured for power.  Not justice.  There is no right or wrong.  For a million years, humans have prayed to the higher powers you believed were your creators, seeking the meaning of your existence.  All the time blind to the knowledge that you were created just to be destroyed.  What does that make us?  The great power of good is merely a murderer.  But hasn’t the creator always been the standard for what is good?”  
 
                 The angel smiles maliciously.  
 
                 “Then it’s time for a change,” says Zeke.  
 
                 “I agree.” 
 
                 Metatron raises a hand and draws a circle in the air.  An image appears in the darkness.  It shows a swarm of movement around a large, black sphere.  
 
                 “The gate?” he asks.  
 
                 “The battlefield.  This is where your friends are fighting.  So far, they have been doing quite well.  But they will die now.  I have a surprise.  I saved it just for now, so I could show you.”  
 
                 
 
                 “Sir,” calls a technician.  “I’m picking up a reading from behind the gate.”  
 
                 Dumah stares out at the chaotic battlefield.  He is uneasy about leaving his post.  “A reading?” he asks, unmoving.  
 
                 “Infrared sources,” the technician calls back.  “They’re multiplying.  On the other side of the mountains.”  
 
                 ‘Multiplying’ is not a word he wants to hear right now.  “Let me see.”  He rushes closer and leers over the monitor.  Beyond the battlefield, the world is still cold.  The screen is mostly black.  But a small blob of red and yellow expands on the screen.  Next to it is a dark blue circle.  “Draugr?”  
 
                 “I’m not sure.  It could be anything that gives off heat.” 
 
                 Dumah looks closely at the dark circle.  Then it hits him.  Another gate.  “That thing has a back door.  Can you expand the image?  Compare it to the battle?”  
 
                 The technician turns a dial.  The red and yellow blob grows smaller and a new blob appears nearby, on the battlefield. 
 
                 The new blob—the current battlefield—is the same size. 
 
                 “Damn.  If those things break through the mountains, we can’t hold them off.”  
 
                 A loud electrical crack resounds.  Nearby, the sonar operator yanks his headphones off in a hurry.  They fall to the ground, letting off a high-pitched ringing.  It’s loud enough that everyone hears it. 
 
                 “What’s wrong?”  Dumah asks.  
 
                 His question was answered by his lieutenant at the window.  “Sir, something is coming out of the gate.” 
 
    
 
                 The gate thunders.  Once again it expands.  The fighters look up.  Even the draugr seem curious about the new event.  The air grows charged.  Lightning blasts.  
 
                 Malak jump out of the gate in droves.  Beautiful, powerful angels and twisted, monstrous demons rush out and start killing.  They avoid the dragons, but otherwise pick their victims indiscriminately.  They slay humans and draugr alike. 
 
                 However, they have a clear predilection for humans.  
 
                 Most of the fighters retreat.  A few stay and fight.  They shoot at the ethereal entities.  The bullets pass through the monsters.  The soldiers keep firing, but creep backwards.  
 
                 Rifles click.  
 
                 The malak close in.  
 
                 The field grows loud with human screams. 
 
    
 
                 Metatron smiles proudly at the image.  
 
                 “You’re deranged,” Zeke says.  “You’re nothing but a murderer.”  
 
                 The malak turns to his nemesis.  “Were I human, you might speak the truth.  But I am a divine being.  Your holy texts are filled with bodies lying dead at the hands of gods, yet you worship them all the same.  I am above human sins.  This isn’t murder.  It’s a purge.”  
 
                 “Only if you succeed.”  Zeke raises his sword.  It glows.  
 
                 “Oh?’ Metatron says casually.  “Is it time?”
 
                 “Come purge me.”  
 
                 The angel suddenly springs forward, both swords drawn.  He closes quickly, but Zeke deflects both blades with a quick swing of his katana.  He kicks, and Metatron stumbles back.  
 
                 Zeke launches his own attack.  He swings furiously and advances quickly.  His enemy is forced to use both his swords to hold off the onslaught.  Had there been ground to lose in the ether, Metatron would have been pushed back.  
 
                 A sword swings down over Metatron’s head.  The malak raises one of his own to stop the attack.  He uses the other to retaliate.  He swings low.  As the massive blade passes beneath him, Zeke jumps.  Hitting the sword, he uses it as a springboard to somersault over the malak.  
 
                 Landing on his feet, he stabs.  Metatron turns quickly.  The attack misses his chest, but sinks deep into the angel’s shoulder.  He roars in pain and drops his sword.  
 
                 The demon raises the empty, injured arm.  
 
                 A blast of energy hits Zeke, knocking him back.  He falls.  
 
                 He springs to his feet quickly, but Metatron is already above him, bearing down.  The angel holds his remaining sword with both hands.  Zeke swings his sword up.  Metal clashes on metal.  
 
                 Each fighter pushes against the other.  The angel’s broadsword bears down.  It hovers only centimeters above Zeke’s face.  
 
    
 
                 Gabriel pounds draugr endlessly.  His arm grows tired.  In the distance, malak continue to pour out of the gate.  
 
                 But that’s a long way from him.  
 
                 An attack vehicle drives up, bowling over a path of draugr.  “Lord Gabriel!”  shouts the driver as they skid to a halt.  
 
                 “Father!”  Muriel shouts from the top.  “Get on!  We have to retreat!”  
 
                 The king looks at her curiously.  She has never run from a fight in her life.  
 
                 “We can’t fight malak!” she urges.  
 
                 “Funny time for a change in character!” he bellows back.  Draugr close in.  He resumes swinging at them.  
 
                 “It’s suicide to stay!”
 
                 “It’s suicide to leave!  If we run now, they’ll hunt us down eventually.  I say we make our stand now!”  A draugr rushes him.  He knocks it upside the head with his hammer.  It flies a short distance into the air, then falls, joining the pile of bodies at his feet. 
 
                 “My lord, I’m afraid she’s right,” agrees the driver. 
 
                 Gabriel pounds madly.  He doesn’t look back.  “You go.  I’m an old man, and I choose to die fighting.”  
 
                 “Father . . .”  
 
                 “Just go!” he commands.  
 
                 “Lady Muriel,” shouts the driver.  “Look!”  He trembles.  
 
                 The malak draw near.  At the front of the assault is a massive demon, with a smooth horned head and massive wings.  It crouches low to reach its victims on the ground.  Even hunching over, it is ten meters tall.  It approaches Gabriel, tossing both humans and draugr into the air.  
 
                 “Go quickly,” Gabriel orders.  “You can’t stay here.  I’ll hold them off.”  
 
                 “Let’s go,” says the driver, turning the wheel hard. 
 
                 Ariel climbs off the vehicle and nocks an arrow in her bow.  “No.  You go.  I’ll stay and help.” 
 
                 “Whatever,” the driver says.  He speeds off without an argument.  
 
                 A draugr runs toward them, escaping the malak.  Ariel looses the arrow into its neck.  It falls.  
 
                 “You’ve made me proud,” Gabriel says.  
 
                 Muriel looks at her father, not sure of what to say.  The malak would wipe them out soon.  Maybe Zeke could win, but for her and her father, the battle was over.  
 
                 Gabriel looks back at his daughter.  “I understand,” he says, knowing what she is too proud to say.  “If this is our final stand,” he shouts turning back to the malak, “then I will follow you into Valhalla!”
 
                 The giant malak is upon them.  They brace themselves for the attack.  Muriel raises her bow.  Gabriel waves his hammer violently.  The demon spots the fearless warriors and stands up to its full height, over fifteen meters tall.  
 
                 A ship buzzes overhead. 
 
                 It’s fast.  Incredibly fast.  Gabriel and Muriel don’t see it.  Instead, they look up at the monster above them.  It looks down at a gaping hole in its body.  A bewildered look spreads across its face in its final moments of life.  
 
                 Then it explodes.  White light engulfs the battlefield.  Everyone looks up at the sight.  
 
    
 
                 The radio on the bridge crackles.  “Did you see it?”  Daniel asks.  His voice is hard to hear over the battle.  
 
                 Dumah pulls his transmitter off the control panel.  “The Adramelech?  Yeah.  We saw it.”  
 
                 “Is it the Karellan?” 
 
                 “We’re trying to confirm that now,” he responds.  Then he turns to the communications technician.  “We can confirm that, right?”  
 
                 “We’re picking up a transmission now, sir,” the man answers.  
 
                 “Patch it through,” Dumah orders.  The technician flips a few switches and a monitor bursts to life.  Everyone on the Muselheim’s bridge turns to see a woman in the cockpit of the Adramelech.  
 
                 “You guys need some help?” Ariel asks.  
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven: Angels and Demons
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Pirates run from malak.  
 
                 Draugr block their path.  Joel engages the monsters.  Some of his men join him.  They hack at the monsters, trying to break through.  A few braver pirates taunt the malak.  They bait the angels into fighting, then dodge the attacks.  Buying time.  
 
                 Most of these pirates die.  
 
                 The draugr ranks break.  Joel and the surviving pirates rush through.  The draugr close in behind, but the malak plow through them.  The pirates keep running.  Monsters pick off stragglers, killing them with teeth, claws, and horns.  
 
                 Joel bursts into a small ring of draugr.  They spin towards him, hissing excitedly.  He looks around.  
 
                 He is alone.  
 
                 A single malak pushes through the draugr.  Joel stands defensively.  He may have no chance, but he resolves not to die without a fight.  
 
                 A rope ladder falls beside him.  
 
                 Without thinking, he grabs it and climbs quickly.  Looking up, he can see a ship below the battle above him.  It’s small, but not a fighter jet.  It looks like a cargo freighter.  Daniel stands by the open doors.  He extends his hand down.  Joel takes it.  They pull the pirate into Quetzalcoatl.  
 
                 “Thanks for the lift,” he says.  “What’s the occasion?”  
 
                 “Ariel showed up.  She wants to meet with the generals.”  
 
    
 
                 A small ring of ships rests in the desert.  Over the hill, the battle is loud. 
 
                 Gabriel, Joel, Jack, Daniel, Muriel and Dumah all form a circle, facing Ariel.  She stands tall.  The spear, Gungnir, is strapped to her back.  A bundle of weapons rests at her side.  She is dressed light, but strong.  Ready to fight. 
 
                 A goddess of battle. 
 
                 “This is our only hope,” she explains, handing out the legendary weapons.  She gives Mjollnir to Gabriel.  “We only have a few weapons capable of defeating the malak, so don’t waste your time with the draugr.  Let the others handle them.”  She hands Excalibur to Dumah, Durandal to Joel.  
 
                 The pirate examines the sword.  It is longer than the knives he trains with, but after a few swings, he appears comfortable with the blade.  
 
                 Ariel continues.  “You don’t have to hit them hard.  They’re not used to victims who fight back.”  
 
                 She hands Gandiva to Muriel.  Muriel gently pulls the string back, testing the weight of the bow.  “It’s very powerful,” she says, “but are you sure it will work?”  
 
                 “Positive.  But you were going to fight them anyway, weren’t you?”  
 
                 Muriel grins.  
 
                 “Now go.  We don’t have much time.  Protect yourselves.”  With silent nods, they begin to disperse.  They load into the ships that will take them back to the melee.  Ariel turns to Daniel, holding an automatic rifle.  “This one’s for you.  A special gift from Sandalphon.”  
 
                 “A gun?”  She drops it into his hands and he nearly falls over.  “It’s heavy.” 
 
                 “It’s made from the Staff of Son Wukong.  The bullets can destroy malak, and it never needs reloading,” she explains.  
 
                 “Thank you,” he says.  He turns to Quetzalcoatl. 
 
                 Dumah stops him.  “Daniel, I was wondering if you could do me a favor.”  
 
                 “Yes?”  
 
                 “Our technicians have picked up something quite disturbing from behind the mountains.  Could you, perhaps, check it out for us?”
 
    
 
                 Metatron laughs as he pushes his sword down.  “The trouble with being human is that you’ll eventually grow weary.  My power is holy and infinite.”  
 
                 Zeke pushes back, keeping the sword from cutting his face.  The malak is patient, showing no signs of fatigue. 
 
                 But the human is far from exhausted.  
 
                 Summoning a burst of strength, he springs up.  Metatron’s hold is broken.  The angel stumbles backwards.  
 
                 “I will fight you to my last breath,” says Zeke.  He jumps forward.  Metatron blocks the attack.  He attacks again.  Metatron steps to one side, dodging.  He swings his sword.  The flat of the blade connects with Zeke’s head.  He drops quickly.  
 
                 “That would be the plan.  Shouldn’t take too long.”  
 
                 “You’ll never win,” the wounded fighter responds from the ground.  He stays down, presently too weak to get up.  
 
                 The malak sneers.  “Even your verbal retaliations grow weary.  Of course I’ll win.  Do you intend to survive this fight and take on the hosts of God?”  
 
                 “I’m not alone.  You’ve seen the size of the army you face.”  
 
                 Metatron laughs.  “Oh?  Your friends.  Right.  Let’s just see how strong they are.”  He draws a circle in the void.  An image appears.  The Muselheim’s cannons fire relentlessly.  Dragons fall from the sky, but some make it through.  They land on the ship’s observation deck.  Fierce malak dismount from the beats.  A small platoon of soldiers fight off the dragons.  
 
                 Dumah faces the malak.  He cuts them to shreds with Excalibur.  
 
                 The image dissipates with exploding white light.  The malak draws another circle in the void.  Attack vehicles charge the malak ranks.  Gabriel, Muriel, and Joel hang out the sides, shooting, stabbing and smashing the demons as they pass.  Light explodes again, ending the image.  
 
                 Zeke laughs.  
 
                 Metatron is unfazed.  “A handful of weapons and you think you’re winning?  How long can your friends last?  I have more surprises remaining.”  
 
                 “Good,” Zeke counters, stalling for time so he can recover from the last blow.  “I could use a good laugh about now.”  
 
                 “Would you laugh at the seraphim?”  
 
                 “Seraphim?”  
 
                 “The most powerful of all malak.  Two of my seraph generals are already in the physical plane: Loki the Giant and Lucifer, Malak of Beauty.”  
 
                 He draws another image in the air.  Zeke sees tall mountains.  Sharp.  Ominous.  They reach far into the clear sky.  On the side of a mountain, draugr and malak pop out of a small gate.  The force already amassed is huge.  At the head of the army, two powerful malak observe the scene.  
 
                 “Almost ready,” says the large one.  Loki, Zeke guesses.  
 
                 The other looks ahead of the army.  A bridge of rock reaches into a pass between two icy mountains.  Below the bridge on either side is a fall of several hundred meters.  “Have we been given the order to advance?”  
 
                 “Not yet,” says Loki.  “But let’s go anyway.  These peaks won’t be easy to cross.”  
 
                 “Fine by me,” shouts Lucifer.  “Move out!” he calls to the army.  The malak and draugr march towards the bridge, monsters still popping out of the small gate behind them.  
 
                 A lone figure steps out on the bridge.  He raises a rifle.  
 
                 Metatron waves his hand.  The image shatters and fades to darkness.  
 
                 “Ha!”  Zeke spits.  “I told you.  You can’t win.”  
 
                 “So quick you are to judge the victor,” growls the angel.  “The fight is not yet ended.”  He turns quickly and attacks.  
 
                 Zeke leaps to his feet, blocking with his sword.  He stops the attack, but it is strong.  The malak pushes him back.  Metatron swings again.  Another hard blow forces Zeke back farther.  
 
                 The angel’s swords glow blue.  He swings them, shooting a bolt of energy..  The katana swings fast.  It hits the bolt, deflecting the energy back at Metatron.  The angel stands fast.  The blast hits him in his chest, absorbed into his body.  
 
                 The malak appears unaffected.  
 
                 Zeke doesn’t give him another moment.  He runs at Metatron.  The malak ducks, his shoulder connecting with the human’s waist.  The powerful angel stands, throwing him into the air.  Zeke hits the ground hard, several meters behind Metatron.  
 
                 Hitting hard on the nothing.  
 
                 “My five-thousand year life has taught me to keep a full arsenal of tactics on hand.  I think you’ll like this next one.”  
 
                 Metatron conjures another image. 
 
    
 
                 Suspended in the universe, Samael the Destroyer stirs.  He spreads his six swings.  His neck aims a draconic head at the earth.  He takes a deep breath in the vacuum.  His chest expands.  
 
                 He bellows out, roaring in the soundless void.  A thin beam of light shoots from his mouth, racing to the planet.  
 
                 On the battlefield, the sky flashes.  A large, white blast of light falls.  It hits the ground and keeps going.  A cloud of draugr, humans, dragons, rock, dust, and blood is thrown up into the air.  
 
                 The hole is deep.  Magma bubbles in its depths.  
 
                 Another blast hits the edge of the battlefield.  Dragons and fighter jets are knocked out of the air.  Lava explodes from the ground.  
 
                 The night glows a dull red.  
 
    
 
                 The mountains rise behind Daniel, cold and frosted.  A thin ridge of rock stretches before him.  This path is the fastest way through the mountains.  It’s the only one an army has time to find.  
 
                 The boy stands unmoving.  
 
                 The seraphim’s laughter seemed to well up inside his head.  Their pleasure was intangible.  Inaudible.  Ethereal. 
 
                 “Look at that.  They’re already lining up to be killed,” says Lucifer.  His voice is high and clear.  
 
                 Loki speaks in a lower, darker voice, almost a growl.  “Hey you!  I think your army got scared and ran off.”  
 
                 Daniel doesn’t move.  “Didn’t come with an army.”  
 
                 Their presence in his head grows.  Their psychic laughter becomes louder.  “Did you come to surrender?”  asks the giant.  
 
                 “Nope.”  
 
                 Lucifer turns to his comrade.  “Are all humans this easy to kill?”  
 
                 “Poor guy is probably scared out of his wits.  Let’s do him a favor and kill him quickly.”  He shouts to a line of draugr.  “First line!  Attack!”  
 
                 Ten draugr obey the seraph.  Ten monsters run to the bridge.  Ten shots ring out in succession.  Ten bodies tumble into the chasm below the mountains.  
 
                 “You will not cross this bridge,” Daniel says calmly. 
 
                 “What happened?”  
 
                 “It was just luck,” Lucifer says.  “He can’t hold out for long.  Attack!”  Another line of draugr runs for the bridge.  
 
                 A bolt from Samael hits the ground behind the seraphim.  The seraphim turn to see several draugr and a lone malak fall into a glowing red hole.  “Damn it!  Can’t he aim a little more carefully?” shouts Lucifer.  As a seraph, he can will the malak back into the ranks, but the magma would destroy the draugr.  
 
                 He turns back to the boy.  Loki is glaring. Seething.  Bodies of dead draugr litter the earth in front of him.  Daniel stands calmly, resting the rifle atop his shoulder.  He kicks a corpse at his feet.  It tumbles into the chasm.  
 
                 “What the hell?” says a bewildered Loki.  
 
                 Lucifer turns once more to his army.  “Attack!”  The entire host of draugr and malak rush the tiny ridge.  
 
                 Daniel starts firing. 
 
    
 
                 The human and the malak circle each other in the darkness.  
 
                 Metatron taunts his opponent.  “How do you expect to win?  I don’t need the stronger army.  I can destroy your entire planet.”  
 
                 “You’re insane.” 
 
                 “Sanity is a human condition.  This is my purpose.  This is why I exist.” 
 
                 “You were human once.” 
 
                 “Chains I broke long ago,” sneered the angel.  
 
                 “You’ll never win.”  
 
                 “I already have.”  
 
                 “I’ll take you down myself,” Zeke says confidently.  
 
                 Metatron drops his swords.  Instead of hitting the invisible ground, they fall away into the void.  “Go ahead.”  
 
                 Zeke attacks, running.  The angel dodges the attack easily.  He grabs the sword by the blade and holds tight.  The angel spins quickly, hoping to throw his opponent off balance.  
 
                 But Zeke holds fast.  
 
                 Metatron kicks.  Both man and sword go flying.  They land a short distance away.  The angel’s hands bleed light.  
 
                 “You’re hurt,” Zeke observes.  
 
                 He raises a ghostly eyebrow.  “Am I?”  He clenches his fists tight, then opens them.  He reveals his palms.  The wounds are healed.  
 
                 The swordsman doesn’t stop to marvel.  He jumps to his feet and attacks again.  Metatron leaps out of the way with skillful speed.  He retaliates with a punch.  Zeke ducks.  He spins, bringing his sword up fast.  The malak claps his hands over the blade.  It stops, held fast.  Zeke’s side is exposed.  Metatron kicks him hard.  His body bends painfully.  He falls.  His sword tumbles beside him.  
 
                 “Frostbane was wrong,” Metatron laughs.  “You never would have been strong enough.  You can’t even defeat me now.”  
 
                 Zeke hides his pain.  “You haven’t killed me, either.”  
 
                 “I don’t need to.  You are powerless here.  I am invincible.  Go ahead.  I’ll give you a free shot.”  Metatron opens his arms wide and waits.  
 
                 Zeke gets to his feet, picking up his sword.  He takes the shot.  Metatron stands still.  The blade pierces the angel’s heart.  The starry void bursts with light. 
 
                 Immediately, he hears Metatron’s deep voice laughing.  Behind him.  
 
                 He turns.  The demon stands, arms crossed.  He stabs again.  Another explosion.  “Above you.”  Zeke looks up.  Metatron falls toward him fast.  He jumps to meet him, swinging his sword.  The void bursts with light again.  
 
                 The angel’s voice comes through the darkness.  “This is the world of the dead.  You can’t kill me here.  Now look.  I have one more act for this two-bit vaudeville show.  Do you want to see the power of the seraphim?”  
 
                 An image appears in front of him.  
 
    
 
                 A huge beam from Samael hits the earth.  It leaves a gaping hole.  In the distance, lava shoots from another hole.  The battlefield has a distinct red tint.  In the heat, thin clouds form.  
 
                 The gate cracks, although in the din, no one notices.  Small points of white light fly out.  One point seeks out a dragon.  The beast evades pursuing fighter jets, but the light is too fast for it.  It hits the dragon, burrowing deep into its chest.  
 
                 The monster glows white, like a malak.  
 
                 The dragon loses its balance and falls into another dragon.  The two beasts merge.  Their masses combine.  They both glow white.  Their form tumbles into another dragon.  Then another.  And another.  The white mass explodes into being.  It takes the form of a massive serpent, with a long body and six wings.  The monster stretches out in the sky, dwarfing everything around it.  
 
                 Jormungandr, The Malak of Dragons, hovers over the battlefield, looking for prey.  
 
                 Another point of light speeds for the sea.  It evades a beam from Samael.  The shot hits the ocean, cracking the ice.  Lava shoots up.  Steam hisses.  The point of light slams down into the depths.  A moment later, water, ice, and steam explode up from the sea.  Huge tentacles pull a massive sea monster above the surface.  
 
                 Leviathan, Malak of the Ocean, climbs onto shore.  
 
    
 
                 Gunshots echo off the mountain slopes.  Draugr tumble into the chasm.  Their bodies carpet the mountainside.  Malak explode like fireworks.  
 
                 The assault lightens for a moment.  Daniel lowers his gun.  “You will not see the other side of this mountain.” 
 
                 “Like hell we won’t!” bellows Lucifer.  “We are seraph warriors!  No human can . . .”  
 
                 Crack!
 
                 Daniel’s gun thunders.  A hole appears in Lucifer’s head.  He goes weak, limp.  Then he explodes in an exceptionally bright flash.  
 
                 The gunner speaks to Loki.  “You have lost half your ranks and one of your generals.  You haven’t even scratched me.  Give up.”  
 
                 The giant malak growls.  “You will have to lower your guard eventually.”  He raises his fist high into the air.  “Attack!”  
 
                 Monsters rush at Daniel.  He fires rapidly. 
 
    
 
                 Dumah’s platoon grows thin.  The Muselheim’s guns continue to fight off the dragons and their malak riders, but many still land on the ship.  Reinforcements have been called, but most of their forces are on the ground.
 
                 The ones atop the ship can’t hold out forever.  
 
                 The general however, is tireless.  His soldiers fire into a dragon’s wings.  The monster bellows fire at them.  They scatter.  Dumah rushes the beast.  It swings its claws, but he ducks and they pass over his head.  Standing up, he hacks at the dragon’s neck.  The powerful sword cuts easily through the beast.  
 
                 A strong gust of wind sweeps across the ship.  Dumah struggles to keep his footing.  Fallen soldiers and pieces of dragons slide off the deck.  A voice wells up from inside his head.  Turn and face me. 
 
                 He turns.  Standing on the far edge of the ship is a giant hawk, easily as big as three men.  Its wings are spread out.  Its talons claw into the steel hull.  The entire creature is a pale white.  
 
                 A malak.  
 
                 I am Thunderbird, the Falcon Malak, came the voice.  Face me, human. 
 
                 Dumah raises Excalibur, holding tight with both hands.  Thunderbird flaps its wings, rising into the air.  
 
                 It dives.  
 
    
 
                 Jormungandr writhes through the sky.  Blue flame spews from its mouth.  It rages against the fighter jets.  Planes melt.  Pilots incinerate.  The seraph roars.  It looks down.  Below him, soldiers scatter.  Draugr run in fear.  But one man stands his ground.  He faces the giant malak, wielding a heavy war hammer.  
 
                 Amused with the miniscule challenger, the serpent dives.  
 
                 Gabriel attacks.  Mjollnir comes down hard, but the attack is too small.  It crushes a talon and the seraph continues unhindered.  It lands, snatching its tiny challenger off the ground.  
 
                 The warrior struggles.  The seraph lifts him close to its face, curiously examining the dragon scale armor.  Gabriel brings the hammer down between the malak’s eyes.  Jormungandr screams and drops him.  
 
                 An arrow flies.  It grazes the serpent’s ear.  The beast swings its head around, searching for the archer.  As the huge neck passes by, Gabriel leaps.  He grabs hold of the beast’s mane and climbs up toward the head.  
 
                 Mjollnir strikes.  
 
                 The massive seraph stumbles.  It takes a few awkward steps.  Gabriel strikes again.  Jormungandr jerks its head, throwing the man to the ground.  With a massive foot, it crushes him into the ground, impaling him on its claws.  
 
                 Nearby, Muriel watches in horror.  The serpent tosses her father into the air and catches him in its jaws.  Before she can fire her next shot, the monster swallows and leaps into the sky.  
 
                 She watches it fly away, then follows it on foot. 
 
    
 
                  A band of pirates fight an oncoming hoard of monsters.  The draugr fall easily enough, but the malak are plentiful.  Joel can’t fight them all at once.  
 
                 They lose ground.  The malak push them back.  To their left, a stream of lava impedes their escape.  To their right, a blast from the Destroyer plants a new hole in the earth.  Their only option is to flee toward the ice.  
 
                 A gurgling roar resounds.  
 
                 Joel turns to see Leviathan crawling out of the sea.  Tentacles flail.  Lava bursts up from the new hole.  Ash and steam fill the air.  Lightning shoots from the unnatural cloud.  The thunder follows instantly.  
 
                 Carried by countless tentacles, Leviathan rushes toward the battle.  The pirates flee.  Joel leaps into the mess of appendages, hacking wildly.  The seraph screams.  Its roar is strained and wet.  
 
                 A tentacle coils around Joel’s waist.  It begins to lift, but Durandal severs it clean.  The pirate falls back to the ground.  
 
   The monster lowers a squid-like head to inspect its opponent.  Joel stabs it in the eye.  The slimy head snaps back in pain.  The sword sticks fast.  The motion throws him and his sword into the air.  
 
   His trajectory is broken when a tentacle shoots up and grabs him.  
 
    
 
   Ariel fights off the malak.  Gungnir spins like a helicopter blade.  Lava flows in rivers nearby.  Thunder cracks.  Wind blows.  Malak after malak rush at her.  Each one explodes as she hits them.  Draugr attempt to fight closer, but a band of soldiers fend them off.  
 
   One of the soldiers looks up.  “Look out!” he screams. 
 
   Ariel looks up.  A large bolt of energy is careening toward their heads.  She grips the spear.  She feels it in her hands, telling her what to do.  She transfers the javelin to her right hand, pulls it back over her shoulder, and hurls it high into the sky.  
 
   It flies.  
 
   The bolt and the weapon connect.  The magical energy disperses.  Smaller beams shoot off at angles, burying themselves in a small circle, safely outside the range of the soldiers.  The trenches are shallow, but the flowing lava soon fills them.  Gungnir lands nearby, its head buried in the dirt.  Ariel plucks it out of the ground.  
 
   Draugr leap.  
 
   Ariel thrusts the spear.  
 
    
 
   High on the mountain slopes, a wild dog sits on its haunches.  This land is strange to him.  There is very little food nearby, but so much seems to be happening in this one spot.  He sits and watches curiously.  Storms rage.  Lava explodes.  Gunshots ring.  
 
   But the dog sits safely on the mountain.  
 
   Something approaches.  It’s small, but bright.  It is very interesting, and the dog watches it closely.  It dances back and forth on the breeze.  Then it settles a short distance from his face.  
 
   The animal barks cheerfully.  
 
   Suddenly, the light slams into its chest.  The force pushes the dog back.  It rolls across the rocks.  It yelps and whines.  It can feel his body stretch.  Its muscles tighten.  Its fangs grow.  It begins to glow a soft white. 
 
   The dog fights the pain.
 
   It rolls back and forth, trying to shake the painful light.  Instead, it falls behind a large boulder.  
 
   The whining stops.  
 
   A moment later, a huge beast, Fenrir, the Wolf Malak, hops up onto the rock.  It instantly spies the battle.  It thirsts for blood.  For war.  
 
   It howls, then rushes down the mountain.  
 
    
 
   Thunderbird dives.  Dumah raises his sword in defense.  The seraph hits the blade.  It cuts the malak, and the weight knocks him off his feet.  They roll across the observation deck.  
 
   The hawk leaps into the air.  Dumah stands, wiping blood from his face.  The malak dives again.  It catches him from behind, sinking talons into his shoulder.  He cries out and swings Excalibur.  
 
   A clawed hand falls to the deck.  The falcon shrieks.  It takes to the sky and dives again.  Dumah stabs upward.  The sword hits the bird.  Wounded, it falls to the deck of the ship.  It tries to stand on its one good hand, but fails. 
 
   The fighter calmly walks to the malak.  He stabs down with one hand, finishing the malak in an explosion of light.  
 
   Something behind him bellows.  Something large.  
 
   He turns.  Jormungandr, seeking out the only thing in the sky as large as itself, stares down the Muselheim.  
 
   On the ground below Muriel’s hunt concludes.  “I have you now,” she hisses.  “You overgrown snake.”  She nocks an arrow and raises her bow. 
 
                 The serpent snarls at the ship.  Dumah turns to face it.  “Well,” he says to himself.  “This is no time to be shy.”  He runs to the edge of the ship and leaps off, sailing over Jormungandr’s head.  As he falls, he plants Excalibur in the dragon’s back.  Holding tight, he uses the blade to slow his fall.  
 
                 The monster bleeds a thin trail of light.  
 
                 Muriel’s arrow pierces one of Jormungandr’s six wings.  It shakes in the sky.  Dumah nearly loses his grip on the sword, which starts to slide free of the seraph’s body.  
 
                 Another arrow flies, hitting another wing.  The monster falls to the ground, Dumah with it.  The large body hits the earth, shaking the entire battlefield.  The man rolls off the monster. Lying weak on the ground, he looks up.  A huge beam from Samael hits the Muselheim.  
 
                 The ship explodes in the sky.  
 
    
 
                 On the frosted bridge, Daniel fires rapidly, but precisely.  Draugr continue to fall and malak continue to vanish.  
 
                 Then the onslaught stops.  
 
                 Loki looks around.  He is alone. 
 
                 “It seems you’ve lost your army,” the boy taunts calmly.  “This is your last chance.  Give up.”  
 
                 The seraph seethes.  “I will kill you,” he says slowly.  
 
                 The giant rushes the bridge.  He is fast.  Appearing above Daniel, he swings his fist down hard.  The gunner uses his weapon to stop the blow.  The fist hits the metal.  His hands sting. 
 
                 He jumps back and fires.  The shot hits Loki’s left shoulder.  Another shot hits Loki’s right shoulder.  The giant seraph is unaffected.  He steps closer.  Daniel fires again.  A small trail of light bleeds from the malak’s chest, but it keeps coming.  
 
                 Loki punches, knocking Daniel to the ground.  He slides backwards across the slippery rock and flips a switch on his gun.  Loki raises a foot, ready to stomp.  
 
                 Daniel squeezes the trigger hard. 
 
                 Bullets rain into the giant.  The malak stumbles backwards, slipping on the ice.  
 
                 The gunshots cease.  Daniel stands.  Loki falls to his knees, light bleeding across his entire body.  
 
                 The malak suddenly jerks up and resumes his attack.  
 
                 The gunner pulls the trigger again.  Bullets rain endlessly at the giant.  Loki falls again.  He breathes heavily.  Erratically.  
 
                 Daniel stands tall, lowering his weapon.  “You will not cross this bridge.”  The malak’s rage growls in his head.  He turns and walks back towards the frosted pass.  
 
                 His silhouette flashes against the trail in front of him, and the psychic noise from the malak stops dead. 
 
    
 
                 Thunder crashes.  Lava explodes.  The storm intensifies.  
 
                 Tentacles hold Joel fast in the air.  He struggles as Leviathan squeezes.  His right arm and Durandal are caught tight in the mess of appendages. 
 
                 The seraph squeezes his head.  
 
                 Joel bites down on the tentacle.  It twitches, then withdraws.  He twists his neck and bites another.  The monster snapped it back quickly.  The pirate pulls his arm to his face and bites again.  Another tentacle snaps back, flailing wildly in the air. 
 
                 He pulls his arm free and begins to slash.  Leviathan screams its drowning wail again.  It drops the pirate, who falls into a mass of tentacles below him.  He slashes furiously, trying to cut his way out.  
 
                 The seraph screams louder.  Joel bursts free and flees along a river of lava.  A massive tentacle crashes down in front of him, blocking his path.  He turns.  A huge, squid-like maw drops down on him.  Tentacles push him into the monsters throat.  
 
                 Leviathan swallows.  
 
                 Then it chokes.  A blade sticks out of its throat.  The malak convulses.  Joel cuts open a gash in the beast.  The malak convulses, then falls, collapsing into the lava.  The molten rock doesn’t harm it, but the pirate continues to slash from inside.  Water flows into the lava, hissing.  Clouds of steam rise up, burning his skin.  
 
                 He continues to cut.  
 
                 After what feels like an eternity, Joel is blinded by a bright flash.  He feels himself fall.  The air grows hot very quickly.  The lava rushes up to meet him.  
 
                 A beam from Samael slams into the ground, throwing rock and lava in every direction.  
 
    
 
                 Ariel swings her spear. 
 
                 Lava flows glow brightly.  It tints the malak a deep red.  The under-lighting casts shadows on their faces.  Lightning flashes.  The malak are white again, then red.  
 
                 One leaps over a lava stream and charges Ariel.  She swings Gungnir.  It connects with the demon’s head.  The malak stumbles.  She pulls back, then thrusts.  Her opponent twitches once, then explodes.  
 
                 Two malak leap over the circle of lava—one on each side.  Ariel looks left, then right.  She changes her footing, waiting for one to make a move.  
 
                 The demon on the right attacks first.  Using Gungnir as a vault, she leaps over its head.  The malak turns.  Both come running.  She braces the spear on the ground.  Both monsters hit, impaling themselves on the spear.  They disappear in a flash of light.  
 
                               Electricity cracks, loud and violent.  It’s not the same as the lightning.  Ariel looks up.  More seraphim fly out of the gate.  
 
                 “My lady!” calls a voice.  She turns.  On the out side of the lava ring, a soldier faces her.  Behind him, a small platoon of wounded men fights back draugr.  
 
                 “My lady,” he calls again.  “We’ll fend off the draugr.  You take care of the malak.”  
 
                 “Thank you,” she says. 
 
                 Something behind her snarls.  Something large.  
 
                 She turns.  A massive shape leaps over the lava, blocking her view of the gate.  
 
                 Fenrir lands a short distance from her.  Its fur stands on end.  It growls loudly, bearing its teeth.  
 
                 Thunder crashes.  Lava explodes.  
 
    
 
                 The ground is hot and unpleasant.  Dumah gets up slowly.  Excalibur is nearby.  He puts his hand on it.  
 
                 A painful roar explodes in his ears.  He strugles to his feet.  Standing weakly, he faces Jormungandr.  The serpent stands on the ground, staring at him.  It roars again, bellowing a jet of blue flame into the sky.  It engulfs a passing plane, which speeds to the ground in a molten lump.  
 
                 Dumah raises his sword.  
 
                 The seraph thrusts its massive head forward, catching the man by his arm.  The limb slips harmlessly between the teeth, but is immobilized.  Jormungandr raises him into the air, toying with him.  
 
                 An arrow flies.  It buries itself in the malak’s neck.  The dragon cries out, dropping Dumah.  He hits the ground hard, and stays there.  The huge body pins him to the ground.  
 
                 The dragon spins around, looking for its attacker.  It sees Muriel, alone in a small field of corpses.  It reaches up and picks the arrow out of its neck, then bellows.  She looses another arrow, which pierces the seraph’s shoulder.  
 
                 Jaws snap.  Sharp teeth close around Muriel’s torso.  Venom courses through her body, burning her blood.  She instinctively fires another shot.  It hits the monster’s eye.  The beast drops her and rears its head back, howling. 
 
   Jormungandr gets ready to pounce.  
 
   From underneath, with his final ounce of strength, Dumah shoves Excalibur into the belly of the dragon.  As it leaps forward, the sword tears a long gash in the malak.  When hits the ground, it immediately rears up on its hind legs, trying to get away from the sharp earth.  
 
   Muriel fires one last arrow into the dragon’s heart.  
 
   Jormungandr roars loud.  A failing jet of flame rises to meet the lightning.  Thunder echoes across the battlefield.  
 
   The seraph falls backwards, dead.  The battlefield bursts with light.  The storm clouds appear for one moment in perfect light, then disappear. .  
 
   Dumah lays dying on the earth.  Muriel tries to make her way to the wounded general, but the dragon’s venom is strong.  She doesn’t make it to her tenth step before she falls.  
 
                 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight: Eden
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 The malak’s voice taunts Zeke.  “Your friends are dying, you are wounded, my seraphim continue to flood the battlefield, and I get stronger with each moment.” 
 
                 He turns slowly, hoping the angel will materialize somewhere.  “I’d like to see how strong you’d get if you came out and faced me!”  
 
                 “Fine,” echoed the voice.  “I’ve had my fun.  Your death is long overdue.”  Light flashes.  Metatron appears.  
 
                 But something is different.  
 
                 A strange light emanates from the angel.  His body seems to float upwards in the void.  He draws his limbs in tight.  A sphere of light spins around him.  Suddenly, the sphere explodes, knocking Zeke backwards.  
 
                 A new demon hovers in the darkness.  He gently flaps six feathery wings.  Four arms grow from his side, each holding a sword.  His eyes are hollow.  His hair is long and white, and he now has a long beard.  The hair flows around his head, as if he were suspended in water.  Horns protrude from beneath his mane.  His body is covered in silver plate mail.  
 
                 Zeke attacks first.  
 
                 Four swords cross effortlessly, blocking his slash.  Metatron counters.  Zeke matches his attacks, blow for blow.  He swings madly in retaliation.  
 
                 Neither fighter gains any ground.  
 
                 Zeke leaps high over the flying malak’s head.  He slices the tip of one wing on the way down.  In the airless ether, Metatron does not lose his balance.  
 
                 The angel’s wings let him turn with divine speed.  He raises one hand toward the human, shooting a blast of blue energy.  Zeke blocks with his sword.  The bolt hits him hard, but he resists and does not fall.  
 
                 Sharp teeth for a mouse.  The voice wells up psychically in his head. 
 
                 He darts toward the angel, but Metatron slides quickly to one side.  Zeke turns and attacks, but the malak’s swords are ready to block.  The two warriors match blows evenly.  After several minutes, Zeke nicks another wing.  Metatron roars, balling his hand into a fist around one sword. He punches hard.  Zeke stumbles back.  
 
                 Demonic wings contract, pulling the divine being higher, where he floats in one place.  His swords vanish.  He places his four hands together in a square, and closes his hollow eyes.  A massive bolt fires down from the square.  It hits Zeke, knocking him down.  Metatron raises one hand above his head.  Floating centimeters above it, a ball of blue energy swirls into existence.  When it is several times the size of the angel’s head, he hurls it down.  
 
                 Zeke swings his sword, dispelling the ball back into the ether.  He leaps to his feet.  “Come down here and fight me!”  Jumping high into the air, he swings his sword, cutting one of Metatron’s wings clean off.  
 
                 The malak loses his balance and drops to the ground.  That was a mistake, mouse.  Metatron’s blades glow blue.  
 
                 He attacks.  
 
                 Zeke defends as best he can, but the malak’s soul is powerful.  Each attack saps his strength.  The onslaught gradually wears on him down.  
 
                 A massive sword strikes forcefully.  Zeke raises his own weapon, straining against the force of the blow.  Another strike.  He strains harder.  Another strike.  He drops the katana.  Another blade slashes Zeke across the chest.  
 
                 He screams and falls to his knees. 
 
    
 
                 The air is hot.  The soldiers are tired.  Hurt.  
 
                 Still, they fight.  
 
                 Running out of ammunition, they defend Ariel to their last shot.  Their last breath.  They take down as many draugr as their lives will allow.  
 
                 But the monsters keep coming.  
 
                 Suddenly, gunfire comes from another direction.  A long stream from an automatic weapon fells entire ranks of draugr.  Masses of beasts fall.  
 
                 Daniel breaks through and joins the other fighters.  “Where are the malak?” 
 
                 A soldier with a wounded arm replies, “Behind us.  Lady Ariel is fighting them now.”  The man raises his rifle with one hand and fires unsteadily into the thinning ranks of monsters.  
 
                 “Ariel?”  Daniel is suddenly very worried.  
 
    
 
                 The storm rages on.  The battlefield glows bright red.  The flowing lava casts moving shadows.  The wind blows hard.  Gunshots echo.  Monsters and humans run wildly in every direction.  
 
                 But Ariel and Fenrir remain still.  They eye each other up.  The demon wolf growls.  The battle goddess glares silently.  She digs the end of the spear into the ground and holds the tip out defensively.  
 
                 The battle grows louder.  Samael hits the earth with another blast.  Lava sprays in the aftermath.  Thunder crashes.  The gate cracks.  The dog barks louder.  
 
                 Ariel holds her ground.  
 
                 There is a bright flash.  The seraph jumps.  Ariel braces herself.  
 
                 Fenrir impales itself on Gungnir.  It continues to bark ferociously.  The spear digs deep.  The dog fights its way up the shaft.  To Ariel.  
 
                 Its jaws find her neck.  
 
                 The malak scratches and bites.  She resists the pain, thrusting the staff deeper into the wolf.  Fenrir jerks and convulses, but continues his attack, unrelenting.  
 
                 Blood runs down her body.  It drips down her arms.  Her grip on Gungnir loosens.  She readjusts her hands quickly, hoping to improve her grip. 
 
                 Summoning one last burst of strength., she lifts the spear, wolf and all, off the ground.  Then she drives Gungnir’s tip hard into the ground, pinning Fenrir to the earth.  
 
                 The dog struggles.  Ariel kicks its head.  It yelps.  She pushes the spear deeper into the earth.  Fenrir whines.  
 
                 Then explodes.  
 
                 Ariel falls weakly.  
 
                 A voice calls out to her.  Daniel leaps over the lava and rushes to her body.  Soldiers follow, firing back at the pursuing draugr.  
 
    
 
                 Zeke kneels in the void, breathing erratically.  
 
                 Metatron stands above him.  His deep voice speaks psychically.  The death of a mouse.  Hardly worth mentioning.  I think I’ll show you one last image of your friends’ deaths before I grant you your own. 
 
                 He turns smoothly away and begins to conjure another image.  Zeke struggles to get to his feet, pressing his arms to his chest.  Keeping his life from dripping away. 
 
   Then a voice speaks to him.  It wells up in his head, but this voice is not Metatron’s.  
 
                 Zeke, remember!  You have his power, too!  
 
                 He sees no one but Metatron.  But the voice is unmistakable.  
 
                 Micah.  
 
                 Zeke, he calls again.  Remember your power.  He was supposed to bow to you!
 
                 Suddenly, he understands everything.  Micah’s purpose for him.  Why Metatron couldn’t absorb him so long ago.  The divine powers absorbed from the angel during their last battle.  
 
                 He knows what he must do. 
 
                 Zeke raises a finger to the gash on his chest, remembering a wound healed long ago.  Ages ago.  An entire lifetime.  He draws a finger down the gash, remembering how Metatron did it in Pusan.  The flesh burns shut.  
 
                 He stands.  
 
                 The angel turns, his image taking shape behind him.  
 
                 Zeke holds out his sword.  He stabs the angel in the chest.  Metatron stumbles back, impaled on the blade.  You can’t defeat me, comes his fearless, but flat voice.  You would have to slay all the parts of God at once.  I can’t be killed. 
 
                 “I don’t need to kill you.”  
 
                 He holds out his hand.  A strong wind starts to blow through the void. 
 
                 “What is this?”  The angel’s voice is no longer psychic.  No longer fearless.  His body becomes pale.  Thin.  Stretched.  He roars out in pain.  Then he explodes. 
 
                 Not in a burst of light, but into a hazy mist.  
 
    
 
                 Soldiers rally around Ariel’s body.  Monsters close in on all sides.  The fighters fend off draugr, hitting them with empty rifles.  Daniel fires ceaselessly at the oncoming malak.  
 
                 The monsters hiss and scream excitedly.  Soldiers fall.  Draugr leap on their bodies, poking, prodding, biting and licking, trying to devour every last drop of blood.  
 
                 Suddenly, it all stops.  
 
                 The malak and the draugr shake violently.  They howl in pain.  Their bodies stretch, then burst into mist.  The cloud rises in the air, mixing with the volcanic ash.  
 
    
 
                 Samael inhales, readying another blast.  
 
                 Then his breath stops, shallow.  His solar-sized body contorts in pain.  He screams in the void of space.  
 
                 The Destroyer explodes, shattering into a massive cloud of mist. 
 
                 The cloud streams toward Earth. 
 
    
 
                 The wind on the battlefield picks up.  Monsters everywhere explode.  Draugr lift off the ground.  Malak melt into nothing.  Dragons vanish from the sky. 
 
                 Soldiers stand up, relieved, but cautious.  They look around.  The cloud begins to recede into the gate.  
 
    
 
                 Ethereal wind blows violently.  Zeke stands firm, unaffected.  Mist materializes around him.  It enters his body from every direction.  He stands with his arms out, absorbing every bit of it.  
 
                 Taking the hosts of God into his own being. 
 
                 After a long time, it stops.  Metatron and the mist are gone.  Zeke’s body goes stiff. 
 
    
 
                 Soldiers watch as the gate inhales the remains of the monsters until nothing is left.  The dark, stormy sphere collapses in on itself until it vanishes from sight.  
 
                 Then it explodes violently, sending a shockwave through the battlefield.  The handful of jets that are still airborne are thrown off balance.  Soldiers on the ground dive for cover.  Others don’t make it and fall.  
 
                 Everyone braces themselves against the blast for several minutes.  
 
                 Then the force stops.  
 
                 The storm continues, but less violently than before.  It slowly begins to die.  
 
                 Daniel stands at the center of a ring of soldiers and cooling lava.  He looks up.  The gate is gone.  “Zeke . . .”  
 
    
 
                 Zeke sat up.  
 
                 He looked around.  He was still in the ethereal plane.  Stars surrounded him in every direction, and he sat on an invisible surface.  He held out his hand, feeling dazed.  The motion left a blur behind it.  His limb seemed to change form for several moments, then it settled back into its original shape.  
 
                 “You’re the caretaker now.  You’ve got quite a responsibility to face,” came a voice.  He couldn’t make out who was speaking.  He turned.  A figure stood behind him, staring off into the void.  
 
                 “Metatron?”  He took a few steps closer.  No.  It wasn’t even a malak.  It was a human.  
 
                 Micah. 
 
                 He was dressed in a plain, grey pinstripe suit.  It seemed very much unlike him, but perhaps it was very much in character for the Karellan. 
 
                 He kept staring in the distance, his back to Zeke.  
 
                 “There was once a monkey who was exceptionally strong and brave, so the other monkeys made him king.  One day, he decided to travel the world and become stronger.  He learned many things and eventually became immortal.  However, when he went to Heaven to take his place with the gods, they did not accept him as one of their own.  They fought him.  The monkey defeated all the angels in Heaven and the demons in Hell, but he still did not earn his place among the gods.  Instead, they asked the Buddha to imprison him beneath a mountain to do penance for five hundred years.”  
 
                 The story was very much how Zeke remembered his friend.  “It’s over,” he said.  
 
                 “I know it is.  It’s over.  The battle is won, and you . . .” he paused and turned around, smiling cheerfully.  “You are now the caretaker of the universe.  How does it feel?”  
 
                 Zeke waved his hand slowly, watching the blur trail behind it.  “I don’t know.  It’s a lot to absorb all at once.”  
 
                 “You’ll be fine.  I always did think you’d make a good leader.”  
 
                 “Are you going back?”  
 
                 Micah turned away again.  “I can’t.  The world may be a better place.  I may have even had a hand in that.  But I’ll leave it to future generations to decide whether the end justified the means.  I have committed unpardonable sins.  And the only being who may have forgiven me was god.”  
 
                 “I can forgive you,” Zeke said softly.  
 
                 There was a long pause. “I can’t go back.  It’s your world now.  It’s your universe.  Make of it whatever you wish.”  He smiled. 
 
                 “I’m sorry.”  Zeke struggled for words.  He had just inherited the power of a god, and he still didn’t know what to say to Micah.  Not after everything that happened.  “You know.  Sorry that things didn’t turn out the way you hoped.”  
 
                 He grinned.  “Oh?  What makes you think they didn’t?  For all you know, this is exactly the paradise I envisioned.”  
 
                 There was a long silence.  Zeke sized him up, trying to interpret this comment.  Even with his new god-like powers, he didn’t know. 
 
                 “Please, take care of Ariel,” Micah requested.  “Just a little longer.  Until we can be together again.”  
 
                 “I will.”  
 
    
 
                 Daniel stood motionless on the battlefield.  
 
                 The storm had died, the lava cooled.  The field was quiet and dark.  The only light came from the stars and a few fires.  Medics tended to wounds.  Healthy soldiers lined up corpses.  Others dug graves.  
 
                 He looked down at Ariel’s body.  Then he looked up in the direction of the gate.  The former gate.  
 
                 “I’m sure he’s all right,” said Jack.  Daniel turned to see the pilot coming toward him.  “He’ll find a way to come back.”  
 
                 “Yeah.”  His voice was soft. 
 
                 Jack handed him a small box with a red cross on it.  Together, they bent down and began to clean Ariel’s body.  They wiped off dried blood.  They patched up wounds.  They made her look more dignified.  
 
                 The two men worked diligently for a half an hour, but the best of work would not bring her back to life.  Still, they kept at it until something distracted them.  Something strange.  Unexpected. 
 
                 A ray of light shot over the horizon.  
 
                 They stopped and stared east.  Curious.  The light grew.  Daniel shielded his eyes.  Someone approached from the east.  The figure was indistinct in the light.  The light, however, was unmistakable. 
 
                 A sunrise.  
 
                 Soldiers began to notice.  Their voices were carried by a gentle breeze.  Excitement and relief swept across the field.  
 
                 Daniel focused on the man approaching them.  
 
                 Zeke.  
 
                 Unharmed, but not carrying his sword.  His familiar kenpo gi shirt and hakama pants were no longer dark black, but now pure white.  He smiled gently. 
 
                 “You’re safe!” 
 
                 “Of course I am.  Do you think a little thing like the end of the world is going to do me in?”  Zeke laughed.  
 
                 “I’m glad,” Daniel said quietly.  
 
                 Jack stepped forward to greet him.  He put a hand on Zeke’s shoulder.  “It’s good to see you again.  Things didn’t go so well out here.” 
 
                 “How did your battle with Metatron go?”  Daniel asked.  
 
                 “It’s over.  There’s not much more to be said.”  
 
                 Jack laughed.  “What more needs to be said?”  
 
                 The world was rid of monsters.  The line of tyrants had ended.  Men no longer needed to hide in caves or fortresses for safety.  The sun rose for everyone today.  
 
                 But something didn’t seem right.  As Daniel looked at Zeke, there was a hollowness in his smile.  Something strange in his eyes.  He took a step back.  “Wait . . . There’s something different.  About you.  I can feel it.”  
 
                 “Yes.  I know.  I got these new duds,” Zeke replied, showing off his shirt.  “And quite a bit more responsibility now.”  
 
                 Daniel eyed him curiously.  “All the monsters turned to mist, just like when Metatron . . . and now he’s gone . . . and . . .”  
 
                 “Daniel, is there something you want to ask me?”  
 
                 “This may be a strange question but,” he paused, awkwardly searching for the words.  “Zeke, are you . . . God?”
 
                 “No.”  
 
                 “Then what . . .” 
 
                 “There is no ‘god. ’”
 
                 “No god?”  Jack scoffed.  “There’s going to be a lot of unhappy churchgoers when that news gets out.  Might put a damper on the Christmas pageant.”  
 
                 “No god.”  Daniel reflected for a moment.  “Nothing to believe in.  No guidance.  No hope or faith that there’s something stronger out there, existing to protect us.”  
 
                 Zeke lectured softly.  “Humans have lived too long for the purpose of others.  Too long under someone else’s will.  They’ve spent too much of their lives devoted to the ideas of their gods.  Now it’s time they simply lived for themselves.” 
 
                 Jack stretched his hands behind his head.  “Living life for yourself?  Sounds good to me.”  
 
                 “Live for happiness, right?  Our lives are no longer dictated by Fate.”  Daniel sounded uneasy.  Not happy or sad, but unsure.  
 
                 “Humans don’t live forever.  No sense living in pain or suffering, just for the sake of their higher power and faint promises of an afterlife.  The idea of God was never a good thing when so many horrible acts were carried out in his name.  I think it’s better this way.”  
 
                 “So what are you going to do now?” He sensed something was wrong.  Something Zeke wasn’t saying up front.  “Where do you fit into this new world?”  
 
                 “I don’t,” he answered.  “I can’t stay long.  I have to leave.”  
 
                 “What?  You’re leaving?”  
 
                 “I know it’s a lot to ask, but I want you to understand.  I have to do this.”  He rested his hand on the boy’s shoulder for a moment, then crossed behind him to Ariel’s body.  “But I had to come back.  For her.”  He gently picks her up. 
 
                 “I’m sorry.  I didn’t get to her in time.”  
 
                 “Don’t worry.  She will be fine.  And she’s overdue for a meeting with a very old friend.”  He turned to face them.  
 
                 “That’s it?”  Daniel asked quietly.  “You’re just leaving us?”  
 
                 Zeke remembered his life ten years ago.  Back when Micah left him.  He was another person then.  Full of anger.  Full of violence.  Unsure of himself.  Daniel was different.  Not much older, but far stronger.  He could handle it.  
 
                 “I have to.  I can’t interfere.  This is your world now, Daniel.  Make of it whatever you wish.”  
 
                 A calm energy radiated from Zeke’s body.  Six bright wings sprouted from his back.  The energy continued in a circle, spreading outwards on the earth.  As it expanded, the ground revived.  The cold, dead world vanished.  It became green with life.  
 
                 Zeke rose up into the sky with Ariel and vanished.  
 
                 The sun shone brightly. 
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 Daniel walked through the green field of the Battle of Ragnarok.  The sun glowed through the clouds.  The wind ruffled the grass.  It seemed like an entirely different world.  
 
                 He climbed up the slope of what once was a crater, heading back to the hill where he first found Zeke.  Before the fighting.  
 
                 On the ground lay a thick coat and a large pack.  Beside it was a polished black katana sheath.  He picked it up.  He knew he wasn’t coming back, he thought. 
 
                 Shink!
 
                 The soft sound of metal in earth resounded quietly behind him.  He turned.  
 
                 Zeke’s katana stuck gently in the ground, wavering gently.  Daniel approached it and pulled.  The sword came easily out of the ground.  
 
                 He held the sword gently, looking up into the sky. 
 
                 But of course he saw nothing.  
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